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    I.




    Forbidden Fruit: The Ethics of Humanism (its original title) was first published at a time when secular humanism was under heavy attack from Evangelical fundamentalists. Religious conservatives have continued their criticisms, attributing many of the ills of the modern world not simply to secular humanism, but to secularism. Secular ethics cannot be viable, they insist, since it has no ultimate theological foundations and it reduces all moral principles and values to “relativism.” So the gauntlet is laid down: “ethics without belief in God is not possible.” With this challenge in mind, I have changed the subtitle of the original edition to “The Ethics of Secularism,” and in this prologue I will focus on responding to the critics of secular humanism.




    This indictment of the ethics of secularism is profoundly mistaken. Its opponents wish to repeal the modern world and return humankind to an earlier age of dependence and obedience to theological authority. They lack confidence in the ability of humans to use reason and science to solve their problems. Yet secularism is virtually synonymous with modernism, and secularism has contributed enormously to the amelioration of the human condition on the planet. It has improved nutrition, cured diseases, mitigated pain and suffering, extended life, distributed the goods of this world widely, and enhanced the bounties of consumer satisfaction, well-being, and exuberance. Secular ethics has expanded education and democracy, leisure and recreation, moral advancement and progress. It has sought to rid us of undue discrimination, for every person is considered equal in dignity and value.




    The entire world is now engaged in global trade and commerce, cultural exchange and communication. A new planetary awareness is developing that we are all part of one human family. The test of secularism in the final analysis is its beneficence, its contributions to human freedom, welfare, and enrichment.




    In answer to the naysayers, secular ethics affirms that we need to develop a peaceful and prosperous world in which all can participate. It is optimistic rather than pessimistic, and it is willing to change by using the method of critical intelligence to solve problems.




    The first edition of Forbidden Fruit demonstrated that humanistic ethics, independent of religion, is feasible and desirable. The history of philosophy clearly illustrates an effort by philosophers to frame ethical judgments based upon secular reasons that could assist us in resolving moral dilemmas. Regrettably, twentieth-century philosophy was often riddled by various forms of ethical skepticism—from G. E. Moore's “naturalistic fallacy” to the logical positivists and emotivists. Existentialist and postmodernist philosophers and poets, for their part, also did not believe that an ethic advocating the progressive improvement of society, especially since the collapse of Marxism, was rationally justifiable. Analytic philosophers cautioned others from making moral recommendations. They insisted that the task of philosophical ethics was on the level of metaethics. Philosophers could talk about the language of ethics, showing what is meant by ethical terms and concepts, but they were treading dangerous ground if they engaged in what they called “persuasive definitions.”




    These positions are likewise mistaken. Surely philosophers have offered moral recommendations in the past, though unfortunately many of these were overly formalistic. All too often references to moral dilemmas were on an abstract hypothetical level (such as the lifeboat dilemma); very few of these academic exercises involved actual moral problems. Few philosophers were moral practitioners, applying normative principles and values to the concrete issues that trouble human beings: questions of war and peace, global warming and environmental degradation, sexuality and love, divorce and adultery, euthanasia and assisted suicide, homosexuality and same-sex marriage, terrorism and torture. Nor did they deal with common moral problems, such as marriage and the family or choosing a job or career—the lure of self-fulfillment pitted against the obligation to help others.




    In the first edition of Forbidden Fruit I attempted to provide normative recommendations that offered some guidance for many of these questions, and I proposed the common moral decencies, the ethics of excellence, moral education in character and cognition, human rights, the right of privacy, and other principles and values that enable us to grapple with real-life issues encountered in daily living. I sought to go beyond metaethics, important as that is, and to define moral concepts, frame moral judgments, and justify commitments to principles and values that are applicable to practical human situations.




    In particular, I was especially interested in responding to the charge that ethical discourse cannot have a secular basis. Ever since the Renaissance, secularists and humanists looked to things in this world for their value and significance—to the secular, not the spiritual or heavenly order. Secular ethics derives its principles from human experience and strives to test them by their practical consequences in behavior. Ethics does not deal with language or thought in isolation from real life, but with behavior in the actual world of interaction. The religious creeds of the past do not help us cope with the live problems encountered in present-day societies.




    In the first edition I showed that widely different moral commandments have been derived from the Hebrew Bible and the New Testament. We have little assurance that those who believe in the Fatherhood of God or have faith in the divine salvation of persons of different religious traditions and denominations will agree about basic moral principles or imperatives. Indeed, contradictory moral declarations have often been drawn by believers. I wrote this book before the sudden resurgence of Islam in the latter part of the twentieth century, its advocacy of moral doctrines based on the Koran and Hadith, and its confrontation with contemporary societies. Islam differs from both Judaism and Christianity about basic moral issues. For example, polygamy is defended by Islam but opposed by Christianity and Judaism. In Islam the rights of women are denigrated, though some orthodox Judaic-Christian sects no doubt have likewise demeaned women's rights. Although they differ sharply about concrete issues, all three classical religions are allegedly derived from the Books of Abraham.




