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Abstract

The interaction amongst individuals and their emergence in larger human organisations such as a
community or a state are intimaely bound to the reality of the human being. Thus, individuals do
not exis simply as servantsof acollective, but onthe other hand, one cannot delude oneself into
thinking that one livesin a private reality. To take the most basic point, all sentient beings feel
pleasure and pain Thisis not optional or negotiableand is not just a social constructionor a
product of an ideology. It follows from the smple fact that sentient beingsmust take actionto
avoid harmor promote benefit. The further particular properties of the nature of any particular
species of entient being such as humans are smilarly mandated by the situation of that species
within thetota bio-sphere. Again, this isnot optional. However, the human species has a flexible
mind and a language capable of communicating subtle or abstract thoughts. As a consequence,
humans can ask that basic question of how to promote benefit and avoid harm on a levd and with
adepth that isrevolutionary in terms of existence on this planet. Thisisthe genesis of ethicsand
morality and it follows from the fundamentd natureof our redity. This revol utionary new capecity
mug not be squandered by denying the oljedtive and universal nature of the ethical discusson



undertaken by individuals, groups and societies.

To aunique extent, human goods are frequently intangible; this is the primary source of al human
studies: economics, history, literature, law, ethics, and s on. Their intangibility should not mislead
us into thinking that they are irfinitely malleable according to our whims and preferences A theory
of economicsor alaw may be workable or otherwise in just the same way as a tangible good such
as an electric motor. For thisreason, the humanities have legitimate claims as fields of science and
engineering. But they must not betray the responshbility that comes with this redisation by
departing from the irit of the sdentific enterprise, which has as its foundation accountability to
the truths about univerd redlity.

In this andysds, ethicsis the realm that connects individual human nature to societal realities such
as laws. It does so in various conceptual dimensions. In the domain of willed action it recognises
that human beings are nether infdlible nor omniscient, and therefore cannot give effect to dl their
plans; and so, there must be arealm of unerforced obligation between what is compulsory (1aw)
and what is completely free (personal preferences). In the realmof planning and understanding,
ethics is the connective between the realities of individual human nature and those of socid
organisation. These are processes of mutual influence and feedback determined by reality, whether
we understand that reality or not. But if it is understood, or understood better than before, new
possihilities are opened for positively influencing human socia and individua evolution.

The Principle of Goodness is a new realist ethical theory which acknowledges these truths about
human naure and the vast web of interactions within which humans live and exerase their wills. It
has a great deal to say about how people should act, and inturn be treated by others. It shows that
contemporary socio-political theory is wholly inadequate as a suitable basisfor human flourighing:
in particular, the fashionable compulsion to reduce the variegated uniqueness of each of the six
billion human individual sto generalised propertiesbased upon categories within which they are
placed, such asrace, class, and gender. Not one of these categories gandsup to a criticd analyss
of itsusefulness asa means of dividing peoplefrom each other. The reault is that many peopleare
treated unjustly, the consequencesto their lives disregarded; and yet the ideal society eludes us -
asit must because these categories are not grounded in redlity. I n this paper we focus on the
human individua. We investigate how the trust and sense of security that follows from treating
every single one ethically as individuals will be conducive to the development of positive feedback
cycles of care, concern, friendship, and compassion throughout the matrix of human interaction.
Thechdlenge, then, for those who desreaworld free of inequity, conflict and insecurity is to
re-examne every social field informed by thisethics, which is grounded in the inescapable redity
of the human condition.

Introduction

Our main task in this paper isto explore some basic properties of an ethical theory discovered by
the authors, and tentatively called the Principle of Goodness. (We use theterm “discovered”, as
wefed it is arguable that the insights of thistheory long predate our notice of them, and underlie
mary of the mgjor religious and ethical schoolsof thought; but they have been assumed, or
‘intuited’, rather than put into an explicit word formula. Thisis explored in [House 2005].) The
theory might conveniently be termed ‘process-realist’ , meaning that the terms“Good” and “evil”
occurring inthe statement of the theory are claimed to be realities not of matter or other
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substance, but of consstent patterns within processes involving mora actors and other sentient
beings This ‘process naure’ is explored in the other paper to be presented at this conference,
[House & House 2005].

