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For my family, by far the most important of the groups I belong to.
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INTRODUCTION


Morality’s what we’re doing when we shout at the TV, gossip about our boss or leave comments online. It’s held empires together, kept soldiers marching under fire, fed the hungry, passed laws, built walls, welcomed immigrants, destroyed careers and governed our sex lives.


But morality is meaningless rubbish. It’s a malfunctioning relic of our evolutionary past. Philosophically flawed, psychologically bizarre, morality’s a diseased appendix of the mind. Belief in vice and virtue, good and evil, rights, responsibilities, duties and moral codes should be put aside along with faith in the sun god and flat-earth physics.


This is a science book. It’s about how we work rather than how we imagine we work. It’s about how people gain moral values rather than how they think they gain moral values.


Some of you will find this hard to stomach. You’ll have a nagging feeling that somewhere out there, if only we could discover them, there are deep moral truths that are absolute and indisputable. Things we ought and oughtn’t do. Moral values, or virtues, or duties, that we all ought to obey. The first chapter is to set your mind at rest. Philosophers have given the search their best shot, and they have failed because there are no such things. 


Some of you may be here because you want to improve yourself. You want to have more and be more. Before you dive into the details, you want some promise that getting rid of your morals isn’t merely the right thing to do, it’s the thing that will get you what you want. The second chapter is for you; it will tell you what you want to hear. You’ll be more successful if you ditch your morals. 


There’s plenty of hard evidence that society’s most successful already see morals as baggage for the little people. The wealthiest, and those highest up the social ladder, are more willing to break the rules. And it’s not just your bank balance that will benefit from casting off your constraints: immorality and creativity go hand-in-hand. Ethics don’t just constrain our actions, they act as a block on the types of things we are able to think.


But if morals aren’t reasoned truths, and people with fewer of them do better in today’s society, why do we have them in the first place? In chapter three, I’ll argue that humans have the mental machinery to moralise because it was in our ancestors’ genes’ interests. We’ll see that humans imposed morality on each other: not because it was the ‘right’ thing to do, but because the costs to our DNA of not joining in were too great.


In chapter four, we’ll find that these morals aren’t about deep philosophical reflection or knotted arguments. They’re about what we read into people’s minds, about the impression we have of them, and the stories we tell about them.


People judge you based not on what you have done, but on what they think went on in your brain when you did it. Since they can’t see inside your skull, or track the messages flicking between neurons, they have to invent a mind for you. We’ll find out how they do that, what sorts of things they use when deciding what to put in that mind, and how to ensure that the mind they invent for you is the mind you want them to invent for you.


If, as I propose to show, we have morals to avoid punishment and gain the trust of other humans, and if other humans choose how to act towards us based on the minds they read in us, then the evolutionary pressure on our ancestors wasn’t to be good, it was to seem good. In chapters five and six, we’ll see that these are very different things.


We are naturally adept at shaping what other people read in our minds. At giving off signals of good intentions even when we don’t have them. What’s more, and stranger, is that we often do this without realizing, fooling ourselves about why we do what we do.


But if our brains are excellent at changing what other people think and how they behave, then the science of morality creates dangers for those who take others’ and their own intentions at face value. Those who unthinkingly follow their consciences make themselves targets, vulnerable to the machinations of people who are thinking about these matters.


Once you can predict something, you may well be able to manipulate it. This is as true of others’ morals, judgements and actions as it is of the electrons in your phone or the bullet in a gun. Big business, PR agencies and advertisers are already in the game, and we’ll see how their tactics work.


Our morals also get in the way of us accomplishing things. Morality constrains us, biases us and pushes us in the wrong direction because we fail to understand what it is for.


Morals made cooperation possible for our ancestors; they bound them into effective groups. But, as we’ll find in chapters seven and eight, the point of cooperation was competition: tribes, families, armies, teams and companies all coordinate their behaviour to outdo other groups. Morality needs a ‘them’ and ‘us’ to function: it’s what it’s for.


We might imagine our morals are fair, universalisable, group-blind. But behind the scenes, out of conscious awareness, our moral brains are busy bending our behaviour to their ends. All the greatest evil today and in history is the result of good people following their consciences: the coordinated action behind it wouldn’t have been possible otherwise. The Russian gulags, the Spanish Inquisition, slavery – all were carried out by people who had as much reason to think they were ‘doing the right thing’ as we do.


Understanding, overcoming and discarding morality is urgent. The biggest challenges our species faces, whether global warming, nuclear proliferation or the rise of the robots, are pan-human. They are beyond what our moral minds were designed to cope with. You can’t build smartphones with stone-age axes, and you can’t solve modern humanity’s problems with tools that are designed to create primitive, competitive groups.