    Similarly, there are different conceptions of punishment, such as stoning adulterers or chopping off the hands of thieves, which is defended by fundamentalist Muslims and maintained in law (Sharia). Matters become far more complex when we witness the extreme differences expressed in the moral convictions held by Sunnis and Shiites (derived from the different successors of Mohammed) or the defense of suicide bombings perpetrated in the name of Allah by militant Muslims even if they are inflicted upon innocent people, though most Muslims are no doubt peaceful and law abiding. This conflict within Islam is similar to the historic conflicts between Roman Catholics and Protestants, such as the massacre of the Huguenots in France or the protracted sectarian battles in recent times in Northern Ireland. Historically, the persecution of Jews by Christians is another illustration of vengeance in the name of God. This began with anti-Semitic prejudice and culminated in the genocidal Holocaust. Moral conflicts between Muslims and Hindus in India have likewise been brutal and have provoked violent communal riots. One reason for protracted wars of civilizations (à la Samuel Huntington) is that orthodox monotheism is grounded in the alleged revelations of the prophets—Moses, Abraham, Isaac, and Joseph in the Old Testament; the disciples of Jesus in the New Testament; or in the revelations allegedly received from Gabriel by Mohammed in the seventh century and conveyed to his companions. All too often these revelations have been accepted without question on the basis of faith.





    Since writing Forbidden Fruit, I have been impressed by the findings of Koranic criticism, which, like the biblical criticism of the nineteenth century, throws into doubt the claims of alleged historical revelations and is skeptical of the authenticity of its sacred texts. The received historical account of the Koran is highly doubtful. We now know that many of the legends about Mohammed were exaggerated or fabricated by his followers for political and economic gain. Apparently there are many Korans, and we are not certain that we have “the original Koran.” In any case, linguistic analyses of these differing texts show substantial borrowing by the authors of Christian and Jewish sources. Similarly, narratives of the Hebrew Bible and the New Testament and their collection of alleged historical figures have not been corroborated by scientific, archaeological, and historical evidence. The question of who the historical Jesus was, or what we know about him and his ministry, is very difficult to resolve. The commonly held tradition is that the authors of the first four Gospels were the disciples of Jesus. But historical research clearly indicates that they were not firsthand witnesses. On the contrary, these accounts are based on secondhand oral traditions.




    Indeed, one can say on the basis of meticulous scholarship and the scientific examination of the origins of the three great religions that their sacred texts were written and compiled by propagandists for Judaism, Christianity, and Islam in order to persuade their followers, and in the latter two cases, to convert newcomers. Eventually the texts and their laws were enforced by the power of the sword by temporal rulers who used the faith for their own political-economic purposes. If the religious foundations of morality rest on these revelations, which after scholarly examination and scientific investigation remain questionable, then what can be said in general of anchoring the principles of morality on such quicksand? I would argue that certain principles of morality are true regardless of their origin, and generally they are warranted independent of their religious foundations or lack of them.





    II.




    The question for us is whether we can develop ethical principles and values that are secular in meaning and content and entirely independent of ancient supernatural sources. The task that I attempted to fulfill in the first edition was to justify objectively a set of humanist ethical precepts and normative prescriptions. If the religionists’ claim that ethical principles and values must be based on theological grounds is now suspect, the challenge is raised: Can secularists establish these same principles and values on a solid nonreligious foundation, or are we reduced to mere subjectivism? If not, what is the justification for secular ethics? Can it be supported by science and reason, especially since scientific knowledge in modern culture is extending our understanding of nature in general and human nature in particular, and the discoveries and inventions of scientific technology are providing new opportunities for action? Thus the question is raised anew: Can science help us make wiser ethical judgments?




    There are moral skeptics who have denied that science can provide any aid to ethics. For a good part of the twentieth century many philosophers and scientists argued that science is distinct from morality and that we cannot deduce what “ought” to be the case from what “is” the case. No less an authority than Stephen Jay Gould1 maintained that there are two magisteria: science is one domain; it attempts to describe what is happening in nature and to explain why by the formulation of testable hypotheses and theories. Scientists attempt to use experimental methods to make predictions and confirm or disconfirm their claims; they use mathematics to elaborate theories and validate them by logical coherence. Ethical judgments cannot be so tested, claimed Gould. Accordingly, he placed the ethical domain under the second magisterium of religion.




    I am puzzled by Gould's position. I knew for a fact that he was an unbeliever—I worked with him on many projects over the years in defense of science and against creationism. On one occasion in the 1980s we sat together at a meeting sponsored by the Council for Secular Humanism in Cambridge, Massachusetts. When the freethinkers’ anthem “Die Gedanken sind frei” (Thoughts Are Free) was sung by everyone, he broke out in tears of joy. Perhaps later in life he tried to accommodate himself to his erstwhile religious friends. Clearly Gould knew little about ethics, as he later confessed.2 In any case, his two magisteria theory, I submit, is mistaken in its bifurcation of science and ethics; as I have attempted to show in this book, secularism provides adequate justification of ethical beliefs and values, whereas to ground ethics on theism is fallacious not only because the premises are questionable, but also because contradictory injunctions have been derived from them. Thus, religionists are not necessarily best qualified to make ethical judgments.




    Religion in my view is a creation of human imagination; it rests on suppositions of faith, institutionalized by dictum, encrusted by social traditions, and enforced by the guardians of dogma. I think the most apt interpretation of religious systems is that they are like works of art, perhaps most akin to operas, for they include narrative, drama, plot, characters (heroic and demonic), costumes, and scenery, and can be set to music with arias and choral renditions, an overture, and a finale. These tales are woven out of the passionate tapestry of human wish fulfillment. They are not delivered from God on high but choreographed by human beings and are dramatized often in impressive cathedrals and temples.