If one urveys how people would like the world to be, one typicdly finds that altruistic answers
dominatethe rest, answers such as aworld at peace; equity and justice; no discrimination or
prejudice; no more hungry, sick, illiterate or poor; safety; the opportunity to lead happy lives,
freedom to pur sue opportunitiesfor creativity and prosperity; opportunitiesto assst othersin
fields such as health, education, economics, arts, music, human understanding, etc.; and other
similarly benevolent idedls. (Example: [MORI 1999].) On the other hand, general opinion has
sometimes been strongy infavour of destructive policies, such as war (for example at thetime for
the crusades). Clearly, two tendencies are operative in human beings, and it isreasonable to post
that either of these could be enhanced in a cycle of positive reinforcement. T o take the destructive
example, had continuous victory and prosperity followed from the crusades, we might reasonably
expect that even greater public support for those policies would have followed. We are concerned
here with the other, positive exarmple, specifically in the context of the Principle of Goodness.
Although here wecan do little more than investigate likelihoods and show some connections we
can advance the Principle of Goodressinthe snse of a sdentific hypotheses inthat, should its
recommendations be followed, we would see how well they worked. (But see the very important
proviso at the end of our other paper.)

One naturally questions whether such deserves the appd|ation “sciertific”. It is perhaps
fundamental of the humanitiesthat at their core are intangibles. the nat ure of human beings and the
outworking of that naturein human societies. Other intellectud fidds have greater acoessto
‘concretes’, measurables that can be used to judge success or failure of theory. For exanple,
economics has numerical measures of the behaviour of the economy, and physica science hasthe
referent of clear-cut results of experiments upon the physical world. This difference is urfortunate,
for the importance of the knowledge of the humanitiesis equally great, but istoo often overlooked
in‘real world' decisionsinareas such as law, govemment policy, development, and so on, dueto
its relative uncertainty. We would assert in general, and also in defence of the procedure
recommended here, that theories in the humanities can indeed be called scientific, provided that
the scientific method of hypothesis and testing is followed, and provided the irherently greater
uncertainty isacknowledged. Inthis undergand ng, wewould see that there is a real meaning to
the “hard” in “hard sdences”, hut that “ oft sciences” fully deserve to be called scdences. We try to
maeke agtart a building some connectionsin the ethicd field that one hopeswould be ussful in this
connection.

Situation of Personal Ethics.

Onefunctionof persond ethicsisto structure therealm between conplete freedomand laws. Not
everything that is permissible is admirable, or even acceptable (to one’ s social groups or to one's
own better judgement). I ndividuals reasonably ask for greater guidance than the content of the
nation’s statute books, whether as unspoken social mores or as explicit moral or ethical principles.
Much disagreement exists as to how, or even if, this should be done (for example political and
religious ideologies, group opinion, other ethical systems such as utilitarianism, Kartian ethics,
practical reasonal eness, virtue ethics and so on). By pointing to some likely consequences of
widespread choice of the Principle of Goodness as a social and personal guide, we hope to provide

3



reasons for its practicability asagood ethica philosophy. However, the choice of an ethicsto live
by is not necessarily an either-or proposition, and connections amongg ethical theoriescan
strengthen the justification for ‘ believing in” ethics itself asa genuine suljed for investigation
rather than as a widegpread (“Nietzschean”) mistake.

We can elucidate these points after introducing the Principlefor whichwe are arguing.
The Principle of Goodness
A brief gatement of this principle is tha:

Goodness 1s to attempt to benefit everyone;
evil is to attempt to harm any innocent one.

