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The origin of ethics

M A R Y  M ID G L E Y

i The search for justification

W here does ethics come from? Two very different questions are combined here, 
one about historical fact and the other about authority. Anxiety about both 
questions has been active in shaping many traditional myths about the origin of 
the universe. These myths describe, not only how human life began, but also why 
it is so hard, so painful, so confusing, so conflict-ridden. The primal clashes and 
disasters they tell of are intended -  perhaps often primarily intended -  to explain 
why human beings have to live by rules which can frustrate their desires. Both 
these questions are still pressing. And in the last few centuries, theorists have tried 
strenuously to answer them in more literal and systematic terms.

This quest does not flow just from curiosity, nor just from the hope of proving 
the rules unnecessary, though both are strong motives. It perhaps arises centrally 
from conflicts within ethics, or morality, itself. (I shall make no distinction between 
these two words for the very general purposes of this article.) In any culture, 
accepted duties sometimes clash, and deeper, more general principles are needed 
to arbitrate between them. People look for the point of the different rules involved, 
and try to weigh these points against each other. This search often forces them 
to look, more widely still, for a supreme arbiter -  the point of morality as a whole.

This is why our original question is so complex. Asking where ethics comes 
from is not like asking the same question about meteorites. It is asking why we 
should now obey its rules. (Rules are not actually the whole of morality, but we 
can concentrate on them for the moment, because they are often the point where 
conflicts arise.) In order to answer this question, it is necessary to imagine what 
life would be like without these rules, and this inevitably does raise questions 
about origins. People tend to look backwards, asking whether there was once an 
‘unfallen’ conflict-free state before the rules were imposed, a state where rules 
were not needed, perhaps because nobody ever wanted to do anything bad. They 
then ask ‘How did we come to lose this pre-ethical condition? Can we get back to 
it?’

In our own culture, two sweeping answers to these questions have been widely 
accepted. One -  coming predominantly from the Greeks and from Hobbes -  
explains ethics simply as a device of egoistic prudence; its origin-myth is the social 
contract. It sees the pre-ethical state as one of solitude; the primal disaster being 
that people ever began to meet each other at all. Once they did. conflict was
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inevitable, and the state of nature was then, as Hobbes put it, ‘a war of every man 
against every man’ (Hobbes, 16 5 1, Part One, Ch. 13, p. 64) even if, as Rousseau 
insisted, they had not been actually hostile to each other before colliding (Rous
seau, 1762, pp. 188, 194; 1754, Part One). Survival itself, let alone social order, 
became possible only through rules arrived at by a reluctant bargain. (This story 
was of course usually seen as symbolical, not as literal history.) The other acount, 
which is Christian, explains morality as our necessary attempt to bring our 
imperfect nature in line with the will of God. Its origin-myth is the Fall of Man, 
which has produced that imperfection in our nature in the way described -  again 
symbolically -  in the Book of Genesis.

Simplicity itself is always welcome in a confusing world, so the popularity of 
these two accounts is not surprising. But simple accounts cannot really explain 
complex facts, and it has already become clear that neither of these sweeping 
formulae can really deal with our questions. The Christian account shifts the 
problem rather than solving it, since we still need to know why we should obey 
God. Christian teaching has of course plenty to say about this, but what it says is 
complex, and cannot keep its attractive simplicity once the question about auth
ority is raised. I cannot discuss further here the very important relations between 
ethics and religion (see Article 46, h o w  could  e th ic s  de pe n d  on  r e l i g i o n ?). But it 
is important that this Christian answer does not just derive our duty to obey God 
naively from his position as an all-powerful being who has created us -  a derivation 
which would not confer moral authority. If a bad being had created us for bad 
purposes, we should not think we had a duty to obey that being, whatever 
prudence might dictate. The idea of God is not just the idea of such a being, but 
crystallizes a whole mass of very complex ideals and standards that lie behind 
moral rules and give them their meaning. But the authority of these ideals and 
standards is just what we are enquiring about. So that question is still with us.

ii The lure of egoism and the social contract

The notion that ethics is really just a contract based on egoistic prudence is indeed 
much simpler, but for that very reason it is far too unrealistic to account for the 
actual complexities of ethics. It may be true that a society of perfectly consistent 
prudent egoists, if it ever existed, would invent institutions for mutual insurance 
which would look like many of those found in actual human societies. And it 
certainly is true that these careful egoists would avoid many of the atrocities that 
actual human beings commit, because human rashness and folly notoriously and 
constantly magnify the bad effects of our vices.

But this cannot mean that morality, as it actually exists anywhere, arises only 
from this calculating self-interest. There are several reasons why this is impossible, 
but I shall mention only two. (For further discussion, see Article 16, e g o is m .)

(1) The first rests on an obvious human defect. People simply are not so 
prudent or consistent as this account would imply. Even the very moderate 
amount of deliberately decent conduct that is actually found in human life would 
not be possible if it relied solely on these traits.
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(2) The second is an equally well-known range of human good qualities. 
People who do make an effort to behave decently plainly are often moved by a 
quite different set of motives, arising directly out of consideration for the claims 
of others. They act from a sense of justice, from friendship, loyalty, compassion, 
gratitude, generosity, sympathy, family affection and the like -  qualities that are 
recognized and honoured in most human societies. Egoist theorizers such as 
Hobbes sometimes explain this by claiming that these alleged motives are unreal, 
only empty names. But it is hard to see how names could ever have been invented, 
and have become current, for non-existent motives. And it is still more puzzling 
how anyone could ever have successfully pretended to be moved by them.

I have mentioned this egoistic explanation at once because, in spite of its 
crying defects, it is very influential today. In asking about the origin of ethics, 
modem people are quite likely to find themselves unthinkingly using its language. 
They will pose their question in the Hobbesian form, ‘How did an original society 
of egoists ever come to find itself lumbered with rules that required consideration 
for others?’ The crippling difficulties that infest this approach will become clearer 
as we go on.

iii Moral and factual arguments

We might be asked to accept extreme individualism on strictly scientific grounds, 
as a factual discovery. It then appears as a piece of information about how human 
beings are actually constituted. Today, the most usual form for this argument 
rests on the idea of evolution as proceeding, for all species, by the ‘survival of the 
fittest’ in unmitigated cut-throat competition between individuals. That process is 
held to have shaped them into isolated, wholly egoistic social atoms. This picture 
is often conceived to rest so directly on evidence as to be -  unlike all earlier stories 
about origins -  not a myth at all but wholly scientific.

We should be sceptical about this claim. In the crude form just cited, the 
pseudo-Darwinian myth contains at least as much emotive symbolism from 
current ideologies and as much propaganda for limited, contemporary social ideals 
as does its predecessor the Social Contract story. It does also incorporate some 
genuine scientific evidence and principles, but it ignores and distorts a great deal 
more than it uses. It is particularly remote from current science on two issues: 
first, its fantasy-ridden, over-dramatized notion of competition, and second, the 
strangely predominant place that it gives to our own species in the evolutionary 
process.

(1) It is essential to distinguish the mere fact of happening to ‘compete’ from 
the complex of human motives which current ideology endorses as fitting for 
competitors. Any two organisms may be said to be ‘in competition’ if they both 
need or want something they cannot both get. But they are not acting com
petitively unless they both know this and respond by deliberately trying to defeat 
each other. Since the overwhelming majority of organisms are plants, bacteria 
etc. which are not even conscious, the very possibility of deliberate, hostile 
competition is an extremely rare thing in nature. Moreover, both at the conscious
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and the unconscious level, all life-processes depend on an immense background 
of harmonious co-operation, which is necessary to build up the complex system 
within which the much rarer phenomenon of competition becomes possible. 
Competition is real but necessarily limited. For instance, the plants in a particular 
ecosystem normally exist in interdependence both with each other and with the 
animals that eat them, and those animals are equally interdependent with each 
other and with their predators. If there had really been a natural ‘war of all 
against all’, the biosphere could never have developed in the first place. It is not 
surprising therefore that conscious life, arising out of such a background, acts in 
fact in a way that is much more often co-operative than competitive. And when 
we come shortly to consider the motivation of social creatures, we shall clearly 
see that co-operative motivations supply the main structure of their behaviour.

(2) Many popular versions of the pseudo-Darwinian myth (though not all) 
present the evolutionary process as a pyramid or ladder existing for the purpose 
of producing MAN as its apex, and sometimes as programmed to develop MAN 
further to some distant ‘omega point’ which will further glorify contemporary 
Western human ideals. This notion has no basis in today’s genuine biological 
theory (Midgley, 1985). Current biology depicts life-forms quite differently, on the 
pattern sketched out by Darwin in the Origin of Species, as spreading, bush-like, 
from a common source to fill the available niches, without any special ‘upward’ 
direction. The pyramid picture was proposed by J.-B. Lamarck and developed by 
Teilhard de Chardin; it does not belong to modern science at all but to traditional 
metaphysics. Of course that does not refute it  But since the views of human 
nature associated with it have been widely seen as ‘scientific’, the point is of some 
importance for us in assessing the standing of these views, and relating them to 
our questions about the origin of ethics.

iv Dualistic fantasies

These questions have begun to look harder since it became generally accepted 
that our species took its rise from others which we class as merely ‘animals'. In our 
culture, the species-barrier has commonly been seen as being also the boundary of 
the moral realm, and metaphysical doctrines have been built to protect this 
boundary. Christians, unlike Buddhists, have believed that souls, the seat of all 
the faculties that we honour, belong only to human beings. Any emphasis on the 
relationship between our own and other species was seen as degrading us, as 
suggesting that our spirituality was ‘really’ only a set of animal reactions. This 
idea of animality as a foreign principle quite alien to spirit is an ancient one, often 
used to dramatize psychological conflicts as raging between the virtues and ‘the 
beast within’. The human soul then appears as an isolated intruder in the physical 
cosmos, a stranger far from its home.

This sharp and simple dualism was important to Plato, and to early Christian 
thinking. It is probably much less influential today. Its contemptuous attitude to 
natural motives has not worn well, and on the theoretical side it faces enormous 
difficulties in explaining the relation between soul and body. Yet dualism still
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seems to be used as a background framework for certain topics, notably for our 
thought about other animals. Aristotle countered Plato by proposing a much less 
divisive, more reconciliatory metaphysic to bring together the various aspects 
both of human individuality and of the outside world. St Thomas followed this 
lead, and recent thought has in general been moving the same way. But this more 
monistic approach has encountered great difficulty in conceiving how human 
beings could actually have developed out of non-human animals. The trouble was 
that those animals were viewed as symbols of anti-human forces, indeed often 
simply as embodied vices (wolf, pig, raven). Until this view was challenged, only 
two alternatives seemed open -  either a depressed, reductive view of humans as 
‘no better than the other animals’, or a purely other-worldly view of them as 
spirits inserted during the evolutionary process into bodies to which they were 
quite unrelated. (See Midgley, 1979, Ch. 2.)