    In one sense, religious works of art are unique in human history, for they express poetic-aesthetic metaphors and symbols that are fundamentally moral in context. As such, they have powerful practical consequences in society, for they uniquely condemn to perdition those who disobey as sinful unbelievers, and they extol believers who follow their moral doctrines. They claim that they alone can help us achieve the heavenly rapture and escape ultimate immolation in hell. Religious dramas are passion plays demanding obedience and promising redemption.




    What folly for humans to have bartered their souls to such false moral mythologies. How liberating modern science and reason have been in emancipating human beings from these contrived narratives—by exposing their contradictions, imperfections, and their lack of empirical foundations.




    I have defended in Forbidden Fruit the separation of ethics from religion and the replacement of the ethics of supernaturalism with the ethics of secularism. I acknowledge that religious believers often exemplify the virtues of decency, perform beneficent acts of charity, and express empathy toward others. I also recognize that faith instills in many believers a sense of duty and obligation. But I have also observed that religious faith is often a source of intolerance and hatred for those who do not share the same creed or have not been baptized or confirmed into the fold. Religions all too often divide men and women of different persuasions or ethnicities and embroil nation-states in warfare. They are not alone in soaking the soil with human blood. And of course some religious traditions have drawn upon secularized institutions of democracy and law, and this has often mitigated and modified otherwise fanatic systems of moral wrath. For example, Protestantism in the West has been profoundly influenced by scientific discoveries and the widespread acceptance of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in the modern world.




    Religious language and discourse in the last analysis is intrinsically expressive and emotive. In this sense religions present us with aesthetic renditions of moral poetry. The orthodox classical religions invoke magic and miracles and reward ritual and prayer. These practices are evocative and performative, dramatizing the human condition and slaking the thirst for meaning in acts of contrition and submission to hidden supernatural forces. Religion expresses parables; its deities and prophets are clothed in human garments. The gods are graphically depicted as intervening in history, conveying messages to humankind, demanding obedience, and resorting to vindictive punishment for those who do not follow the dictates of clergy, priests, mullahs, prophets, and teachers. Under this interpretation, religious creeds dramatize the existential plight of humans and are analogous to operatic dramas. They are different from opera in that religious believers fervently are convinced that the historical narratives so acted out are real, whereas we know operas are pure fiction. Yet the preponderance of modern biblical and Koranic criticism demonstrates that the so-called sacred texts are likewise fictionalized tales, unsupportable on evidential grounds and not historically true. All of these religions assume human form—they are anthropomorphic in content. If this is the case for the modern age, why do large sectors of humankind still root their moral convictions in the primitive yearnings of their ancient nomadic and agricultural forbearers? Can humankind progress to more appropriate principles and values that better reflect the experiences of the urban, industrial, technological, informational, and planetary communities that have emerged and turn away from the misguided reveries of ancient tribes on the eastern shores of the Mediterranean? “What rough beast,” asks Yeats, “its hour come round at last, slouches towards Bethlehem to be born?”3 None is the answer.




    III.




    Can critical scientific inquiry rescue us from these ancient scenarios? Can we develop a new morality with less-tenuous foundations? Actually, the secularizing forces of the modern age, especially since the Enlightenment, have led to a demand for liberation from theological-moral oppression. I submit that the strict dualisms between fact and value or science and ethics have been unknowingly used as an obstacle to the reevaluation of traditional moral imperatives. I maintain in Forbidden Fruit that a humanistic and secular ethics is possible. Although ethical principles and values are relative to human interests and needs and are human in content and reference, as is religion in the last analysis, they are amenable to critical examination and modification in the light of scientific inquiry and by reference to what I have since called a valuation base.4 Incorporated into this base is knowledge of the natural world, facts, conditions, causes, means, ends, and their empirical consequences. Also included in this base are our preexisting values and valuations, moral principles and social norms, many inherited from our cultural and religious traditions, many of them new. I maintain that all of these data—neutral and value laden—can be critically evaluated by a process of rational ethical inquiry and can be modified in the light of this examination. In the modern world, an ethic of freedom and autonomy has supplanted an ethic of submission and obedience to divine law. It has given us the doctrine of human rights; the emancipation from slavery; the suffragette movement; gender equality and the rights of women, the handicapped, children, gays, the aged; the importance of free inquiry; and the civic virtues of democracy and tolerance. Thus our ethical values have been undergoing reconstruction that continues today and will no doubt continue in the future. With the dramatic increase in global trade and commerce, immigration and emigration, and the emergence of the Internet and instant communication, new moral values and principles have developed, and these, as I have maintained in Forbidden Fruit, are more relevant to the contemporary world.




    By so arguing I am disagreeing with postmodernist critics such as Heidegger and the deconstructionists, who deny that humanistic narratives of liberation are feasible and that a dedication to the principles of secular democracy or a commitment to human happiness and fulfillment on a planetary scale is both possible and reasonable. I reject these pessimistic, indeed nihilistic implications that the naysayers have presented as an unwarranted collapse of nerve; for life must go on no matter what. Thus I maintain that a secular and humanistic ethic, relative to human interests and needs and tested by their effects upon life, is viable—and is in some sense cognitively justifiable and passionately appealing. I described this position as a form of objective relativism.




