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Introduction

Do-unto-others-as-you-would-have-them-do-unto-you. Some variant
of this ‘Golden Rule’ is basic to our society. Yet in the commer-
cial world people do the best they can for themselves, in war
soldiers kill, politicians distort the truth to please the electorate,
and barristers defend individuals whom they believe to be guilty
or prosecute ones they believe to be innocent. Seen from the
standpoint of everyday morality, they are breaking the Golden
Rule, yet not only does the businessman, soldier, politician, or
barrister believe him- or herself to be doing the right thing but,
to different degrees, their behaviour is accepted by others. Are
the moral rules we live by, and that seem to be absolute, more
flexible than seems at first sight? If so, is the flexibility imposed
by our society or is it an inevitable consequence of the human
condition?

These are important questions, for if the pillars of society can
bend the rules, so can every Tom, Dick, and Harry, and perhaps
this is at the base of the malaise from which society often seems
to suffer. In this book I argue that the complexity of society, our
propensity to divide our world into in-group and out-groups,
and our human desire to see ourselves in the right can indeed
lead to our bending the rules. In some cases the revised moral-
ity is assumed only by the individual concerned, in some it is



Introduction

acknowledged only by an in-group, and in yet others it is publicly
accepted.

It is necessary first to understand the origins and nature of
moral codes and values. I will argue that the role of morality" is to
maintain a balance between two categories of human behaviour,
prosociality (roughly, actions that are beneficial to others) and
selfish assertiveness (behaviour that furthers one’s own interests,
regardless of others). I shall say more about these categories later,
but each involves, at a finer level of analysis, innumerable types of
behaviour.

If that were all there were to it, we could understand the bad
behaviour of others by simply saying that selfish assertiveness was
dominating their behaviour. But human behaviour is multilay-
ered, so that behaviour we see as right in one context may appear
differently in another. Indeed, a person may think she? is behaving
well when we think she is not. Is she merely deceiving herself, or
is she judging her behaviour against a morality that differs from
our own?

That is the question I set out to answer. It has led me to a
somewhat different view of morality from that which has been
purveyed down the centuries—different not so much in what is
seen as good or bad, but in the nature of morality. Although this
approach leads to the view that we sometimes adjust the rules
to make ourselves feel good, it is certainly not a relativist one
in the sense that anything goes, just make up your morality and
live by it, for two reasons. First, the precepts by which people
see themselves to be living must be perceived as compatible with
basic principles, including the Golden Rule, that make group life
possible. And second, moral codes are essentially social matters:
precepts are meaningless unless accepted by the group to which
one belongs.

Many will say that there are too many books about morality
already: the bases of morality pose problems that have occupied
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some of the greatest minds for thousands of years, from Aris-
totle through Bentham, Hume, and Moore to Rawls, Bernard
Williams, and other contemporary philosophers. But even the
philosophers themselves are not entirely happy with the results
of the academic infighting to which moral philosophy has given
rise,> and perhaps there is a case for a new look. Can rational
discourse be grounded more firmly in what really happens in the
world?

This book is based on an ethological concern with what people
actually do and value. It depends in part on earlier evolutionary
approaches to morality* and uses more recent work that has
pointed the way towards the solution of a problem that has long
posed a difficulty for evolutionary theories, namely how could
altruism and prosocial behaviour have evolved in nature seen as
‘red in tooth and claw’?® But a biological approach is insufficient
to provide a full understanding of moral codes, and I have drawn
also on data from psychology, anthropology, and comparative
studies of religion. In doing so, I focus on the rules that people feel
they ought to follow and the values they feel they should hold.®
Thus I avoid the implication that morality necessarily concerns
what is right and just in any absolute sense. Though using an
approach based in both biological and cultural evolution, I am
certainly not implying that what is natural is right, or that what is
right is natural.

Some will contest my implied claim that ethics is not a
matter solely for theologians and philosophers. Science, they
will say, is concerned with what is, not with how things
ought to be: values are held to be outside its realm. By the
approach presented here, that view is out of date. Indeed, I
shall attemptto show that science, and especially the behav-
ioural sciences, has a great deal to offer towards understanding
moral values and behaviour. It is not good enough to say T just
know what is right’, or to ascribe our knowledge of good and

3
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evil to ‘moral intuition”. We have to ask what ‘moral intuition’
means.