Hence come the two simple ideas mentioned earlier about the origin of ethics. 
On the social contract pattern all animate beings equally were egoists, and human 
beings were distinctive only in their calculating intelligence. They were merely 
the first enlightened egoists. On the religious view, by contrast, the insertion of 
souls introduced, at a stroke, not just intelligence but also a vast range of new 
notivation, much of it altruistic. To Darwin’s distress, his collaborator A. R. 
Wallace adopted this second view, arguing that God must have added souls to 
emerging primate bodies by miraculous intervention during the course of 
evolution. And today, even among non-religious thinkers, there is still often found 
an intense exaltation of human capacities which treats them as something totally 
different in kind from those of all other animals, to an extent which seems to 
demand a different, non-terrestrial source. Indeed, science-fiction accounts of a 
derivation from some distant planet are occasionally invoked with apparent 
seriousness to meet this supposed need.

v The advantages of ethology

We can, however, avoid both these bad alternatives today by simply taking a 
more realistic, less mythical view of non-human animals. In our own time, their 
behaviour has at last been systematically studied, and the rich, complex nature 
of social life among many birds and mammals is now becoming a matter of 
common knowledge. People indeed have long known something about it. though 
they did not use that knowledge when they thought of animals as incarnations 
of evil. Thus, two centuries ago Kant wrote. ‘The more we come in contact with 
animals the more we love them, for we see how great is their care for their young. 
It is then difficult for us to be cruel in thought even to a wolf.’

Social traits like parental care, co-operative foraging and reciprocal kindness 
show plainly that such creatures are not in fact crude, exclusive egoists, but beings 
who have evolved the strong and special motivations needed to form and maintain 
a simple society. Mutual grooming, mutual removal of parasites and mutual 
protection are common among social mammals and birds. They have not produced 
these habits by using those powers of prudent selfish calculation which the Social
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Contract story views as the mechanism necessary for such a feat, since they do 
not possess them. Wolves, beavers, jackdaws, and other social creatures, including 
all our primate relatives, do not build their societies by wily calculation from a 
Hobbesian ‘state of nature’, an original war of all against all. They are able to live 
together, and sometimes to co-operate in remarkable tasks of hunting, building, 
joint protection or the like, simply because they are naturally disposed to love and 
trust one another.

This affection becomes evident in the unmistakable misery of any social animal, 
from a horse or a dog to a chimpanzee, if it is kept in isolation. Though they often 
ignore each other and will indeed in certain circumstances compete with and 
attack each other, they do this against a wider background of friendly acceptance. 
Devoted care of the young, often including real self-denial over food, is widespread 
and is often shared by other helpers besides the parents. (It may perhaps be seen 
as the original matrix of morality). Some creatures, notably elephants, will adopt 
orphans. Defence of the weak by the strong is common and there are many well- 
attested examples of cases where the defenders have paid for it with their lives. 
Old and helpless birds are sometimes fed. Reciprocal help among friends is often 
seen. All this is by now not a matter of folklore but of detailed, systematic, well- 
researched record. And there surely is every reason to accept that in this matter 
human beings closely resemble all their nearest relatives. (For the anthropological 
evidence of this, see Konner, 1982.)

vi Two objections

Before we examine the link between these natural dispositions and human moral
ity, two possible contrary ideological objections to this approach must be 
considered. There is the behaviourist thesis that human beings have no natural 
dispositions at all, being blank paper at birth, and the sociobiological reply that 
social dispositions do exist, but are all in some sense ‘selfish’. (Readers not interested 
in these ideologies could skip this discusssion.)

(1) The behaviourist thesis was, I think, always an obvious exaggeration. 
The idea of a purely passive, motiveless infant never made sense. The exaggeration 
had a serious moral point -  namely, to reject certain dangerous ideas about just 
what the innate tendencies were, ideas which were used to justify institutions 
such as war, racism and slavery. But these were ideological misrepresentations of 
the human heritage. It has proved much better to attack them on their own 
ground, without the crippling difficulties imposed by espousing so unconvincing 
a story as the Blank Paper theory.

(2) Over sociobiology, the trouble is really one of wording. Sociobiologists 
use the word ‘selfish’ in a quite extraordinary way, to mean, roughly, ‘gene- 
promoting; likely to increase the future survival and spread of an organism’s 
genes’. They are saying that the traits actually transmitted in evolution must be 
ones which do this work, which is true. By using the language of ‘selfishness’ 
however, they inescapably link this harmless idea to the still powerful egoist 
pseudo-Darwinian myth, since the word selfish is entirely a description of motive -
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not just of consequences -  and its central meaning is the negative one that one 
does not care for others. Sociobiologists do sometimes point out that this is a 
technical use of the word, but nearly all of them get carried away by its normal 
meaning and may be heard preaching egoism as ardently as Hobbes. (See Wilson, 
1975, also Midgley, 1979 -  index s.v. Wilson -  and Midgley, 1985, Ch. 14.)

vii Sociability, conflict and the origins of morality

Having said something to meet these objections to the idea that humans have 
natural social dispositions, we ask next, what relation have these dispositions to 
morality? They do not constitute it, but they surely do contribute something 
essential to making it possible. Do they perhaps supply, as it were, the raw material 
of the moral life -  the general motivations which lead towards it and give it its 
rough direction -  while still needing the work of intelligence, and especially 
speech, to organize it, to contribute its form? This suggestion was sketched out by 
Darwin, in a remarkable passage which uses central ideas from Aristotle, Hume 
and Kant (Darwin, 1859, Vol. 1, Part 1, Ch. 3. This discussion has so far had 
little attention because versions of the noisy pseudo-Darwinian myth were widely 
accepted as the only evolutionary approach to ethics).

By this account, the relation of the natural social motives to morality would 
be much like that of natural curiosity to science, or of natural wonder and 
admiration to art. Natural affections do not of themselves create rules -  indeed, it 
might seem that in an unfallen state they would make rules unnecessary. But in 
our actual, imperfect state, these affections often conflict with each other, or with 
other strong and important motives. In non-human animals, those conflicts may 
be settled simply by further second-order natural dispositions. But beings who 
reflect much on their own and each others’ lives, as we do, need to arbitrate these 
conflicts somehow in a way that makes their lives feel reasonably coherent and 
continuous. To do this we set priorities between different aims, and this means 
accepting lasting principles or rules. (It is, of course, not clear at all that other 
social creatures are totally non-reflective, since much of our own reflection is non
verbal. but we cannot discuss their situation here. On the very complex primate 
situation, see Desmond 1979.)

Darwin illustrated the difference between the reflective and non-reflective 
predicaments in the case of a swallow, which can desert the young it has been 
devotedly feeding without apparent hesitation when its flock migrates. (Darwin, 
1859, pp. 84, 91.) As he points out, someone blessed or cursed with a much 
longer memory and a more active imagination could not do this without agonizing 
conflict. And there is a most interesting difference between the two motives 
involved. An impulse which is violent but temporary -  in this case migration -  is 
opposed to a habitual feeling, much weaker at any one time, but stronger in that 
it is far more persistent and lies deeper in the character. Darwin thought that the 
rules chosen would tend to arbitrate in favour of the milder but more persistent 
motives, because violating them would lead to much longer and more distressing 
remorse later on.
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In searching, then, for the special force possessed by ‘the imperious word ought’ 
(p. 92), he pointed to the clash between these social affections and the strong 
but temporary motives which often oppose them. Intelligent beings would, he 
concluded, naturally try to produce rules which would protect the priority of the 
first group. He therefore thought it exceedingly likely that ‘any animal whatever, 
endowed with well-marked social instincts, would inevitably acquire a moral 
sense or conscience, as soon as its intellectual powers had become as well- 
developed, or anything like as well-developed, as in man’ (p. 72). Thus ‘the social 
instincts -  the prime principle of man’s moral constitution -  with the aid of active 
intellectual powers and the effects of habit, naturally lead to the Golden Rule, “ As 
ye would that men should do unto you, do ye to them likewise’’ and this lies at 
the foundation of morality’ (p. 106).

viii The problem of partiality

How convincing is this? Of course we cannot test Darwin’s generalization empir
ically; we have not communicated well enough with any non-human species that 
we recognize as sufficiently intelligent. (It might be immensely helpful, for instance, 
if we could hear something from the whales ...)  We must simply compare the 
cases. How suitable do these traits in other social creatures seem to be to furnish 
material that could develop into something like human morality?

Some objectors rule them out of court entirely because they occur fitfully, and 
their incidence is strongly biased in favour of close kin. But this same fitfulness 
and this same bias towards kin prevail to some extent -  often very powerfully -  
in all human morality. They are strong among the small hunter-gatherer societies 
that seem closest to the original human condition. People growing up in such 
circumstances are of course in general surrounded -  just as young wolves or 
chimpanzees are -  by those who actually are their kin, so that the normal attitude 
they acquire to those around them is, in varying degrees, one which makes wider 
concern and sympathy possible.

But it is important to notice that this bias does not vanish, it does not even 
become noticeably weaker, with the development of civilization. It is still fully 
active in our own culture. If any modern parents were to give no more care and 
affection to their own children than they did to all others, they would be perceived 
as monsters. We quite naturally spend our resources freely on meeting even the 
minor needs of our close families and friends before considering even the grave 
needs of outsiders. It strikes us as normal for human parents to spend more on 
toys for their children than they spend in a year on aid to the destitute. Human 
society does indeed make some provision for outsiders, but in doing so it starts 
from the same strong bias towards kin which shapes animal societies.

This same consideration applies to another, parallel objection often brought 
against treating animal sociability as a possible source of morality, namely the 
bias towards reciprocity. It is true that, if we were dealing with calculating egoists, 
the mere returning of benefits to those who had formerly given them might be 
nothing but a prudent bargain. But again, in all existing human moralities this
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transaction appears in quite a different light, not just as insurance for the future 
but as appropriate gratitude owed for kindness shown in the past, and as flowing 
naturally from the affection that goes with it. There is no reason why this should 
not be equally true of other social creatures.

It is quite true that these narrowing biases need to be -  and gradually are -  
systematically corrected by the recognition of wider duties as human morality 
develops (see Singer, 1981). This widening, however, is surely the contribution 
of the human intelligence, gradually developing wider social horizons as it devises 
institutions. It is not and cannot be a substitute for the original natural affections 
themselves. A certain narrowness in those affections is only to be expected, since 
in evolution they have served the essential function of making possible strenuous 
and devoted provision for the young. This could not have been effectively done if 
all parents had cared as much for every passing infant as they did for their own. 
In such a casual, impartial regime, probably few warm-blooded infants would 
survive. Thus, as the sociobiologists rightly point out, heritable altruistic dis
positions are not easily passed on unless they make possible an increase in the 
survival of the altruist’s own kin, who share the gene that gives rise to them. But 
when that does occur, it becomes possible for such traits to develop and to spread 
through ‘kin selection’, in a way that did not seem conceivable on the older, crude 
model that only considered competition for survival between individuals.

ix Is morality reversible?

If, then, these dispositions are indeed not disqualified by their narrowness from 
serving as essential material for the development of morality, does Darwin’s picture 
become a convincing one? There is surely great force in his suggestion that what 
makes morality necessary is conflict -  that an ‘unfallen’ harmonious state would 
not require it. If this is right, then the idea of ‘immoralism’ as the proposal to get 
rid of morality (Nietzsche, 1886, 1, section 32) would involve making everybody 
somehow conflict-free. Unless that were done, we need priority-rules, not just 
because they make society smoother, nor even just to make it possible at all. but 
also more deeply, to avoid lapsing individually into states of helpless, conflict-torn 
confusion. In some sense, this is ‘the origin of ethics’ and our search need take us 
no further.

It may, however, seem less clear just which kind of priorities these rules are 
bound to express. Is Darwin right in expecting them on the whole to favour the 
social affections, and to validate the Golden Rule? Or is this just a cultural 
prejudice? Might a morality be found which was the mirror-image of our own, 
counting our virtues as vices and our vices as virtues, and demanding generally 
that we should do to others just what we would least want done to ourselves (a 
suggestion for which also Nietzsche sometimes wished to make room)?

