The Ethical Dimension Of Human Nature: A New Realist Theory

The first of two papers presented at the Third International Conference on New
Directions in the Humanities, August 2005.

Authors

Ron House, Department of Mathematics and Computing, University of Southern Queensland.
Gitie House

Key Words

Ethics, Principle of Goodness, Science and humanity, Origin of ethics, Personal ethics,
Individua development, Human nature, Socid development, Evolutionary Psychology.

Author Biography

Ron House M.Sc. (mathematics). The author is a lecturer in computer science at the University
of Southern Queendand in Toowoomba Austrdia, with long-sanding interests in philosophy,
ethics and religion. He wasone of the original planners of that University’s cross-cultural
course, Australia, Asia, and the Pacific, which aimed to promote cooperation and
understanding across the many cultures and peoplesof the region. The ethical theory described
inthis paper arose after ajourney of spiritual and metaphyscd explorationthat he undertook
in conjunction with his wife, GitieHouse.

GitieHouse B.Sc Hons (Phydgcs) has workedinthe fidd of Information Systems over twenty
years with extensive experience as manager of Information Systems development projects and
services. Gitie is a co-developer of the ethical theory described in this paper and has pursued
life-long interests in philosophy, religion and ethics.

Abstract

The interaction amongst individualsand their emergence inlarger human organisations such as
acommunity or a state are intimately bound to the reality of the human being. Thus,
individualsdo not exig simply as servarts of acolledive, but on theother hand, one cannot
deude oneelf into thinking that one livesin a privateredity. To takethe most basic point, dl
sentient beings feel pleasure and pain. Thisis not optional or negotiable and is not just a social
construction or a product of an ideology. It follows from the simple fact that sentient beings
must take action to avoid harm or promote benefit. The further particular properties of the
natur e of any particular species of sentient being such as humans are smilarly mandated by the
Stuation of that species within the total bio-sphere. Again, thisis not optiona. However, the
human ecies hasa flexible mind and a language capable of communicating subtle or abstract
thoughts. As a consequence, humans can ask that basc question of how to promote benefit
and avoid harm on a level and with adepth that isrevolutionary in terms of existence on this
planet. Thisisthe genessof ethicsand mordity and it followsfromthe fundamental nature of
our redlity. Thisrevolutionary new capacity must not be squandered by denying the objective
and universal nature of the ethical discussion undertaken by individuals, groups and societies.

To aunique extent, human goods are frequently intangible thisisthe primary source of all
human studies: economics, history, literature, law, ethics, and so on. Ther intangibility should



not midead usinto thinking that they are infinitely malleable according to our whims and
preferences. A theory of economicsor alaw may beworkable or otherwise in just the same
way as atangible good such as an electric motor. For thisreason, the humanities have
legitimate clams as fields of science and engineering. But they must not betray the
responghility that comes with this redisation by departing from the spirit of the scientific
enterprise, which has asitsfoundation accountahility to the truths about universa redity.

In this andyss, ethicsis the realm that connects individual human nature to societal realities
such aslaws. It does s0 in various conceptud dimensions. I nthe domain of willed action it
recognises that human beings are neither infallible nor omniscient, and therefore cannot give
effect to all their plans, and so, there must be areadm of unenforced obligation between what is
compulsory (law) and what is completely free (persona preferences). I n the realm of planning
and understanding, ethics isthe connective between the redities of indvidual human nature
and those of social organisation. These are processes of mutual influence and feedback
determned by reality, whether we understand tha reality or not. But if it is undergood, or
understood better than before, new possibilities are opened for positively influencing human
socia and individua evolution.