The Principle does not refer to non-ethical meanings of these two words, such as profit, welfare,
fortune, and so on, although connections amongst these various meanings are obvious. Indeed,
many of the non-ethical meanings provide content for the terms “benefit” and “harm” in the
statement above. Thus wemight say that (moral) good is to try to provide (practical) good to
everyone. Nevetheless, the meanings are distinct, and the Principle does not concern (or say
anything about) outcomes, but instead refersto mentd sates, that is, the sate of not merely
wighing, or evenintending, but actually atempting, to promote the welfare of dl (inthe case of
goodness) or to harm any innocert (in the case of evil). Theattempt might not be action, however.
Refraining from a harmful course might be part of an intention to promote benefit, or refraining
from a posshle saving action might be part of an attempt to cause harm.

This has consequences for how thistheory isassessed. Evauation of practical success depends on
practical questions, such as whether a certain act really did bendfit or harm certain people, or was
the best or worst choice. But evaluating an ethical act, according to the theory, is not assessed by
the actual outcome, but by the beliefs and intentions of the moral actor. Of course, the actor’s
knowledge and capecities are themselvesthe products of other, prior, attempts, such as whether
the person bothered to collect relevant information, or obtain equipment that was clearly needed
for performing a certain task; in this sense, practica falure to achieve benefit or avoid harm might
indeed be regarded as ehical failure, but only because other, enabling, attenpts were not
themselves conducted to the best of the actor’s abilities. Thisiswhy, for example, we often excuse
children for some actsthat are hdd aulpable inadults, even though in both cases theright action
might have beenimpossible due to lack of knowledge ([Hursthouse])

We can understand the theory better by considering a possible misunderstanding. Because the
theory refersto an end result (either benefiting all or not harming an innocent), it may be migaken
for a consequentialist theory such asutilitarianiam. Whenwe say that our theory refers to mental
satesinvolved in attempts, rather than to outcomes, the utilitarian might respond that so, too, he
believesthat apersonin ared situaion can do nothing else than attempt to produce the overdl
maximum happiness and should not be condermed for factors outside their control that change
the outcome. An example might clarify the distinction. Suppose a villain threatens me that, unless|
murder Jane, he will murder all of Jane's family, Jane included; and let us suppose that thereis no
‘way out’ of our dilemmaby foiling the villan somehow, and thereareno ‘long terny

count erbalancing consequences such as are often posited by utilitarian analyses to change the
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obvious ‘right choice’ under that theory. A consequentidist would probably haveto agree tha |
should kill Jare, as that leads to the least damaging overall outcome. (Utilitarian counter-
arguments to such scenarios are considered by [Finnis], and disposed of successfully, in our
opinion.)

Under the Principle of Goodness, however, no such conclusion follows, even though not doing as
the villain demands reaults in a worse or equally bad outcome for every single person involved. |
might or might not believe that to kill Jane inthese circumgances is to attempt to harm Jane. (I
might not believe it if | regard my actions as bang completely determined by the greater threa.)
And if 1 do not kill Jane, then, knowing what | do about the villain'sintentions, | might or might
not believe that refraining from killing Jane isto attempt to kill her entire family, Janeincluded. If |
believe the former but not the latter, then | must not kill Janel - even if | know full well that all
Jane’sfamily will die. On the other hand, if | believethat both actions will harm, but that neither is
an attempt by me to harm, then | have no action or non-action available that does no harm. | have
failed to find a non-harming behaviour. Something will happen based on what | do next, and |
might even resort to counting numbers to decide whet that something is. If | kill Jane to avoid her
family’s deaths, | have failed, but have not deliberately chosen evil. But | still cannot argue that
killing Jane was the ‘right’ thing to do; it is failing ethically, even if that failure might be excusable.
There isanother similar scerario that makesthe difference more stark. Suppose that, instead of
threaening to kill Jane’ sfamily, the villainthreatensto kill Bill’s family. Now the numbers do not
count; Jan€' s death, if | accede to the villain, will be of my choosing, whereas Bill’ s family’ s deaths
will not be. Choosing Jan€' s death isto do evil, and | should not attempt to rationalise anything
else. Now Socrates’ point is unavoidable: evil might be done, but it should not be done through
me! Of course, in reality, where we can’t assume tha the villanwill certany carry out any threet,
no one s death is certainand that renforces the reason to refuse to kill Jane ineither scenario.
Again, this key difference between consequentialis and non-consequentialist theories is discussed
at length by [Fimig.

