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ABSTRACT Considerations of nonhuman animal moral agency typically base their reasoning
and (very often negative) verdict on a capacity-focused approach to moral agency. According
to this approach, an entity is a moral agent if it has certain intrapersonal features or capaci-
ties, typically in terms of conscious reflection and deliberation. According to a practice-fo-
cused notion of moral agency, however, an entity is a moral agent in virtue of being a
participant of a moral responsibility practice (MRP). I argue that a practice-focused
approach to moral agency, combined with empirical evidence from research on canid social
play and cognition, with support from The Function Argument, makes the notion of non-
human animal moral agency more likely than usually indicated. However, the support is not
absolute, as the practice-focused approach itself may be put into question. I describe how this
objection prompts us to critically assess any empirical, metaethical, or normative assumptions
on these matters. These questions, in turn, raise a number of further questions of how we
should conceive of, use, and evaluate whatever standards of moral agency we adopt.

1. Introduction

Can animals other than humans be moral agents? During the last few decades, an
abundance of behavioral observations and experimental data has been claimed to show
that several nonhuman species display behaviors, dispositions, or capacities that indi-
cate, or relate to, ‘morality’1 in some way.2 Despite this, most researchers within the
sciences and humanities alike remain skeptical of this possibility. A common objection
is, for example, that while other animals than humans might appear guilty (e.g. imag-
ine a dog being scolded for chewing up the newspaper) when they have traversed
social or moral boundaries, Morgan’s Canon3 urges us to look for other, simpler,
explanations, like associative learning. Ascribing guilt to explain the specific expression
of a red-handed dog is generally regarded to commit oneself to anthropomorphism.4

At the same time, there have been several books and articles published on the nar-
rower philosophical question whether other animals can be moral agents.5 A moral
agent is an entity considered to be able to do wrong (or right) and typically taken to
be morally responsible for actions, omissions, beliefs, and/or character traits. Consider-
ations of moral agency in nonhuman animals typically base their reasoning on a capac-
ity-focused approach to (human) moral agency. According to this approach, an entity
is a moral agent if it has certain intrapersonal features or capacities. A common idea is
that an entity is a moral agent if and only if it is able to (morally) understand, reflect
on, and evaluate potential or actual actions, omissions, or character traits of oneself
and others. Because nonhuman animals are taken to lack these capacities, they are not
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moral agents.6 Those opposing an outright rebuttal of moral agency in other animals
typically argue for less ‘cognitively demanding’ conceptions7 and/or suggest that non-
human animals have lesser,8 intermediate,9 or species-specific10 forms of moral
agency. These suggestions, however, raise the question if other animals have moral
agency to the same extent or in the same sense as human moral agents.

In this article, I will argue for nonhuman animal moral agency using an alternative
approach than the capacity-focused one. Namely, one where moral agency is under-
stood as the participation in certain social, interrelational practices,11 rather than in
terms of practice-independent capacities, mental states, or processes. According to this
practice-focused notion of moral agency, an entity is a moral agent in virtue of being a
participant of a moral responsibility practice (MRP). Using canids as a case in point, I
will argue that some nonhuman animals are likely participants of some MRP. Thereby,
a practice-focused approach makes the prospect of animal moral agency more proba-
ble than usually thought.

My main argument has the following form:

i .An entity is a moral agent if it participates in an MRP.
ii .Canids participate in MRPs.
iii So, canids are moral agents.

To demonstrate that this deduction is sound and valid, I will answer three questions:

(1) What are the key features of MRPs?
(2) What does it take to participate in them?
(3) Are there credible nonhuman behavioral analogs to human participation in MRPs?

The first two questions will be answered by elaborating in more detail on the practice-
focused approach to moral agency. The last question will be answered by appeal to
empirical evidence regarding canid social cognition and play, with extra support from
what I will call The Function Argument.

The choice of social play among the many areas of animal behavior of potential rele-
vance is due to its rather complex dynamic of rule following, expectations, and social
cognition.12 Some suggest that the study of canid social play and social intelligence
might provide an opportunity to learn about the evolutionary roots and function of
norms, social intelligence, fairness, reciprocity, and morality in general.13 ‘Individuals
might also generalize the implicit rules of interaction (‘‘codes of conduct’’) learned in
playing with specific individuals to other group members and to other situations such
as food sharing, defending resources, grooming, and giving care.’14 Social play could,
therefore, be viewed as a practice where individuals can develop social cognition, men-
talization, and empathy15 and where ‘individuals may learn what is “right” or “wrong”
– what is acceptable to others – the result of which is the development and mainte-
nance of a social group that operates efficiently’.16

The choice of the family of canids is due to several reasons: first, wolves and espe-
cially domestic dogs are among the most well-studied animals when it comes to social
play.17 In addition to this, Canidae is a lineage that is not part of our biological order,
the primates, whom we are most inclined to ascribe advanced cognitive capacities. By
choosing a family of mammals separated from us since almost 100 million years,18

one might be able to make a point of the benefits of an approach that favors
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comparison between species based on their actual behaviors and adaptations, rather
than biological kinship.19

In addition to this, we share our human societies with dogs and have done so for a
very long time.20 Their inclusion in some everyday blaming and praising practices
indicates that at least some of us already view them as having some moral agency.
Additionally, an increasing number of studies support the hypothesis that we have coe-
volved traits with dogs and have some innate understanding of each other.21

In the following Section (2) I present the practice-focused notion of moral agency.
Section 3 reviews some of the relevant observational and experimental data on social
play and social cognition found in canids. In Section 4, I present the analogy argu-
ment for nonhuman MRP participation in greater detail, along with a supporting argu-
ment: the Function Argument, along with some possible objections. In the following
and last Section (5), I briefly consider objections to the practice-focused approach in
general and sketch further lines of inquiry that might serve to move the discussion for-
ward.

