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PREFACE


Picture these situations:


[image: ]  Sitting in a room in Thailand, I am surrounded by senior military officers, most of them generals, from twenty-five nations in the Asia–Pacific region. One of them, to my right, has just said, ‘The truth is that we torture people.’ People do not shout out in outrage: they connect, seeking to understand how such a circum-stance might be possible.


[image: ]  In Brazil, I am standing at the site of a calamity—a failed tailings dam that has caused people to die, displaced communities, disrupted the regional and national economies, and wrought deep environmental damage. I am not there to judge; I am there to help those responsible form a view about how to do what is ethically right, as opposed to legally required.


[image: ]  I am with a family whose father’s health has failed. He is fed through a tube, and for some he seems to exist rather than live. A number of family members want to take every medical opportunity to preserve his life; others would like to scale back the medical intervention so that their father’s inevitable movement towards death is not impeded.


[image: ]  A gay man has been bullied to a point where his life has become unbearable. He sits before me sobbing. All his hopes for a better life have been dashed on the rocks of another man’s carelessness.


[image: ]  A cabinet minister, riven by anguish, needs someone to talk to about a career-defining—indeed, life-defining—moment of truth. It is vital that nobody knows the conversation took place. There is no need to provide a ‘solution’: what is needed is simply a safe place to work through the options without fear of being compromised.


These are scenes from my life. They are not the most dramatic, and they are not necessarily those of greatest consequence. Nor are they, perhaps, what you might expect if someone were to ask, ‘What does a philosopher actually do?’


Of course, not all philosophers work in the way I do. Most of those who are earning a salary work in academic institutions. They research, write and teach, but usually with other academics as their focus. A few, such as the great, if occasionally mistaken, Peter Singer, change the world, their ideas—and, in Singer’s case, the authenticity of his life—inspiring new understanding that shapes the day-to-day choices of ordinary people and not just academic discourse. Indeed, there are more philosophers of this kind than you might think. Philosophy is the great wellspring of knowledge: science, economics, politics, art, you name it, they are all either a direct offshoot of philosophy or are shaped by its disciplines.


For all that, though, it is rare to find philosophers out on the street, their sleeves rolled up, ready to embrace the nitty-gritty of life. So, how and why did I find myself doing exactly that, every second Tuesday at lunchtime in Sydney’s Martin Place?


My initial exposure to philosophy came through the classical texts— in particular, the works of Plato, through which we come to know Socrates. I first encountered Socrates when reading of his last days, his trial and condemnation by male citizen jurors chosen by lot. Like those who accused and judged him, Socrates was a citizen of democratic Athens, at that time the leading city-state in the ancient world. Socrates taunted his judges, as if willing them to impose the penalty of death. They obliged. He then insisted that the execution proceed. Plato paints a picture of serene death, brought on by the poison hemlock. The reality was probably far more disturbing.


Having learnt about Socrates’ death, I wanted to know more about his life. What had he done to cause such offence? Where had he done these things? And why?


One of the aspects of Socrates’ life that attracted my attention was his desire to work in public places—most often in the marketplace, or agora, of Athens—along with the fact that he combined his role as a philosopher with that of a citizen. For him, doing philosophy was a part of being a citizen.


I was only sixteen when I left school. Lacking money to go to university and having exhausted my share of the family’s limited resources, just three days after my seventeenth birthday I started work as a ‘service attendant’ (a euphemism for cleaner) at a BHP-owned manganese mine on Groote Eylandt, just east of Arnhem Land in the Northern Territory.


Being there—being cared for by the Aboriginal people of Anindi-lyakwa and, no less, the miners of Alyangula and Ndunga—changed me irrevocably. It also fired my interest in the world and how we make sense of it. Perhaps other experiences in my life had already opened me up to larger questions. The death of my mother, when I was seven, was undoubtedly the most momentous of those, but in its wake many other events (good and ill) have made it impossible not to dwell on some of life’s larger questions.