I argue that our moral rules come from our human nature in
interaction over time with our social environment, and are stored
by individuals so as to become virtually part of their natures.
Morality is neither a direct product of our evolutionary past,
nor is it simply something we learn, but a product of mutual
influences between them. As part of our make-up, its bases are
constant across cultures and across social environments. Because
they are partly acquired, moral codes can differ between cultures
and even, to a limited extent, between situations. They are a prod-
uct of natural and cultural selection because they have helped
to maintain a balance between our prosociality and our selfish
assertiveness, thereby making social life possible.

The route I have followed has not been the traditional philo-
sophical one of reflection on how we ought to behave, but focuses
on how people behave and what people value in the real world.
Using insights from the behavioural sciences, I ask four interre-
lated questions. How do individuals acquire their moral outlook?
What causes an individual to adopt (or reject) a moral course of
action? Over recent, historical, and prehistorical time, how did
moral rules and values evolve? And how do they function, in the
sense of how is it helpful for this to be seen as good and that as
bad?”

In the real world, moral conflicts abound. Consciously or
unconsciously, we encounter them whatever we are doing. Exam-
ination of a number of contexts in the modern world exposes how
people can behave questionably but nevertheless perceive them-
selves as doing the right thing. It is my hope that this approachisa
step towards providing a deeper insight into the Socratic question
of how we should live.

This book is organized as follows. The first chapter outlines
an approach to the bases of morality that stem from the human
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sciences and discusses how morality develops in the individual.
Chapter 2 describes the role of long-term human evolution in
morality. Chapter 3 is concerned with the relatively short-term
changes in morality brought about by cultural evolution. Many
of the data here come from studies of the evolution of legal
systems, so the relations between morality and law are discussed.
Chapter 4 is concerned with close personal relationships, the
context in which proto-morality first evolved. Even in close rela-
tionships, disagreements and conflicts often arise. This is followed
by five chapters emphasizing the ethical conflicts that arise in dif-
ferent spheres of modern life, as seen by an outsider. I emphasize
‘as seen by an outsider’ not solely because my outsider’s view is
inadequate, which is certainly the case, but because the insider
may see things differently. That, indeed, is the point. In each con-
text of our lives the issues are different, and many of the problems
that arise stem from differences between the guidelines required
for tension-free personal relationships and those constructed in
the several spheres of modern life. A concluding chapter focuses
on the anomaly that arises from the necessity that moral precepts
should be seen as more or less absolute, and yet the tension
induced by the complexities of life can be reduced because people
can think they are behaving well when they are not. Finally, I
reflect on the relevance of this approach to morality in the world
today.

A brief Appendix summarizes the principal similarities to and
differences from the approaches of moral philosophers.



Ethical Principles and Precepts

The more fortunate among us live peaceful and productive lives.
Yet every day murders, burglaries, and crimes of many sorts are
reported in the newspapers. We have become used to corporate
scandals in the business world. We know that, while some individ-
uals have more wealth than they know what to do with, millions
of others are trying to exist below the poverty line. Wars, bringing
death, bereavement, misery, and devastation are going on in other
parts of the world.

There can be no simple answer to the ills of the world. But this
book focuses on one issue that I believe to be important and that
has hitherto been insufficiently stressed. To be specific, behaviour
can rather easily get unhitched from the moral code which we
assume guides our lives even when we think we are behaving
properly. This can occur because the demands of the various
contexts in which people live can affect not only their behaviour
but also the criteria by which they guide their behaviour. One can
convince oneself that one is behaving properly when others think
differently.'

We must first ask where our ideas about what we should and
should not do come from. Much of the time we do not have to
think consciously what we ‘ought’ to do, we do it ‘intuitively’,
though that does not necessarily mean that our intuition is inde-
pendent of our experience. In other cases we think long and hard,
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weighing up the consequences of doing this or that, conscious of
the rules that should be guiding our behaviour. Sometimes our
considerations lead to a rationalization of what we had concluded
intuitively, while at other times they involve genuine considera-
tion of the pros and cons. We may, or may not, take the course
that we perceive to be the more ‘right’. We may also deceive
ourselves about which is right: that is a matter to which we shall
return.