    I reiterate that I consider religions human contrivances spun out of a web of human imagination and wishful thinking, composed by religious prophets to deal with the contingencies encountered in living. This is the attempt of religions to respond to the question, Why should there be something rather than nothing? They seek to cope with the existential confrontation with finitude and death and to fathom the ultimate meaning of life. Supernatural explanations, unfortunately, are mythic delusions offered up to assuage angst. These responses are whistlings in the dark, smoke screens fanned by desperate souls unable to marshal the courage to be, let alone to become, by fulfilling their personal and shared goals and purposes. They are an escape from taking responsibility for their lives, a retreat from both reason and freedom, as Erich Fromm demonstrated to earlier generations who embraced totalitarianism in a frantic quest for security.




    Hence, the first secular principle I have introduced is that humans should try to live fully without the illusion of immortality, and that they can share the goods of life with other human beings in society without an escape to supernatural havens. The starting point here is encountered facticity and ongoing change, which we meet head on in the natural world. The methods of scientific inquiry provide the most effective ways of reaching reliable explanations of natural processes. The conclusion of science is that there are no discernable teleological purposes for human beings discoverable in nature, and that intelligent design is a futile tale told by religious prophets in order to overcome the sorrows of life, the failures and tragedies experienced in the lebenswelt of challenge and change. The central question for secularism is not whether but how we shall live in the natural world, and how we can develop ethical principles to do so. The response of the age of science is that the human species is a result of evolutionary processes of natural selection, chance, and adaptation, not divine purpose, and that humans have survived because they have learned to work with others in order to realize their purposes. In light of this, humans need to summon the courage to persist in spite of adversity.5 They need to enter the world and change it, to create a better habitat for themselves and others. The implication is that we should strive to realize the best lives we can and indeed the conviction that we can achieve some measure of the good life. Countless generations of humans have discovered that life can be intrinsically good on its own terms and that they can realize and fulfill many of their multifarious plans, projects, goals, and aspirations, both individually and in the communities in which they live. The justification of life, accordingly, is found in living it fully.




    This approach to ethics emphasizes the first imperative of humans to survive in the face of challenges and threats from nature and other human beings, and the second of achieving enriched lives of fulfillment. These principles of secular ethics need to be reinforced and rediscovered in every generation.




    IV.




    Secular ethics, as I understand it, is a eupraxsophy. I introduced the concept a year after Forbidden Fruit was published. In my book Eupraxsophy: Living without Religion I urged a new approach to ethics.6 Granted, we need to draw upon the wisdom of the past; but we also need to move beyond its constraints by using reason and scientific knowledge to forge new frontiers. The term eupraxsophy, which I coined, literally means “good practical wisdom.” It draws together three Greek roots: eu (good, well), praxis (practice, conduct), and sophia (especially scientific wisdom).




    This form of normative ethics is based on a naturalistic outlook. Succinctly stated, it involves four basic principles: (1) Methodological naturalism, which recommends the use of the methods of science and critical thinking to warrant truth claims. (2) Scientific naturalism, a cosmic perspective derived first from the natural sciences, where physics and chemistry are fundamental to the understanding of how nature operates. This includes phenomena on the microlevel but also on the macroscale of objects on the planet Earth and extends to planetary systems and galaxies as viewed in astronomy. This nonreductive outlook allows for the emergence of various levels of events as described in a variety of sciences including genetics, biology, psychology, and the behavioral and social sciences. The theory of evolution explains how species evolve, including the human species. (3) Naturalism is nontheistic (atheistic, agnostic, or skeptical) since it can find no convincing evidence for the existence of transcendental entities. Humans are part of nature. There is insufficient evidence for the existence of the soul and its personal survival, or immortality. (4) Naturalistic eupraxsophy deals with concrete ethical principles and values. The Aristotelian concept of phronesis is relevant, for it focuses on the capacity of human beings to engage in deliberative processes, making practical judgments in decision-making contexts. This form of eupraxsophic inquiry, as laid forth in Forbidden Fruit, differs from metaphilosophy in that it is willing to enter forthrightly into the public square, where ideas and values contend. It is not simply the love of wisdom but the practice of wisdom and its application to lived experience that counts.




    A personal note: I have dedicated my professional career to the practical question, Can we build alternative institutions to supplement or replace the classical religions? This has led me to recognize the singular importance of normative ethics, not simply in a theoretical sense but in concrete terms as it applies to the actual practice of persons and social institutions. What better way to validate values and principles than in light of their observed applications. Hence, I consider myself a pragmatic pragmatist in the sense that ethics is fulfilled—if it is fulfilled at all—in the actual process of living and by the dynamic creation of ever-changing institutions to realize human values.




    I reiterate the premise that is central for naturalistic humanism that life is its own reward, needing no justification beyond itself. The same is true for other species that are concerned with survival of both the individual and the species. The will to live is basic for all forms of life. This implies that the instinct for living has a biological basis. This is my response to the nihilist who is overwhelmed by the existential confrontation with nonbeing. To a fearful person unable to cope with death, I say, “from stardust we came, and to stardust we shall return.”7 The atoms and molecules that make up our bodies will be returned to the earth upon a person's death and will be assumed into new arrangements of matter throughout future time; these recycled particles may in time be scattered throughout the cosmos. We are each a part of a vast universe, and the ebb and flow of life is part of the cosmic scene of expanding galaxies and possibly multiverses. We may be buried, cremated, or tossed into the sea, but our remains eventually will be returned to the great chain of being. We can only view the magnificence of the universe with awe and astonishment; we need to appreciate the overwhelming beauty of the galaxies that we behold through the lenses of our telescopes.