Just one more clarification is needed. The above isnot a question of action versusinaction. If the
villain threatened an air controller to not warn aplane of a conflicting movement (thus allowing
the plane to crash) or else the villain would do some much greater harm, the controller cannot use
the fact that his choiceisan inaction as arelevant factor. The relevant factor iswhat one
understands asan atempt.

The above concerns extreme cases. In large measure we have been trained in our ‘ bottom-line’
society to measure things by ther effects, and we must bewar e of judging an ethic by outcome
aone, which isthe definition of one particular ethic and isalmost to grant the victory to that ethic
at theoutse. Wenow turn to other mattersthat promise to show mattersinavey dfferent light.

Relationships amongst Ethical Theories.

We mertioned that the Principle only concerns ethical meanings of words such as “good”. Other
meanings of these words have avalid place in ethical theories, for obvious reasons; nevertheless,
invalid conflation of these two senses has occurred; consequentialism might be interpreted as
asserting that the conflation is always valid. Another, perhaps more subtle, distinction (cresting the
possibility of making a subtle mistake) isbetween kinds of ethical theories themsel ves, based on
what the theory is trying to achieve. We might distinguish at |east these three kinds of theories
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(not intending to be exhaustive):

a) theories that define one or more key ethical terms and deduce ehical behaviours from
them, or claim to have found the basis for ethics somewhere (Hume's ‘ passions,
utilitarianiam, Kantian ethics), or aternatively deny the possibility of doing so (Nietzschean
denial of ethics);

b) scientific theories (areas in cognitive science, neuroscience, behavioural genetics,
evolutionary biology, and evolutionary psychology), which explain the causes of ethical
behaviour, such as being slected for by evolution asthe behaviour of beingsmog likely to
reproduce and pass on tendencies for similar behaviour to offspring;

C) theoriesthat recommend an ethicd system for some reason(s), perhaps a purpose or god,
whilst not advancing some foundational source of ethics, but rather appealing for credence
to the suitability of the entire system to achieve its goals (Confucianism; Aristotelian ethics,
and in particula [Maclntyre]’ smodern redevd opment and adaptation of it).

It isclear tha each category can contain divergent ethical theories, and s the above does not
classify theories by the amilarity of their recommendations. Indeed, category (b) refers to theories
without recommendations (in the theoriesthemselves, although some scholars might write moral
commentary on such a basis).

Where does the Principle of Goodnessfit in? At first dght, it seemsto fdl incategory (a), asit sets
out a statement of two key ethical terms and promises to derive other thingssuch as rulesof
behaviour from these. Howeve, it is aredlist theory. It asserts that the datements of the theory
are chosen inthe hope that they accord with certain redlities, consistencies and patterns, that can
be under stood as moral, such as kindness, care, love, and compassion, in human individuals, and
justice, fraternity, friendship, and social concern in societies. That is the hypothesisis that
following the Principle produces or tends to produce, individualsand societies of such ratures. In
other words, it isal atheory relaed to those incategory (b). But canwe argue every decision
from the basics for every judgement we, or society might make?Derivation of secondary ethical
principles, such as honegy and other virtues seemsto be necessary, implying that activity
belonging in category (c) will need to be undertaken as part of elaborating a practical moral
understanding.

We thussee that in fect, these categoriesare not mutually exclusve more than one ethical theory
can be“in the right” in some sense, for reasons other than those considered by [ Smith], who
addresses only the nature of virtue and the conterts of praiseworthy charader (Part VI section I).
It may even be that some theories in different categories might in fact be closely related or lend
each other support, but that this not be obvious dueto the very different waysin which theories in
these different categories are explicated. We can easily see this with theories in categories (b) and
(©): if human behaviour is moulded to some degree by ingtinctive determinants, then we would
expect that a well-devd oped ethical system might knowingly or unknowingly take theseinto
account somehow.