2. The Practice-Focused Approach to Moral Agency

Moral agency is a central philosophical concept. An agent is a moral agent to the
extent that she is, in a general sense, morally responsible for her behavior. The stan-
dard approach to moral agents has been to assume that they must possess a set of
advanced mental capacities. Things like reason and being able to form moral judg-
ments, being able to rise above one’s immediate feelings or impulses, to have an inner
life and a capacity for concern and remorse are a few examples of things commonly
considered necessary for moral agency within the capacity-focused approach.22 Within
this approach, one may then discuss what it takes for a being to have such capacities
and to what extent nonhuman animals may meet such criteria.

An alternative to the capacity-focused approach to moral agency is to instead focus
on moral behavioral patterns and social interactions to formulate criteria. Instead of a
set of intrapersonal mental capacities, this practice-focused approach shifts the gaze
and asks whether the agent is a participant of a certain kind of social practice where
moral responsibility is attributed, held, and undertaken, here called a Moral Responsi-
bility Practice, or MRP. The following is a summary and analysis of a few examples of
practice-focused approaches to human moral agency. This section provides answers to
the first two questions formulated in the previous section: what are the key features of
human MRPs, and what does it take to participate in them?

All practice-focused approaches have their roots in Peter Strawson’s take on moral
agency in Freedom and Resentment,23 where the standard approach is set aside, noting
that the question of how to attribute moral agency will remain in practice, regardless
of how the issues of the standard approach are resolved. According to Strawson, one
is a moral agent in virtue of being a participant of a social pattern of responsibility-re-
lated reactive attitudes. Such patterns are equivalent to the practices that in this article
are called MRPs. These practices consist of patterns of holding oneself and others
responsible and are part of a wider set of ’reactive attitudes’ expressed in human social
life and relationships. As such, they are an inevitable part of human psychology. Our
attitudes of holding responsible are based on our expectations of people’s quality of
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will, which is shown through their actions or omissions, and can be ‘good or ill will or
indifference or lack of concern’.24 What makes people morally responsible for actions
or omissions is therefore determined in relation to our perception of their quality of
will. Participant reactive attitudes, like resentment, indignation, or gratitude, are
responses to how well the behavior of another person aligns with their expectations or
demands of the goodwill (or absence of ill will or indifference) of that person towards
themselves (personal) or towards others (vicarious). Attitudes of compunction, guilt,
and shame are responses to our expectations towards our behavior.

There are excusing as well as exempting conditions. We might suspend our ordinary
participatory reactive attitudes towards the action, if the person failing to meet our
basic demand e.g. lacked relevant knowledge, lacked conscious intent, or was unable
to act differently. We might have reason to suspend our participatory reactive attitude
towards the person if they were not themselves, e.g. was under the influence of a psy-
chotic drug. All of these are examples of excusing conditions for moral agents. Other
conditions, instead, exempt someone from moral agency altogether. Being a child or a
person with a cognitive disability that impairs participation are two examples. This lat-
ter type of exemption implies a lack of moral agency, while the former (when a partic-
ular action is excused) does not. The entirety of responsibility-related reactive attitude
patterns in a social group, including those of excuse and exemption, makes up what in
this article is called an MRP for this group.

Here follow some developed theoretical accounts in the literature that exemplify the
notion of a practice-focused approach to moral agency and the notion of MRP.

Michael McKenna offers a conversational analogy to explain human practices of
moral responsibility.25 The actions of responsible agents are bearers of meaning in the
sense of being functions of one’s quality of will. When holding an agent morally
responsible, we do so as if engaging in a conversation with them. The reactive atti-
tudes, like resentment or indignation, communicate our regard for the quality of will
revealed in the agent’s actions. The agent being held responsible can then ‘extend the
conversation by offering some account of her conduct, either by appeal to some excus-
ing or justifying consideration or instead by way of an acknowledgment of a wrong
done, perhaps an apology offered’.26 According to this conversational approach, an
agent is a participant in MRPs in virtue of being able to take part in the ‘language’ of
the ‘moral responsibility exchange’. People are exempted when they, in a general
sense, fail to understand what others communicate through reactive attitudes, but also
because they lack the ability to themselves hold others responsible.