    We need to ponder the reality that organic matter—life itself—is wondrous. To be here at all and to have the opportunity to live is of priceless value. Each male produces billions and billions of spermatozoa in countless ejaculations during his lifetime; but only very few may impregnate the hundreds of female eggs, ready for fertilization and reproduction. Each person is unique—for despite the great plentitude of seeds and eggs, very few give birth to life. For other forms of life it is the ripened ovules that are able to germinate and produce new life through spores, eggs, seeds, or acorns, leading to new progeny. There is an overabundance and plentitude of life. If we enter a lush rainforest, as I did when visiting the Amazon in Brazil, we are overwhelmed by exotic flora and fauna: plants, bushes, flowers, trees, birds, primates, crocodiles, reptiles, and diverse forms of life—of which only very few become adults and survive. Chance and contingency abound. In that sense we are fortunate to have fulfilled the precious quality of life by actualizing potentialities within the spores or seeds of life. All forms of life are adaptive and creative—processes of natural selection are ongoing.




    The human species is uniquely creative in its own terms. It is responsible in some measure for its own futures, which depend upon the aspirations and goals of individuals and social groups with their multifarious plans and projects. In order to survive, humans need to learn how to live with others within their social communities and to develop some forms of empathy and caring. There are multitudes of beloved causes that have enabled humans to achieve ends beyond themselves, and these have been almost as numerous as human beings themselves: to ensure economic survival and growth, to engage in wars of defense and liberation, to frame new constitutions, to heal the sick, to entertain and lift the spirits of others, to preserve the environment, to pursue the arts and sciences—the list is endless. Whether or not God is dead or never existed, humans are surely alive. This should not be a source of fear and anxiety but an inspiration to live fully. In a deep sense, every moment counts and every person is precious in dignity and worth. We can learn to overcome even the most horrendous conflicts and cope with the blows and misfortunes of daily existence. Perhaps we can discover how to live a life overflowing with satisfaction, realizing our unique talents and capacities, sharing many joys with other persons, and finding life a thing of beauty and a source of creative exuberance. The flourishing of life is dependent on luck and chance, but also on a person's attitudes and beliefs and the society in which he or she sees the light of day and endures.




    This is true whether a person is born in Confucian China, ancient Greece, Inca Peru, Renaissance Italy, eighteenth-century Romania or Portugal, or twenty-first-century Africa or the Americas. And it is true whether we are teachers or nurses, plumbers or surgeons, stateswomen or warriors, farmers or laborers, adults or children, mountain climbers or lotus eaters, novelists or architects, tunnel borers or space travelers. Every age is different, yet it presents humans with both obstacles and opportunities to fulfill their lives on their own terms—to survive the torments of adversity, the slings of uncertain fortune, unfair social conditions, the pangs of failure, or the infirmities of aging. But it also enables us to achieve if possible some measure of well-being in which we can enjoy poetry and the arts, the hedonic pleasures of sexual romance, scientific research and philosophical inquiry, a life of strenuous enterprise and adventure, moral sympathy for others, or the quiet pursuits of family life. Every life is unique, and though a person may exist in grotesque times of tyranny, pestilence, and war, or in affluent times of growth and progress, democracy and freedom, peace and prosperity, each one of us has the opportunity within limits to become whatever he or she desires and aspires: he or she does so by making choices. What one will become depends in part on a person's decisions, and whether one is informed by reason.




    V.




    The question is repeatedly asked, What is the source of ethical obligation toward others? Why behave morally? People who believe in the doctrine of “original sin” claim that humans are by nature sinful and corrupt, and that without God there is no obligation to do good.




    An important body of scientific evidence that has appeared since I wrote Forbidden Fruit suggests the contrary. I can only outline what some of the evidence is. I am referring to important discoveries within evolutionary biology and psychology that present new evidence supporting many of the theories that Forbidden Fruit put forth. These provide additional data for my thesis that there is a biogenetic basis for altruistic moral action.




    The contrary egoistic approach is defended by two classical philosophers, Thomas Hobbes and Jeremy Bentham. This was predicated on the premise that all human motivation is ultimately self-centered. Any purely altruistic motive was rejected: if we performed a beneficent act, it was only because it gave us pleasure to do so or minimized pain. Thus if I give a coin to a beggar, said Hobbes, it is not for his good but for mine. This self-interest theory became very influential in economics. It was also applied to evolutionary biology: natural selection is the process by which individuals compete in order to survive. Richard Dawkins's famous “selfish gene” theory dissolved individuals into genes, whose main interest is to replicate. For a considerable period of time, group selection was rejected by most evolutionary biologists.




    This overlooked the fact that Charles Darwin himself, in the Decent of Man, drew upon group selection to explain the evolution of morality. According to Darwin, a tribe with many individuals who possessed moral standards, such as fidelity, sympathy, courage, and the ability to sacrifice for the common good, would have an immense advantage over other tribes that did not and would supplant them by natural selection. Darwin writes:




    It must not be forgotten that although a high standard of morality gives but a slight or no advantage to each individual man and his children over the other men of the same tribe, yet that an increase in the number of well-endowed men and advancement in the standard of morality will certainly give an immense advantage to one tribe over another. A tribe including many members who, from possessing in a high degree the spirit of patriotism, fidelity, obedience, courage, and sympathy, were always ready to aid another, and to sacrifice themselves for the common good, would be victorious over most other tribes; and this would be natural selection. At all times throughout the world tribes have supplanted other tribes; and as morality is one important element in their success, the standard of morality and the number of well-endowed men will thus everywhere tend to rise and increase.8