Category (a) seems to be the odd one out. The reason isthat it appears to favour a deductivist
approach, first establishing the core principle(s) and then deducing everything from there. Since
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Hume, it has been hard to argue for any but a deductive approach to any question. (Witness
[Popper]’ s theory of sciertific falgfiability, an explicit acceptance of Hume' s idea.) But we need
not take this category to imply deductivism. Utilitarianism seems to gain its justification from an
appeal to judgethe intuitive rightness of itsfoundational principle not from any necessary reason
that it should be true. Further, we have [ Frederick L. Will]’stwo booksthat lay asolid
groundwork for justifying and understanding truth in other than strict deductivig terms. Rather
than accept supposedly-inviolate foundational principles and whatever we can deduce from them,
we can instead look at thetotality of alogcd patern (an argument, or a complete system of
thought, such as an ethical theory) and evaluateit in its totality, including everything from its
assumptions internal logic, and external evidence. Now category (a) is starting to resemble (b) and
(c). The important point here is that a grounding assumption (such as our Principle) might act as
the starting point for deduction without implying a belief in solely deductive reasons for accepting
conclusions, or, indeed, the entire enterprise. As powerful confirmeation (the word is used
advisedly) of this, we may point to [Stove]’s meticulous analysis and criticism of Hume' s inductive
scepticism.

Composing a Synthesis

At the gart of his book on arevised Arigotelian virtue ethics, [Maclntyre] posesfor usthe claim
that there has been a degeneration in the understanding of ethics; over the past few hundred years,
broken theories have replaced an earlier, sounder, Aristotelian ethics. (“We possess indeed
dmulacra of mordity, we continue to use many of the key expressons. But we have - very largdly,
if not entirely - lost our comprehension, both theoretical and practical, of morality.” (p2))
Certainly the case for current theories being disordered isat the least plausible: Maclntyre argues
that the combination of Kant (denying non-rational bases for morality), Hume (denying reasons
not based on the passions), and Kierkegaard (insisting on criterionless fundamental choice)
effectively removes any reasonable way to defend morality as understood in modernity. (p49) He
holds that the only rationa ater natives are either the Nietzschean diagnosis or relinquishing the
entire “ Enlightenment project”. (p118) Bethat asit may, Maclntyre clearly failsin establishing the
other part of histhesis that Aristotelian ethics isthe forgotten sounder theory tha the modem
world retains only infragmentary, semi-understood forms. He is affronted that Aristotle took what
he regards as the clearly mistaken course of “writing off” “non-Greeks, barbarians, and slaves’ (pp
158,159). But in what sense can Aristotle's ethics be better than that of even the most untutor ed
modern, if his system cannot warn him of the wrongness of excluding members of these groups?

Perhaps Arigotle overlooked some aspect of his own sysem that should have warned him, but if
so, Maclntyre doesn't tell us, apart from an inconclusive mention of Aristotle’ sfalure to
appreciate the importance of historical factors Mad ntyre has made importart clarificationsto
Arigotelian ethics with his explication of “practices” and the distinction between reasons that are
internal and external to these practices, and underganding virtues inthiscontext. (“4 virtue is an
acquired human quality the possession and exercise of which tends to enable us to achieve those
goods which are internal to practices and the lack of which effectively prevent us from achieving
any such goods.”) From this basis, he is able to show that the system does indeed ‘ hang together’.
But even 0, Mad ntyre doesnot, and apparently can not, tell uswha Aristotle could have or
should have understood about virtue to be warned about the evils of slavery. If we need to appeal
to our existing intuitive feelings to recognise such a huge evil, it is hard to see why such theories
should be regarded as complete ethical systems. ([Miller] raises one possbility, Aristotle's
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distindion between unjust and just governments, the latter aiming at the common advantage. But
the facility with which he introduces distinctions that reduce or remove consideration from saves,
women, etc., showsthat nothing in his ethics protects this principle from undermining.)