We need rid of morality, for our own sake and for that of the world. This won’t be easy, but reading this book will help: understanding morality is the first step in losing it, and research shows that books on ethics are more likely to be stolen.1 


So make paying for this book your last ethical act.









ONE:


Morality can’t be what we imagine it is


What is morality? It seems sensible that a book on the topic should start with a clear definition up front.


However, scientists usually prefer to understand things before they define them. It was only after they’d found that negative electric charges arose in discrete chunks that they coined the term ‘electron’. As they blasted these charges through gratings and span them around in particle accelerators, they learnt more about them: and the definition of the electron we now use was formulated. An electron is what it has to be in order to explain the results of their experiments.


This is a book on the science of humans, with an emphasis on evolutionary psychology. It’s about how they have gained beliefs that they describe as ‘moral’. About when they act on those beliefs and when they don’t. It’s about what people do when they think they’re alone, what they do when they know they’re being watched and what they do in groups. It’s about what people say they believe and what they say they’ll do, and how these change when they’re in different situations. It’s about how people judge and trust, and how both of these affect their behaviour. 


These things are all measurable. You can study them experimentally.


This book asks the question: what has to be true about morality and human behaviour in order for us to explain the experimental findings that scientists around the world are unearthing?


We’ll discover that what is true about ‘morality’ is so far from what we mean when we usually use the term that it’s questionable whether we should call them the same thing. We’ll see that if ‘morality’ were what people think of it as being, then morality doesn’t exist – except perhaps as a figment of our imagination, a bizarre flat-earth story of how people behave and how they ought to behave.


As I say, some of you will find this hard to stomach. You possibly believe that if scientists think they can tell us about morality, then they simply haven’t understood what it is. Your definition, and that of most people, seems to you self-evident and impervious to anything that might be found in a lab: it’s common sense, you may say.2


You may think that ‘you oughtn’t keep slaves’ is a true statement whatever any scientist has to say on the matter, and that good people recognise such truths and act upon them. You probably also have a firm idea of what morality is for. It improves the well-being of humans. It’s altruistic. It involves putting others’ interests before your own. Isn’t that what philosophers say?


Furthermore, if you accept that there are university professors with a deeper understanding than you of what is right and what is wrong, of what you ought and oughtn’t to do, you may well imagine that they sit not in science labs but among their books in philosophy departments.


The aim of this chapter is to clear away some of those misconceptions so that you can approach the rest of the book with a more open mind. The common-sense understanding of morality falls apart with only the slightest prodding. Philosophers have had the field for thousands of years, and their endeavours have failed. Spectacularly.


I’ve written this book to show that it’s time to give science a go. Even if that means letting go of much of what we thought we knew about morals, and about ourselves. Even if it means giving up on morals themselves.


Pure thought is for idiots


Armchairs are worn out as philosophers think deeply about ethics. They’ve been at it for three thousand years. Socrates, Plato, Aristotle, Hobbes, Spinoza, Kant, Hegel, Mill are names to conjure with: some of them are almost synonymous with rational thought and scholarly might.


What is the crowning glory of this multiepochal, multicultural, multilingual monumental project? Is it a set of rules all agree we ought to follow? A universal consensus on virtues to be cultivated? Duties to uphold? Rights to bestow? Perhaps something more modest: an agreed definition of ‘ought’ or an explanation of how moral obligations arise?


Unfortunately not. Philosophers are still squabbling and scribbling after all this time not because they’re making great leaps of progress, but because they can’t even settle the basics. By the standards of any other discipline, philosophical ethics has been a spectacular flop.


We can have sympathy for the poor pipe-puffers. They are in good company. Watch day-time TV and you’ll see moral arguments that are as passionate as those between Plato and his pupils, and about as productive. 


When Amber objects to her sister sleeping with her husband, she has no doubt at all that she oughtn’t to have. It’s not a tentative opinion. When her sister Chloe argues that the aggrieved party doesn’t satisfy said husband and deserves to lose him, she’s not advancing a hypothesis that she will readily drop.


When the audience tires of Amber and Chloe, there are plenty of other topics to open the phone lines for. The politician’s sex scandal; the Olympic drug cheat; the Arab revolution; the Love Island liar; gun laws in the US; the death penalty; paedophile vigilantes; city-centre housing shortages; global warming; bankers’ bonuses; your colleague’s promotion; immigration; the Iraq war; taxation; torture of terrorists; bending the truth on your CV; sick leave when it’s sunny; statutory rape; marijuana decriminalisation; faking orgasm; your husband leaving the toilet seat up; internet porn; swearing at the ref; liver transplants for alcoholics; standing for the national anthem; tobacco advertising; nuclear disarmament; assisted dying; inheritance; nepotism; wearing fur; eating beef; the minimum wage; elephants in circuses; charity skydiving; designer babies; Frankenstein food.