    Considerable additional empirical data are available today to support group selection as an explanation of the evolution of moral behavior. In particular, some evolutionary biologists have maintained that there is substantial evidence for psychological altruism.9 Group selection postulates the existence of moral factors between the members within small tribes or kinship groups—which better enabled them to adapt and survive. Moral practices influenced the behavior of individuals in the tribe who conformed to these moral norms, and this tendency was transmitted to future generations. This does not deny the fact that tribes compete with other tribes and engage in internecine warfare; yet those groups that display moral conduct internally have a greater propensity to endure and pass this on to their progeny. If so, this would answer the question, Where do other-regarding motives come from? They are nurtured within the group to enable it to withstand external threats and survive.




    The theory of motivation here is obviously pluralistic—there is self-interested behavior for both, as in the competition of males for the dominance of females and experiences by female preference and partiality. But at the same time cooperative moral behavior emerges within the group, even among aggressive warriors out on the hunt or defending the village from invaders. Male bonding points to comradeship as a key factor; similarly, for the affection of mothers in raising their children and the moral qualities that nourish such behavior. This indicates that there are deep roots for moral conduct within our biogenic makeup. Social acculturation does not account for the war of all against all between warring groups. Face-to-face transactions within the tribe on the other hand are a source of what I have called “the common moral decencies,” such as telling the truth, being sincere and honest, being loyal to our friends and relatives, showing appreciation and trust, or protecting the weak within the tribe. It does not account for the transition of moral behavior to larger groups beyond the tribal unit. One may ask, How do we extend this beyond tribal loyalty to the broader affinities of ethnicity, race, or nationality? How can we achieve new ties of fraternity on a wider scale beyond rudimentary tribal kinship identity?




    Historically, new challenges were presented to humankind, as in the forging of the Roman Empire, where a Roman citizen had certain prerogatives and duties that others did not, no matter from which corner of the empire he came from; similarly, for the development of modern nation-states comprising a great number of tribes, villages, cities, and regions. This question is especially relevant today as people representing divergent cultures, nations, racial, ethnic, and religious identities confront each other, and at the same time there is a growing recognition of the need to participate in a new global civilization now emerging. Today, there is the possibility of developing a new set of common ethical principles and shared values that would enable humans on the planet to overcome former national and cultural animosities and enjoy peaceful and productive lives.




    The ethical implication of what I am raising here is that human beings are both self-interested and capable of empathetic caring. In the latter case they do good for others even though they may not derive personal satisfaction or immediate benefit from it; indeed, altruistic behavior may involve a degree of sacrifice. Were it not for the emergence of altruism in face-to-face interaction within small groups, this capacity might not have been developed.




    In any case it is evident that genuine altruism exists in human conduct. There is abundant evidence that good works have played a vital role in human history.10 We may point to charitable efforts in society. Granted, some individuals contribute to charity because it affords them recognition or at the very least a tax exemption. Yet many people will donate anonymously without recognition or tax benefit. Many people vote in elections because they keenly feel a moral obligation to participate, even though they may be aware that their one vote may not count too much. There are many experiments in social science research that reinforce the reality of altruistic behavior. In a test conducted in Lower Manhattan, 105 wallets were randomly dropped on different street corners, and 40 percent were returned completely intact, including the cash.11 In another experiment, an investigator who fell down as if drunk brought forth help from 70 percent of pedestrians who passed by. Everyone is aware that parents make sacrifices for children or grandchildren (and vice versa) and teachers for students and nurses for patients, even though it may be at great inconvenience.




    One of most eloquent illustrations of this is the behavior of Wesley Autrey, who in 2007 saw a passenger at a Harlem subway station fall onto the tracks and jumped in to save him, narrowly escaping death himself. Was this altruistic or impetuous behavior? Of course there is the famous counterexample that occurred in Queens, New York, many years ago of people in an apartment complex who were reluctant to rescue a young woman who was being assaulted in the courtyard. She screamed for help, but no one came to her rescue. So there are altruistic acts and cases of people who did not act, whether from fear or indifference.




    Moreover, we must grant that different societies extol different moral virtues: cultural relativity surely plays a role. A dramatic illustration of this is the fierce tribal culture of Islam among mountain nomads of Afghanistan and Pakistan, and even the deserts of Iraq, whose members engage in unremitting warfare in which honor and solidarity between warriors are prized. In the Islamic Near East the term “tribe” may refer to an extensive lineage, traced through the male line that unites members of the tribe in battles with outsiders. Any attack on a member of a male lineage must be avenged by the group; and these tribal lineage norms apparently predate Islam and were incorporated into it. Individuals do not behave for themselves in isolation but are considered coterminous with a broader kinship group. The power of male-bonding is a strong motivating factor, a willingness to sacrifice for the collective group. The ongoing battle between clans is supported by fraternal feelings for those within the clan,12 and this can generate the overwhelming willingness of individual tribesmen to die for the honor of the tribe, even if it means the deaths of innocent bystanders. One possible explanation for its ferocious intensity in Islam, where it fuels the fires of jihad, is the low status of women as mere objects of carnal lust and repression. In this cauldron many virulent men are unable to satisfy their sexual lust and so affection between men in the mosques, streets, or mountains is a form of sublimation that spills over into violence. Suffice it to say that tribal groups kindle different moral virtues, in the above case of honor and solidarity, that may become so exacerbated they block other moral qualities.