We propose that the Principle of Goodness providesthe ‘bottom layer’ underlying any sound
ethical system. Starting with the Principle, we may deduce or infer other ethical rules such as
principles of honesty, fair dealing, generosity, kindness, and s on. Or we could start at the other
end, performing an andysis of virtue in Maclntyre’ sstyle and developing asystem These projects
can meet whenthe Principle isused to inform the system, to give it pegs to hang upon, and thus
prevent it drooping into ethicdly bad judgemerts, such as permitting slavery. Indeed, the reason
the Principle prohihits slavery isso obvious we can dispense with wasting words on it here. But
more subtle questions can be addressed. For example, we may empl oy such corsideraions to
analyse Arigtotle’ sdiscussion (Nichomachean Ethics Book 111, 1.) of particular kinds of ignorance
(universal and paticular) and their culpability. Tha is when Arigotle says we are excused for
ignoranceof particulars but not of universds we may argue tha the reason is tha in dealing with
particulars, the chainof moral attempts that led to the Stuaion unde discussion was short, or
consisted of only the moral act in question. But in the case of universals, ignorance of them was
the produca of morally faulty atempts during much of ore’ slife history, leading evertually to
one'signorance and incapability to act for the best at the crucial time.

We would see virtues in general to partake of this nature, that is, sunmariesof ethical
complexities that could in principle be ‘taken apart’ and explained in terms of ‘mora building
blocks', the myriad occasions, great and small, during alifetime, inwhich one had to choose how
to act, whether for goodness, for evil, or for neither (noting that our saements of good and evil
do not together cover al possble attempts). In this sense the Principle of Goodnessis a different
kind of rationale for the virtues than that employed by Aristotle, whichis essertialy utilitarian
(enlightened happiness). T his fact istwo-sided. On the one hand, it holds out the hope that the
Principle of Goodness (if it is a good ethical theory) is more consigently reliable than principles
identified by an operationd theory, these in the ethica case being qualities (virtues) supposedly
possessing inherent merit (as, for example, in “Honesty is the best policy.”). To take Aristotle's
above-mentioned claim, one might construct a scenario in which knowledge of a universal was
truly beyond a person’ s cgpacity and therefore ignorance of it should be blameless, or where
knowledge of a particular should have been obtainable had the actor behaved morally at earlier
occasions throughout life. A legal system could be imagined that used Aristotle’srule asabass
for assigning culpability in criminal cases, with real consequences for an accused; and yet the
Principle of Goodness showsthat this rule isonly ‘usualy sound’. Recognition of the Principle in
such acourt would allow the ruleto be employed when, and only when, it succeeds in making the
distindion Aristotle discussed.

We agree that pre-analysing virtue and forming theories about it (without suggesting that any
particular existing theory isa good or abad one) might provide a ‘ready guide’ for quick actionin
complicated caseswhere one doesn' t have timeto consder every reevant fact. But having sad
that, in the case of the Principle of Goodness, doing a sufficient, if not afull, anaysisislikely to be
much easier than it would be for a utilitarian, as far-flung consequences, under the Principle,
cannot affed the evil of an act that is known to harm the innocent here and now, whereas under
utilitarian theories, all kinds of remote consequences have to be considered. ([Finnis])



Thereis every prospect, then, that a virtue theory can be based on the Principle of Goodness.
Then we may ask of such a system whether it accords with the requirement that it be lived by
human bangs, restricted in some ways by instinctive human nature; that is, we allow evolutionary
psychology and other <ciertific fieldsto inform our theory and refineit further. Evolutionary
psychology sees ethical behaviour as one among many outcomes of evolutionary processes,
positing, for example, that just asfitness for reproduction sdected for excdlent hearing in
insectivorous bats, sotoo it selected for feelings and loydties that are commonly cdled “ethicd” in
humans and perhaps other higher animas. Evolutionary theories of ethics are inherently
explanatory rather than prescriptive ([Wright] Ch 16), as a necessary consequence of the empirical
nature of the sciertific enterprise. But when such invegigations show us suchthings as that human
beingsdesire to excel, to possess social status, to see their children prosper, we can take such
findings into account and find ways in which they can do so in many different ways (arts, sciences,
athlics, politics, busness, and so on).