Now it is of course true that cultures vary vastly, and since Darwin’s day we 
have become much more aware of that variation. Yet anthropologists, who did 
the world a huge service by demonstrating that variability, are now pointing out 
that it should not be exaggerated (Konner, 1982; Mead, 1956). Different human
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societies do have many deep structural elements in common. If they did not, no 
mutual understanding would be possible at all, and indeed it would scarcely have 
been possible to do anthropology. Among those elements, the kind of consideration 
and sympathy for others that is generalized by the Golden Rule plays a central 
part, and if we ask ‘Could there be a culture without that attitude?’ we may find 
real difficulty in imagining how it would count as a culture at all. The mere 
mutual terror of co-existing egoistic solitaries that Hobbes invoked for his Social 
Contract could certainly never produce one. Common standards, common ideals, 
common tastes, common priorities that make a common morality possible, rest 
on shared joys and sorrows and all require active sympathy. Morality needs, not 
just conflicts, but a willingness and a capacity to look for shared solutions to them. 
As much as language, it seems to be something that could only occur among 
naturally social beings. (For more discussion of the common elements of human 
culture, see Article 2, e t h i c s  i n  s m a l l - s c a l e  s o c i e t i e s .)

x Conclusion

This account of the origin of ethics is intended to avoid on the one hand the 
unrealistic, reductive abstractions of egoist theorizing, and on the other the equally 
unreal, moralistic boasting that tends to make the whole origin of human beings 
as a terrestrial primate species look incomprehensible. It does not equate human 
morality with anything found among other social creatures. It is always a fallacy 
(the ‘genetic fallacy’) to equate any product with its source -  to say ‘that flower 
is really only organized dirt’. Morality as it emerges from this matrix is what it is.
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44
The significance of evolution

MICHAEL RUSE

i Introduction

E v o l u t i o n a r y  ethics is a subject with a bad reputation, not entirely undeserved. 
It is associated with some of the more grotesque moral and political excesses of 
the past century, not to mention philosophical fallacies of the most blatant kind. 
Yet, thanks particularly to new developments in biological evolutionary theory -  
most particularly those associated with social behaviour (so-called ‘sociobiology’) -  
there is a growing feeling that perhaps the last word has not yet been said.

I shall start with a brief review of traditional evolutionary ethicizing: ‘social 
Darwinism’. Following criticism, I shall look at new directions being taken today. 
It will be seen that many of the usual fears are no longer well-grounded, although 
it will be seen also that an evolutionary approach does have some fairly serious 
implications for our thinking about morality.

ii Social Darwinism

Charles Darwin, the father of modern evolutionary theory, published his major 
work, On the Origin of Species, in 1859. He argued that all organisms are the end 
products of a long, slow natural process of development or evolution. In addition 
he proposed a mechanism: natural selection. More organisms are born than can 
possibly survive and reproduce. This leads to a ‘struggle for existence’. The success 
of the successful -  the ‘fittest’ -  tends to be a function of their superior features. 
Given enough time, this natural process of selection leads to full-blown change, 
where the distinguishing mark of organisms is their adaptedness. And. although 
Darwin rather downplayed this point in the Origin, he made it clear always that 
his theory was intended to apply, absolutely and completely, to our own species.

Darwin drew on threads already floating in the air of Victorian Britain. Indeed, 
even before he published there were those -  dissatisfied with Christianity as a 
working philosophy for industrialized societies -  who tried to convert biological 
ideas into a fully fledged socio-political-economic programme. After the Origin, 
this movement gathered strength, particularly at the hands of Darwin’s fellow 
Englishman Herbert Spencer. Thus was born ‘social Darwinism’. It came in many 
forms; but usually it involved a simple move of Darwinian struggle and selection 
from the world of biology to the human social realm. Generally -  although there 
are interesting exceptions we shall note in a moment -  this was believed to yield
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a fairly straightforward laissez-faire social morality. Just as in nature one has 
competition, struggle, success and failure, so also in society one has competition, 
struggle, success and failure. Moreover, depending on one’s viewpoint, this is 
either positively a good thing or (more negatively), an inevitable consequence 
which it would be foolish to ignore.

It is perhaps not surprising that social Darwinism transplanted particularly 
well to North America. It appealed to the successful businessmen of the day, who 
found within it justification of their beliefs and practices. In the words of the Yale 
sociologist and spokesperson for the cause. William Graham Sumner:

Let it be understood that we cannot go outside of this alternative: liberty, inequality, 
survival of the fittest: not-liberty, equality, survival of the unfittest. The former carries 
society forward and favors all its best members: the latter carries society downwards and 
favors all its worst members. (Sumner, 1914. p. 293)

I referred above to variants. In Germany, particularly at the hands of Ernst 
Haeckel, social Darwinism became more of an ideology glorifying the state. There 
was less emphasis on the individual and more on the group. More interesting as 
alternative readings of Darwinism, perhaps, were those strands which tried to 
justify less harsh, more gentle and caring social policies. One who tried to do just 
this was the Russian anarchist Prince Peter Kropotkin (1902). He argued that 
the struggle takes place only between species. Within a group, such as the human 
race, biology promotes harmony and friendship (‘mutual aid') and therefore it is 
our moral duty to go with this.

By this stage, questions and objections start to rise up. Why should we follow 
the dictates of evolution? What of foundations? What meta-ethical justification 
can be offered for the various dictates, admirable or otherwise?

Both biologists and philosophers sense trouble here. The biological worry is 
that the foundation of the social Darwinian is invariably some kind of biological 
progress. It is argued that development is an upward process -  molecules to men -  
and to avoid degeneration and fall-back it is therefore our moral duty to aid, to 
enforce, the processes of evolution. Unfortunately, since Darwin it has been seen 
that all such hopes of progress are illusory (Midgley, 1985). Natural selection 
cares only about winners, not about the best. As Darwin’s great supporter, T. H. 
Huxley, said: ‘ “ Fittest” has a connotation of “ best” : and about “ best” there hangs 
a moral flavour. In cosmic nature, however, what is “ fittest” depends upon the 
conditions’ (Huxley, 1947, p.298). You cannot avoid the conclusion that evol
ution is a slow process, going nowhere, which in itself justifies nothing.

The philosophical worry is that the social Darwinian makes an illicit slide from 
the way that things are to the way that things ought to be. One crashes through 
the is/ought barrier (on which see Article 37, n a t u r a l i s m ). In pre-evolutionary 
times, David Hume pointed to the failure of this as a general strategy (Hume, 
1738). Specifically against Herbert Spencer, the British philosopher G. E. Moore 
showed that it was necessary to smuggle in extra premises (about morality) to get 
conclusions about the virtue of individualism in the state (Moore, 1903).

In short, whatever the merits or demerits of the social Darwinians’ proposals
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for action, under scrutiny the foundations crumble and decay. No true support is 
offered.

iii Sociobiology: from ‘altruism’ to altruism

So much for traditional evolutionary ethics. Have we said all that there is to be 
said on the subject? Some, myself included, think not. We believe that it simply 
has to matter that we are modified monkeys rather than the special creation of a 
good God, in his image, on the Sixth Day. Fortunately, in recent years, advances 
in biological science enable us to put some flesh on our intuitions. So let us start 
there.

The new scientific claims are as simple as this. We now know that despite an 
evolutionary process, centring on a struggle for existence, organisms are not 
necessarily perpetually at conflict with weapons of attack and defence. In particu
lar, co-operation can be a good biological strategy. We know also that humans 
are organisms which have pre-eminently taken this route of co-operation and 
working together. Further, there is good reason to think that a major way in 
which humans co-operate together is by having an ethical sense. Humans believe 
that they should work together, and -  with obvious qualifications -  they do so. I 
emphasize, in connection with this last point, that the claim is not that humans 
are hypocritically consciously scheming to get as much out of each other as they 
possibly can whilst perhaps pretending to be nice, but rather that humans do 
have a genuinely moral sense and awareness of right and wrong. It is this which 
motivates them.

Now, let us unpack the science. We begin with the general claims about co
operation, or as today’s evolutionists dealing with social behaviour (the so-called 
‘sociobiologists’) like to call it, altruism (Wilson, 1975: Dawkins, 1976). I should 
emphasize at this point there is nothing being said about disinterested giving to 
others because it is right -  that is to say, literal altruism, or what one might call 
Mother Teresa altruism. Rather, the talk is of co-operating for one’s biological 
ends, which today translates into co-operation to maximize one’s units of heredity 
(the genes) in the next generation (Maynard Smith, 1978). In this sense, therefore, 
evolutionary altruism is a metaphorical sense of the term and perhaps is best thus 
marked in quotes: ‘altruism’.

Both the theory and the empirical evidence that biological ‘altruism’ is wide
spread and promoted by natural selection is very secure and well documented. 
The simple fact of the matter is that, although winning outright in the struggle 
for existence is the best of all possible results, such success is often not possible -  
especially given that every other organism is likewise trying to win. Consequently, 
one is frequently much better off if one decides to accept a cake shared rather 
than gambling on the possibility of a whole cake but one which might be lost 
entirely.

There are various mechanisms which are believed to promote this kind of co
operation. The most striking examples occur in the social insects, where some 
females devote their whole lives to the well-being of the offspring of their mother,
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having none of their own (Hamilton, 1964a, b). But in organisms closer to us 
one likewise sees much evolutionary ‘altruism’ (Trivers, 1971). The dog family, 
for instance, relies very heavily on co-operative hunting, with the concern of the 
whole pack being devoted to the well-being of pregnant or lactating females and 
their offspring.

The next point is that humans are obviously animals that need biological 
‘altruism’ and are moreover animals which are very skilled at employing it. They 
are not particularly good as hunters or fighters or even as escapers from danger; 
but they are good at working together (Isaac, 1983). Of course, our ability to co
operate and our need to co-operate did not just come about by chance. There was 
a feedback process in evolution, as so frequently occurs. It is now believed by 
paleoanthropologists that a very important part of human evolution involved 
scavaging together in bands. Clearly, if one is to be successful at this, one must 
have the ability to locate dead or dying animals and to warn or frighten off possible 
competitors -  which competitors may or may not have been our fellow humans. 
By working together humans succeeded, and those that worked together more 
successfully tended to have more offspring than those who did not. Hence, down 
through the ages we evolved as highly successful ‘altruists’.

Now we start to get more speculative -  although I emphasize that this is still 
intended as claims of empirical fact. The question arises as to how humans have 
evolved to put their ‘altruism’ into place. How is it that we work so well together? 
The key hypothesis is that evolution has made us innately inclined to think in 
certain ways. In particular, biology has pre-programmed us to think favourably 
about certain broad patterns of co-operation. This pre-programming is not so 
stringent as to restrict our actions completely in any particular situation. We are 
not hardline ‘genetically determined’ like (say) ants, who go through life like 
robots. Nor are our patterns of thinking so fixed by our biology that culture has 
no effect. But, the fact remains that, to make us co-operators, to make us ‘altruists’, 
nature has filled us full of thoughts about the need to co-operate. We may not 
always follow these thoughts, but they are there.

We humans, therefore, are somewhat in the same situation as today’s com
puters which have been programmed to play chess. The early chess-playing 
computers thought through every option rationally before making a move. Unfor
tunately, they were virtually useless because, within a move or two, there were 
so many alternatives to be calculated they could never make up their minds. 
Today’s computers can, in fact, be beaten by the very top masters, but normally 
they win because, when a particular configuration comes up on the board, they 
have certain strategies pre-programmed in which are best in those circumstances. 
Likewise, we humans may sometimes act against our own best interests, but 
overall we do fairly well because we have thoughts about the need to co-operate. 
(In biology, as in chess-playing, time and efficiency are valuable commodities. We 
need to co-operate, but we need to get on with life.)