All of these involve questions of what ought to happen; how people ought to behave. What is right and what is wrong. You probably have a view, and you probably imagine you can tell me why you hold that view and why all others are wrong. 


We moralise at home, at school, at work and for pleasure. The simplest spy thriller delivers its pay-off through morality: the bad guy getting justice. The more sophisticated question just who the bad guy is; what ends justify what means. Every story worth your time, from Cinderella to Crime and Punishment, from Macbeth to Breaking Bad, insists you make moral judgements.


However bright or stupid we are, this instinct that moral statements can be true or false and that we have the capabilities to work out which they are doesn’t go away. We might be poor at maths, but we’re certain we can reason morally.


If reasoning can do anything, you’d think it could settle arguments. Yet moral differences don’t disappear. 


Is this book a scream of despair that progress can’t be made?


Thankfully not. In the last few decades, more progress has been made in understanding why we moralise, how we moralise, how moralising affects our behaviour and the sorts of errors we make than in the preceding three thousand years.


This is because scientists have got involved. They may not all be as smart as Plato or Hegel, but they do have techniques that work.3


Moral facts are magic. Magic doesn’t exist. Therefore, moral facts don’t exist 


You can’t reason out of nothing. At the base of all logic is an axiom, a postulate, a premise, an assumption. Take the argument: ‘All men are mortal. Socrates is a man. Therefore, Socrates is mortal.’ As a piece of logic, it’s a classic. Indisputable.


But for it to be useful, for the conclusion to hold, we have to accept as axioms that all men are mortal and that Socrates is a man. As I say, in logic as in life, you don’t get something for nothing.


How might we establish the facts used in the above argument? We can define ‘man’ in some way, and then pull up Socrates’ toga and check that he meets the definition. We then have to convince ourselves that all creatures meeting the definition are mortal.


In principle, this is nearly impossible. What we would need is a mad woman to take herself up in a rocket, and blow up the Earth. Provided that all the men died, she could be satisfied that all men were mortal.


This method’s a little drastic. If, instead, we select a hundred men at random, and find that they all stop breathing when we slit their throats, we are reasonably confident of our statement that ‘all men are mortal’.4 In practice, most of us settle for the third-best observation that there aren’t any two-hundred-year-old men wandering about.


Science, unlike moral philosophy, has a spectacular track record. Observing the world, poking it, heating it up, setting it on fire, stretching it and blasting it through gratings has given us tremendously powerful rules for predicting how it will work. We have great confidence that our aeroplanes will stay in the sky, that apples will fall to the ground and that men will die. It gives us facts we can usefully reason with.


The problem with philosophical ethics isn’t the reasoning itself. It’s the ‘facts’ that go into the reasoning. These are nothing like those that scientists use and reason with so successfully.


Let’s take an example to see what’s wrong with them. You are laying the foundations of a building, and working hard to keep to time. You notice a drunk collapse into the path of the cement you are laying. Nobody’s looking, so you could keep on, the boozer would be squelched under the building and you’d collect your bonus for completing the job.


Your conscience is working with you. ‘You ought to stop,’ it whines in that wheedling voice that consciences have. ‘Why?’ you reply, keeping on. ‘If you don’t, you’ll kill him.’ ‘So?’ ‘You oughtn’t kill people.’ ‘Why?’


The reasoning continues. Your conscience might argue that you oughtn’t kill because you oughtn’t harm others. Perhaps you oughtn’t harm others because you ought to treat others as you’d like to be treated yourself. But at some stage it has to stop at a fact, a premise, an assumption. Something that isn’t supported by yet another logical step. There has to be a foundation to the tower of reasoning.


What sort of fact is it and how can you get hold of it? We’re going to see now just how jolly odd the facts underlying moral reasoning are, and how different to anything else.5 Let’s list some of the properties that moral statements are supposed to have before we examine whether they are plausible:




1. Moral rules ought to be obeyed whether we recognise them or not. If you say, ‘I don’t accept there’s any reason to treat others as I’d like to be treated myself,’ does that mean you do nothing wrong in cementing the drunk into your new building? Or do the rules apply to you regardless? If a Nazi sincerely believes that extirpating gays is a good thing, does he do wrong in killing them? If he does, then moral rules aren’t just a matter of our own feelings or thoughts: they are external to us.


2. Moral facts seem to be objective. The fact that a few hundred years ago most (white) people might have thought slavery was fine and now they don’t doesn’t affect whether or not it is. The statement ‘you oughtn’t keep slaves’ is true or it is false.