The Principle of Goodnessisanew redist ethica theory which acknowledges these truths
about human nature and the vast web of interactions within which humans live and exercise
their wills. It has a great dedl to say about how people should act, and in turn be treated by
others. It showsthat contemporary socio-political theory iswholly inadequate as a suitable
basis for human flourishing: in particular, the fashionable compulsion to reduce the variegated
uniqueness of each of the six billion human individuals to generalised properties based upon
categories within whichthey are placed, such as race, class, and gender. Not one of these
categories stands upto a criticd amalysis of its usefulness as ameans of dividing peoplefrom
each other. The result is that many people are treated unjustly, the consequences to their lives
digegarded; and ye the ideal society dudes us- as it mug becausethese categories are not
grounded in redlity. In this paper we focus on the human individua. We investigate how the
trust and sense of security that follows from treating every single one ethicdly asindividuals
will be conducive to the development of positive feedback cycles of care, concern, friendship,
and compassion throughout the matrix of human interaction. The challenge, then, for those
who desire a world free of inequity, conflict and insecurity isto re-examine every socid field
informed by this ethics, which is grounded in the inescapable redity of the human condition.

Introduction

Our maintask in this paper is to explore somebasic properties of an ethical theory discovered
by the authors, and tentatively called the Principle of Goodness (We usethe term
“discovered”, as we feel it isarguable tha the insightsof thistheorylong predate our notice of
them, and under lie many of the mgor religious and ethical schools of thought; but they have
been assumed, or ‘intuited’, rather than put into an explicit word formula. Thisisexplored in
[House 2005].) The theory might conveniently be termed ‘ process-redist’, meaning that the
terms “Good” and “evil” occurring in the statement of the theory are claimed to be redlities,
not of matter or other substance, but of consistent patterns within processes involving moral
actors and other sentient beings. This ‘process nature’ is explored in the other paper to be
presented at thisconference, [House & House 2005].

If one surveys how people would like the world to be, onetypically findsthat dtruistic
answers dominate the rest, answers such as: aworld a peace; equity and justice; no



discrimination or prejudice; no more hungry, sick, illiterate or poor; safety; the opportunity to
lead happy lives, freedom to pursue opportunities for creativity and prosperity; opportunities
to assist othersin fields such as health, education, economics, arts, music, human
understanding, etc.; and other smilarly benevolent ideds. (Example: [MORI 1999].) Onthe
other hand, general opinion has sometimes been strongly infavour of destructive policies, such
aswa (for example, at thetimefor the crusades). Clearly, two tendencies are operative in
human beings, and it is reasonable to posit that ether of these could be enhanced in a cyde of
positive reinforcement. To takethe destructive exanple, had continuous victory and prosperity
followed from the crusades we might reasonally expect that even greater public support for
those policies would have followed. We are concerned here with the other, positive example,
specifically in the context of the Principle of Goodness. Although here wecan do littlemore
than invegigéae likelihoods and show some connedtions, we can advance the Principl e of
Goodnessin the sense of ascientific hypot heses, in that, 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 gopellaion “scientific”. It is perhaps
fundamental of the humanitiesthat at their core are intangibles: the nature of human beings and
the outworking of that nature in human societies Other intellectual fields have greater access
to ‘concretes’, measurables that can be used to judge success or failure of theory. For example,
economics has numerical measures of the behaviour of the economy, and physical science has
the referent of clear-cut results of experiments upon the physicad world. T his differenceis
unfortunae, for the importance of the knowledge of the humanitiesisequdly great, but istoo
often overlooked in ‘red world decisions in aress such as law, government policy,
development, and so on, due to itsrdative uncertainty. Wewould assertin generd, and dso in
defence of the procedure recommended here, that theoriesin the humanities can indeed be
caled scientific, provided that the scientific method of hypothesis and testing is followed, and
provided the inherently greater uncertainty is acknowledged. In this under sanding, we would
see that thereisa real meaning to the “hard” in* hard sciences’, but that “soft sciences” fully
deserveto be caled sciences. We try to make astart a building some connectionsin the
ethical field that one hopes would be useful in this connection.

Situation of Personal Ethics.