    When I wrote Forbidden Fruit, I postulated that there were prima facie general rules that we can discover in human experience and reflection and in which common moral virtues appear. For example, we ought not to torture an innocent child; we should not steal from our neighbor, or rape his daughter or wife. These are common moral decencies that cut across cultures. Although honor and solidarity, that is, fidelity to the group, is important, there are other key virtues. The common moral decencies have widespread acceptance at a certain stage in the development of diverse cultures in the world. This most likely is due to the fact that human beings face similar problems and as a consequence share basic common needs—protection from wild animals and marauding tribes; gathering, hunting, or cultivating sufficient food to survive; raising of the young; caring for the sick and elderly; burying the dead, and so on—and these are in response to commonly felt needs in diverse cultures.




    Many philosophers in the early part of the twentieth century, such as W. D. Ross and H. A. Prichard, were known as deontologists and intuitionists. They thought that these were universal moral principles that were self-evident in their appeal. Drawing on Kant, they were impressed by the sense of “oughtness” that basic moral principles entailed. Prichard said that these did not need independent rational justification. In order to see the clarity of their appeal, one must put oneself in situations in which universal moral principles appear as relevant. For example, if we make a promise to someone, when the time comes to fulfill this commitment we know that we have to honor it. Of course we recognize full well that there may be exceptions to universal principles, especially when there is a conflict with other equally compelling principles. True, we know that we ought not to break a promise, though in some situations we may have to make exceptions. For this reason I call them prima facie general, not universal, rules.13 And so our actual duty may not be the same as a universal rule. The question is raised as to why some principles, all other things being equal, nonetheless have such a compelling force.




    Some scientists maintain that there is an instinctive basis for such behavior and, indeed, a “moral sense.” The psychologist Marc Hauser, for example, claims that natural selection designed a universal sense of right and wrong.14 Much the same as a child evolves the capacity to use language, following Noam Chomsky, children develop a similar moral faculty that enables them to make choices virtually unconsciously and without reasoning. These moral intuitions are the “moral voice” of our species, and they are predicated on a hidden “moral grammar,” which automatically generates judgments of right and wrong. Our sense of moral responsibility is thus innate, indelibly nourished by our emotions. In the first edition of Forbidden Fruit I called this a Moral Quotient, or MQ, analogous to an Intelligence Quotient, or IQ. Accordingly, infants are potential moral beings, developing a moral sense under proper conditions of nurture and affection. Moral education and moral growth are essential to this process. This moral sense is innate but is also developed through education. The sociopath is someone who either has no capacity to develop it or is impeded by a lack of proper conditioning.




    A word of caution here: I am not willing to identify a specific moral rule with a specific moral sense. I am only willing to say that there is a tendency to see the moral appropriateness of some forms of behavior and a willingness to follow these inclinations. There are continuing processes of evolution in which new rules and decencies have developed beyond those accepted within the small tribe. Indeed, what is considered decent conduct may change with time and new forms gain acceptance—such as the long struggle in human history against slavery and for the rights of women, and today for the rights of gay, lesbian, and transgendered persons. The emergence of such principles of tolerance did not exist within the tribe; only later did they develop to become the more widely accepted “civic virtues of democracies.”




    Although there are biogenic processes out of which moral constraints and sensibilities have emerged, these often compete with other impulses and passions stirring human motivation—such as the tendency for aggression, the quest for power, hatred, lust, greed, or jealousy—all feeding malevolent behavior. At the same time, there are also empathetic and sympathetic tendencies within the human breast from which morality has developed. Morality in some sense is intrinsic, not alien, to human nature, and humans come to recognize that it is essential if there is to be some cohesion within the community. Again, human motivation is highly complex and there are competing psychological impulses goading us in different directions. Desires conflict with the strictures of reason; in the language of Freud the superego reins in the id, as when sexual passions are constrained by the limits of social acceptance.





    As human civilization advances beyond the primitive tribe, new moral principles and values entice human imagination; and there are moral revolutions that proclaim their authenticity. Individuals and social groups need constantly to make choices of how to react to challenges in the environment and in conflicts with other societies; hence there is moral progress in human history. The ability to make reliable choices depends, I submit, on the development of the three Cs—character, caring, and cognition. As civilization becomes more complex and the voice of the repressed is heard to cry out for equal justice, the absolutist principles of religious commandments and inflexible codes may be seen to impede moral progress and there may be a demand for change. Secular ethics in the last analysis is the most effective way of modifying received moral doctrines, insofar as it initiates ethical inquiry and rationality and is able to evaluate the old and new morality. Values and principles do not depend solely on subjective caprice, or authoritarian traditions; but all such moral attitudes may be judged by objective moral inquiry, and this is essential in the modern world. Ethical principles need to be tested by their consequences in behavior, and those that are discovered to be most fitting in the situations in which we find ourselves are most acceptable and need to be adopted. Although our moral reflections have deep sources within the primal experience of the human species, they take on new meaning today as humankind transcends the limits of its tribal past and the ancient religious, racial, or ethnic biases that may still prevail. Those principles and values tested by time will be retained; those that are archaic may need to be modified.