3. Moral facts seem to provide a reason for doing things. I know that cola contains sugar. That doesn’t in itself give me a reason to drink it or not to drink it. But if I have a desire6 to lose weight, that desire coupled with the knowledge that the cola contains sugar does give me a reason not to do so. And if I value the taste more than the slim-fit trousers then I’m free to drink it. The external, objective fact of cola containing sugar isn’t enough: I also need a desire to give it some oomph, to give me a reason to act one way or the other. The same apparently isn’t true of morals. If you, as the builder, were to say ‘yes, I acknowledge that killing the poor soak is wrong, but that changes nothing’ we’d question whether you understood what ‘wrong’ meant.


There are no other facts like this in the world: objective, external and yet motivating to those who are aware of them. In every other context, motivation is internal and subjective. It comes from neurons and chemicals in the actor. But we’re supposed to believe that moral facts are something else: they come from without and yet carry an impulse, a command, a reason to behave in a particular way. So how do we come by these very odd facts?





If you’re religious, you could ask God or commune with the spirits. Later in this chapter, we’ll have a look at the claim that the faithful have a separate and solid basis for their moral commitments. But if you’re not religious, then just how do you get them? Is there something special in us that allows humans to intuit them if we try hard enough? What does it mean to intuit a fact; what knowledge could we possibly be accessing?


Are they magic particles, philosophical photons whizzing through space? Maybe they were transmitted at the big bang. Is our nervous system really an antenna allowing us to pick them up?7


Yet even if these fantastical rays or particles existed, why should we have evolved to detect them? As we will see, our genes don’t care about such profundities: evolution selects those genes that are good at sticking around, not those that make us good.


There’s also the difficulty of the diversity of sincerely held ethical beliefs, which runs counter to the second property that moral facts are supposed to have. There are women who want their daughters’ genitals slicing off. Men who think it their duty to avenge the slaying of a family member by hunting down male relatives of the murderer. In history there have been pederasts, slavers and destroyers of cities who slept comfortably at night and were admired within their communities.8


Perhaps philosophers haven’t tracked down the source of objective moral truth because, as I’ve intimated, there isn’t one.


But let’s begin to examine the science of morality. We are going to see that understanding the way we have come to these odd, impossible-to-justify beliefs, and the real causes of our moral behaviour, is a particularly hard task. This is partly because we seem to be built to believe things about ourselves that aren’t true. To study morality, we have to use our brains to overcome what our brains are designed to do. It’s difficult, but I hope to show it’s doable.


That we can reason doesn’t make us reasonable


I said earlier that moral philosophy has been a spectacular failure, but you might wonder what the philosophers are up to. If they haven’t thrown in the towel and got proper jobs, they must think they’re on to something.fn1


A few philosophers are clever, very clever. But in the end, they are only playing with words.10 At some point, when wrestling with definitions before you have facts, you lose sight of what is important.


It is sad when any group of highly trained individuals become obsolete, whether they are coal miners, footmen, Ptolemaic cosmologists or switchboard operators. There could be pathos in the moral philosopher continuing, like the redundant footman who dons his livery at the weekends and sets out the cutlery in his one-bedroom flat. But moral philosophers are in a privileged position. Our universities still churn them out by the thousand, and as long as they can convince eighteen-year-olds that their subject is worth studying, vice-chancellors have no reason to cull this very cheap department. I think we’ll always have moral philosophers, in the same way that we still have astrologers, clairvoyants and theologians.


What morality and religion share


Philosophers aren’t the only non-scientists who claim some understanding of moral behaviour. There are bearded men sitting in caves, bearded men in ashrams, bearded men in synagogues, bearded men in mosques, bearded men in temples and bearded men handing down commandments from the clouds. There are also non-bearded men in orange robes or dog collars, and a smattering of typically non-bearded ladies.


Religion, power and morality have always gone together. They are the three main ways of creating coordinated action among human beings. Power means you will be hit over the head if you don’t do what you’re told; religion means you will be hit over the head for all eternity if you don’t do what you’re told; morality means you will hit yourself over the head if you don’t do what you’re told.


So it shouldn’t be any surprise that those with power have traditionally sought religious and moral authority or vice-versa. The Queen of England is also the head of the Church of England; the Emperor of Japan is descended from a sun-goddess and is the highest authority in Shinto; the Iranian president is a Muslim cleric.


Today, the three are becoming unbundled. CEOs write high-minded missives to their staff deploring terrorist atrocities and supporting initiatives ranging from gay marriage to sexual equality. Prime ministers speak of what is right for the nation. But the religious thread in the plait is fraying.


The number of atheists is rising. They are still a minority, but they are very influential. In Europe at least, few think that moral questions can be settled by determining what God would want.


This change has been dramatic, and it has happened in living memory. What is perhaps surprising is that morality hasn’t disappeared to the degree that religion has. The moral rules have changed a little bit, particularly in relation to sex and sexuality. But people still believe in right and wrong; they give money to charity and march for people’s rights.