What is the nature of these thoughts about the need to co-operate? The final 
move of today’s evolutionary biologists is to suggest that these thoughts are none 
other than beliefs about obligations to help. In other words, to make us ‘altruists’
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nature has made us altruists. At once, I emphasize a point made just above, 
namely that there is no question that we are scheming to do what is in our own 
interests and yet pretending to be nice. Rather, as any evolutionist will point out, 
often we perform better if we are deceived by our biology -  and this seems to be 
the general case with respect to co-operation (Trivers, 1976). We think that we 
ought to help, that we have obligations to others, because it is in our biological 
interests to have these thoughts. But, from an evolutionary perspective these 
thoughts exist because and simply because those of our would-be ancestors who 
had such thoughts survived and reproduced better than those that did not. In 
other words, altruism is a human adaptation, just as our hands and eyes and 
teeth and arms and feet are. We are moral because our genes, as fashioned by 
natural selection, fill us full of thoughts about being moral.

This is the empirical background to the new evolutionary ethics. I re-emphasize 
that although much of what has just been presented is speculative it is intended 
seriously as empirically true. Indeed, today, much evidence is starting to come in 
support. For instance, detailed studies have and are being done on some of our 
closest relatives, like the gorillas and chimpanzees (de Waal, 1982; Goodall, 1986). 
These suggest that such animals rely heavily on altruistic acts (or if you prefer, 
since they do not have articulate language, proto-altruistic acts). Likewise, there 
is evidence from human studies pointing to uniformities of moral beliefs beneath 
all the cultural variations and that these uniformities are innate rather than 
learned (van den Berghe, 1979). Without putting too great an emphasis on the 
analogy between language and morality, just as the evidence seems to be hard
ening that some form of Chomsky’s beliefs about the innate nature of language is 
well-taken (Lieberman, 1984), so likewise cross-cultural and developmental 
studies suggest that human moral beliefs are rooted in biology as well as in the 
environment of culture.

iv The biological contract

Let us suppose now, if only for the sake of argument, that the empirical scenario 
sketched in the last section is correct. We now must ask about implications. With 
respect to questions about what is expected of us as social beings, questions to do 
with substantive rules, note that the discussion has been knocked sideways a 
little. The question is no longer ‘What should we do?’ but ‘What (thanks to our 
biology) do we think we should do?’ With this revision noted (a revision we shall 
have to pick up again in a moment), the answers come fairly readily. Moreover, 
if the biology be accepted, even if only for the sake of discussion, then they are 
probably not as surprising as all that. The kinds of animals whose evolution has 
just been sketched will be animals which work together, certainly for their own 
ultimate biological gain, but not necessarily for their own conscious immediate 
gain. They will rather be animals which, as it were, throw their efforts into the 
general pool and then draw upon them as needed or as necessary. Animals, 
furthermore, who think it is right and proper to behave in the way that they do.

In some respects, therefore, this sounds remarkably like animals which have
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made some sort of social contract. (See Article 15, t h e  s o c i a l  c o n t r a c t  
t r a d i t i o n .) And, indeed, if one thinks of some of the versions of social contract 
theory, particularly some of the modern versions like that of John Rawls, then the 
above-given evolutionary scenario seems to mesh very nicely. In other words, we 
have a social contract, but it is not one which involved our ancestors deciding 
literally to co-operate. Rather, it is one which was put in place by evolutionary 
biology. It is interesting to note, incidentally, that Rawls himself is not unsym
pathetic to this idea. (See Rawls, 19 71, pp. 502-3.)

Does this mean that a biological approach sits comfortably with what just 
about any modern moral philosopher would want to claim about obligations? 
Almost certainly not! Indeed, to be candid it probably intensifies worries that 
many have about social contract theories. For the evolutionist, sentiments must 
track biological consequences, and this point must apply equally to moral sen
timents, even though they may be distinctive. But if one thing is certain to the 
evolutionist it is the following: not all social interactions are going to have the 
same pay-off. All other things being equal, your best reproductive investments are 
going to be in helping close kin. Then, probably, more distant kin and those non
relatives who offer most likelihood of reciprocation. Biologically, it makes more 
sense to co-operate with those in a position to co-operate and with a common 
interest in co-operation (Wilson, 1978). Finally, one reaches an outer limit, where 
one is dealing with strangers and, indeed, where the possibilities of danger from 
the unknown may well exceed any virtues of possible reciprocation.

What all of this seems to mean, from a biological perspective, is that not only 
will one’s feeling of affection fall away as one moves beyond one’s immediate 
family but so also will one’s sense of moral obligation. It is virtually a truism that 
one loves one’s children more than one loves some unknown stranger: but the 
evolutionist’s position seems to imply also that one will feel a greater sense of 
moral obligation towards one’s own children than towards some unrelated child. 
Even with non-relatives there will be a moral differential, with a stronger sense 
of obligation within one’s own society than towards those without.

But this seems flatly to go against what has been argued by many moralists, 
among them Peter Singer. He argues that our obligation to the unknown starving 
child in Africa is no less than our obligation to one of our own children (Singer, 
1972; for a slightly different view, see the conclusion of Article 23. w o r l d  
p o v e r t y .) Of course, he loves his own children more than he loves the children 
of others, but this is not quite the point. He asserts that we have identical 
obligations to all.

I am not sure how one can resolve a disagreement like this other than by 
appealing to people’s feelings and asking them to examine themselves deeply and 
carefully. Of course, we do feel that we have obligations to others but given the 
care and attention that we lavish first on our own children and then on those 
within our neighbourhood, it seems pushing a philosophical thesis to the point of 
extremity to suggest that all of the time we think that we are behaving in a grossly 
immoral way. Were you to learn of me that I give 90 per cent of my income to 
some charity like Oxfam, whilst my children have to eat at the Salvation Army
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soup kitchen, it is unlikely that you would think me a candidate for sainthood. 
You would rather be indignant at my failure to discharge my proper obligations. 
In this context, it is worth remembering the stark moral message of Dickens’s 
great novel Bleak House. Mrs Jellyby spends all her time concerned with the welfare 
of the natives of some faraway African country. Dickens responds savagely that 
her first obligations are to her own family which she neglects, then to the 
unfortunates in her own society, like Jo the crossing boy, and then and only then 
to those beyond one’s societal boundaries.

The evolutionary ethicist is not arguing that one has no obligations whatsoever 
to people in other parts of the world. Thanks to modern technology we are all 
brought much more closely together. But he or she does argue that it is foolish to 
pretend that we have an equal obligation. Indeed, he or she would argue that 
once we recognize the limited nature of our moral sentiments, we will probably 
all be much better off recognizing that, in dealing with other people, proper 
attitudes are often those of enlightened self-interest rather than mystical and 
unfounded feelings of affection. (As it happens, nations -  which have to take 
international relations seriously -  are much less inclined to the pretence that 
they are dealing with each other on grounds other than self-interest. The 
evolutionary ethicist takes this as confirmation of the position; but see also Article
3 4 ,  WAR AND PEACE.)

What now of justification? What can one say here? What of meta-ethical 
foundations? One suspects that it is at this point that many traditional philosophers 
will fall away. However much empathy might be felt for the kind of position 
which has been articulated thus far, the traditional thinker will argue that to 
think that a genetic account of the evolution of morality says anything about 
justification is to leave an unfilled gap. At best one’s position is incomplete 
and at worst one smashes into the is/ought barrier. In the end, therefore, one 
is still no further along than is the traditional evolutionary ethicist. (Rawls says 
this.)

Perhaps so. But, possibly there is a third option. This is the option which 
suggests that there is no foundation to ethics at all! This is not to say that 
substantive ethics does not exist, but, it is to say that the supposed underpinning 
is chimerical in some sense or another (Murphy, 1982; Mackie, 1977; Ruse, 
1986). Is it not the case that sometimes, when one has given a causal explanation 
of certain beliefs, one can see that the beliefs, themselves, neither have a foundation 
nor could ever have such a foundation? At least, so argues today’s evolutionary 
ethicist. Once we see that our moral beliefs are simply an adaptation put in place 
by natural selection, in order to further our reproductive ends, that is an end to 
it. Morality is no more than a collective illusion fobbed off on us by our genes for 
reproductive ends.

It must be noted that the qualification ‘collective’ is very important here. One 
can certainly distinguish between sensible ethical beliefs like ‘Don’t hurt old ladies’ 
and crazy ethical beliefs like ‘Be kind to cabbages on Fridays’. The whole point 
about ethics is that we are all in it together. If we are not, then some can cheat 
and the rest of us lose out in the evolutionary game. Ethics has its own standards
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and rules, just as do baseball or cricket. Yet, contrary to the beliefs of some 
devotees, just as baseball and cricket tell us nothing about the real world, in the 
sense of the world ‘out there’, neither does ethics. For this reason, the question 
‘What ought we do?’ and ‘What do we (as a group) think we ought to do?’ collapse 
into each other.

The position which is being articulated here is a form of ‘ethical scepticism’. 
(See Article 35, r e a l i s m , and Article 38, s u b j e c t i v i s m . )  It is important to 
emphasize that the scepticism is not about the substantive claims of ethics. No- 
one, least of all the evolutionary ethicist, denies the existence of these. The 
scepticism is about the foundations which supposedly lie beneath substantive 
ethics. The claim is that sometimes, once you have given a causal analysis of why 
people believe certain things, you see that the call for reasoned justification is 
illicit. The messages of spiritualism, satisfying (as they do) people’s anxieties and 
needs, are a case in point. Ethics is another. Moral claims are simply adaptations. 
There is neither place for, nor need of, rational justification.

What of the objection that, even though evolution may have led us to think 
in moral ways, this does not deny that some objective foundation for morality yet 
exists? After all, to take a popular analogy, your evolved organs of sense are 
unlikely to make you conscious of an approaching train, if such a train is 
not really approaching. (Nozick, 1981, makes this objection.) The evolutionary 
ethicist’s counter is that morality is not like trains. If you would be a better co- 
operator by believing the very opposite to what we understand by morality, then 
so be it. Try a thought experiment. Suppose evolution had led us to believe, not 
that we should be just and fair and so forth, but rather that we should be unjust 
and unfair and so forth. Suppose also that evolution made us aware that others 
felt the same way about us. Taking a leaf from the Cold War of the 1950s, we 
might end in an uneasy alliance of co-operation, not unlike our differently based 
present state. But, who is to say that we are truly right and our inverse world 
truly wrong? There is no guarantee that evolution has directed us to believe 
precisely that which coincidentally happens to be objectively true. That way lie 
thoughts of directed, progressive evolution. At the very least, an objective morality 
is irrelevant, which is surely a contradiction in terms.

Morality remains without foundation. Yet, to ask one final question: Why does 
such a thesis as is being argued for here seem so intuitively implausible? Why 
does it seem -  or so it appears to many people -  so ridiculous to argue that morality 
is no more than an illusion of the genes? Why does it seem so silly to suggest that 
moral claims are on a par with the rule in cricket that there should be six balls 
to an over? (Actually, it is not quite on a par with such a rule, since a moral claim 
is imposed on us by our genes, whereas a cricket law is imposed on us by our 
predecessors and could, in principle, be changed. Witness the great changes that 
have occurred in cricket in the last thirty years.) There is a simple answer and 
when seen it adds to the evolutionist’s case rather than detracts from it. The 
simple fact is that if we recognized morality to be no more than an epiphenomenon 
of our biology, we would cease to believe in it and stop acting upon it. At once, 
therefore, the very powerful forces which makes us co-operators would collapse.
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Unfortunately, from a biological point of view, although some of us might get an 
immediate gain, most of us would be losers.