But it was the grounding I received on Groote Eylandt that made me imagine Socrates in the marketplace as something of a ‘kindred spirit’—albeit one with a genius, character and commitment that would dwarf anything I might hope to exhibit.


After Groote Eylandt, my life was anything but predictable. I studied some law, then graduated with a degree in education and taught in schools. I fell in and out of love and back in again. I married. And I was accepted into Magdalen College, Cambridge, where my progression from cleaner to philosopher was completed—not such a big leap as one might imagine.


Eventually, the role at The Ethics Centre (known as the St James Ethics Centre for its first twenty-five years) became available. The great attraction was that this role was as part of a ‘start-up’, affording me the opportunity to create something whereby I might be able to pursue my Socratic ideal of the philosopher as citizen. There was, however, a complication. The founder of The Centre, St James’ Anglican Church in King Street, Sydney, and supporters from business and professional circles had envisaged a not-for-profit organisation. Indeed, when I started at The Centre there was only enough money to pay my salary for nine months. That was it. We would have to earn the funds needed or devise ways of attracting donations, or both.


This was not a great state of affairs, and a quarter of a century later the situation remains the same—no capital and an annual scramble to keep The Centre’s doors open. The redeeming feature, though, is that the will to survive concentrates your attention on the people you hope to serve: you cannot sit atop the mountain and dispense wisdom; instead, you need to be mindful of real needs and serve present interests whenever and wherever the opportunity arises, and while doing this you need to uphold the integrity of your defining purpose, values and principles.


The Ethics Centre has survived a number of its own ‘near-death experiences’ caused by a lack of funding. It has been sustained by the goodwill and generosity of many people and by pursuing a remarkably varied range of opportunities.


Although driven by necessity, a diverse portfolio of activities has conferred one considerable benefit. It has allowed The Ethics Centre to recognise and apply a series of ethical ‘patterns’ that would not have been evident if we had focused on a single area. Applying these patterns to new areas of engagement has, in turn, generated considerable value for those with whom we have worked over the years.


[image: ]


Although there is something of the ‘accidental’ in the forces that have thus far shaped my work, I believe that opportunity and intent have coincided. For me, it is sad (if understandable) that relatively few philosophers choose to walk in Socrates’ footsteps. Philosophical debate can be ferociously difficult and technical in its precision; arcane terminology is sometimes needed if progress is to be made. Yet the best philosophers are able to translate even the most difficult passages into the language of the ordinary person. I am not the most gifted of original thinkers. Realising this, I have done what I can to make philosophy— and especially my area of focus, ethics—more accessible.


Which brings me to this book. It is not a work of scholarship. I have done that kind of work before, for a different readership, in a different context. No, this book is for the bulk of my fellow citizens, not the experts. My purpose is to promote involvement and greater understanding. Although my opinions will become clear enough, I do not aim to preach or cajole. Rather, I invite you to test and challenge my opinions and the reasons on which they are based.


The range of topics discussed here is broad. Not vast; just broad. I sought others’ advice about what they think is of interest or importance in everyday life. No doubt I missed some obvious candidates; no doubt I will be told this. Fortunately, a book of this kind can have a life online, with sections expanded over time to fill the gaps.


Most of the topics dealt with pose serious questions. A number of them are of such weight as to deserve an entire book of their own. Instead, I have opted to be as brief as possible, ‘cutting to the chase’, as they say. My aim is not to settle matters: it is to provoke reflection and discussion. I do not offer a handbook for ‘good’ living: rather, I offer the bare outlines of a map for navigating the landscape. Everyone has to make their own journey, finding their way from within the cockpit of their own lives.


It is quite possible that I express views here that do not necessarily support views I have expressed in other places and at other times. That is as it should be: we all change, and these are my current thoughts. I stress that they are of this time and are open to revision in the light of better argument, new evidence, and so on. Like Socrates, I am comfortable with not ‘knowing’.