It’s not obvious that it should be so. Back when Plato thought that ethics could be reasoned, he knew that most people weren’t up to the task. He proposed that the unwashed masses were given religion, and even stipulated that anybody who tried to take it from them should be executed. He couldn’t see how you could behave morally without either an exacting ethical (i.e. philosophical) education or a belief in higher powers.11


Today, many have neither. They know that no god gives them access to moral facts, or provides a reason for acting on those facts, and yet they still believe they have access to moral facts and ought to follow them. It’s not clear that they know something Plato didn’t.


In the main varieties of religion, and certainly in Christianity, the variety that is dwindling fastest in the West, there is an afterlife and an all-seeing and just God. Alicia believes in this God. She believes with certainty that she should care for her neighbour: God has told her to do so. She also believes that if she does so she will be granted eternal bliss as a reward.


Bertha doesn’t believe in any god. If she cares for her neighbour, there are no direct positive consequences for her (other than perhaps a warm and fuzzy feeling).


It can’t be rational for Alicia and Bertha to behave in the same way if either certainty of belief or self-interest have any bearing on our behaviour. Of course, Bertha might argue that Alicia just isn’t rational: her belief in the man in the sky is ample evidence for this. Alicia might counter that whether Bertha believes in God or not, God still loves her and guides her.


But if Bertha wants to maintain that she is rational when she bungs a fiver in the homeless charity collection tin, she clearly has more explaining to do than Alicia. Alicia has made a leap of faith that she’s aware of; Bertha has made one without realising.


I don’t think that science has done away with religion. That we evolved by natural selection doesn’t disprove the existence of any creator god. Indeed, if I was a god, I’d think it a jolly clever way of doing things.12


But the difference between science and religion is why we’re going to reject the latter for the purposes of this book. Science uses observations as factual inputs; the religious can use facts derived from faith.


The problem with religious facts, of course, is the same problem we have identified with moral facts: we can’t agree on what they are. Even within a tradition, there are sects and cults. Christians disagree on the virgin birth, purgatory, original sin and the utility of the sacraments. Muslims slaughter more of each other over doctrinal differences than they kill infidels in the West. Every religion of any importance has this same problem: if the facts are knowable, the elect are few.


This is hugely different to science. Experiments are repeatable. Theories are testable. We can agree on a starting point from which to do our reasoning.


Studying morality is subversive


We’ve looked at how difficult it is to justify morality with philosophy. We’ve claimed that science has the tools to make a better stab at it, even if using those tools may be difficult. In this section, I’ll argue that precisely because scientists might achieve what they set out to achieve it could be dangerous too.


During the Cold War, the curiosity of nuclear physicists was channelled into the making of a device that could exterminate all humans. Scientists don’t always realise where they’re headed. When Rutherford split the atom, or Einstein equated mass with energy, I doubt either of them envisioned a nuclear holocaust or feared for the citizens of Hiroshima.


We can have some sympathy for the early nuclear physicists. Before they did their work, it was impossible to know where it might lead. Learning how particles are glued together didn’t necessarily have any practical implications. 


But scientists who investigate morality can’t, or shouldn’t, be so innocent. Morality glues us together; it affects how we act towards other people. Even rules around flag burning or standing during the national anthem exist to shape how people perceive their duty and their loyalties, to modify how they behave towards each other. 


Questioning morality might undermine such behaviours. Without trust that others will behave in a certain way – that they will behave morally – society isn’t possible. Power itself isn’t strong enough to coordinate human behaviour. As I see it, there are three obvious dangers in getting to the bottom of how morality works.


The first danger is the danger inherent in all science. The better you understand nature, the more easily you can manipulate it. We will look at experiments which show how morals can be used to manipulate people, including by those who intend to harm and exploit.


Is it beyond imagining that Mark Zuckerberg, Larry Page, Rupert Murdoch or Vladimir Putin might want society to be a bit different? A little more in line with their self-interest or how they think it ought to be? Studying the science of morality could, and perhaps already does, make it more than a little easier for them.


The second danger in trying to get to the bottom of morals is that we find things we don’t like. We have already seen that morality and society have altered dramatically since history began. Old men oughtn’t bugger children; slaves oughtn’t be kept, let alone tortured; peasants aren’t hanged for stealing sheep.


Do we think that a scientific study will one day conclude that the particular form of society we now live in, the conception of morality we hold, the list of ought and oughtn’ts, will turn out to be just the right one? Who are we kidding? We already know that it won’t. Studying morals, therefore, can lead to pessimism or even nihilism.


But the third is the greatest danger. Humans are not particles; they don’t do what they do regardless of what scientists find out about them. Knowing how we work and why we work the way we do will in itself affect how we work in ways that could potentially be extremely alarming.