One function of personal ethics isto structure the realm between complete freedom and laws.
Not everything that is permissible is admirable or even acceptable (to onée s social groups or to
one' s own better judgement). Individuals reasonably ask for greater guidance than the content
of the nation’ s gatute books, whether as unspoken social mores or as explicit moral or ethical
principles. M uch disagreement exissasto how, or evenif, this should be done (for example
political and religiousideologies, group opinion, other ethica sysems such as utilitarianism,
Kantian ethics, practicd reasonableness, virtue ethics, and so on). By pointing to some likely
consequences of widespread choice of the Principle of Goodness as a socia and personal
guide we hope to provide reasons for its practicability as agood ethical philosophy. However,
the choice of an ethicsto live by is not necessarily an either-or proposition, and connections
amongst ethical theories can strengthen the justification for ‘believing in' ethicsitself as a
genuinesubject for investigation rather than as a widespread (“ Nietzschean™) mistake.

We can elucidate these points after introducing the Principlefor which we are arguing.

The Principle of Goodness



A brief gatement of this principle is that:

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

ThePrinciple does nat refer to non-ethical meanings of thesetwo words, such as profit,
welfare, fortune, and 0 on, although connections amongst these various meanngs are
obvious. Indeed, many of the non-ethical meanings provide content for the terms “benefit” and
“harm” in the statement above. Thus we might say that (moral) good isto try to provide
(practical) good to everyone. Nevertheless, the meanings are distinct, and the Principle does
not concern (or say anything about) outcomes, but instead refersto menta states, that is, the
state of not merely wishing, or even intending, but actually attempting, to promote the welfare
of dl (in the case of goodness) or to harm any innocent (in the case of evil). The attempt might
not be action, howeve. Refraning from aharmful course might be part of an intertionto
promote benefit, or refraining from a possible saving action might be part of an attempt to
cause harm.

This has consequences for how this theory is assessed. Evaluation of practical success depends
on practical questions, such as whether a certain act really did benefit or harm certain people,
or wasthe best or worst choice But eval uating 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 capacities are themselves the 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, practical failure to achieve
benefit or avoid harm might indeed be regarded asethical failure, but only because other,
enabling, attempts were not themsaves conducted to the best of the actor’s abilities. Thisis
why, for example, we often excuse children for some acts that are held culpable in adults, even
though in both casesthe right action might have been impossible due to lack of knowledge.
([Hursthouse])

We can understand the theory better by considering a possible misunderstanding. Because the
theory refers to an end result (either benefiting al or not harming an innocent), it may be
mistaken for a consequentialist theory such asutilitarianism. When we say that our theory
refers to mental statesinvolved in attempts, rather than to outcomes, the utilitarian might
respond that so, too, he believes that a person inareal situation can do nothing else than
attempt to produce the overall maximum happiness and should not be condermed for factors
outside their control that change the outcome. An example might clarify the distinction.
Suppose a villan threatens methat, unless | murder Jane, he will murder al of Jan€'s family,
Jane included; and let us suppose that thereisno ‘way out’ of our dilemma by foiling the
villain somehow, and there are no ‘long term’ counterbal ancing consequences such as are often
posited by utilitarian analysesto changethe obvious ‘right choice’ under that theory. A
conseguentialist would probably have to agree that | should kill Jane, as that leads to the least
damaging overal outcome. (Utilitarian counter -arguments to such scenarios are considered by
[Fimnig, 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 resultsin a worse or equally bad outcome for every sngleperson
involved. | might or might not believe that to kill Jare in these circumstancesisto attenpt to
harm Jane. (I might not believeit if | regard my actions as being completely determined by the



greater threat.) And if | do not kill Jane, then, knowing what | do about the villain’ s intentions,
I might or might not believe that refraining fromkilling Jare is to attempt to kill her ertire
family, Jane included. If | believe the former but not the latter, then | must not kill Jane! - even
if I know full well that all Jan€ s family will die Onthe other hand, if | believe that both
actionswill harm, but that neither is an attempt by meto 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
what that something is If | kill Janeto avoid her family s desths | have failed, but have not
deliberatdy chosen evil. But | gill cannot arguethat killing Janewasthe ‘right’ thing to do; it
isfaling ethically, even if that failure might be excusable. There is another similar scenario that
makes the difference more stark. Suppose that, instead of threatening to kill Jane' s family, the
villainthreatens to kill Bill's family. Now the numbers do not count; Jane' s desth, if | accede
to the villain, will be of my choosing, whereas Bill’s family' s deaths will not be. Choosing
Jane' 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 that the villain will certainly carry out any threat, no one's
death is certain and that reinforces the reason to refuse to kill Jane in either scenario. Again,
this key difference between consequertialist and non-consequentialig theories is discussed at
length by [Fimig.