It is important, therefore, that biology should not simply put moral beliefs in 
place but should also put in place a way of keeping them up. It must make us 
believe in them. What this means is that, even though morality may not be 
objective in the sense of referring to something ‘out there’, it is an important part 
of the experience of morality that we think it is. Its phenomenology, if you like, 
is that we believe it to be objective. In the words of the late John Mackie, we are 
led to ‘objectify’ morality, in thinking that morality is something imposed on us 
rather than a matter of free choice (Mackie, 1979). Hence, we are led to obey it 
and thus it works. If, when I interact with you, I realize that I could simply pull 
out of the deal if I so wish, then very shortly that is precisely what I will be doing. 
But, if as is the case, I think that morality is truly binding on me -  and even the 
fact that I can recognize its base does not alter the psychological feelings that I 
have - 1 am led to continue in moral ways. (Obviously, no-one is claiming that 
we are always moral. The whole point is that we do have the choice to be moral 
or not to be moral. Where we have no choice is in the beliefs that we have. I can 
decide whether or not to steal. What I cannot decide is whether stealing is right 
or wrong.)

In short, the claim is being made that when people like G. E. Moore argued 
that morality is a non-natural property or some such thing, they were correctly 
identifying an important aspect of our experience of morality. It is not simply 
something which we choose or decide on, like the clothes we put on. Yet, at the 
same time the evolutionist argues that Moore was wrong in his analysis of the 
objectivity of morality. It is rather something subjective or non-cognitive. Where 
it differs from other subjective feelings is in having an aura of objectivity about it. 
Just as the Freudian argues that those who deny his or her explanation thereby 
confirm it, so the evolutionist argues that those who find his or her explanation 
implausible support the very point which is being made!

v Conclusion

A promising new approach to ethics asks as many questions as it gives answers. 
Certainly, there is much yet remaining to be unpacked from evolutionary ethics: 
about the interplay between biology and culture, for instance: about where it 
should be positioned with respect to the great thinkers in the history of ethics. 
(David Hume is my favoured father-figure.) And about the way or ways in which 
knowledge of our biological state might help us to avoid the taking of short-term 
routes to pleasure to avoid long-term disaster. But these and other questions must 
wait for the future. Now it is enough if the reader is convinced that biology is not 
quite so irrelevant to our morality as most of us have for so long assumed.
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in Social Darwinism and English Thought (Brighton: Harvester, 1980).

Turning to our own age, the scientific background is presented by E. 0 . Wilson, most 
fully in his majestic Sociobiology: The New Synthesis, and in a more popular form, relating 
specifically to our own species, in On Human Nature. Richard Dawkins’s provocative The 
Selfish Gene is compulsive reading. A more pedestrian overview of the science can be found 
in my Sociobiology: Sense or Nonsense? (2nd edn; Dordrecht: Reidel, 1985). As you will see, 
I have changed my mind completely about the relevance of evolution to ethics. Highly 
pertinent to the empirical case for the biology of our morality are two recent books on the 
chimpanzees: Franz de Waal, Chimpanzee Politics, and Jane Goodall, The Chimpanzees of 
Gombe.

Those who think the new biology revitalizes evolutionary ethics include John Mackie, 
‘The law of the jungle’, (Philosophy. 53 (1978), 455-64); Jeffrey Murphy, Evolution, 
Morality and the Meaning of Life: and Michael Ruse, Taking Darwin Seriously. Sympathetic, 
but still critical, are Peter Singer, The Expanding Circle: Ethics and Sociobiology (New York: 
Farrar. Straus and Giroux, 1981) and Roger Trigg, The Shaping of Man (New York: 
Blackwell, 1982). Strongly hostile is Philip Kitcher, Vaulting Ambition (Cambridge, Mass.: 
MIT Press. 1985).

Also see:
Isaac, G. L.: ‘Aspects of human evolution’, Evolution from Molecules to Men, ed. D.S. Bendall 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983), pp. 509-43.
Singer, P.: ‘Famine, affluence and morality’, Philosophy and Public Affairs, 1 (1977), 229- 
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How could ethics depend on religion?

J O N A T H A N  BERG

46

I n  t h e  light of the venerable and intimate association between religion and 
ethics, it is only natural that the question arises whether ethics depends on religion 
in any essential way. The circumstantial evidence abounds: ethical norms form a 
large part of religious teachings, which, for their part, correspond closely to the 
norms of secular ethical theories. But does that mean that ethics depends on 
religion? And if so, how?

i God and the moral good

One simple way to think of ethics as depending on religion will be mentioned only 
to be immediately set aside. One may reason that if God created the universe and 
everything that is in it -  absolutely everything -  then he created, inter alia, the 
good. Were it not for him there just would not be any such thing as goodness. So 
ethics, being essentially concerned with the good, would depend directly on God 
for its very existence. Assuming, at least for the sake of argument (perhaps too 
generously), that dependence on God carries with it dependence on religion 
(religion being something like a theory -  or the theory -  of God), it would follow, 
then, that ethics depends on religion. But this trivial kind of dependence on religion 
is far too common to be of much interest. For in this way everything would depend 
on religion, from physics and mathematics to physiology and psychology. (See 
William Frankena’s remarks on a similar view attributed to Dietrich von Hilde
brand in Frankena, 1981, p. 309).

A more interesting way to construe ethics as depending on religion would be 
on the basis of a ‘Divine Command Theory’ of ethics, identifying the moral good 
with God’s will or with what God commands. In its strongest form this is a theory 
about the very meanings of the words -  what Jonathan Harrison has called a 
‘linguistic’ theory. The idea would be not merely that God’s will and the good 
happily coincide, which would typically be taken for granted (inasmuch as God 
is good), but rather, that they are one and the same, that to be morally good just 
is, by definition, to be as God wills.

One problem with such a strong version of the Divine Command Theory, 
where the expression ‘good’ just means the same (roughly) as the expression ‘as 
God wills’, is that it then becomes a seemingly empty tautology that God is good. 
God’s great goodness would be no more remarkable than, say, a circle’s roundness. 
Though some theologians might embrace this result, it would not be acceptable
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to theists who take the assertion that God is good as more significant and 
informative than the assertion that circles are round. (See Article 37, n a t u 
r a l i s m .)

In any case, this linguistic version of the Divine Command Theory runs into 
trouble with the apparent fact that many people have beliefs about what is morally 
good without having the corresponding beliefs about what God has willed. That 
is, there seems to be no shortage of atheists and agnostics who, despite their lack 
of belief in God, do not suffer from any lack of moral beliefs. Defenders of the 
linguistic Divine Command Theory might dig in their heels and deny that there 
really are such people. Those who appear to be moral-minded atheists, one might 
venture, either are not really atheists or do not really have beliefs about the moral 
good. One might say, for instance, that those who believe there is order in the 
universe, or who believe in their own conscience -  or hold any beliefs at all that 
they cannot rationally justify -  therefore believe in God, even though they, 
themselves, would be disinclined to put it that way. But as Frankena says of 
similar arguments, whatever victory they may win, ‘it is a hollow and verbal one’ 
(Frankena, 1981, p. 311). For in whatever sense of the words these people might 
be correctly said to ‘believe in God’, clearly there is also an ordinary, everyday 
sense in which they do not believe in God, as evident from their sincere pro
nouncements. And this latter, ordinary sense is the relevant one here; construing 
belief in God differently could only make the theory trivially true, merely by 
definition, void of any significant content. (Alternatively, on the grounds that 
synonymous expressions are not interchangeable salva veritate in belief ascriptions, 
one might simply deny that the good’s being defined in terms of God indeed 
precludes having beliefs about the good without having beliefs about God.)

Another way to deal with the problem posed for the Divine Command Theory 
by the existence of moral non-theists is suggested by Robert Adams, who, biting 
the bullet, restricts the scope of his ‘modified’ version of the theory to ‘Judeo- 
Christian religious ethical discourse’ (Adams, 1981, p. 319) and suggests that 
what theists and non-theists mean by moral terms ‘may well be partly the same 
and partly different’ (p. 342). That is, faced with the undeniable existence of 
moral-minded atheists and agnostics, Adams concedes that the Divine Command 
Theory cannot be a correct account of what we all mean by moral terms. So from 
the very start he sets for himself the more modest task of developing the theory 
only as an account of what he and like-minded theists mean by moral terms, 
hoping subsequently to show that what the theists mean and what the non-theists 
mean is at least in large part the same, despite some significant differences.

An easier route for Divine Command Theorists might be to abandon the 
linguistic version of the theory in favour of a more modest extensional version, 
holding that although ‘the good’ and ‘God’s will’ do not mean the same thing, 
they amount to the same thing -  that is, God wills whatever is good, and whatever 
God wills is good. This yields the intended equivalence without requiring the 
troublesome semantic claims.

But even in this weakened form, the Divine Command Theory still arouses 
many objections. For one thing, much of what God is often taken as commanding.
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from ritual practices to sabbath observance, does not seem to be a matter of what 
is most commonly thought of as morality. (Of course, what is commonly thought 
is not necessarily right.) Insofar as it is possible to distinguish a conception of 
morality properly pertaining only to some of God’s commands, such as those 
about murder and theft, but not to other divine commands, such as those requiring 
the performance of rituals, the Divine Command Theory founders.

Apart from this problem of whether the requisite equivalence actually obtains, 
the Divine Command Theory faces deeper problems, traditionally seen as arising 
from the dilemma put by Plato in the Euthyphro (ioa): ‘Do the gods love holiness 
because it is holy, or is it holy because they love it?’ Or in terms of the present 
discussion, does God command (or will) the good because it is good, or is it good 
because he commands (or wills) it? The question can be understood as one of 
priorities. If God wills the good because it is good, then the good is somehow prior 
to God’s will (though not necessarily temporally prior). On this view something 
is first of all good, and it is in virtue of its being good that God wills it; his will is 
somehow determined or directed by its goodness. This would be a theory of ‘divine 
psychology’, of what it is that moves God or motivates him to will the things he 
wills. It is a reply to the question, ‘Why does God will what he wills?’ On the other 
hand, if what is good is good because God wills it, then God’s will is prior (in the 
relevant sense) to the thing’s goodness -  as if the thing is not good to begin with, 
but only becomes good as a result of God’s willing it. This would be a meta-ethical 
theory, about the nature or essence of goodness. It is a reply to the question, 
‘What makes a thing good?’ (Harrison, 19 71, provides an extended exposition 
along these lines.)

The main objection raised against the first theory, explaining God’s will in 
terms of the good, is that it seems to infringe on God’s sovereignty or omnipotence, 
making him subject to some independent moral norm. Any such constraints on 
God’s freedom and power would be objectionable to those who maintain that 
there can be no limit whatsoever on what God can will or command. In reply 
there are basically two ways to argue that God’s omnipotence is not infringed: 
either on the grounds that he nevertheless could will other than the good, or on 
the grounds that although he cannot will other than the good, his not being able 
to does not preclude his being omnipotent. The first of these replies would have it 
that God commands the good not out of any inability to do otherwise, but only 
because he freely wants to. He certainly has the power in him, on this view, to 
choose otherwise, but being as benevolent as he is, he wills -  freely -  the good. 
(See Nelson Pike’s ‘Omnipotence and God’s inability to sin’, 1981.)