It’s not news to us that people believe false things, that believing them changes their behaviour, or even that their errors sometimes serve a useful purpose. Believing in the bogeyman keeps children out of the dangerous forest; Santa Claus keeps them well behaved at Christmas. Jupiter motivated the Roman troops, and the fear of Ammit kept the Egyptians in line.


But once we stop believing the myth, its power fades. I don’t believe in Santa, and I’m no longer extra-good in December.


The scientific study of morality doesn’t just question the content of morality – the prohibition on stealing or the duty to pay your taxes, say – it questions its very structure. I intend to show that morality relies on us believing in facts that don’t exist, arguing about reasons that aren’t reasons and behaving in particular, irrational ways for motives we’re unaware of.


It might well turn out that some of these myths are essential for society to function. That explaining what glues us together damages the binding.


This is already worrying some thinkers. Moral error theory is the technical term for the recognition that moral ‘facts’ of the sort we’ve looked at in this chapter can’t be true; that we are in error when we talk of them. In an academic book13, Richard Joyce, a moral philosopher, considers whether the knowledge ought to be kept under lock and key. ‘Some people may be “in the know” about the moral error theory while, for the greater good, keeping it quiet and encouraging the hoi polloi to continue with their sincere (false) moral beliefs’.


Joyce doesn’t like the idea (‘manipulative lies’). He prefers an approach called ‘moral fictionalism’: that we act as though we still believe in moral truths even though we don’t. Others think we should try and cram the genie back into the bottle: to find some way, any way, to justify normative discourse before the idea gets out.


I like the sound of moral fictionalism; I think it’s cute. Unfortunately, I don’t think that people are designed like that. Pretending to believe something isn’t the same as believing it, and it doesn’t have the same impact on our behaviour. I’d like to believe I can fly. I can pretend to do so. But there’s no way you’re getting me to jump off the roof.


On the alternative – cramming the genie back into the bottle – I think it’s too late. The genie has granted too many wishes, dispensed too much wisdom. Morality is in the hands of scientists now and it can’t be returned safely to the philosophers. By pussyfooting around with the subject for so long, they’ve done humanity a great service: greater than they know or intended. But their tenure is over.









TWO: 


Being bad


Questioning your morals is, as we’ve just seen, a big step. A scary step. During the course of this book, we’ll see just how big a part of you, and your social life, morals are.


You might have an emotional reaction to even contemplating the possibility that morals as you think of them aren’t doing what you think they’re doing. You might ask what about Hitler? Pederasty? Murder? Rape? The implications of ditching right and wrong are just too big.


This is a little like the mum who, on learning that her daughter has renounced her faith, asks ‘Does this mean you don’t believe Grandma is in heaven?’ Yes, that is a consequence. But wanting Grandma to be in heaven doesn’t conjure paradise into being; it’s not a sensible reason to believe, even for the faithful or a child.


We can’t study morality without taking the risk that what we believe is wrong. Bertrand Russell wrote:


The pursuit of truth, when it is wholehearted, must ignore moral considerations; we cannot know in advance that the truth will turn out to be what is thought edifying in a given society … One of the defects of all philosophers since Plato is that their enquiries into ethics proceed on the assumption that they already know the conclusions to be reached.14


Wanting something to be so doesn’t make it so. And, in the case of morals, we shouldn’t want it to be so. I hope to show that the more you learn about how morals really work, the more you’ll want to be rid of them. 


In later chapters, we will find that the reason we can moralise (even if moralising isn’t quite what we imagine it to be) is because doing so granted a benefit to our ancestors’ genes. We will also discover that the social environment that led to morality’s evolution has disappeared: we no longer live in tribes, or know everybody we interact with. What benefitted our forebears imposes an irrational cost on us, and makes modern humanity’s problems worse.


This chapter is a foretaste of those discoveries and revelations.


Modern common-sense morality is supposed to include sharing, following the rules, doing things for others. Believing that others’ good is at least as important as your own. But we will see now that the most successful people in modern society do less of all of these. We’ll find:




• Rich people carry around less moral baggage.


• Less ethical people are more creative.


• Knowing when to appear good, and when not to, can improve your sex life.


• Moreover, people don’t regret their unethical actions nearly as much as they expect; instead, they tend to worry about the opportunities they missed out on.





I’d like to believe that all readers are here out of sheer curiosity. But if science tells us how morality works, and if, when we get there, that’s a good reason for casting it off, this research also gives a simpler argument for ditching your morals.


As hinted at in the last chapter, morals are for suckers. They hold you back. They stop you doing what you want to, and make you want to do things that aren’t in your interests. They diminish you. They constrain your behaviour to match the expectations of the time and culture and place you live in.