The philosopher is not some kind of special breed. Every person can be a seeker of wisdom. None of us is bound to be just one thing or another. Being human is both a wonderful and a formidable challenge. We can set some elements of that challenge aside or we can choose to embrace them.


If you are inclined to read on, please do so as a fellow traveller. Be open to the possibility that philosophy in general—and ethics in particular— need not be just part of what you do: it can be an aspect of who you are.



AN INTRODUCTION TO ETHICS


Every day of our lives is punctuated by points of decision. Some of the decisions will be momentous, remembered for decades; most will go unnoticed, by us and by others. Yet all our choices matter: taken as a whole, they shape our lives and contribute to the rhythms of the world.


Philosophers from all cultural landscapes have spent millennia thinking about the nature of these choices and how they might be directed towards living a ‘good’ life. In the West, discussion about these matters is called ethics. It begins with a simple, practical question that ancient Greek philosopher Plato ascribes to his friend and teacher Socrates: ‘What ought one do?’


The two most important things about this question are its practical focus and its broad application to day-to-day living. The practical focus comes from a recognition that life demands an immediate response to most questions. If children are trapped inside a burning house, there is no time to be wasted in speculation. You need to make an immediate decision about how to respond. And if the answer is that you must try to rescue the children, you are obliged to act, to attempt the rescue.


But ethics is not just about what you should do in extreme cases of that kind. It is also about the ordinary questions of daily life. Do I buy eggs laid by free-range chooks or the cheaper ones from caged birds? Do I tell my best friend I saw her boyfriend kissing another girl? Do I lie to my grandmother by telling her I will wear the jumper she has knitted for me, even though it’s the ugliest jumper in the world? Although questions to do with the death penalty, same-sex marriage and euthanasia are correctly labelled ‘ethical’ questions, this should not blind us to the fact that ethics touches virtually every decision we make.


Indeed, if you look around at the world we live in, the scope and importance of ethics soon become obvious. The first thing you realise is that nearly everything we encounter could have been different. For example, the ancient Egyptians could have built colossal, awe-inspiring stone cubes. The fact that the world has pyramids is a consequence of choice. The same is true of other things, both monumental and minor in scale: our buildings, our technology, our fashions—all these could be different from what we find. It is a matter of choice.


Unfortunately, not every human choice gives rise to something beautiful, useful or benign. Choice has also brought death camps, nuclear weapons, factory farming, global warming, and all that degrades us and the planet we share.


There is, however, a way to understand the basic structure of human choice, which can be described as a universal grammar, as social DNA, as an architecture for choice. These analogies work to a degree; they help to explain what is going on below the surface, so that we can understand and perhaps better control what shapes our decisions and therefore makes the world as it is, including the little parts of it we control through our everyday actions.


THE STRUCTURE OF HUMAN CHOICE


The field of ethics begins with a simple practical question about what any one of us ought to do in particular situations and during the course of our life. Many differing answers to this question have been offered over time. Some are grounded in religious belief; others in secular thought. Later in this section we look at some of the main approaches developed over the centuries, but for now I want to set out the basic structure of ethics, which can be viewed through the prism of values, principles and purpose.


VALUES


[image: image]


Any person making an unconstrained choice always chooses the option they believe to be good or best. Imagine a simple choice—say, between eating an apple or an orange. Further, imagine that you can choose freely. No one will force your hand, either literally or meta-phorically. If you choose the apple this is because for you, at that time, it is a good or better choice. Another person might choose the orange. For that person, at that time, it will be a good or better choice.


Now, we might not know why another person makes their choice. They might prefer the colour orange, or they might think it the healthier option, or the taste of an orange might trigger a fond memory. Instead, the one thing we know for certain is that they think that, in all the circumstances, the orange is good and, indeed, better than the apple.


This seems obvious: people don’t freely choose the bad or worst option. We might not agree with their choice—maybe even thinking it foolish or dangerous—but for the person doing the choosing it is good.