The second way of reconciling God’s omnipotence with his willing only the 
good is taken by R. G. Swinburne, proceeding on the basis of a distinction between 
necessary and contingent moral truths (Swinburne, 1974). Necessary moral 
truths are understood to be moral truths which cannot but be true; they are true 
in every possible (consistently conceivable) set of circumstances, regardless of 
which circumstances actually happen to obtain. These would include general 
principles of conduct, such as that one ought to keep one’s promises (suitably 
qualified). Contingent moral truths are those that are true on account of particular
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actual circumstances. For instance, if it happen to be the case that I promised my 
neighbour not to make noise on weekends, and if it also happens to be the 
case that operating certain power tools makes a lot of noise, then under those 
circumstances it would be a contingent moral truth that I should not operate 
those power tools on weekends. Though this contingent moral truth is just an 
instance of the necessary moral truth that one ought to keep one’s promises, it is 
contingent because it is an instance of the general principle only in virtue of 
circumstances that could have been otherwise. This distinction allows Swinburne 
to argue that at least necessary moral truth cannot infringe on God’s omnipotence 
by restricting his will, no more than the logical truth can. Just as God’s inability 
to make a round square does not detract from his omnipotence, neither does his 
inability to command that (in general) one ought not to keep one’s promises. (As 
for contingent moral truth, Swinburne’s view will come below.)

On the other horn of the dilemma of the Euthyphro was the view that the 
reason the good is good is because God wills it; his willing the good (and nothing 
else) is what makes it good. To this the principal objection has been that it makes 
goodness too arbitrary. For if goodness comes down to nothing but being willed 
by God, then since anything could, in principle, be willed by God, it follows that 
anything could, in principle, be good. Even such things as cruelty for its own sake 
could, on this view, be good -  and would be good had God so willed. Adams cites 
William of Ockham as accepting this consequence, explicitly mentioning ‘theft’, 
‘adultery’, and ‘hatred of God’ as things that would have been good had God 
commanded them (Super 4 libros Sententiarum, II, 19) -  a position Adams suspects 
likely to be found ‘somewhat shocking, even repulsive’ (1981, p. 321). (See Article 
1 1 , m e d i e v a l  a n d  r e n a i s s a n c e  e t h i c s .) Rejecting this consequence as 
unacceptable for its failure to accord with common usage of moral terms (at least 
among like-minded believers), Adams endeavours to salvage the Divine Command 
Theory by modifying it in a way that would avoid this unacceptable result. To 
this end he proposes to temper the link posited between God’s will and the good 
by resting it in a certain way on the assumption that God loves us. While accepting 
as a logical possibility that God could command cruelty for its own sake, Adams 
avoids concluding that cruelty for its own sake would therefore be good or 
permissible. For if God commanded cruelty for its own sake, it would not be true 
that he loves us; but without the assumption that God loves us, explains Adams, 
our moral concepts (or at least his own) would simply ‘break down’, thereby not 
allowing the conclusion that under such incomprehensible circumstances (as 
those in which God commanded cruelty for its own sake) cruelty for its own sake 
would not be wrong.

For Swinburne the second horn of the dilemma is the place to hang contingent 
moral truths. That cruelty for its own sake is wrong is probably a necessary moral 
truth, so that God could not make cruelty for its own sake good, even if he wanted 
to. But it would only be a contingent moral truth that it is wrong to throw babies 
off tall buildings (barring highly unlikely extenuating circumstances). For we 
could imagine a bizarre world in which throwing babies off tall buildings had 
consequences radically different from those it actually has, in our own world -

P A R T  V I I  • C H A L L E N G E  A N D  C R I T I Q U E

5 2 8



physics and physiology might be so different, that being thrown off a tall building 
would be beneficial, pleasurable, or even necessary for healthy growth. In full 
control of such contingencies. God could freely have the world one way or the 
other, making throwing babies off tall buildings good, bad, or neither, however 
he wills. So the arbitrariness of goodness ensuing from the good’s being determined 
simply by God’s will seems not to cause offence, so long as only contingent 
goodness, as given by contingent moral truths, is being considered.

So what is the fate of the Divine Command Theory? Though the theory seems 
hard to maintain as a general theory of meaning, a suitably qualified version could 
be plausible for theists prepared to accommodate the dilemma of the Euthyphro. 
Depending on one’s intuitions about God and about morality, one might simply 
accept that God’s choices are constrained by morality, or on the other hand, that 
what in fact strikes us as morally repugnant would actually be virtuous were God 
to command it. A number of ways have been suggested for making such positions 
easier to swallow. One could argue that the moral constraints on God’s choices 
come from God, himself (Pike), or that such constraints are in effect necessary 
truths, not to be thought of as genuine limits on God’s power (Swinburne). Or 
one could argue that the conviction that God loves us renders incomprehensible 
the very idea of God’s commanding things we find morally repugnant, such as 
cruelty for its own sake (Adams), or that what is good depends on God’s will only 
because of God’s power to determine what is contingently true (Swinburne). (As 
in any philosophical discussion, of course, there are other lines of argument not 
discussed here, and for all the objections and replies considered there are further 
objections and replies, that for now must go unmentioned. For more extensive 
discussion of these and related matters, see the suggestions for further reading, 
below.)

ii God and the moral knowledge

This discussion of how ethics might depend on religion has concentrated so far 
on links that might be thought to obtain between God and the good. But since it 
is (alas!) one thing for an act to be good and quite another for us to know that it 
is good, it may be that only the latter depends on God (or religion). That is, while 
an act’s being good or not may have nothing to do with God, our knowing 
whether it is good or not might depend on God. To whatever extent moral 
knowledge depends on God, ethics could be said to depend on religion epis
temologically.

Again there is a trivial kind of dependence to be set aside from the start. God 
could be said to be the source of moral knowledge in the same way that he is the 
source of all knowledge. Apart from creating the universe and everything that is 
in it, it is he who endowed us with the capacity to know whatever we know, 
moral and otherwise. But the more interesting question in the present context is 
whether or not there is some specific way that moral knowledge, in particular -  
as opposed to astronomical knowledge, say -  depends essentially on God. One 
could still take a simple way out by arguing that moral intuition is divinely
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inspired, whether the inspired individuals realize it or not. But as an answer to 
the question at hand, this would be no more satisfying than the previous one.

The most straightforward way to view moral knowledge as depending on God 
would probably be by holding that it is impossible to have any moral knowledge 
without having some knowledge of or about God. Although such a view does not 
require the Divine Command Theory, they would obviously go well together. In 
any case, the prevalence of moral non-theists once again seems to pose a problem. 
For there seem to be plenty of people who know, for instance, that murder is 
wrong, without knowing (without even merely believing) anything about God at 
all.

Short of denying the sincere atheistic or agnostic pronouncements of these 
prima facie moral theists (an option seen, in the above discussion of the linguistic 
version of the Divine Command Theory, to lack plausibility), those who would 
insist that moral knowledge depends on knowledge of or about God have at least 
two main lines of defence. One would be to loosen the connection between moral 
knowledge and the requisite knowledge of or about God, enough to accommodate 
the individuals in question. This could be accomplished by allowing that they 
need not, themselves, have the requisite knowledge of or about God. Rather, it 
would be enough for them to be suitably influenced, perhaps even very indirectly, 
by those who do have the requisite knowledge. In this vein one could argue that 
moral non-theists -  and many or even most theists, too -  gained their moral 
knowledge from duly qualified theists, perhaps through a chain of many gener
ations. (Such a picture, though with regard to theists, is presented at the beginning 
of Pirkei Avot: ‘Moses received the Law at Sinai and passed it on to Joshua, who 
passed it on to the elders, who passed it on to the prophets, who passed it on to 
the people of the Great Assembly.’) Or one might say that the moral non-theists 
were taught their moral knowledge by a society morally informed by theists. The 
problem with such a line (as with some of the other positions mentioned above) 
is that it provides at most a causal account of non-theists' moral knowledge, 
offering only an explanation of how it came to be that these non-theists wound 
up with moral knowledge. All this could show is that ethics is causally dependent 
on religion, which is not to say that it depends on religion in any essential way. 
Those who maintain that ethics depends on religion generally have some more 
substantial connection in mind.

Alternatively, one could try to defend the view that moral knowledge depends 
on knowledge of or about God, by denying that moral non-theists actually have 
moral knowledge. Regardless of the sincerity and fervour with which they affirm 
and argue for their correct moral beliefs, such as that murder is wrong, non- 
theists could be held incapable of having any genuine moral knowledge; their 
correct moral views could be seen as no more than just serendipitously true beliefs. 
The issue here is about justification. Their moral beliefs would fall short of moral 
knowledge for want of sufficient justification, owing to their lack of the requisite 
knowledge of or about God. To make this view more palatable, one need not 
relegate the status of a non-theist’s moral belief to that of mere lucky guesses. The 
moral beliefs of non-theists could be compared to the beliefs non-physicists have
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about sub-atomic particles, the beliefs therapists have about what it is like to 
undergo experiences they, themselves, never had, or the belief of children parroting 
their parents. In each case the relevant beliefs may well be correct and may well 
be had with good reason (more or less), but the believer is just not in a position 
to give a full enough justification of his beliefs for his having them to count as 
full-fledged knowledge.

This position, that the moral beliefs of non-theists are too lacking in justification 
to count as moral knowledge, is vulnerable to two strong objections. One objection 
is that this view just runs roughshod over common sense, or at least common 
parlance. For we would typically say of almost any sane adult that he knows that 
murder is wrong, no matter what he thinks of God. Certainly Bertrand Russell 
knew that murder is wrong, despite his well-known atheism. To dismiss all 
this as mere fagon de parler would require tremendously compelling argument. 
Secondly, in denying the possibility of justifying moral beliefs without appeal to 
God, the position in question entails the rejection of every single rational non- 
theistic theory of ethics. Kant, for example (like so many others), argued that 
moral knowledge can be obtained by reason alone. Those who would refuse to 
recognize as adequately justified any moral beliefs not derived from knowledge of 
or about God, would have to refute the whole vast range of arguments put by 
Kant and all others who ever proposed a rational basis for ethics! (Indeed, on 
Kant’s view one’s reasons for acting morally must be the right -  rational -  reasons; 
moral actions cannot be prompted by any ulterior motives, such as the desire to 
obey God, but must be done simply on account of their intrinsic accord with 
unconditional, self-imposed moral principles.)

iii God and moral motivation

Conceding that knowledge of or about God may not be necessary as a reason for 
moral knowledge, one may claim that it is necessary nevertheless as a reason for 
moral behaviour. This turns on a distinction between justification and motivation. 
One might argue (as many have, throughout the history of ethics) that whatever 
reasons there might be in support of various moral principles, the only reason to 
behave morally is that God rewards the good and punishes the evil, whether in 
this life or in some other. The underlying question here is ‘Why be moral?’ And 
the answer being considered is that there is no reason to be moral, except for the 
promise of divine reward and the threat of divine punishment.

There are at least two different ways to understand the claim that God’s 
approval (or disapproval) is the only reason for being moral. It might be put forth 
on the assumption that the justification of moral principles falls short of providing 
sufficient reason for following them -  as if one might concede, for instance, that 
stealing is wrong, without feeling any compulsion to refrain from it. Generally, 
however, when people justify a moral principle, giving reasons for following it is 
exactly what they mean to do. In fact, it would be hard to think of what a 
justification of a moral principle -  that one ought not to steal, say -  would look 
like, if it did not provide reasons for following the principle -  reasons for not
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stealing. Reasons for morality -  for behaving morally -  may thus be seen as 
inherently superfluous, like reasons for doing what is desirable (and recognized 
as such). (See Kai Nielsen’s ‘Is “ Why should I be moral?” an absurdity?’ (1958) 
and Article 35, r e a l i s m .)