In Building better beings,27 Manuel Vargas introduces the notion of a ‘responsibility
system’: we hold each other responsible by participating in a ‘system of practices, atti-
tudes, and judgments that support a special kind of self-governance, one whereby we
recognize and suitably respond to moral considerations’.28 Blame and praise play cen-
tral roles in such a system and carry with them certain costs and benefits. If one is
viewed as blameworthy, one becomes stained and may face ‘expressions of disap-
proval, stigmatization, and avoidance—as well as outright rebuke’.29 If we are regarded
as praiseworthy, we might be subjected to ‘outright exclamations of one’s excellence,
expressions of enthusiasm, and the impulse to be affiliated with those marked out as
praiseworthy’.30 Through the practice of praising and blaming, we develop external
motivations to act according to the norms, in many cases internalized. When internal-
ized, the norms are intrinsically motivating, and the agent will both perpetuate and
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enforce them. Some agents, like children, fail to be the right kind of agent and are
therefore exempted from being subjected to ‘norms of praise and blame’.31

According to Maureen Sie’s Traffic Participation View (TPV),32 there is an intrinsi-
cally social aspect to moral behaviors, like blaming and praising. Sie argues that we
most often navigate moral norms in an inattentive mode, similar to when we partici-
pate in traffic. Because of this, responsibility ascriptions come into play when some-
thing sudden or unexpected happens that catches our attention, like when we are
involved in or observe a collision between participants in traffic. In a moral setting,
this is most clearly represented by different kinds of transgressions, like failing to meet
someone’s expectations. Through the practice of ascribing responsibility and giving
and asking for reasons, we communicate about what we are doing, what we think is
right, and why. According to the TPV ‘[b]lame, resentment, moral indignation, their
equivalents, and the reasons we exchange function, in this respect, as road-marks. It is
how we inform one another of the moves allowed, and the excuses, exemptions and
reasons accepted within this realm’.33 The TPV also describes how we refrain from
ascribing responsibility if we have reason to believe that a person is not a ‘full-blown
moral agent’, e.g. in the case of people who are ‘mentally incapacitated or morally
undeveloped’.34

According to these examples of practice-focused approaches to (human) moral
agency, MRPs and our participation in them are characterized in the following way:
we share a strong disposition to internalize norms and to participate in the attitudes,
expressions, and practices that surround them. These dispositions are reflected in our
expectations towards the behaviors of ourselves and of others. When a transgression
occurs, we respond by expressing how well the action aligns with these expectations.
Depending on if the transgression is negative (i.e. below our expectation) or neutral/
positive (in line with or above what we expect), we are disposed to blame or praise,
verbally or nonverbally, or to remain neutral (often the case when the conduct is in
line with what we expect). Such responses can relate to transgressions directed
towards ourselves, towards others, and, of course, transgressions that we ourselves are
seen as responsible for. Blame can be expressed verbally as well as nonverbally, e.g. by
avoidance or stigmatization. Praise can, for example, be expressed by verbal exclama-
tions and/or ‘the impulse to be affiliated with those marked out as praiseworthy’.35

The object of our ‘moral address’ can respond (as in the case of blame) by providing
a ‘moral account’ which may, for example, involve excuses or reasons and/or by
acknowledging the transgression, which in turn might result in further exchange in the
form of e.g. asking for forgiveness etc.36

Being a participant of such an MRP means that one is subjected to, and participate
in, ordinary blaming and praising practices. Young children and others, who seem
unready or unable to participate in the MRPs are exempted from ordinary blaming
and praising practices. If there are circumstances that fully or partly ‘explain away’ the
transgression of a participant in other terms than outright wrongdoing, that participant
is normally excused. A human individual will thus, according to the practice-focused
approach, be counted as a moral agent to the extent that this individual participates in
an MRP. Such participation is compatible with sometimes being excused from respon-
sibility attribution, in spite of wrongdoing. However, participation is not compatible
with being entirely exempted from all responsibility attribution, as in the case of young
children or some people with cognitive disabilities that impair participation.
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Participation, therefore, implies certain practice-relevant dispositions and inclinations,
like being able to recognize and internalize norms, react to transgressions and to
understand, and intelligibly respond to such reactions.

The next section provides an overview of empirical data from observations and
behavioral experiments conducted on social play behavior and social cognition of dogs,
wolves, and other canids. The examples are meant to provide a starting point for mak-
ing an analogy argument between human and animal moral agency given the practice-
focused approach.

3. Canid Social-Play Behavior and Cognition

Canid play behavior is an area that is well studied and might prove to be a surprisingly
good example of an interaction that involves social norms,37 as well as expectations,
censure, and sanctions that naturally follow interaction that involves such norms.
Domestic dogs, as well as wolves, coyotes, and other canids, play with one another.
During play, canids need to continually assess each other’s behavior and intentions
and to follow certain play-specific rules. When a canid wants to play, she approaches a
conspecific and signals her intention by performing a so-called ‘play bow’, where she
crouches on her forelimbs, with her hind limbs remaining upright, and she may also
bark and wag her tail.38 Other behaviors signaling play intention are ‘face-paw’ and
‘open mouthed play-face’ etc.39

Canids will almost exclusively use visual play signals when their play partner is fac-
ing forward. If their intended partner is facing away and/or is distracted, they will use
attention-getting signals, like barking, bumping into, or pawing to get their attention.
These signals are modified in strength and modality to match the degree of inatten-
tiveness and to the modality that can be perceived, indicating that dogs are attentive
to the attentional state of conspecifics,40 so-called ‘attention to attention’. Some find-
ings support that dogs show sensitivity to the present and past perceptual access of
others.41 Furthermore, recent studies are claimed to show evidence for emotional
recognition by dogs in others.42

Attention-getting signals appear to be followed by a pause (‘look pause’ or ‘response
waiting’), where ‘a signaler may seek information as to the signal’s reception’.43 If the
invitation is accepted, the dogs start to play. During play, bows and other play signals
intermit rounds of biting, head shakings, growling, and running. The bow along with
other play signals appear to function as forms of punctuation or modifiers, reassuring
the play partner that the canid is just playing. Play bows and other play signals are
more frequently used when the play starts to get a bit more aggressive or when the
canid uses behavior that is potentially more easily misinterpreted.44 As such, play sig-
nals are means to discriminate between play and other contexts regardless of the seem-
ingly aggressive behavior involved.45