This axiom—‘If you allow a person an unconstrained choice they will always choose the option they think is good or best’—gives rise to the first element in the basic structure of ethics. The reason for this is that it leads to an obvious second question: ‘If people with a free choice are always going to choose what is “good”, then what is or should count as “good”?’


There are plenty of possible answers to this. Some people might answer by listing qualities such as liberty, justice, love and harmony; others might list success, fame, power and prestige. Whatever the list might include, those things are classed as ‘values’.


Values are like ‘guideposts’, giving you direction on your life journey. Once established, they give direction to any choice that involves the ‘goods’ they define.


So, if someone tells you they have a particular set of values, you are entitled to believe that, if one of those values is at stake when a choice needs to be made, the person will choose the option that gives them what they have told you is good. For example, a person who says they value ‘trust’ can reasonably be expected to choose options that express or build trust. If instead they pick an option that involves deception, it is reasonable to assume that they don’t understand the concept of ‘trust’ or are insincere or cannot link what they say and do to any practical degree.


The list of values humans perceive as good is vast. Some people worry that the list is so long as to make the varying lives of individuals, communities and cultures incomprehensible. But things are actually less complicated than that.


The first thing to be aware of is some basic facts about the human condition—that we are born, that we die, that we live under the same sky, and so on. The elements common to the human experience tend to encourage a degree of convergence in what we think is good and therefore in our values. Some of this arises from the requirement to meet basic human needs. We all need food, shelter and a minimal level of personal safety and security, so it shouldn’t surprise us that these things are considered good the world over. These common goods extend beyond material necessity; for example, people value friendship, compassion and the many other building blocks of community.


The second thing to be mindful of, though, is that shared values can be expressed in differing types of behaviour in different settings. Some groups of people might express friendship by sharing a meal together; others might express it by spending time together engaging in common leisure activities; yet others might see gift giving or other forms of ritual behaviour as conferring membership of a friendship group.


As a consequence, it is important not to judge relative strangers negatively just because they engage in unfamiliar forms of behaviour. I have seen, for example, Australian business people react suspi-ciously when offered a gift in a country such as Japan. Such gifts are often offered by the Japanese as an expression of friendship. Unfortunately, it is not uncommon for strangers to misinterpret the offer—potentially causing offence to their Japanese host. The point is this: both value ‘friendship’ as something good, but they express the value differently and in accordance with their particular culture. Once it is understood that the gift is a token of esteem (and not an attempt to secure an improper advantage), all is fine. Many difficulties could be avoided if we were more sensitive to the fact that shared values can be expressed differently in cultural settings other than our own.


There is another aspect to otherwise shared values that gives rise to genuine differences—not just in behaviour but in connection with the choices we make as individuals and societies. Communities have many values in common, but the relative priority of those values can vary considerably. If, for example, you had conducted a survey of US citizens on 10 September 2001, asking them to list their values and rank them in order of priority, you would almost certainly have found ‘liberty’ nominated at or near the top of the list. The United States is a country where people can find the burning of their national flag deeply offensive, but in the name of liberty they will defend your right to burn it.


In contrast, if you had conducted the same survey on the same day in, say, China, the value of ‘liberty’ would have been nominated but not at or near the top of the list. Prime position would have been reserved for ‘harmony’, or a ‘proper ordering of things’. The Chinese do, of course, recognise the value of liberty—just not at the expense of order in society. For that reason one could not get away with burning the Chinese flag as a form of political protest. It would not only be a serious insult; it would express (and potentially cause) disorder (loss of social harmony). ‘Harmony’ is not just valued by the government of China; it is a core value held widely among the Chinese people.


Of course, governments—here notionally the US and Chinese governments—appeal to, and sometimes exploit, the relative priority of values for their own political purposes. But when Americans appeal to ‘liberty’ and the Chinese to ‘harmony’ they are tapping into something almost palpable within the ethical landscape of their citizens.