Just one nore clarification isneeded. The above is not a quegion of action versusinaction. If
the villainthreatened an air controller to not warn a plane of a conflicting movement (thus
alowing the planeto crash) or else the villain would do some much greater harm, the
controller cannot use the fact that his choiceis an inaction as arelevant factor. The relevant
factor is what oneunderstands asan atempt.

The above concerns extreme cases. In large measure we have been trained in our ‘ bottom-line’
society to measure things by their effects, and we must bewar e of judging an ethic by outcome
alone, which is the definition of one particular ethic and is amost to grant the vidory to that
ethic at the outset. Wenow turn to other matters that promise to show mattersin avey
differert light.

Relationships amongst Ethical Theories.

We mertioned that the Principle only concerns ethicad meaningsof words such as “good”.
Other meanings of these words have a valid place in ethical theories, for obvious reasons;
nevertheless, invalid conflation of these two senses has occurr ed; consequentialism might be
interpreted as asserting that the conflation is aways valid. Another, perhaps more subtle,
distindion (creating the possibility of making a sultle mistake) is between kinds of ethical
theories themselves, based on what the theory is trying to achieve. We might distinguish at
lead these three kinds of theories (not intending to be exhaustive):

a) theories that define one or more key ethical terms and deduce ethical behaviours from
them, or claim to have found the basis for ethics somewhere (Hume's ‘passions,
utilitarianism, Kantian ethics), or aternatively deny the possihility of doing so
(Nietzchean 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 selected for by evolution as the behaviour of beings most



likely to reproduce and pass on tendencies for similar behaviour to offspring;

C) theories that recommend an ethical systemfor some reason(s), perhgos a purposeor
goal, whilg not advand ng some foundational source of ethics, but rather appealing for
credenceto the suitability of the entire sysem to achieve its gods (Confucianism;
Arigtotdian ethics, and in particular [Maclntyre]’s modern redevelopment and
adaptation of it).

It isclear tha each category can contain divergent ethical theories, and s the aove does not
classfy theories by the similarity of their recommendations Indeed, category (b) refers to
theories without recommendations (in the theories themselves, although some scholars might
write moral commentary on uch abasis).

Where doesthe Principle of Goodness fit in? At firs sight, it seemsto fdl in category (a), asit
sets out a statement of two key ethical terms and promises to derive other things such as rules
of behaviour from these. However, it isa redist theory. It assertsthat the statements of the
theory are chosen in the hope that they accord with certain realities, consistencies and patterns,
that can be understood as moral, such as kindness, care, love, and compassion, in human
individuds, and justice, fraternity, friendship, and social concern in societies. That is, the
hypothesisisthat following the Principle produces or tendsto produce, individuas and
societies of such natures. In other words, it is also a theory related to those in category (b).
But can we 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 thus see that infact, these categories are not mutually exclusive: more than one ethical
theory can be“inthe right” insome snse, for reasonsother than those congdered by [ Smith],
who addresses only the nature of virtue and the contents of praiseworthy character (Part VI
section1). 1t may even bethat some theoriesin different categories might in fact be closdy
related or lend each other support, but thet this not be obvious dueto the very different ways
inwhich theories in these different categories are explicated. We caneadly se thiswith
theoriesin categories (b) and (c): if human behaviour is moulded to some degree by instinctive
determnants thenwe woud expect that a well-deved oped ethical system might knowingly or
unknowingly take these into 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 Hume, it has been hard to argue for any but a deductive approach to any question.
(Witness [Popper]’ s theory of <ciertific falsifiakility, an explicit acoeptance of Hume' sidea.)
But we nead not takethis category to imply deductivism. Utilitarianism seemsto gain its
judificaionfroman goped to judgethe intuitive rightness of itsfoundational principle not
from any necessary reason that it should be true. Further, we have [Frederick L. Will]’ stwo
books that lay a solid groundwork for justifying and understanding truth in other than strict
deductivist terms. Rather than accept supposedly-inviolate foundationa principles and
whatever we can deduce from them, we can instead look at the totality of alogical pattern (an
argument, or a conplete sysem of thought, such asan ethical theory) and evaluateit in its
totality, induding everything fromits assumptions, internal logic, and external evidence. Now
category (a) is starting to resemble (b) and (c). The important point hereisthat agrounding
assumption (such as our Principle) might act as the starting point for deduction without