Social play seems to involve something akin to norms of fairness and reciprocity.46

For example, canid (and other mammalian) play involves elements like role reversal,
where a canid intentionally behaves subordinate or weaker, like rolling over on her
back, and self-handicapping, where stronger individuals do not bite as hard or play as
vigorously as they could have done.47 These behaviors seem to help to reduce inequal-
ities between the playing canids and thus to enable and promote play. Both role
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reversal and self-handicapping radically increase the vulnerability of the agent and
would only be sensible in a context where there is an expectation that certain rules are
followed. Bekoff and Pierce have suggested these to be: ‘Ask first, be honest and fol-
low the rules, and admit you’re wrong.’48

Surprise behaviors are ethological cues for violated social rules. The violated and
surprised canid will stop playing and ‘cock her head from side-to-side and squint, as if
she is wondering what went “wrong” when a play-mate becomes too assertive or too
aggressive’.49 A canid that has violated play rules by e.g. biting too hard, might often-
times perform a play bow to ensure her partner that she was and still is just playing.50

Canids who repeatedly violate the no-hurt rule, cheaters (individuals who signal that
they want to play but who then attack or try to mate), playmates who are not willing
to change roles during play, or individuals who engage in play without having been
invited or themselves properly signaled that they are playing, are not likely to be popu-
lar playmates, and violations are met with sanctions like being chased off or avoided51

and even suffer long-term social consequences, like a decline in reproductive fitness.52

Juveniles are, however, treated mildly when offending the rules of social play, ‘[t]rans-
gressions and mistakes are forgiven and apologies are accepted by others especially
when one player is a youngster’.53

Dogs and other canids have also been shown to use ‘reconciliatory behavior’.54

These behaviors are used after escalated play fighting and/or aggressions.55 The recon-
ciliatory behavior consists of approaching the counterpart and making peaceful con-
tact. Interestingly, dogs have been shown to use reconciliatory behavior towards
humans as well.56 Victims of escalated play fighting and/or aggressions are also sub-
jected to postconflict affiliative behavior by third parties.57 Not all dogs will show affil-
iative behavior when being censured or sanctioned. Some show so-called appeasement
behaviors instead, like lowered ears, crouching, averting eye contact, etc.58

4. Supporting the Argument from Analogy

I have described the practice-focused approach to moral agency, along with the ele-
ments of MRPs and requirements for participation (Section 2). I have also given an
overview of the different behavioral practices that canids engage in during and in con-
nection to social play (Section 3). I will now describe the similarities between (human)
MRPs and canid norm behavior.

Canid social play seems to consist of behaviors and attitudes that involve social
norms in ways that exhibit many, if not all, of the important features of human MRPs.
The meeting of canid norms results in behaviors that seem to imply ‘trust’ or praise,
like role reversal, self-handicapping,59 continued play, and affiliation. Some play sig-
nals seem to modify the meaning of the actions that precede or follow the signal, a
form of metacommunication.60 A victim of a transgression might express so-called
surprise behaviors,61 a sign that the behavior did not meet her expectations, akin to
‘moral address’. Repeated play signaling62 from the violator might save the situation
and has been suggested to communicate ‘I was really playing with you, I’m sorry’,63

thus functioning as an explanation, acknowledgment, or excuse.
However, providing excuses, explanations, or acknowledging the transgression does

not guarantee the prevention of further reactions, like avoidance or being chased off64
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(which might be analogous to blaming). Canids who have violated rules, and who dis-
play ‘reconciliatory behaviors’65 might be expressing a potential analog to remorse
and/or asking for forgiveness. Third-party observers who show postconflict affiliative
behavior towards the victim of the transgression66 appear to be trying to console.67

Violators who display appeasement behaviors are maybe trying to make up, apologize,
and/or show remorse.

There are also examples of social-play behavior that appear to be analogous to
Strawson’s ‘suspension of ordinary inter-personal attitudes’.68 For example, juveniles
are treated mildly when offending the rules of social play69 in an similar way to how
younger individuals are not viewed as being (full) participants of human MRPs.

The practice-focused analogy argument for canid moral agency can now be spelled
out in more detail:

(4) Humans have moral agency.
(5) They have this in virtue of participating in MRPs.
(6) MRPs are comprised of certain elements.
(7) Participation in MRPs is determined by meeting certain requirements.
(8) The elements of MRPs seem prevalent in some canid social interaction, and some

canids appear to meet the participation requirements in such an interaction.
(9) Therefore, some canids also participate in MRPs.
(10) So, some canids are moral agents.

This analogy argument is open to the objection that similarities between canid behav-
ior and human MRP participation are only apparent (premise 5). To show that canids
participate in MRPs, additional arguments are needed to support the claim that canid
social play is similar in a relevant way to human MRPs (to get from premise 3 to pre-
mise 5). Next, I will use an additional line of reasoning to produce such further sup-
port: the Function Argument.

4.1. The Function Argument

Similarities in ecology between humans and canids enable a bolstering argument for
the analogy between canid norm behaviors and human MRP participation, namely to
claim that the similarities can be explained in the same complementary ultimate as well
as proximate senses.70 MRPs and canid social-norm practices are similar because they
are behaviors and attitudes sharing the same evolutionary function, realized through
shared proximate mechanisms and dispositions.