But how do we know which is the more ‘right? Many ascribe
it to ‘moral intuition’, saying that one just knows what is right.
Our intuitions or reflections about actions often refer, directly
or indirectly, to their consequences, but I shall seek for their
roots not in some abstract quality of those consequences® but in
the evolutionary and developmental factors that lead us to our
moral rules. Before we can discuss the difficulties that people
often face in making moral decisions, we must seek answers to
these developmental and evolutionary questions:? it may be that
goodness is what we see as good, not because there is some
abstract quality of goodness, but simply because we are what
we are.

At first sight, there seem to be only three possible answers
to this question of how we know what is right. Some will say
that God tells them what is right. Or, that God gave basic moral
precepts to Moses, inscribed on blocks of stone, and they have
served to guide us ever since. We can neither prove nor disprove
that this is the case. Certainly such beliefs provide guidance and
comfort to some. But, as MacIntyre* has pointed out, it is diffi-
cult to specify how theism can be a source of ethics, as Christian
ethics was largely drawn from elsewhere. In any case, it is difficult
for many twentieth-century minds to believe in a transcendental
being who is everywhere at once and knows everything: it is
incompatible with what we know about the world we live in.
So in this book I pursue another tack.
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Others believe that our knowledge of what is right, of what
should be regarded as good and what as evil, is provided by
‘culture’.® After all, the Ten Commandments have been handed
down over thousands of years, and serve as guidelines for much of
what we do or do not do. In the West, the churches deserve credit
for having been the main purveyors of our morality. Although
not its original source, they have preserved it although some-
times subtly changing its emphasis. For instance, Luther’s view of
Christianity shifted its central emphasis away from the context of
pre-Reformation community to the internal life of the individual.
Previously salvation had depended on being one of the commu-
nity of the elect—hence the power of excommunication. Luther
saw salvation as depending on individual faith.

But the suggestion that our morals come from culture is
hardly satisfactory, because it raises the further question, “Where
does culture come from?” Some elementary forms of culture are
known in non-human species, and have been well studied in
chimpanzees,” but culture as we know it in all its complexity is
limited to human beings.

This brings us to the third possibility, that our moral intuitions
are products of human nature. As developed here, this is a rela-
tively new approach, as the advances in the behavioural sciences
on which it is based have become available only in recent decades.

It is necessary to digress briefly to clarify how I am using the
concept of ‘human nature’, as it has fuzzy edges. By ‘human
nature’ in the strict sense (as contrasted to the loose sense dis-
cussed below) I refer to pan-cultural psychological potentials
or characteristics possessed (albeit to varying degrees) by virtu-
ally all humans or by all members of an age/sex class. Babies
brought up in every culture become able to walk, talk, eat,
drink, and sleep, and to distinguish good from bad behaviour.
(That what they call good may not be what you or I would call
good is another matter to which I shall return.) I am making
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no implication as to the relative roles of our genetic make-up or
the environment in the development of these characteristics and
potentials. Potentials depend on experience for their realization,
but here we are concerned with some that are realized at least
to some degree in all environments in which humans live. For
instance virtually all adults walk with a similar gait, are startled
by loud noises, and eat when hungry. This says nothing about the
relative roles of genes and experience in the development of these
traits: walking may depend on the infant living in an environment
where she is able to pull herself into a standing position, but
(virtually) all babies enjoy such an environment.

It is becoming apparent that there is a very large number of
these human universals,® but for the moment it is necessary to
focus on only two: the propensity to do the best for oneself, which
I shall call ‘selfish assertiveness’, and the propensity to please
others, to be cooperative, kind, loving, and so on, which I call
‘prosociality’. ‘Selfish assertiveness” and ‘prosociality’ are mere
labels for global categories, each embracing many types of behav-
iour that become differentiated in the course of development.
In general, selfish assertiveness includes actions that advance the
interests of the actor, often but not always to the detriment of
others, while prosociality includes behaviours that foster the well-
being of others, usually at some immediate cost to the actor.

I shall say more about these categories of behaviour later in
this chapter: for the moment I want to emphasize the importance
of the human tendency to be prosocial. Partly because of the
media reports of murders, muggings, rapes, and so on, it is easy
to get the impression that humans are inherently evil. Perhaps the
tendency to think that way has been helped by the (now mostly
disregarded) Christian doctrine of original sin, which was part
of our culture for so long, and by child-rearing practices derived
from it. What the papers do not report are the innumerable acts
of kindness and cooperation that most of us receive every day.
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We have a tendency to be prosocial as well as to be selfishly
assertive; if it were not so, social life would be impossible.