A different way of interpreting the claim that the prospects of divine reward 
and punishment are the only reasons for moral behaviour would be as an empirical 
claim about human psychology. Thus construed the claim would be that human 
beings, as a sad but simple matter of fact, are just not moved to refrain from 
wrongdoing and to do what is right, unless they fear God’s wrath and seek his 
favour. But then the claim seems patently false. For despite the many people of 
whom it is true -  people who are moved to moral behaviour only by considerations 
of divine reward and punishment -  there are perhaps just as many, if not more, 
who behave morally with no regard whatsoever to divine reward and punishment. 
One may protest that moral behaviour not inspired by thoughts of divine reward 
and punishment is not rational, but this just brings us back to the question of 
justification (considered above). (See also Article 16, e g o i s m .)

iv Preaching and proving

In considering arguments on how ethics might depend on religion it may be useful 
to keep in mind just what and whom the arguments are aimed at. Almost all the 
discussion here (and traditionally) has been about the compatibility of theism with 
theistic theories of ethics, especially Divine Command Theories. The major concern 
has been to reconcile beliefs and intuitions about morality with beliefs and 
intuitions about God and his goodness and power. Naturally these arguments 
have the most significance for those who share the beliefs and intuitions whose 
joint consistency is at issue (e.g. that there exists an omnipotent, benevolent God 
whose will is identical to the good). Of somewhat more general significance are 
arguments intended to establish a theistic theory of ethics on the assumption that 
God exists and has the attributes generally attributed to him. (See, for instance, 
Baruch Brody’s ‘Morality and religion reconsidered’, 1974.) Such arguments are 
directed to virtually all theists, whether they already hold a theistic theory of 
ethics or not. These arguments cannot, however, prove to a non-theist that ethics 
depends on religion. The most they could show him is that if God exists, with the 
usual divine attributes, then ethics could (in the case of the consistency arguments) 
or would (in the case of the arguments from theism) depend on religion.
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47
The implications of determinism

R O BER T  YO U N G

i What determinism is all about and why it is supposed to matter ethically

D e t e r m i n i s m  is a doctrine that makes claims about the nature o f  the world, or, 
if you prefer, it is a metaphysical doctrine. For our purposes we will understand 
the doctrine of determinism to assert that the state of the entire universe at any 
particular time is linked by way of causal laws to the states of the universe both 
before and afterwards. Or, to put the point in a more rough and ready way: all 
states of the universe are the result of prior sufficient conditions and are in their 
turn sufficient for the later states of the universe. Thus if someone (perhaps God 
or maybe a ‘superscientist’) were to have perfect knowledge of the state of the entire 
universe at a particular time, and of the causal laws governing the operations of 
the universe, the state of the universe at any future time (or, indeed, any past 
time) could be deduced. (For further discussion of the doctrine of determinism see 
Honderich, 1988.)

In this essay I will concentrate on the supposedly fearful ethical implications 
of the truth of determinism. First, however, I must put aside one argument 
for supposing that determinism cannot be true. In my brief characterization of 
determinism I mentioned the idea of a perfect knower. This may seem to suggest 
that the doctrine of determinism is an epistemological doctrine (a doctrine about 
what can be known), rather than the metaphysical one I suggested at the outset. 
However, if the world is deterministic, that it is will be true whether or not there 
is a perfect knower, or indeed a knower of any sort. This point must be insisted 
on because there have been many (such as Lucas, 1970) who have thought to 
attack the doctrine of determinism and its putative ethical implications by arguing 
that there are conceptual obstacles to the prediction of human action that are 
unparalleled in the case of physical events like hurricanes and the orbits of 
satellites. They conclude that to suggest that human decisions and actions could 
be determined is incoherent. Goldman (1970) has convincingly shown, however, 
that both physical phenomena and human activities can be determined without 
it being possible for us to predict them.

I shall also ignore the sceptical view that the very idea of a complete description 
of the state of the entire universe at a certain time is incoherent and presume, for 
the sake of argument, that we can make coherent sense of it. If we suppose it to 
be sensible, among the elements which comprise the state of the universe at any 
time, or the states at different times, will be human thoughts, decisions, actions
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and the like. What many people believe is that if determinism is true, this threatens 
just such human activities. In particular it seems to many that if our decisions 
and actions were determined they would have no practical effect on the world 
and would be mere epiphenomena. Worse still, our lack of freedom would signal 
that we were in no position to shape the moral character of our world. The reason 
is that were determinism to be true, human beings would have no more control 
over what happens to them than does a salmon returning to its spawning grounds 
or a cog-wheel in a piece of machinery.

Now even though many find this idea persuasive it is easily refuted. Unlike 
returning salmon, and unlike pieces of machinery, people sometimes act inten
tionally. This intentionality in behaviour of persons is enough to show that such 
behaviour is not merely a tropism like the ‘turning’ of a sunflower toward the 
sun. Suppose that this be agreed. Won’t it nonetheless be true, if determinism is 
true, that our intentions are determined and, if so, won’t it follow that our 
behaviour is outside our control?

As agents who act intentionally we would be different from sunflowers, moths 
flying into candles, returning salmon and so forth, but we would still lack a crucial 
capacity if it was not ultimately up to us how we behaved. Since it would not be we 
who ultimately determined the courses of our lives (but instead the circumstances 
making up the conditions sufficient for our various decisions and actions) we 
would lack the capacity to be free because we would lack the capacity to decide 
anything or do anything other than what we in fact decide to do.

The sentiment is humorously captured in a limerick by M. E. Hare:

There once was a man who said ‘Damn!
It is borne in upon me I am 
An engine that moves 
In predestinate grooves:
I’m not even a bus, I’m a tram.’

It is not hard to see how various flow-on effects can be derived from such a 
conclusion. For example, it is widely, even if not unanimously (see Frankfurt, 
1969), thought that being able to do otherwise is necessary for moral responsi
bility. But if determinism is true, it seems that no-one can do otherwise and so 
no-one can be morally responsible for any decisions or actions. If moral responsi
bility (not merely causal responsibility) is a prerequisite for guilt, blame, pun
ishment and the like, and likewise for credit, praise and reward, then no-one 
will properly be subject to punishment or reward since strictly no-one will be 
blameworthy or praiseworthy. Social sanctions to be employed against the socially 
disruptive would still be needed but would require a different rationale to the one 
with which we presently operate (based as it is on a presumption that wrongdoers 
are responsible for their wrongdoings, a presumption which can, of course, be 
rebutted if there are shown to be suitable excuses).

Some even go so far as to say that if determinism is true and we, therefore, 
are not free agents, morality itself becomes of no account. Moral nihilism, the 
doctrine that nothing moral matters, is said to follow from our lacking freedom
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because our inability to exercise control over the moral quality of our behaviour 
evacuates all moral significance from that behaviour. (On ‘nihilism’ see also Article
38, S U B J E C T I V I S M . )

It will help bring these various contentions into clearer focus if we have before 
us a more formal statement of the course of the argument from the truth of 
determinism to the denial of freedom, responsibility and the significance of moral
ity. Here is one statement of the argument:

1 If human decisions and actions are determined, then for all such decisions and 
actions, there are antecedently sufficient causal conditions.

2 If there are (antecedently) sufficient conditions for all decisions and actions, 
then decisions and actions are necessitated by these conditions.

3 But if decisions and actions are necessitated, no-one acts freely; that is, no- 
one is able to decide or act differently from the way he or she does.

4 Since it is required inter alia of morally responsible decisions and actions that 
agents act freely -  that is, that they be able to decide or act differently from 
the ways they do -  if determinism is true no-one ever decides or acts morally 
responsibly.

5 If no-one ever acts freely or morally responsibly many moral (and legal) 
practices lose their justification, and thus morality itself can have no objective 
foundation.

P A R T  V I I  ‘ C H A L L E N G E  A N D  C R I T I Q U E

ii Three traditional responses to the problem

The task now is to assess the soundness of this argument. The obvious place to 
start is with the issue of how determinism bears on freedom. My statement of the 
argument implies that the relation between determinism and freedom is one of 
incompatibility. Those who think that it can’t both be that determinism is true 
and that we are free are, accordingly, known as incompatibilists. A moment’s 
reflection will make clear that there can be incompatibilists who think we have 
every reason to believe that the world is deterministic and therefore conclude that 
we cannot be free, and incompatibilists who are convinced that we are free and 
therefore conclude that determinism must be false. And indeed both kinds of 
incompatibilists exist. The former are known as ‘hard determinists’ (because they 
take a hard line on the implications of determinism). The argument sketched 
above is one many hard determinists would fully support (cf. Skinner, 1971), but 
there are others who would jib at step 5, namely, the claim that nihilism follows 
from the truth of determinism. These latter adopt a form of utilitarianism of a 
crude instrumentalist sort, so that where behaviour is modifiable by reward or 
punishment, positive or negative reinforcement and so on (cf. Edwards, 1961) we 
can consider it ‘morally’ good, but only in the same way as we consider our well- 
trained companion animals to behave well when they are properly responsive.

Incompatibilists who are convinced that we are free and hence that deter
minism is false are known as ‘libertarians’ (not to be confused with political
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libertarians, who seek to minimize the role of the state). They accept that if 
determinism were true -  step I in the argument above -  the subsequent steps 
would indeed follow. But, they claim, determinism is false because on some 
occasions at least, we act freely. The most common versions of libertarianism are 
contra-causal ones (Campbell, 1957). According to contra-causal libertarianism, 
while we inhabit a world that is largely deterministic, on those occasions when 
we act freely we act without being determined by states or events (such as our 
desires) which it is plausible to think operate deterministically. Rather, our selves 
act ‘in opposition to’ or, perhaps, transcend such deterministic forces. Though 
this is vague, and seems to suggest that when we act freely we (our inner selves?) 
have the power to act contrary to the laws of nature, the best sense that can be 
made of the idea is to see it as the claim that when we act freely our actions are 
rationally, but not deterministically, explicable. Taken this way the claim is that 
reasons are radically different from causes (compare Kant; see Article 14, Ka n t i a n  
e t h i c s ). It is a common objection (Hobart, 1966) that a libertarian freedom, 
being uncaused, would be valueless because if free decisions and actions are just 
fortuitous or random outcomes, to decide or act freely is not to be in control. By 
placing the emphasis on the rational rather than the causal explication of decisions 
and actions, contra-causal libertarians can evade this common objection. Not so 
another group of libertarians, the existentialists. Existentialists from Kierkegaard 
to Sartre have proclaimed that to be fully human is to make radical choices; that 
is, choices that not only are not determined but choices for which no rationally 
persuasive support can be offered. Only by making such choices and eschewing 
all talk of excuses can we make ourselves responsible agents.

Other libertarians contend that since free actions have unique status they are 
best understood as being caused in a unique way, namely by an agent who is not 
himself or herself caused to act in this way. This is known as agent-causation 
libertarianism (Chisholm, 1964; van Inwagen, 1983). This move breaks the 
deterministic chain, understood as one event causing another event, but has 
seemed to most contemporary philosophers to depend for its explanatory power 
on an obscure and perhaps not even coherent idea of causation. One further 
proposal that has had some contemporary influence is that free actions are 
intelligible because they fit with our choices and purposes (Wiggins, 1973). 
Though this is plausible enough, it is unlike the contra-causalist’s claim that free 
decisions and actions are rationally but not deterministically explainable, in that 
there is nothing specifically indeterministic about it. It therefore could equally be 
said by compatibilists.