What are the problems or challenges for which MRPs and canid social-play behavior
constitute solutions? Despite our apparent differences, canids are a family of animals
that share surprisingly much of our ecology. Like us, wolves and some other social
canids are crepuscular or diurnal, form complex social relationships, cooperate and
divide tasks, regulate food sharing,71 and even use a ‘voting system’ when making col-
lective decisions.72 In short, social canids, like wolves and dogs, are highly social
group-living mammals. Group living has evolved independently in numerous species,
and the advantages are several: information access and transfer are much easier, larger
groups of animals can locate resources or prey more easily, and it is easier to defend
oneself against predators or to defend one’s territory against competing conspecifics or
other species.73
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However, life in groups also brings with it some disadvantages. Some examples are
the risk of inbreeding, an increased risk of parasite and disease spreading, and needless
to say, increased competition and risk of conflict. For group living to be worthwhile,
social animals have needed to adapt strategies and solutions to these problems.74

Canid social life is immersed in rules and norms, along with expectations that these
are to be followed. Dogs and wolves are sensitive to reactions towards their own
behavior as well as the behavior of others towards themselves and even third parties.
As mentioned earlier, canids are also sensitive and responsive to the attentional state,
perceptual access, and emotional states of others.

According to the Function Argument, human MRPs and canid social-play behavior
are similar not only in an apparent sense but in further ways as well. These similarities
are relevant in virtue of belonging to practices that have the same function: promoting
and sustaining peace and cooperation.75 But more importantly, these practices are
possible via shared proximate mechanisms and dispositions: the ability to recognize
social norms, the disposition to internalize them (i.e. be subjectively motivated to
abide by them), and the ability and inclination for norm-related communication in
terms of reacting to perceived transgressions and responding and adjusting to such
reactions.

Those who oppose this analogy may want to explain canid inclination to engage in
norm-guided practices partly or wholly in terms that do not favor an MRP hypothesis.
For example, instead of being intrinsically motivated by norms, the described behav-
iors may be due to merely wanting to avoid discomfort or retaliatory consequences.
Canids will, as mentioned, chase off or avoid notorious transgressors. Breaking norms
in canid communities can certainly be unpleasant. And observing transgressing behav-
ior and the sequent consequences will likely influence the future behavior of young
observers. However, external motivators provide a less likely (main) explanation of the
consistent behavioral patterns of canid social play. An individual that is only extrinsi-
cally motivated to follow rules like ‘don’t hurt’ or ‘be honest’ will find herself in situa-
tions where the negative consequences might not pose any actual risk. However, in
reality, canid social play seldomly escalates into aggression or conflict, and this is true
despite of size or age differences between participants.76 It seems difficult to explain
this tendency to abide by social rules using an external model of explanation. A better
explanation is that, over time, a canid will internalize the norms and be intrinsically
motivated by them.

This is not to question the role of self-centered drivers in normative education. A
puppy, just like a human child, might of course first learn to not break the rules
through observing the dreary consequences of being chased off or bitten. However,
this driver to follow rules cannot explain later consistent patterns of rule adjustment
and reactions to the rule following of others. This thus also allows us to view how
MRPs function on a developmental level as well: they foster canids into well-function-
ing pack members that are sensitive and responsive to norms in a general sense. Norm
sensitivity, internalization, and norm-related communicatory exchange thus have the
advantage of presenting more reliable mechanisms for the functional advantages of
canid norm behavior. And developmental similarities give us reason to view canid
norm practices as fostering or cultivating agency in a similar sense put forward by
some practice-focused approaches to human moral agency (more on this in Section 5).
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What the Function Argument essentially does is to provide support for the analogy
argument by appealing to shared proximate features as adaptations to a similar ecol-
ogy. It makes it more likely that the similarities between human MRP participation
and canid norm practices are similar in a relevant sense by not only pointing to a
shared function of these practices and dispositions but also to shared proximate mech-
anisms that enable this function.

There is, however, a further objection against the analogy between human MRPs
and canid norm practices worth considering.77 According to this objection, although
canids react and respond to perceived transgressions, this does not constitute a rele-
vant analog to asking for, and giving, reasons. Moral address, like blame or criticism,
as well as responses to such questions or demands, like excuses or explanations, are
an integral part of human MRPs. When prompted, humans typically account for why
they acted as they did. Such accounts may contain things like explanations, excuses,
or apologies. If these elements, as the objection holds, are missing in canids, their
norm behavior cannot be appropriately analogous to human MRPs.

While it is obvious that certain features of human language are absent in nonhuman
animals, this is of no obvious relevance for the analogy argument is not obvious. For
one, it is not uncommon for humans to participate in a ‘moral exchange’ by using
only nonverbal modes of communication, like facial expression, direction of gaze, pos-
ture, gestures, vocalizations, and distance. Just imagine the characteristic bitter or
pinched look of resentment or the averted gaze and lowered head conveying guilt or
shame. Nonetheless, even when human MRP participation involves language, it is
common to engage in such an exchange using quite simple utterances in combination
with paralinguistic and nonverbal forms of communication. For example, if someone
were to violently shove me in the back while I was standing in the cafeteria line, my
likely reaction would be to exclaim ‘ouch’ while directing a disapproving and/or per-
plexed look at the perceived perpetrator. This reaction, while superficially very simple,
appears to, among other things, demand some sort of recognition and/or explanation.
In other words: I am asking for reasons that could excuse or justify the behavior. The
perceived perpetrator may in turn respond with a candid look of surprise while lifting
their open hands, thus providing me with a reason in terms of communicating that
they didn’t mean to hurt me, that it was just a mistake, etc. without uttering one
word.