Related to prosociality is the so-called Golden Rule of Do-
as-you-would-be-done-by. This has a number of alternative for-
mulations: one is Do-to-others-as-you-think-they-would-like-you-
to-do-to-them. In one form or another, it is central for probably
every society: indeed it is difficult to believe that a society could
exist without some such principle. To avoid misunderstanding,
I am certainly not saying that the Golden Rule is directly deter-
mined by the human genome: it may have been reinvented by
every human group that persists, possibly because humans have
always lived in groups and group-living would not be possible
without such a rule. I call such pan-cultural moral rules principles.

But the view that ‘moral intuitions’ are just part of human
nature cannot be wholly satisfactory because both individuals and
cultures differ in their morality, and because we know that expe-
rience enters into the development of moral decision-making. In
any case it is simply not good enough to say that we all know that
X is right and that Y is wrong, and build a complicated argument
on that basis. If morality is really to be understood we need to
know why we all think like that. Why do we not all think that Y
is good and X bad? How do individuals develop a sense that X is
good and Y bad? Why does whether X is good sometimes depend
on the person to whom the action X is directed? And how is it
that all cultures may not agree that X is good?

In this chapter I sketch an answer to these questions by consid-
ering a slightly more complicated possibility, which still acknowl-
edges the important role of human nature. It requires a distinc-
tion between human nature in terms of potentials common to all
individuals in every human culture on the one hand (the strict
sense as discussed above), and human nature as displayed by
the potentials and characteristics common to most humans in
a particular culture and circumstances on the other (the loose

10
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sense). Behavioural propensities common to all humans may pro-
duce behaviour, attitudes, values, and so on that differ between
cultures because of differences in the cultural (or physical) envi-
ronments. It is part of the nature (in the loose sense) of a pygmy
to relax in a squatting position, but not in the nature (loose sense)
of a European. Similarly with moral rules: an orthodox Jew, but
not a Christian, would be horrified if forced to eat pork. But such
differences do not imply differences in nature in the strict sense.
Thus in addition to the moral principles found in all cultures,
we have rules and values for guiding behaviour that are more
or less limited to one or a few cultures: the latter I refer to as
precepts.

Ultimately, these precepts differ between cultures because of
differences in circumstances.” Human groups have lived in envi-
ronments ranging from tropical forests to the Polar wastes, and
have depended on gathering, fishing, hunting, and agriculture,
not to mention all the complexities of industrial societies. What
matters in one environment may be irrelevant in another. Human
cultures have therefore come to differ in many ways, each having
its own customs, myths, precepts, values, and conventions. The
rules in small egalitarian groups of hunter-gatherers are very
different from those in a modern urban metropolis. Revenge, for
instance, is a much more potent precept in some cultures than
in our own. Some people see polygamy as acceptable and indeed
normal, most Westerners do not. These differences must have
emerged over historical and perhaps prehistorical time from the
transactions between environments, cultures, and the behaviour
of people in each society.

Such differences are sometimes glaringly obvious—for
instance differences in the foods that may be eaten, or the relative
values placed on respect for individuals compared with the
well-being of the community. Each human group has elaborated
rules or precepts which, though based mainly on basic principles

n
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shared by all cultures, such as Do-as-you-would-be-done-by, can
differ between groups. The basic principles are ubiquitous
and absolute, the precepts have some degree of cultural
specificity. For example, many of the Ten Command-
ments concern prosociality, and are accepted as basic in
most Western societies. Injunctions such as “Thou shalt not
kill” and “Thou shalt not steal” are compatible with the Golden
Rule and, as applied to fellow group members, are probably
ubiquitous. However °...thou shalt not covet thy neighbour’s
wife ...~ would be meaningless in societies where the institution
of marriage as we know it does not exist. Amongst the Aché of
Amazonia, a woman may have intercourse with many partners,
thereby acquiring their subsequent help in rearing the child: this
practice is apparently sustained by a belief that the foetus requires
repeated doses of semen.'® Again the Moso, in south-west China,
until recently did not officially recognize biological paternity:
most brothers and sisters remained in their natal ‘House’, the
men taking a paternal role with their sisters” children and sexual
partners meeting at night outside the House."