The difference between what lies at the top of each list of values goes a long way to explaining the differing nature of each society. It is important to remember, though, that these differences might not be lasting: the relative priority of values can change from time to time.


I hypothesised that our survey was conducted on 10 September 2001, the day before terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center towers in New York and the Pentagon in Washington DC. Imagine now that the survey had been conducted in the United States just twenty-four hours later. Would those surveyed have still assigned top place to the value of liberty? No. Liberty would have moved down the list and the value of security would have taken priority. And that adjustment to the relative priority of Americans’ values, rather than the events themselves, brought about dramatic and dangerous changes in the tide of history.


In the wake of the 9/11 attacks, the American people stopped reaching out their hand to take up the ‘apple of liberty’; instead, they chose security, and in doing so have made some extraordinary changes. For example, in enacting the USA PATRIOT Act they have agreed to suspend one of the oldest of human liberties, habeas corpus (the right not to be held without charge, the right to be brought before a court). Additionally and all in the name of security, they have built new physical and technological barriers that control the flow of people. The dominant value of security has changed the face of the American nation—as it has in other countries, such as Australia.


All this has happened because of a change in the relative priority of the nation’s values. I make no comment here on whether the change was justifiable; I simply note that it occurred and that the world has changed precisely as predicted in our axiom that if you allow a person an unconstrained choice they will always choose the option they think is good or best. At another time, in another place, the value of liberty might have been preserved relative to that of security: we might live more dangerous lives but with greater freedom. In that sense, after 9/11 the United States and the rest of the Western world became a little more like China, where liberty is ‘sacrificed’ for some other ‘greater good’.


Discussion of global terror and national responses to its scourge might seem to draw us a long way from the discussion of everyday ethics, yet the role that values play in daily life is the same. Although we might not be conscious of how our values shape our choices, we follow those guideposts all the time. Indeed, there is no avoiding their effect.


At this point it is worth pausing to ask yourself several questions: What do you think is ‘good’? What would you include in a list of values? How would you assign priority to the items in your list of values? And how would your values be expressed in practice?


PRINCIPLES


[image: image]


Many people assume that it is values alone that constitute the basic structure of ethics. Yet trying to live a good life by relying solely on values is like trying to run on one leg—something that is technically possible but is more likely to lead to a fall.


Suppose you have a friend who assigns top priority to the value of ‘success’. One day they confide in you that they plan to achieve success in the sporting world by winning a gold medal at the coming Olympic Games. You know they have only modest sporting talent, so this comes as something of a surprise. But no, your friend says ‘it’s in the bag’: they have found a foolproof strategy for cheating their way to the podium. You might well agree that it is ‘good’ to win a gold medal, but you would probably tell your friend their chosen path to success is not ‘right’. Pressed to explain why you think this, you would most probably cite a principle to justify your position. It is principles that define for us what is ‘right’.


Put simply, values are about what is good and principles are about what is right. If values are like guideposts helping you navigate the highways and byways of life, principles are their indispensable complement because, while values tell us where to head, principles tell us how to get there. That is, they regulate the means by which we secure the things we believe to be good.


For example, we might agree that it is good to go from Alice Springs to Melbourne, so the decision is made to head south. But how are we to proceed? By car? Will we make our way according to the speed limit, or will we go as fast as we can and hope to avoid detection? Will we drive on without a break, or will we stop from time to time to rest? Will we stick to the main road, or will we take a tourist route? It is principles that help us answer the ‘how’ questions once we have answered the ‘where’ question.


Confusion often arises about the difference between values and principles, and the words are often used interchangeably, without much consequence. If we are to understand the basic structure of human choice, though, we need to understand the particular character of principles.