In a similar way, and despite lacking human language, canid norm communication
appears to involve relevant equivalents to human reason giving, expressed via move-
ment, vocalizations, posture, position and direction of body parts, etc. To illustrate,
consider the following observation of two playing dogs, Jethro and Zeke: ‘if Jethro bit
Zeke too hard, stopping play for a moment, Jethro would then bow and show Zeke by
bowing that he did not mean to bite his play partner as vigorously as he did. Jethro is
apologizing and asking for forgiveness. In order for play to resume, Zeke has to trust
that Jethro meant what he signaled when he bowed, that Jethro was being honest.’78

In this example, Jethro broke the ‘don’t hurt’ rule. Zeke, by stopping play and
expressing surprise behaviors (like cocking his head), communicates and reacts to what
he perceives to be a transgression. This reaction signals to Jethro that his conduct falls
short of Zeke’s expectations and functions like a question mark, asking or demanding
a response (similar to the human nonverbal reason asking from the cafeteria example).
Jethro, in turn, recognizes that the situation warrants a response. He uses play
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signaling to ensure Zeke that he didn’t mean to hurt him and that he was just playing.
By doing so, Zeke also meets the ‘admit when you’re wrong’ expectation (analogous
to the nonverbal excuse from the cafeteria-line example).

Furthermore, the communicatory exchange that occurs when a canid transgresses
social norms is not fixed or mechanic. On the contrary, canids are socially competent
beings, sensitive to things like the attentional and emotional state, perceptual access,
and age/competence of a conspecific, as well as the response provided by the perceived
transgressor. Repeated dishonest signals or unfair play is not forgiven as easily and, as
described earlier (Sections 3 And 4), individuals who continue to fail to comply with
the rules are likely to be avoided or chased off. In short, the exchange that follows a
perceived transgression can be seen as a form of social negotiation akin to a moral
conversation about what happened in relation to social rules or norms, while considering
factors pertaining to circumstance and participant attributes. This contextual flexibility
and the disposition to adapt and modify responses speaks against claims that canid
reactions to norm transgressions are merely hardwired and/or rigid (mindless) behav-
ioral schemes.79

A participant of canid norm practices is thus not only able to recognize moral norms
and to internalize them. She is also sensitive to, at least some, emotional and atten-
tional states as well as some aspects of the perceptual access of others. But most
importantly, she reacts to perceived transgressions as well as responds to reactions
toward her own conduct in an intelligible manner. These reactions and responses are,
in turn, modulated in light of (some) contextual and participant attributes. As such,
she is a competent participant in the communicatory practice that underpins canid
norm behavior. This suggests that canid norm communication constitutes a relevant
analog to at least some forms of moral exchange in terms of asking for reasons, explana-
tions, or acknowledgment and responding by providing explanations, excuses, or acknowl-
edging transgressions.

This reply to the reason-giving/moral-exchange objection might be circumvented if
moral agency is assumed to have further functions or purposes which cannot be
accommodated for by the practice-focused approach. I will use the next section to
address this objection.

5. Questioning the Practice-Focused Approach

One further reason for dismissing canid norm practices as relevantly analogous to
human MRPs is to point to ideas about justification. Besides being a set of behavioral
dispositions that we can observe and describe, moral agency and moral responsibility,
as concepts and practices, are then assumed to be meaningful and justified only in
light of certain normative assumptions. Objections central to skepticism about animal
moral agency are typically based on empirical and metaethical assumptions, assuming
that conscious moral evaluation is critical for moral agency because it indicates and/or
constitutes control and/or knowledge.80 And because an agent needs to act freely and/
or knowingly to be morally responsible (in terms of e.g. desert, fairness, propriety,
etc.), canid norm behavior is insufficient for moral agency.

The argument developed earlier assumes a practice-focused approach, and wielding
a capacity-focused objection as this one may simply seem to beg the question.
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However, the objection could be seen to attack the practice-focused approach to moral
agency itself. For example, one may argue that it does not matter whether canids are
disposed to behave in certain ways or not. Merely acting according to moral norms, vir-
tue, and/or obligation is not enough for being morally blame- or praiseworthy. One’s
character, beliefs, actions, or omissions need to result from the right kind of process
and/or the right kind of content (in terms of reasons and/or motivations).81

The point of the practice-focused approach is not to deny the relevance of the nor-
mative domain.82 On the contrary, this approach is compatible with various forms of
normative justification. Most obviously with forward-looking and/or moral-influence
accounts, but possibly also with some accounts of attributability/virtue.83 For instance,
the practices of enforcing norms and reacting to transgressions may be justified
because they function as ‘road-signs’84 and/or because they foster canids into compe-
tent participants in the communicative practice surrounding norms and norm trans-
gressions,85 and/or because they promote a valuable form of agency.86 Of course, this
does not close the case, as such accounts may still be questioned on similar, or other,
grounds, e.g. that they fail to address intuitions and judgments that seem to draw from
traditional ideas about control and rationality.