We know rather little about how such cultural differences
arose, but in the long term it is likely that adaptation to local
social and environmental conditions, decisions by or examples
of leaders, and chance all played a role. In the shorter term the
main (but not the only) engine of cultural evolution has been
a two-way interaction between what people do and what they
are supposed to do. Circumstances influence the ways in which
people think and behave, and how they behave affects the culture,
which is a special part of the circumstances in question, and this
in turn affects how people behave, and so on.” Put another way;,
the moralities that are part of each culture are affected by two-
way interactions over time between what people do and what
they are supposed to do. We are affected by the moral climate
in which we live, though we may either be guided by it or rebel

12
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against it, and how we behave affects the moral values held in the
community. Culture affects people and people affect culture.®

To give a recent example, before World War II divorce was
regarded as disreputable in the UK, and divorcees were often stig-
matized. After the war, for a variety of reasons, divorce became
more frequent. As it became more frequent, it became less dis-
reputable. As it became less disreputable, it became more fre-
quent. While this omits other factors, the point is that how
people behaved affected the cultural values, and cultural values
affected how people behaved. At the present time we are seeing
a similar change in the acceptability and frequency of premarital
cohabitation, of four-letter words and nudity in the media, and
in countless other matters. Sometimes such changes can be to
the detriment of humankind, especially if they are instigated by
a temporary change in circumstances, but our cognitive abilities
often edge them in directions that are beneficial to ourselves or
our group: people do not always follow blindly what others are
doing, but select changes in cultural patterns that favour their
own needs and desires (pp. 22-3). Anthropological evidence sug-
gests that some (though not all) of the ways in which morality is
used to guide individual decisions differ between cultures in ways
that appear to be adaptive.™

Thus moral precepts and values are not set in stone but rather
maintained by a dynamic between processes leading to their cre-
ation, their maintenance, and their gradual disappearance. At the
same time, to be effective they must be perceived as absolute. I
shall return to this anomaly in later chapters.

Today, most people live in complex societies, each of which
contains many overlapping groups. Each group may construct
variations on the societal moral code. Dealings in the business
world, for instance, may be seen as requiring precepts differing
from those in the family. This can lead to people ordering their
business lives by a code that differs to a limited degree from

13
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that recognized by other members of the society. They may see
their code as moral, and provide reasons to themselves as to
why they must follow it, while others accept it at most half-
heartedly (Chapter 8). In other words, some of the things that
we dislike in the world cannot be explained simply by saying that
‘they” are behaving badly: they may believe that they are behav-
ing correctly by rules that differ from those by which we judge
them. In general, we judge others against a moral code that has
been developed to smooth relationships between individuals liv-
ing in small groups, but there are circumstances in which people
have adjusted the rules, usually but not always to suit their own
interests, according to how they see the context. One wonders
how far this is an inevitable consequence of the complexity of
society.

Later chapters contain examples of such effects: the ethical
precepts accepted in different spheres of modern life differ some-
what according to the demands placed on individuals. Most of the
cultural differences between societies that are only too obvious
in the world today are the result of changes over a much longer
period.

Three issues in the preceding discussion require further
emphasis. First, morality is essentially a social matter: it would
be meaningless for an isolated individual to work out rules that
were more than purely pragmatic for his or her own welfare.
The social nature of morality means that precepts have been
elaborated that may differ between societies, though only to an
extent constrained by basic principles such as Do-as-you-would-
be-done-by and the duty of parents to care for their children. They
may even differ to a more limited extent between groups and
individuals within a society. Later chapters in this book show how
ethical precepts differ in different spheres of adult life within our
own society.

14
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Second, I have argued that people are potentially good as well
as potentially bad, prosocial as well as antisocial. To say that we
have two propensities—one for prosociality and one for selfish
assertiveness—is no more than an heuristically useful approxima-
tion and hides much complexity. But, as T. H. Huxley” pointed
out, the evolution and development of selfish assertiveness is
comparable to that of prosociality, though the relevant expe-
riences differ and they lead to different behaviour. These two
propensities are used in everyday speech as guides to behaviour
in probably every culture, prosociality as ‘Do-as-you-would-be-
done-by’ and selfish assertiveness as ‘Do the best for yourself’,
‘Be yourself, man’, or ‘Realize your own potentials’.

‘Prosociality” and ‘Selfish assertiveness’ are global terms: as
the individual develops they embrace more and more types of
behaviour. Both depend on cognitive and emotional develop-
ment involving faculties important also in other contexts. We still
know too little about the early stages of human development to
know with certainty which aspects of human psychology would
develop in virtually any environment and which are crucially
depen