implying a belief in olely deductive reasons for accepting conclusions, or, indeed, the entire
entaprise. As powerful confirmation (the wordisused advisedly) of this we may point to
[Stove]'s meticulous andyss and criticiam of Hume’sinductive scepticiam.

Composing a Synthesis

At the start of hisbook on arevised Aristotelian 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 simulacra of morality, we continue to use many of the key expressions. But we
have - very largely, 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 arguesthat the combinetion of Kant (denying non-rationd bases for morality),
Hume (denying reasons not based on the passions), and Kierkegaard (insisting on criterionless
fundamentd choice) effedively removesany reasonald e way to defend mordity asunderstood
in modernity. (p49) He holds tha the only rational alternativesare either the Nietzschean
diagnosisor relinquishing the entire “ Enlightenment project”. (p118) Be that asit may,
Macintyre clearly failsin establishing the other part of histhess, that Aristotelian ethicsisthe
forgotten sounde theory that the modern world retains ony infragmentary, semi-understood
forms. Heisaffronted that Aridotle took what he regardsas the clearly migaken course of
“writing off” “non-Greeks, barbarians, and slaves’ (pp 158,159). But in what sense can
Aristotl€ s ethics be better than tha of even the most untutored modern, if his system cannot
warn him of the wrongness of excluding members of these groups?

Perhaps Aridotle overlooked some aspect of hisown system 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
Aristotelian ethics with his explication of “practices’ and the distinction between reasonsthat
are internal and external to these pradices, and understand ng 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 sygem does
indeed ‘ hang together’. But even so, Maclntyre does not, and apparently can not, tell us whet
Aristotlecould have or should have understood about virtue to be warned about the evils of
davery. | f we need to apped to our exiging intuitive feelingsto recognise such ahuge evil, it
is hard to see why sudh theories should be regarded as complete ethical systems. ([Miller]
raises one possibility, Aristotle’ s distinction 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 slaves, women, etc., shows that nothing in his ethics
protects this principle from undermining.)

We propose that the Principle of Goodness provides the ‘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 so on. Or we could start at the
other end, performing an analysis of virtue in Maclntyre' s style and developing a system. These
projects can meet when the Principleis used to inform the system, to give it pegs to hang

upon, and thus prevent it drooping into ethically bad judgements, such as permitting davery.
Indeed, the reason the Principle prohibits davery is so obvious we can dispense with wasting
wordson it here But more subtle questions can be addressed. For example, we may employ
such congiderationsto anayse Aristotle' s discussion (Nichomachean Ethics Book 111, 1.) of



particular kinds of ignorance (universd and particular) and their culpability. That is, when
Aristotle says we are excused for ignorance of particulars but not of universals, we may argue
that the reason isthat in dealing with particulars, the chain of mora attemptsthat led to the
Situation under discusson was short, or conssted of only the mord act in question. But in the
case of universals, ignorance of them was the product of morally faulty attempts during much
of on€'slife history, leading eventually to one’ s ignorance and incapability to act for the best at
the crucial time.

We would see virtues in general to partake of this naure, that is, summaries of 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, in which one had to choose
how to act, whether for goodness, for evil, or for neither (noting that our gatementsof good
and evil do not together cover dl possible attempts). In this sensethe Principle of Goodness is
adifferent kind of rationale for the virtues than that employed by Aristotle, which is essentially
utilitarian (enlightened happiness). Thisfact istwo-sided. On the one hand, it holds out the
hope that the Principle of Goodness (if it isagood ethicd theory) is more condgtently reliable
than principles identified by an operational theory, these in the ethical 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 auniversd wastruly beyond a person’ s capecity 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’ s rule as a basis 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 alow theruleto be
employed when, and only when, it succeeds inmaking the distinction Aristotle discussed.