However, the plausibility of any requirement for moral agency depends on the valid-
ity of any underlying empirical, metaethical, and normative claims. Traditional capac-
ity-focused requirements, like conscious deliberation and awareness of reasons or
intentions, are put into question by recent empirical findings regarding human moral
practice. For instance, humans seem to do much of what we do while relying on auto-
matic processes, rather than on conscious reasoning when making (moral) judgments,
and the reasons we provide when prompted to do so often fail to successfully track the
reasons, motivations, or intentions driving our actions.87 This does not mean that con-
cepts of moral agency and responsibility (and related practices) are pointless. Rather,
such findings prompt us to reevaluate and critically assess our pretheoretical intuitions
on moral agency, leading to several further questions of how we should conceive of,
use, and evaluate whatever standards of moral agency we adopt.88 I believe that these
findings lend some further support to the dispositional, interrelational perspective
inherent in the practice-focused approach.

There are, of course, several important empirical, epistemic, metaethical, and nor-
mative questions in need of further discussion, which for reasons of space cannot be
undertaken here. However, I believe that by explaining something supposedly cogni-
tively advanced in terms of social behaviors and dispositions, the practice-focused
approach offers a challenge to typical assumptions taken to deny nonhuman moral
agency.

6. Conclusion

I have argued that a practice-focused approach to moral agency, combined with
empirical evidence on canid social play and cognition, supports the notion of canid
moral agency. This, in turn, supports the idea of moral agency in other animals. The
arguments I have presented leave room for reasonable disagreement as the practice-fo-
cused approach itself may be put into question. I have briefly described how such
objections are challenged by empirical findings, prompting us to reevaluate and

© 2020 The Authors. Journal of Applied Philosophy published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of Society for Applied
Philosophy

A Practice-Focused Case for Animal Moral Agency 237

 14685930, 2021, 2, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/japp.12486 by U

m
ea U

niversity, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [20/03/2025]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



critically assess traditional rationalist and intrapersonal ideas about moral agency, lead-
ing to several further questions of how we should conceive of moral agency.

Further research on the moral agency of nonhuman animals needs to probe such
basic issues more extensively. But even if the case for canid moral agency is accepted,
there remain questions about the practical implications, for instance, to what extent
such agency could be relevant for human MRPs and to what extent canid MRPs may
include human participants. Also, in this case, normative questions about how stan-
dards of moral agency should be used come into the forefront, for instance, in light of
a common link between ascription of (moral) agency and moral patiency.89

Dorna Behdadi, Department of Philosophy, Linguistics and Theory of Science, University of
Gothenburg, Box 200, G€oteborg, 40 530, Sweden. dorna.behdadi@gu.se
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NOTES

1 The term ‘morality’ refers to a broad range of features described in this literature, such as the ability to
display care, empathy, or a sense of fairness, but also to comprehend and be guided by social norms, have
moral reactions (like guilt or ascription of responsibility) to behave in relation to these norms, and so on.

2 See Marc Bekoff and Jessica Pierce, Wild justice: The moral lives of animals (University of Chicago Press,
2009a); Jessica C. Flack, and Frans BM. De Waal, ‘Any animal whatever’. Darwinian building blocks of
morality in monkeys and apes. Journal of Consciousness Studies, 7(1–2) (2000): 1–29.; Kristin Andrews and
Lori Gruen, ‘Empathy in Other Apes’ in Heidi Maibom (ed.) Empathy and Morality (Oxford University
Press, 2014) 193.

3 Lloyd Morgan’s canon is a fundamental precept in comparative psychology and can be formulated as ’[i]n
no case is an animal activity to be interpreted in terms of higher psychological processes if it can be fairly
interpreted in terms of processes which stand lower in the scale of psychological evolution and develop-
ment.’ Lloyd C. Morgan, An introduction to comparative psychology (W. Scott, limited, 1903) p. 59.

4 Anthropomorphism is an unwarranted attribution of human characteristics to other animals. See Andrews,
Kristin Andrews, ‘Animal Cognition’ in Edward N. Zalta (ed.) The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy
(Summer 2016 Edition), URL = <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2016/entries/cognition-animal/>.
Those opposed to attributing mental properties traditionally deemed uniquely human to animals have
been accused of being guilty of ‘reverse anthropocentrism’: Maxine Sheets-Johnstone, ‘Taking evolution
seriously’, American Philosophical Quarterly 29.4 (1992): 343–352.; “anthropodenial”: Frans BM. De Waal,
‘Anthropomorphism and anthropodenial: consistency in our thinking about humans and other ani-
mals’, Philosophical Topics 27.1 (1999): 255–280.; or “anthropectomy“: Kristin Andrews and Brian Huss,
‘Anthropomorphism, anthropectomy, and the null hypothesis’, Biology & Philosophy 29.5 (2014): 711–
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729.; For a critique of Morgan’s canon, see Simon Fitzpatrick, ‘Doing away with Morgan’s Canon’, Mind
& Language 23.2 (2008): 224–246.

5 E.g. see Mark Rowlands, Can animals be moral? (Oxford University Press, 2015).; Frans De Waal, Ste-
phen Ed Macedo and Josiah Ed Ober, Primates and philosophers: How morality evolved (Princeton, Prince-
ton University Press, 2006).; Christine Korsgaard, ‘Morality and the distinctiveness of human action’
in Primates and philosophers: How morality evolved by Frans De Waal (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University
Press, 2006), pp. 98–119.; Florian Cova, ‘Two Kinds of Moral Competence: Moral Agent, Moral Judge’,
in B. Musschenga & A. van Harskamp (ed.) What Makes Us Moral? On the capacities and conditions for
being moral. (Dordrecht : Springer Netherlands, 2013), pp. 117–130.; Simon Fitzpatrick, ‘Animal moral-
ity: What is the debate about?’, Biology & Philosophy 32.6 (2017): 1151–1183.