The best way to explain the difference is to distinguish between ‘thick’ and ‘thin’ content. Values have thick content in that their central meaning is independent of the particular circumstances in which people find themselves. For example, the value of ‘friendship’ can be expressed in different ways in different cultures, but the central idea—that of affection, affinity, and reciprocal obligation beyond family—is held in common. On the other hand, despite their considerable power to affect conduct, principles have only ‘thin’ content. This becomes clear if we look at three classic principles:


[image: image]


Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.


[image: image]




We should do only those things we would be proud to be seen doing by those whose opinions we respect.


[image: image]


We should act only according to a well-informed (and well-formed) conscience.


Each of these principles has its own history, and each provides a different basis for making practical decisions about how to secure the things we deem to be good. What they have in common, however, is that they do not provide any detailed information about how we should treat people, what we should be proud to do, or what a particular conscience might decide in a particular situation.


When it comes to principles, the thin content leaves a large amount of room for us to make decisions. Thus, one person’s view of how they would like to be treated might differ from another person’s: a member of a criminal syndicate might value only the esteem of other criminals; one doctor might in good conscience perform an abortion, whereas another might not.


In view of this, one might be inclined to question the point of principles: if their content is so thin, why bother with them at all? But we should not be fooled by the amount of freedom principles typically confer. Thin they might be, yet they are also powerful, and once they are adopted there is no hiding from them. If you claim for yourself the golden rule (Do unto others …) there is no escaping the conclusion that you do wrong if you treat someone in a way you would not like to be treated.


There are many other principles a person might adopt, and it is possible to uphold many at the same time as long as they are not mutually contradictory. For example, you could replace the golden rule, the sunlight test and conscience with alternative principles:




[image: ]  the iron rule—Do unto others before they do it to you.




[image: ]  the shadow test—Don’t get caught.




[image: ]  convenience—Do whatever feels good at the time.


A person who upheld these principles would make choices that are radically different from those made by someone adopting the first trio of principles. It is for this reason that a complete guide to good conduct must include both values and principles. Only when both components are present can we hope to understand the basis for human choice.


Again, it is worth pausing to ask yourself several questions: Can you identify any principles that guide your conduct? Can you see how those principles might be connected to your values? Are you running life’s race on both legs or lurching along on just one?


PURPOSE
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If there are so many possible values and principles from which to choose, and if their possible permutations are so numerous, how is a person to decide on what is ‘good’ and ‘right’?


As noted, it is quite probable that there are some central values and principles that any community will need to adopt if it is to flourish. In his book, The Abolition of Man, CS Lewis provides an appendix1 that lists the many values and principles humans have adopted, apparently independently, across divisions of culture, time and place. For example, in citing the ‘Law of Mercy’, he lists the following:


The poor and the sick should be regarded as lords of the atmosphere. (Hindu. Janet, i. 8)


Whoso makes intercession for the weak, well pleasing is this to Samas. (Babylonian. ERE v. 445)


Has he failed to set a prisoner free? (Babylonian. List of Sins. ERE v. 446)


I have given bread to the hungry, water to the thirsty, clothes to the naked, a ferry boat to the boatless. (Ancient Egyptian. ERE v. 446)


One should never strike a woman; not even with a flower. (Hindu. Janet, i. 8)


There, Thor, you got disgrace, when you beat women. (Old Norse. Hdrbarthsljoth 38)


In the Dalebura tribe a woman, a cripple from birth, was carried about by the tribes-people in turn until her death at the age of sixty-six ...’They never desert the sick. (Australian Aborigines. ERE v. 443)


You will see them take care of, widows, orphans, and old men, never reproaching them. (Redskin. ERE v. 439) 


Nature confesses that she has given to the human race the tenderest hearts, by giving us the power to weep. This is the best part of us. (Roman. Juvenal, xv. 131)


They said that he had been the mildest and gentlest of the kings of the world. (Anglo Saxon. Praise of the hero in Beowulf, 3180)


When thou cuttest down thine harvest ... and hast forgot a sheaf … thou shalt not go again to fetch it: it shall be for the stranger, for the fatherless, and for the widow. (Ancient Jewish. Deuteronomy 24:19)


One might explain the existence of such common currents of thinking as the result of coincidence or perhaps as evidence of subtle forms of cultural transmission. Or, as suggested, it could be that common aspects of the human condition have produced a common response.