Commencing the Ethical Program

Bearing dl the above in mind, we want to look a some immediate consequences of the Principle
for the individual. From evolutionary biology, one finding ispivotal: adaptations are adaptive for
individuals, not for populations. (See [Williams].) And the Principle of Goodness concerns
individuals. amora obligation attachesto every individual and concerns every individua. The
Principle thus leads us to identify a mgor moral mistake, which might as well have a name, so we
call it categorism. Thisis the lumping of individuals into categories and treating them, not as
individuals but as representatives of their category. By thiswe do not mean the making of

rel evant diginctions. The set of people who do not intend to pay for merchandiseis a category,
but it is one to the members of which a shopkeeper is entitled to deny the supply of goods.
However, categories such as asex, arace, anation, and 0 on, ae often or usually irrelevant to
moral concern. Tokenism, the filling of committees and so on, with members of selected
categories, isprofoundy futile once one remembers the huge diversity within categories, a
diversity that has a deep, scientifically established basis.

Note that we are not here trying to take ‘moral lessons’ from science; rather, we are using science
to gain knowledge about ourselves and other organisms on our planet. The ethical content comes
from the Principle of Goodness. Indeed, as many have observed, natural processes contain a great
deal that can be consdered evil, if viewed morally. Nevertheless, being abe to include facts about
our nature in ethical theories must surely meke the latter more effective. Beginning with the most
fundamental results, that we are sentient beings, and our pleasure/pain faculties evolved in making
our ancedors reproductively efective, proceeding to complex and unexpected findings we note
that this hasimmed ate connection to the Principle of Goodness, asthese hdp provide corntent for
the terms “berefit” and “harm”.

The adoption of the Principle, even by a sngle individua, hasimmediate consequencesfrom this
perspective for all those who interact with them: they have nothing to fear from those individuals,
unless they themselves commence hodilities of some sort. Indeed, the adopter of the Principle will
try toinculcate afeeling of beneficence towards all, and will naturally attempt to understand the
causes of others troubes As[Smith] put it (Sect | Chap I1): “But whatever may be the cause of
sympathy, or however it may be excited, nothing pleases us more than to observe in other men a
fellow-feding with all the emotions of our own breast; nor are we ever so much shocked as by the
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appearance of thecontrary. ... How are the unfortunate relieved when they havefound our a
person to whom they can communicat e the cause of their sorrow?’

All apectsof our investigation can now be seento converge. The Principleisactudly a twin
directive, one of universal bereficence, namely that the most praiseworthy state is none other than
to work for the benefit of everyone, and one of non-harm, that is, never attempt to harm anyone
who has not by their own actions in some way forced a contrary course upon one. One who
practices these, or a society that practices them, must inculcate a sense of safety and valuein the
recipient of this concern. This is a fact tegified to from scientific findingsand frominspection of
one’s own moral sentiments, much as Smith did in the above passage.

But we need science as areality check. If we dedre aworld of peace and friendship, flourishing,
care, compatibility with the environmert and non-human life, then we need to also be warned
about the things within our own natur es that might interfere with our program. T he elephant in the
room, the obvious question about the Principle arising from evolutionary considerations, is that
the latter show why we naturally have greater concern and tend to be more altruistic towards
those more closdly related to us; yet the Principle tells usto try to benefit everyone. Can these be
reconciled?