We agree that pre-anaysing virtue and forming theories about it (without suggesting that any
particular existing theory is a good or a bad one) might providea ‘ready guide’ for quick
action in complicated cases where one doesn’t have time to consider every relevant fact. But
having said that, in the case of the Principle of Goodness, doing a sufficient, if not a full,
analyssis likely to be much easier than it would be for a utilitarian, as far-flung consequences,
under the Principle, cannot affect 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 beings, restricted in some ways by instinctive human naure; that is, we allow
evolutionary psychology and other sciertific fieldsto inform our theory and refineit further.
Evolutionary psycdhol ogy sees ethical behaviour as one among many outcomes of evolutionary
processes, positing, for example, that just asfitnessfor reproduction selected for excellent
hearing in insectivorous bats, so too it selected for feelings and loydties that are commonly
called “ethical’” in humans and perhaps other higher animals. Evolutionary theories of ethics ae
inherertly explanatory rather than prescriptive ([Wright] Ch 16), as a necessary consequence
of the empirical neture of the scientific enterprise. But when such investigations show us such
things as that human beings desire 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 athletics, politics, bugness, and so on).



Commencing the Ethical Program

Bearing all the above in mind, we want to look at some immediate consequences of the
Principle for the individual. From evolutionary biology, onefinding is pivotal: adgptationsare
adaptive for individuals, not for populations. (See [Williams].) And the Principle of Goodness
concerns individuals: a moral obligation attachesto every individual and concerns every
individua. The Principle thusleadsusto identify a mgor mora mistake, which might aswdll
have a name, so we cdl it categorism. Thisisthe lumping of individuasinto categories and
treating them, not asindividuals but as representatives of their category. By thiswe do not
mean themaking of relevant diginctions. The set of people who do not intend to pay for
merchand e is a category, but it is one to the members of which ashopkeeper is ertitled to
deny the supply of goods. However, categories such as a sex, arace, a nation, and so on, are
often or usualy irrdlevant to mora concern. T okenism, the filling of committees and so on,
with members of selected categories, is profoundly futile once one remembers the huge
diversity within categories, a diversity that has a deep, scientifically established basis.

Notethat we are not heretrying to take ‘moral lessons from science; rather, we are using
science to gainknowledge about ourselvesand other organisms on our planet. The ethical
content comes from the Principle of Goodness. Indeed, as mary have observed, natural
processes contain a great deal that can be considered evil, if viewed morally. Nevertheless,
being able to include facts about our nature inethical theoriesmust surely makethe later more
effective. Beginning with the most fundamental results, that we are sentient beings, and our
pleasure/pain faculties evolved in making our ancegors reproductively efective, proceeding to
complex and unexpected findings, we note that this has immediate connection to the Principle
of Goodness, as these help provide content for the terms “benefit” and “harm’.

The adoption of the Principle, even by a single individual, hasimmed ate consequences from
this perspective for al 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 to inculcate afeeling of beneficence towards all, and will returally attempt
to understand the causes of others’ troubles. As [Smith] put it (Sect | Chap 11): “But whatever
may be the cause of sympathy, or however it may be excited, nothing pleases usmore than to
observe inother men a fellow-feeling with all the emotions of our own breast; nor are we ever
so much shocked as by the appearance of the contrary. ... How are the unfortunate relieved
when they have found our a person to whom they can communicat e the cause of ther

sorrow?’

All aspectsof 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 berefit of everyone, and one of non-harm, that is neve 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 practicesthem, must incul cate a sense of safety and value
inthe recipient of thisconcern. This is a fact tedified to from scientific findingsand from
inspection 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 environment and non-human life, then we need to also
be warned about the things within our own natures that might interfere with our program. The
el ephant in the room, the obvious question about the Principle, arisng from evolutionary
considerations, isthat the latter show why we naturaly have greater concern and tend to be



more altruistic towards those more closely rdaed to us; yet thePrinciple tellsus to try to
benefit everyone. Can these be reconciled?