    Today, ethical principles and values have for the first time in human history become truly planetary in scope. They no longer exist in isolated culture pockets, for humans live in an increasingly interdependent global community. Now more than ever we are all integral parts of the family of humankind. As such we need to develop principles of tolerance to enable individuals to achieve some measure of autonomy, satisfaction, excellence, and exuberance on their own terms. Enlightened self-interest demonstrates the importance of cultivating an altruistic appreciation for the needs of others and a concern for both social justice and the common good. But still newer moral values may need to be developed, given the global realities of human civilization today. I submit that this new morality is secular in context and that it can be justified empirically and rationally.




    Concluding Comment about This Edition




    I have left the first edition, which has been translated into several languages, virtually as it was—with only some minor corrections. But I have added this prologue in which I have attempted to explicate anew the case for a thoroughly secular ethics. Such an ethics, in my view, is feasible in the present context of civilization. It is my conviction that one can be ethical—a creative person, a loving parent, a morally concerned individual, a kind friend, and a good citizen no matter what the age, and all without believing in a God. Of course if social and natural conditions become unbearable all may be called into question. But even then humans have in the past come back from the abyss. They have survived and thrived. Many things are possible with the use of reason, good will, and the resolute conviction that we will do our best, no matter what.




    The endurance of the human species is a wonder to behold. In the face of adversity, humans can rebound with newfound vigor, courage, and audacity. In every epoch in history, men and women have discovered the means to survive and the potentialities for ethical conduct. In every culture individuals can uncover and re-create a life that is both wholesome and meaningful. They can lead lives exemplified by excellence; they can be sympathetic and caring. Indeed, by eating the forbidden fruit of “the tree of knowledge of good and evil” and especially the fruit of “the tree of life,” they can find life worth living, no matter what the context, and a source of satisfaction and significance.




    No doubt barbarians are always battering at the ramparts erected to defend the cherished values of a culture. The human odyssey continues as new civilizations emerge with daring visions and unexpected futures. Innovative individuals appear on the scene: creative explorers seeking new adventures, breaking new ground, and forging new frontiers. Change is ongoing, and as the human voyage continues, ethical principles and values are refashioned as compasses to guide our way. The ethical systems we develop help us adapt, provided we have the courage to do so. This is the essential message of this book: the creative and altruistic impulses intrinsic to the human condition and moderated by reason are our saving grace. The challenge we face preeminently today is to extend our ethical obligations from our own ethnic or racial group, nation-state, or religious creed to the planetary community of humanity as a whole.




    NOTES




    1. Stephen Jay Gould, Rock of Ages: Science and Religion in the Fullness of Life (New York: Ballentine Books, 1999).




    2. Gould recognizes the frailty of his argument when he says in a footnote “I apologize to colleagues in philosophy and related fields for such an apparently cavalier ‘brush off’ of an old and difficult topic still subject to much discussion, and requiring considerable subtlety and nuancing to capture the ramifying complexities…. I also acknowledge that I have no expertise in current details of academic discussion…. I confess that if an academic outsider made a similarly curt pronouncement about a subtle and troubling issue in my field of evolution or paleontology, I'd be pissed off.” Ibid., pp. 55–56.




    3. William Butler Yeats (1865–1939), “The Second Coming” from Michael Robartes and the Dancer (Churchtown, Dundrum, Ireland: Chuala Press, 1920), as found in the photolithography edition (Shannon, Ireland: Irish University Press, 1970).




    4. See Paul Kurtz, The New Skepticism: Inquiry and Reliable Knowledge (Amherst, NY: Prometheus Books, 1992), ch. 9.




    5. See my The Courage to Become: The Virtues of Humanism (Westport, CT: Praeger, 1997).





    6. See Eupraxsophy: Living without Religion (Amherst, NY: Prometheus Books, 1989); later revised as Living without Religion: Eupraxsophy, with the title and subtitle reversed.




    7. The Hebrew Bible, stated in Genesis 2:7: “And the Lord God formed man of the dust of the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and man became a living soul.” Delete “the Lord God” and “a living soul” and you have a naturalistic account of origins.




    8. From Charles Darwin, The Descent of Man (1871; Amherst, NY: Prometheus Books, 1997), p. 187.




    9. See Elliott Sober and David Sloan Wilson, Unto Others: The Evolution and Psychology of Unselfish Behavior (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1998).




    10. See for a review of some of the current sociological data, Amitai Etzioni, “The Denial of Virtue,” Society 45 (2008): 12–19.




    11. H. A. Hornstein, Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 10, no. 3 (1968): 222–26.




    12. See Philip Carl Salzman, Culture and Conflict in the Middle East (Amherst, NY: Humanity Books, 2008), p. 224.




    13. The example used by Socrates: if a person asked me to hold his weapon until he asked for it, and I promise to do so, and if he asks me to return it in a fit of anger (he is hunting down someone in order to kill him), I would consider protection more important than keeping my promise and so I might engage in deception and break the promise. See Plato's dialogue Euthyphro.




    14. Marc D. Hauser, Moral Minds: How Nature Designed Our Universal Sense of Right and Wrong (New York: HarperCollins, 2006).
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    I wish to acknowledge the countless generations of men and women throughout human history who led exemplary lives of moral dedication, yet were thoroughly secular. Theirs were lives of excellence, full of meaning and significance, creativity and joy, and they were able to achieve some measure of well-being and exuberance.




    Many of those committed to the ethics of secularism were the heroes and heroines of human civilization. They helped forge new paths for human rights, social justice, and progress. They had an empathetic regard for the interests of other human beings, and they believed deeply in the common moral decencies and the preciousness and dignity of each person.
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