Firstly, we note that “everyone” includes ourselves and our close relatives. We are not being asked
to be dtruistic (at least, not in general, dthough, like every other ethicd theory, the Principle
encounters gtuations where dtruismis caled for). Secondly, it isstrictly rational in ethicd terms
for us to be most concerned about ourselves, less so about those close to us (often our biological
relations) and so on. Thisis because we are usudly in the best position to know how to and be
able to benefit ourselves, then our closest, and so on decreasingly. To see the reason, suppose
someone decides to garveinorder to give everything they have to the poor. Others who follow
the Principle mug be concerned about this foolish but innocent person, and will thenfeel obliged
to divert effort from their other beneficid projeds in orde to stop the foolish onefromdying of
starvation. Such pointless self-neglect in fact causes trouble and loss for others. Therefore one
should have concern for one's self and one' s near ones, as that is usually the way to cause the least
trouble for others who aso act morally. Finally, we may note that being most concerned for one's
self is not the same as being selfish. For example, onemight erter a business ded primarily for
reasons of personal advancement, and yet still ensure that everyone else (partners, clients,
customers, employees, the community, the environment) also benefit generously. To put it another
way, in evolutionary terms, dl that isrequired for us to reproduceisthat we effectively help
oursdves and our neares and dearest. But caring for others in distant places is an option open to
us by virtue of our flexible minds, and so adopting an ethicsthat asksus to do sois perfectly
feasible, and in fact is not even onerous Degite theapparent altruisminbeing asked to try to
berefit everyone, the Principleis not in conflict with human psychology.

Much more analysis needs to be done to firmly egablish this conclusion, but it must surely be clear
that explanaory theories do not inherently detract from any ethical philosophy that atempts to
persuadeus of rules as to how we should act. On the contrary, the ldter are given anextra
resource (the findings of evolutionary investigations of behaviour) to use to test ethical rulesand
practices according to chosen criteria. Indeed, from the perspective of process reality as discussed
in our other paper, evolutionary studies of ethics buttress our assumption that redlitiesin patterns
of cause and effect underlie moral language and give meaning to words such as “good” and “evil”,
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and that it is therefore quite reasonable to ask (and not merely in a private sense) “What do these
words mean?’ Although such patterns are likely unrecognised and perhaps too complex to ever
recognisein full (and thisis part of the unique challenge and difficulty of the humanities), we might
hope that careful statistical work within the evolutionary psychology framework can show the
exisence of some of them.

Where to from Here?

We have identified three kinds of ethical theories, two that attempt to develop ethica systems, and
one that is purely explaretory of the existence and naure of ethical tendencies. In our caegory
(), (loosely) theories podting asource for ethical truth, we can consder the Principe of
Goodness as another competing candidate. In category (c) (loosely) attemptsto set up coherent
systems of ethical practice, we can condder it to be an underlying source of ethical guidance to
corred and adjust such theories, to ‘ keep them ontrack’ (such asby poirting out theevil of
slavery). Whichever way we view the Prirciple category (b), scientific investigations, provides
warnings of limitations and notice of opportunities that are open to our species.

We may now proceed by developing the Principle according to either acategory (a) or (c) plan.
The (a) plan would develop ethical understanding afresh from the Principle, and see where the
effort leads us Ethical concepts such as virtues would be devel oped anew under this plan. To see
the kind of thing this implies, take our previous example: Is honesty really, always, the best policy?
Clearly not, because an honest action can quite feasibly be part of a plan to harm someone; a
person uninterested in truth for any moral reason might need it to more effectively plan harm and
destruction, and honestly giving them the recipe for an atomic bomb might be nothing more than
an attempt to further such aplan. The Principle does not recognise that virtues possess any
inherent merit that isolatesthemfrommoral scrutiny, that makesthem somehow the ‘right thing to
do’ despitetheir damage in patticular cases Arny value a virtue has, it hasin consequenceof its
use in furtherance of avoiding harm or attempting benefit. Our other paper at this conference is a
firg sep in following through this program.

The other useful program would be to take existing category (¢) systems (such as Aristotelian,
Confucian, ec. philosophieg and re-examine them to see whether they are justified in whole or
part according to the Principle of Goodness, and to see what additional guidance or improvement
can be had by informing the analysis at suitable points.

Whichever way one might proceed, the Principle of Goodness claimsto be aredist theory, and
reality sometimes surprises or even disappoints us. Any of our cherished beliefs or traditions might
turn out to need change or even abandonment. Reality is a hard master, and its condition upon us
dl if wewishto make progressin ethicsis that we have that specid intellectud virtue, humility.
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