Firstly, we note that “everyone” includes ourselves and our closerelatives. We are not being
asked to bedtruigtic (at least, not in generd, although, like every other ethical theory, the
Principle encounters stuations where dtruism is caled for). Secondly, it isstrictly rational in
ethical terms for us to be most concerned about ourselves, less so about those close to us
(often our biological relations) and so on. This is because we are usudly in the best podtion to
know how to and be able to benefit ourselves, thenour closest, and so on decreasingly. To see
the reason, suppose someone decidesto starve in order to give everything they have to the
poor. Others who follow the Principle must be concerned about this foolish but innocent
person, and will then feel obliged to divert effort from their other benefiad projectsinorder to
gop the foolish one from dying of garvation. Such pointless self-neglect in fact causestrouble
and loss for others. Therefore one should have concean for one’s self and one’' s near ones, as
that is usually the way to cause the least trouble for others who also act morally. Fnally, we
may note that beng mog concerned for one’s sdf isnot the same as being selfish. For
example, one might enter abusiness deal primarily for reasons of persona advancement, and
yet sill ensure that everyone else (partners, clients, customers, employees, the community, the
environment) aso benefit generoudy. To put it another way, in evolutionary terms, dl that is
required for us to reproduce is tha we effectively help ourselvesand our nearest 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 ethics that asks usto do so is perfectly feasible, and in fact isnot even
onerous. Despitethe gpparent dtruisminbeing asked to try to berefit everyone, the Principle
isnot in conflict with human psychology.

Much more analysis needs to be done to firmly establish this conclusion, but it must surely be
clear that explanatory theories do not inherently detract from any ethical philosophy that
attempts to persuade us of rules as to how we should act. On the contrary, the latter are given
an extraresource (the findings of evolutionary investigations of behaviour) to useto test

ethical rules and practices according to chosen criteria. Indeed, from the perspective of process
reality as discussed in our other paper, evolutionary studies of ethics buttressour assumption
that realitiesin patterns of cause and effect underlie moral language and give meaning to words
such as“good” and “evil”, and that it is ther efore quite reasonable to ask (and not merely ina
private sense) “What do these words mean?’ Although such patterns are likely unrecognised
and per haps too complex to ever recognise in 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 existence of some of them.

Where to from Here?

We have identified three kinds of ethical theories, two that attempt to develop ethical systems,
and one that is purely explanatory of the existence and nature of ethical tendencies. In our
caegory (a), (loosely) theories posting a source for ethicd truth, we can consider the Principle
of Goodness as another competing candidate. In category (c) (loosely) attempts to set up
coherent systemsof ethical practice, we can consider it to be an underlying source of ethical
guidance to correct and adjust such theories, to ‘keep them on track’ (such as by pointing out
the evil of davery). Whichever way we view the Principle, category (b), scientific
invedigations, provides warnings of limitations and notice of opportunities that are open to our
Species.
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We may now proceed by developing the Principle according to either a category (a) or (c)
plan. The (@) plan would develop ethical understanding afresh from the Principle, and see
wher e the effort leads us. Ethica concepts such as virt ues would be developed anew under this
plan. To seethe kind of thing this implies, take our previous example: Is honesty really,
adways, the best policy? Clearly not, because an honest action can quite feasibly be part of a
plan to harm someone a person uninteresed in truth for any moral reason might need it to
mor e effectively plan harm and destruction, and honestly giving them the recipe for an aomic
bomb might be nothing more than an attempt to further such a plan. The Principl e does not
recognise that virtues possess any inherent merit that isolates them from moral scrutiny, that
makes them somehow the ‘right thing to do’ despite their damage in particular cases. Any
value avirtue has, it hasin consequence of its usein furtherance of avoiding harm or
attempting benefit. Our other paper a this conference isafirs step in following through this
program.

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

Whichever way one might proceed, the Principle of Goodness claimsto be aredlist 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 isa hard master, and its condition
upon us all if we wish to make progress in ethics is that we have that special intellectual virtue,
humility.
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