Yet even CS Lewis’s fairly short compendium leaves a large number of options from which we might choose. One approach that can help here is to identify a defining purpose.


Organisations (including occupational groups) are created by humans to serve specific purposes, and it is relatively easy to identify central values and principles relating to those purposes. Accountants and journalists should care about truth, the military about peace, doctors and nurses about health and wellbeing. Similarly, telecommunications companies have been established as a means of enabling us to keep in contact with one another, even over vast distances. We might therefore expect something of this purpose to be reflected in the ethical framework of a telecommunications organisation—in, say, a principle such as ‘building and maintaining networks’.


In the case of individuals, however, it is much harder to specify the overall purpose of a human life—even though that difficulty has not deterred people from trying to do so. Among the popular options for expressing the purpose of human life are flourishing, to serve god (or gods) and enlightenment. Other options are closer to the types of things organisations choose. Rather than taking life as a whole, another possibility is to link questions of purpose to role or function, breaking life into more digestible chunks. Thus, a person might focus on aspects of their life (as a child, a sibling, a parent or a grandparent, say), or we might think of ourselves in terms of function (as a baker, a butcher or brewer, say). In all such cases we might ask what values and principles would be necessary for us to become the best we can be in the chosen role. What would be required to be a good baker, butcher, child or grandparent?


It would probably make life simpler if there were agreed lists of the central values and principles one should ideally uphold for each role or function we might perform during our life, but I am not aware of such things. Nevertheless, the idea of purpose can be a useful lens through which to look at what core values and principles might be adopted. Indeed, just thinking about one’s purpose in life can itself be illuminating.


IN SUMMARY


Thus far, we have identified four elements that form the basic structure of human choice:




[image: ]  the central question—What ought one do?




[image: ]  values—These emerge in answer to the question, ‘What is good?’


[image: ]  principles—These emerge in answer to the question, ‘What is right?’


[image: ]  purpose—This can help determine the specific selection of central values and principles that might populate an ethical framework.


[image: image]


Fig. 1: The basic structure of human choice


This basic structure is applicable to all human societies at all times. It provides a universal grammar for understanding the structure of human choice, and if one can discern what an individual or group claims to be good and right (that is, their values and principles) it is possible to make sense of the choices they make.


Of equal importance is the notion that if you are able to shape the content of each of the boxes illustrated—values, purpose and principles—then you ultimately shape the choices people will make and in so doing shape the world as influenced by humans. This is one reason why people often compete for control of ethical systems. One can compel people to do one’s will through the application of force or fear, but far more can be achieved by harnessing the efforts of willing allies making free choices within a common ethical system.


THE CONTEXT OF HUMAN CHOICE


The structure of human choice, as outlined, needs not only specific content if it is to come alive: it also needs to be understood and applied within a particular context. The primary aspect of this context is relationships—especially in terms of who is recognised as being worthy of ethical consideration. There are some people, known as ‘ethical egoists’, who attach significance to no one but themselves. There are, however, many more who look a little further afield, applying tight boundaries when considering who matters and who does not. For example, they might count members of their immediate family and close friends as worthy of consideration, but relative strangers might be considered ‘fair game’.


One way to think of this is to imagine you have an umbrella that you can choose to make as large or as small as you want. Who will you keep dry? Who will you allow to get wet? And what are the circumstances, if any, in which you might change your mind? What you are imagining is ‘circles of belonging’, or ‘circles of concern’, depicting the range of individuals you think belong in your ethical universe or about whom you might be concerned.