6 Korsgaard 2006 op. cit.; Christine Korsgaard, ‘Reflections on the evolution of morality’, in Amherst Lecture
in Philosophy. The Department of Philosophy (Amherst College, 2010), URL: http://www.amherstlecture.org/
korsgaard2010; Philip Kitcher, The ethical project (Harvard University Press, 2011).; Francisco J. Ayala,
‘The difference of being human: Morality’, Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences 107.Supplement
2 (2010): 9015–9022. Also see De Waal 2006 op. cit. and Frans BM. De Waal, ‘Natural normativity: The
‘is’ and ‘ought’of animal behavior’, Behaviour 151.2-3 (2014): 185–204, who argues that some other ani-
mals, like chimps, do have ‘proto-morality’ or ‘natural normativity’ in terms of possessing the evolutionary
building blocks of morality but that they seem to lack proper morality as this requires capacities for expli-
cit normative concepts and universal rules.

7 Stephen R. L. Clark, The nature of the beast: Are animals moral? (New York, NY: Oxford University Press,
1984).; Stephen R.L. Clark, ‘Good Dogs and Other Animals’, in Peter Singer (ed.). In Defense of Animals
(Basil Blackwell, 1985).; Steve F. Sapontzis, ‘Are animals moral beings?’, American Philosophical Quar-
terly 17.1 (1980): 45–52.; Steve F. Sapontzis, Morals, Reason, and Animals (Temple University Press,
1987).; Paul Shapiro, ‘Moral agency in other animals’, Theoretical Medicine and Bioethics 27.4 (2006):
357–373.; Cova, op. cit.

8 Shapiro op. cit.
9 Rowlands, op. cit., claims that nonhuman animals may be responsive to, and act on, moral reasons, but

that their lack of moral understanding makes them ineligible for moral responsibility attributions (moral
agency). Instead, he suggests the introduction of the concept of moral subject to account for such beings.
Also see Albert Musschenga, ‘Moral animals and moral responsibility’, Les ateliers de l’�ethique/The Ethics
Forum,10, 2 (2015): 38–59.

10 Bekoff and Pierce 2009a op. cit.
11 Rowlands, op. cit., defends his claim in part by appealing to the idea of a moral practice. For example,

dogs are capable of acting out of concern for the wellbeing of others, and while this concern is innate, it is
also ‘perfected by the examples they are set’ (p. 213).

12 Marc Bekoff, ’Social play behaviour. Cooperation, fairness, trust, and the evolution of morality’, Journal
of Consciousness Studies, 8,2 (2001): 81–90.; Bekoff & Pierce 2009a op. cit.; Marc Bekoff and Jessica
Pierce, ’Wild Justice: Honor and Fairness among Beasts at Play’, American Journal of Play, 1, 4 (2009b):
451–475; Marek Spinka, Ruth C. Newberry and Marc Bekoff, ’Mammalian play: training for the unex-
pected’, The Quarterly review of biology ,76,2 (2001): 141–168.

13 Bekoff and Pierce 2009a op. cit.; Marc Bekoff, ‘Wild justice and fair play: Cooperation, forgiveness, and
morality in animals’, Biology and Philosophy, 19,4 (2004): 489–520.; Marc Bekoff, ‘Cooperation and the
evolution of social living: Moving beyond the constraints and implications of misleading dogma: Introduc-
tion part II’, in Robert W. Robert Cloninger (ed.) Origins of altruism and cooperation (New York: Springer,
2011): pp. 111–119.; Colin Allen and Marc Bekoff, ‘Animal play and the evolution of morality: an etho-
logical approach’, Topoi, 24, 2 (2005): 125–135.; Eniko Kubinyi, Zxofia Viranyi and �Ad�am Mikl�osi,
‘Comparative social cognition: from wolf and dog to humans’, Comparative Cognition & Behavior
Reviews 2 (2007).

14 Allen and Bekoff op. cit. p. 130
15 Allen and Bekoff op. cit.; Alexandra Horowitz, ‘Attention to attention in domestic dog (Canis familiaris)

dyadic play’, Animal Cognition, 12,1 (2009): 107–118.
16 Allen & Bekoff op. cit. p. 132
17 Bekoff 2011 op. cit.
18 Time Tree: http://timetree.org/) (2016).
19 For example, see John Tooby and Leda Cosmides, ‘Adaption versus phylogeny: The role of animal psy-

chology in the study of human behavior’, International Journal of Comparative Psychology, 2, 3 (1989).;
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Allen and Bekoff 2005 op. cit. for similar arguments. This is an approach that has proven successful in
comparative psychology. For example, research conducted on corvids (the ‘crow family’ of birds) show
that they have independently (from mammals) evolved cognitive capacities that allow them to solve tasks
involving tool use and planning, and they seem to remember social interactions and behaviors of individu-
als. E.g. see Can Kabadayi and Mathias Osvath, ‘Ravens parallel great apes in flexible planning for tool-
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siveness to human pointing gestures’, Journal of comparative psychology, 116, 1 (2002): 27. Additionally,
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