The rich are different to the poor: they have fewer morals


It’s hard to become rich without prioritising the acquisition of money over other things. It’s hard to stay rich if you give your money to those who need it more. But you might expect the wealthy to come into their own in respect for the rules. After all, the system works pretty well for them.


Property rights depend on laws, for instance; cash can be safely stashed away in the bank only due to government support and regulation; the police protect them from the envious while the rich swan around in cashmere coats or Jimmy Choos. International trade, markets, the force of contracts, inheritance: all of the things the wealthy feed off are only possible due to laws and people’s willingness to follow them. If people stopped doing what the statutes said they were supposed to do, the rich would lose most. Whether rules and regulations are morality codified or a replacement for it, the well-heeled are their greatest beneficiary and they know it, surely?


Scientists in the US weren’t so certain. The researchers set up at a busy junction in California and played traffic cops for the day. They kept track of which vehicles illegally cut in front of others. They counted the drivers who refused to stop for pedestrians at a crossing.


They also graded the cars. The sleek Aston Martin of a hedge-fund manager or an early Facebook investor was classed as a ‘5’ in their system. The type of old banger my mum ferried me to school in was a ‘1’.


This is a neat experiment. It doesn’t rely on asking people what they would do in such-and-such a hypothetical situation. It doesn’t test how smoothly volunteers lie, or what they think researchers want to hear. It measures how people actually behave when they don’t know anyone is watching. 


Not all rich people drive flash cars. But if you’re whizzing around in a Tesla you’re not scrubbing floors or serving coffees. So, were affluent drivers more likely to be careful because they respected the rule of law or because they didn’t want the blood and brains of poor people messing up their paintwork?


Neither. The fancier the wheels, the less care the driver took of others. Nearly half of drivers in the most expensive two grades of vehicle hurtled past the pedestrian at the crossing versus about one in four of those in the ropiest two classes. Grade ‘5’ drivers were four times as likely to cut in front of other cars as those in the rust buckets. When the rubber hits the road, the affluent know that the rules are for the little people.15


The rich have more, take more and give less


The car experiment’s nice. But perhaps there’s something about sitting in a leather seat with a prancing stallion on your steering wheel that frees you from the rules. If you’d put Mother Theresa into a sports car, maybe she’d have cut up the traffic too. It could conceivably be the motor driving the behaviour rather than the person.


But you probably don’t believe that, and you’re right not to. Research shows that the bad behaviour is driven by the rich individuals. There are plenty of studies showing that the most successful people in society share less and take more. They’re more comfortable accepting amoral motives, and don’t empathise with others so well.




• Experimenters quizzed students on their background and how they thought their social and economic status compared to others. A week later, the students took part in a game. They were given ten points and asked how many they wished to share with a partner in the game, who had none. The greater people perceived their status, the less they were willing to share.16


• Researchers gave adult participants twenty photographs of faces and asked them to identify which of a list of emotions were expressed. The more education people had, the less accurate they were at judging emotions in the pictures.17 (Those who have a college education are worse at it than those who only finished school by almost as much as women are better than men.)


• Those who thought their social class was higher took more sweets from a jar which they believed was intended for distribution among children at a nearby lab.18 Such people are also more willing to admit that greed is good, and to cheat for money.





Wealth, education and status are all comparative things. An ancient king would be astonished at how many of our poor have central heating and running water. A medieval monk, spending his life in a library, couldn’t comprehend the theories of Darwin and Newton, let alone believe that we teach them to even our stupidest teenagers. Which suggests that if you want someone to do you a favour, you shouldn’t remind her how well off she is, or how lucky.


Indeed, this is what researchers find. When they ask volunteers to compare themselves to the worst off in society – reflecting on how their income, jobs and education are better – the volunteers afterwards believe they should donate less of their own money to charity than those who have compared themselves to the wealthiest.19


Nobody ever called the wealthy the salt of the earth


Some psychologists20 have seen moral understanding as something that develops in the course of a lifetime. Young children think being good is doing what mum tells them to. As we progress, we think that being good is doing the things others approve of; we follow rules and do our duty. Then we believe in laws and maintaining the social order for its own sake. Finally, as fully formed adults, we move on to universalisable ethical principles, human rights and respect for individuals’ dignity.


There is even a questionnaire which purports to measure your level of moral maturity. According to this particular questionnaire and theory of development, liberals score highest. Conservatives are stuck somewhere in late adolescence.


But this theory is tosh. It’s tosh because the difference between liberal and conservatives isn’t a matter of development. When conservatives are asked to ‘think like a radical’, their performance on the moral maturity questionnaire balloons. They are quite capable of passing the test: they have all the cognitive maturity; they just believe different things.21


The hypothesis is suspect from the outset. It tends to be the wealthy and the better-educated who are liberal, and poorer people who hold conservative moral beliefs.22


Who imagines they have more need of society, and recognises that their life depends on other people behaving ethically? The trust-fund kid at Harvard who worries that exposure to second-hand smoke might knock a few seconds off his privileged life? As we’ve already seen, the system works pretty well for the rich.