Ethical egoists deploy the smallest of umbrellas—just wide enough to keep themselves dry. In contrast, some cultures go very wide, to the point where, for example, individuals and groups include within their circles of concern all other human beings. For some this might be a religious duty in recognition that all humans are made ‘in the image of their creator’; others might include all human beings in recognition of a shared state of being; many other reasons are possible, too. Some cultures extend their circle of concern even further: for example, adherents of the Jain religion attribute ethical significance to all life, even creatures such as ants and gnats. Finally, like many of the world’s indigenous peoples, Australia’s First Peoples find ethical significance in all that is, including things that others consider inanimate; as a result, an Indigenous Australian can have kinship ties with plants, animals, and the spirits in rocks and other natural formations.


We all need to decide how wide we draw our personal circle of concern and how and where we locate others who will be affected by the choices we make and what we say and do.


MORALITY


ITS ROLE


As we have seen, the basic structure of ethics is relatively simple – just think of three boxes respectively labelled ‘values’, ‘principles’ and ‘purpose’. Each box then needs to be filled with specific content. The finished package is a ‘morality’.


On a day-to-day basis, our decisions are a reflection of an underlying morality. Even our habits have a moral foundation, albeit one that is often unconscious or obscure. Because of this, the control of morality has always been of interest to those wishing to exercise power. Although it is possible to force people to do your will, it is far more efficient and effective if they do so willingly, guided by an underlying moral framework.


But where do these frameworks come from?


The creation of moralities can be understood as a historical process in which different individuals and groups have competed to develop the best possible answer to Socrates’ question, ‘What ought one do?’. At first there is a babble of voices discussing potential answers. Eventually, there emerges a series of coherent responses.


For example, a Jewish answer emerges. Next to this and to one side are the Muslims and the Christians. There are various Buddhist voices, plus Hindus, Daoists, Confucians, Shintoists, Zoroastrians and so on. Then there are the Epicureans, the Stoics, the Utilitarians, the Kantians and more. What each group has in common is that it offers a curated set of values and principles that we can just plug into our lives and then put on ‘play’.


The religions offer something additional to that offered by the various philosophies. Their packages include facets such as ‘revealed truths’, beliefs about the relationship between humans and the divine and the retelling of exemplary lives. The heart of their offering is, however, a framework for how an individual can live, shaping day-to-day decision-making in the context of a set of defined relationships and with a sense of purpose thrown in. The philosophers might be less comprehensive in their offering, but the basic framework is the same.


Each package is a ‘morality’; each is meant to provide a ‘ready reckoner’ for living a good life; and each is meant to be applied in practice.


ITS PROBLEMS


It would be comforting to think that the challenge posed by Socrates’ question can be so easily met. If only we could just pick, or absorb, a morality and move on effortlessly. But this is not how the human condition expresses itself.


The first difficulty to be reckoned with is that no moral framework yet developed provides the kind of certainty people long for in order to live a safe, untroubled life. This is not a result of shortcomings on the part of theologians or philosophers: they have spent thousands of years trying to build fully coherent systems that can provide guidance on what is good and right.


The inconvenient truth is that no amount of time, effort or brilliance can create a system that produces moral certainty.


Let’s look more closely at the problem. Suppose you could assign a numerical value to mark the strength with which you hold each central value. You might assign, say, ten units to the value you hold most strongly as good and minus ten to something you consider most strongly to be bad. In an ideal world all your central values would point in the same direction. For example, you might be a person who values most strongly truth (ten units) and compassion (ten units). One would hope that truth and compassion would lead you in the same direction.


Consider, however, what might happen if someone you love (your mother, perhaps) shows you a dress she has just bought and asks you what you think. Maybe you will be pleasantly surprised by her good taste. But maybe you will not: she might have made what you think is a terrible choice that has the potential to embarrass her. It might be that your mother is good at taking criticism if it is sincere. On the other hand, she might be more delicate, the kind of person the truth will hurt, no matter how good your intentions are. In this situation your values of truth and compassion could come into conflict: if you tell your mother what you really think, you will hurt her.
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