‘Compatibilists’ reject the argument outlined earlier as unsound. In doing so 
they do not have to claim that determinism holds, only that should it hold, its 
doing so is compatible with our being able freely to decide and act. Compatibilists 
have employed various strategies in the process of defending their shared con
viction that we can be both determined and free. Perhaps most famously there 
have been attempts to show that even in a deterministic world we could decide 
and act differently from the ways in which we in fact decide and act, if only we
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should choose to do so or should want to do so. These so-called ‘hypothetical’ 
analyses of the requirement for being morally responsible -  see step 4 in the 
argument outlined earlier -  have been vigorously criticized. Of these criticisms, 
one that many find persuasive is as follows: if determinism is true, the laws of 
nature, taken in conjunction with a statement of the conditions of the universe 
at any time before my birth, entail every true statement about my behaviour. But 
surely I could have refrained from behaving in these ways only if I could have 
falsified the laws of nature or altered the states of the universe which were true 
prior to my birth. Since I could not have done either of these things, no hypothetical 
analysis of my capacities could be devised to show that I could have done them 
(van Inwagen, 1983). The reply that a compatibilist disposed to the hypothetical 
analysis would make is obvious: that I had the capacity to choose and act differently 
is not gainsaid by the claim that I lack the capacity miraculously to overturn the 
laws of nature or to do the impossible in altering the past. My having the capacity 
to choose and act differently from the ways I in fact do (or have done) is consistent 
with my not exercising the capacity. Accordingly there is no incoherence in the 
suggestion that my capacity to act differently (an unexercised capacity) is just the 
capacity so to act that past situations would have been other than they in 
fact were had I exercised that capacity. Had I, on occasion, behaved differently, 
then, on the assumption that determinism is true, the past would have been 
different.

A second compatibilist strategy has been to set aside hypothetical analyses of 
statements like ‘she could have done otherwise’, in favour of taking sentences 
ascribing powers to perform particular actions to be presumptively true in the 
absence of the sorts of factors which would defeat the exercise of such powers 
(Goldman, 1970; Dennett, 1984). Thus, for example, if it is said that I can mow 
my lawn, that will be presumed true unless it can be shown that there is present 
some defeating factor (such as my being in a coma, my being subject to a post
hypnotic command not to mow my lawn, the lawn being covered with snow, 
there being no mower in working order ...) . Such defeating conditions are, of 
course, often taken to be defeating conditions of moral responsibility even when 
determinism is not the focus. But the crucial claim here is that since the truth of 
determinism (or its falsity) seems to make no difference to the accuracy of this 
understanding of what we can or cannot do. compatibilists of this persuasion 
contend that it is not determinism as such that robs us of the power to do things 
other than those we do. Rather it is the particular defeating factors that have that 
effect. Certainly in a deterministic world there will be a deterministic account of 
the presence of a defeater on any particular occasion (consider, for instance, the 
post-hypnotic suggestion mentioned above). But that only goes to reinforce the 
point that not all deterministically produced states of affairs are incompatible with 
our being free to act as we choose or desire. Only some are. (It is worth noting 
that though, as we have seen, compatibilists who adopt this second strategy reject 
the hypothetical analysis approach, a sophisticated hypothetical analysis could 
be supplemented with the defeating conditions account (Young, 1979: Dennett,
1984).)

P A R T  V I I  ' C H A L L E N G E  A N D  C R I T I Q U E
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iii Some contemporary attempts at reorienting the debate

In a famous contemporary contribution to the debate Peter Strawson contends 
that our interpersonal attitudes and behaviour are premised on the idea that 
(mature) people are free and are responsible for their actions (Strawson, 1962). 
He argues that, to a very great extent, our personal reactions and feelings depend 
upon, or involve, our beliefs about the attitudes and intuitions of others and of 
ourselves. Thus when we see someone’s behaviour as unintentional or compulsive 
we do not experience normal participant reactive attitudes like resentment and 
moral indignation, but instead take the objective or clinical attitude characteristic 
of impersonal relations. Where, however, the actions of others display the goodwill, 
ill-will or indifference they intend, there is a range of participant reactive attitudes 
which is appropriate just because of our involvement or participation with others 
in interpersonal relations. Thus it is that gratitude, goodwill, resentment, moral 
indignation and so forth are so integral to our concept of ourselves and others as 
persons, that we could not abandon them in the way urged by the hard determinist. 
The hard determinist, in effect, insists that we judge the significance of these 
reactive attitudes from the objective or impersonal standpoint, a feat which it is 
impossible to carry out in our interpersonal dealings with others. So whether 
determinism is true or not, our view of ourselves and of the place we accord to 
the reactive attitudes is not negotiable. Hence the truth of determinism does not 
render nugatory claims about freedom, moral responsibility, moral obligation, 
praise, blame and punishment. Though Strawson’s contribution can. therefore, 
be seen as a strategy for rejecting incompatibilism, it is more accurate to see it as 
an attempt at reorienting the debate to make it focus on what is essential to the 
moral life and not on the intellectual niceties of metaphysics.

There has been a further such reorienting of the debate in Harry Frankfurt’s 
work (19 71, 1987). Frankfurt accepts that to act freely is fundamentally a matter 
of doing what one wants to do, but argues that it is misleading to think that 
something similar holds for freedom of the will. One can be free to do what one 
wants but not have a free will. To enjoy freedom of the will is to be free to want 
what one wants to want, or, more precisely, to have the will one wants. Such a 
view of freedom of the will is, he contends, neutral with regard to the truth of 
determinism. Whether it is because of a deterministic process or because of chance 
(luck) that we have the will we want is not the issue. (A libertarian will be apt to 
see this as a tendentious way of stating matters.) What is it to have the will we 
want? It is to have the capacity to form effective second-order volitions, that is, 
to be able to want a certain desire to be our will. An unwilling drug addict who 
has conflicting first-order wants (to take a certain drug and to refrain from taking 
it), does something he wants to do, whichever of these desires is the one he finally 
acts on, but if it is to take the drug he can truly say it is not of his own free will 
that he does it since he identifies with the desire to refrain. By contrast an addict 
who does not care about her will, and so has no second-order volitions relating 
to her desire for drugs, lacks a free will because of her wanton lack of care about 
her will. This is an appealing idea because it suggests (especially as regards those

5 3 9



whose behaviour is to be regarded as compulsive) that it is impairments in people’s 
capacity to deliberate rationally that obstructs their freedom, rather than any 
deterministic structure the world may have. Nonetheless it has been criticized on 
the ground that in being unconcerned about the aetiology of people’s second- 
order volitions it implausibly leaves it open for, say, the citizens of Aldous Huxley’s 
Brave New World, whose motivations are programmed for them, to count as 
having free wills (Watson, 1975; Slote, 1980). If so, the proposal would need to 
be shored up in such a way as to give higher-order desires, acquired in the way 
they are in the Brave New World, a different status from those acquired through 
reflective evaluation by the agent on her desires (Young, 1986). This would 
reinstate the agent’s effective control over her own behaviour, but equally would 
put back on the agenda the issue of whether, when reflective evaluations are 
determined, they can themselves be appropriately regarded as under the agent’s 
control. Compatibilists believe the regress that looms here can be halted; incom- 
patibilists, as we have previously seen, deny that it can. Put another way: 
compatibilists think it possible for us to regard ourselves as responsible, moral 
beings, even if it should turn out that we, along with everything else in the 
universe, are determined beings; incompatibilists hold that we can’t both be 
responsible moral beings and determined beings.

iv Moral responsibility, rewards and punishments, nihilism

It is worth reminding ourselves that although whether people act freely and 
responsibly cannot be detached from the sorts of metaphysical questions we have 
been considering, it is our concern with ethics that motivates those questions. In 
particular, to the extent that we can regard someone as a free, responsible agent 
of an action, we can morally assess both the action and the agent. If jacinta was 
morally responsible for her actions in driving dangerously and causing injury to 
Cedric, her behaviour is morally condemnable and she herself is seen to be morally 
deficient in that she took insufficient account of the interests of others in behaving 
as she did.

We saw earlier that according to Strawson we cannot contemplate setting 
aside our reactive attitudes even if, as incompatibilists contend, such attitudes 
would be objectively unjustifiable in a deterministic world. Let’s suppose Strawson 
is right. Let’s also suppose that determinism is true (and known to be true). Hard 
determinists have wanted to say that, given the truth of determinism, the reactive 
attitudes can have at best an instrumental role, namely one of social control 
(Edwards, 1961). Misbehaviour won’t be immoral behaviour (because those who 
misbehave will not be able to do anything else). But it will still need to be controlled 
if the interests of those who don’t pose a social problem are not to be subject to 
intolerable risk of being interfered with by miscreants. In the extreme, a form of 
social control involving the isolation of those who pose a severe risk of causing 
death, bodily harm or damage to the property of others would be justifiable 
according to such hard determinists. It would be more accurately thought of as 
a form of quarantine -  we do take steps to protect ourselves against carriers of
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contagious diseases even though they aren’t usually considered responsible for 
posing a threat to society. Alternatively, therapeutic treatment may be linked with 
attempted rehabilitation as a substitute for punishment. Either approach would 
be justifiable instrumentally in terms of the benefits exceeding the costs.

Though it is an underlying assumption of our everyday moral practices that 
most offenders are fully responsible -  the exceptions being some minors, certain 
psychiatrically disturbed individuals and so forth -  a good deal of contemporary 
penology does see legal punishment as unjustifiable for reasons like those offered by 
hard determinists. According to such views, in addition to the truth of determinism 
showing that none of us is the free, responsible agent our moral and legal practices 
presume we are, we have a host of empirical grounds for the view that traditional 
penal practices are unsuccessful and need to be replaced with more effective 
strategies. Even if no-one deserves to be punished, and the usual forms which 
punishment takes have little to recommend them, we still need to protect the law- 
abiding from those who, because of their individual psychology or the sociology 
of their situation, break the laws (Murphy, 1973).

Article 32, c r i m e  a n d  p u n i s h m e n t , should be consulted on the moral 
issues punishment raises. One point worth some comment here, however, is that 
in relation to punishment an alliance is possible between libertarians and certain 
compatibilists. Libertarians insist that unless an individual is the ultimate cause 
of a particular action, it is inappropriate to punish him or her (though it may be 
appropriate, nonetheless, to provide an alternative form of institutionalization to 
protect the community, such as a psychiatric facility, or to provide therapeutic 
rehabilitation). But on matters like excuses such as ignorance and inability there is 
no reason why compatibilists need disagree with libertarians. Where compatibilists 
(such as Mackie, 1977) have adopted an instrumentalist approach to the moral 
reactive attitudes of praise and blame and to the legal ones of reward and 
punishment, they have done so more often than not because of their denial of the 
objectivity or realism of claims about moral wrongdoing, and not because of any 
wish to embrace a bloodless form of freedom. Compatibilists who are meta- 
ethical subjectivists or relativists (see Article 38, s u b j e c t i v i s m , and Article 39, 
r e l a t i v i s m ) likewise tend to reject any retributivist foundation for punishment 
and propose instead a wholly consequentialist one. But once again this does not 
require them to line up with hard determinists who reject the relevance of ideas 
of moral fault to the use of social sanctions. That is why they can unite with 
compatibilists who are moral realists (see Article 35, r e a l i s m ), with thinkers 
like Strawson and Frankfurt, and with libertarians, in insisting that morality does 
matter and hence that nihilism is to be rejected.
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