Or is it the poverty-stricken cleaner in an inner-city slum who recognises his reliance on morality? Who will put me up if my git of a boss sacks me and I can’t pay the rent? Who will look after my children if I’m caught in the crossfire of a drugs deal without insurance? Who will cover for me when I’m ill?


Money is important. It’s weird and it’s horrible and it’s imaginary and it distorts the way we treat other people. And so does lack of money.


Poverty takes its toll early. Experimenters read ambiguous scenarios to schoolchildren.23 For example, ‘You raise your hand in class and are called on. Immediately after making a comment, you hear a classmate of yours begin to laugh’.


The poorer the parents of the child, the less likely they were to assume a funny story or a dirty picture was doing the round, and the more likely they were to jump to the conclusion that they were the butt of the joke.


Poorer children also have a greater physiological reaction (increased heart rate and so on) to stressful events. From an early age, they know that bad things can happen to them. We’ll see later that morality historically played a role in forming groups and protecting us from aggressors. When people are frightened, they’re more likely to stick to the rules.


Morals are bad for rich and poor alike. But if morality causes poverty, it’s also possible that poverty is responsible for the stronger ethics of the poor. Morality preys on those with little, and leaves them with little.


The more you have, the more you think you’re worth it


It might seem surprising that having cash in the bank can have a profound effect on our morals, our respect for the law and even how relaxed we are. But the wealthy have a secret. They’re not merely rich; they deserve to be rich. We live in a just world, and people of their ilk couldn’t do anything but succeed.


The caste system of India, in one form or another, is three thousand years old. Traditionally, Indians were strictly categorised into one of four varna. Your varna influenced your social standing, what job you did and who you could marry. The Brahmin formed a priestly class at the top of the heap; the Dalits were so far underneath that they fell out of the classification system altogether. Since Independence, caste has been a fraught political issue. In spite of government action to reserve jobs for the previously ‘untouchable’ groups, Brahmins on average have substantially greater income and more education than Dalits.24


Is this persistent difference due to some intrinsic property of the different stocks: is an Indian’s caste linked to innate character and abilities which will always shine through? Or have millennia of oppression taken away the aspirations and opportunities of those at the bottom of the pile? A researcher, Ramaswami Mahalingam, asked this question of both groups.25 He told them of a swap at birth: in a muddle at the hospital, a Dalit baby went home with a Brahmin couple, and a Brahmin baby was given to Dalit parents. How would the kids get on?


Brahmins believed that a Brahmin child would act like a Brahmin whoever brought it up, and a Dalit child would revert to type even in a Brahmin household. Dalits, on the other hand, thought that opportunity and social connections mattered more: a Dalit in a Brahmin family would do as well as any Brahmin, and a Brahmin transplanted into their own household would suffer the consequences.


In the US, they’re not supposed to have classes, never mind castes. But the divide between the haves and have nots is at least as stark. And the greater a person’s income and education, and the higher up the social ladder they perceive themselves, the more likely they are to believe that somebody’s class is determined by their genes.26


To be creative is to think different; to think different is to be immoral


Einstein’s affairs. Hemingway’s womanising. Steve Jobs’ egomania and paternity denial. John Galliano’s anti-Semitic outburst. Thomas Edison’s invention of the electric chair.


We could make an argument that the most creative people in any field are missing a moral compass. But to do so with a list like this is perhaps not the most reliable way to go about it. The errant, if not evil, genius could well be biased by a desire to make a provocative, attention-seeking point. Does Hemingway seem more of a genius, more inspired, because of his womanizing?


Nevertheless, the evidence is that there is something in this stereotype. In advertising, there are creative people and not so creative people. There are suits who schmooze clients and take orders, and there are oddballs who realise that you can sell beer with videos of white horses in the sea.


Experimenters at Harvard and Duke gave moral dilemmas to employees in a large agency.27 They also asked managers which of the employees did the funky stuff and which were in accounts. Results showed that the more creative the job, the less ethical the responses.


Still, we might not be convinced. Do other motives come into play? Maybe the imaginative types had, like Hemingway, bought into the myth: they thought they were expected to be a little dodgy. So the same scientists gave other volunteers some standard tests of creativity – and the chance to cheat for money. Again, the more creative the person, the greater the willingness to break the rules.


Why should this be so? Does imagination lead to immorality, or is it the other way around? Is it the ability to have great ideas, or the success that comes with them, that mangles our morality? Before Jobs hit on his great idea, was he a charming young man?
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