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What Are Ethics?


The subject of ethics is currently seen by most people in Western society as a rational approach to defining and encoding a common sense of right and wrong among members of one’s community. The dictionary defines it as: “A discipline dealing with what is good and bad, with moral duty and obligation.” Prior to the Renaissance any definition of ethics in Europe would be based on religious doctrine. The current failure to mention religion reflects the centuries-old effort to shift responsibility for defining good and bad from God to humanity.  The revolution of the Enlightenment and the birth of the Science Model was to assert that humans, far from being at the mercy of Nature or God, could define their path in history.  The power of reason enables us to test our perception, to analyze, to discuss and make corrections that change our course into the future.  Our fate is not pre-ordained, rather, it springs from our efforts to understand, discuss and adapt. This scientific revolution is seen positively as a liberation of humanity from the bonds of superstition, prejudice, blind belief, and the whims of arbitrary authority, allowing us to explore the world and test new ideas. But the revolutionary sword has two edges, and the other edge may have cut our sense of responsibility to our fellow beings, human and otherwise.  Freedom, the credo of the revolution, may also mean freedom from consequences.  

By what authority or logic would we choose between these two models, Belief or Science, to determine right and wrong? Must we choose between them, or can we integrate them in a larger model that unites the liberating force of reason with the stabilizing ballast of belief? The rising urgency we feel as society and nature change ever faster, make these questions ever more poignant. Below we examine each model and how over time society’s attention has come to swing like a pendulum between belief and science.

The Ancient Path of Belief

The Enlightenment of the Renaissance was the most recent and powerful break in the tradition of thousands of years of knowing based on belief in revealed truth.  Truth, while far too absolute and static a term for most scientists, was seen for most of human history as an eternal (hence ‘golden’) goal to pursue and protect as an unquestionable arbiter of what is ‘right.’ How was Truth pursued? Ancient traditions prescribed a range of media (fasting, dance, ritual, physical exertion, drugs, prayer, and meditation) that might put one into a state of clarity in which the truth could appear.  This is the path of revelation that leads to Belief. Rituals involving extreme efforts decouple one’s connection to the everyday frame of reference, opening the mind to novel patterns, ideas, visions and voices.  Reason today has a vanguard role of leading us to new ideas, but within the Belief Model reason functioned more as a rearguard means to explain the ancient secrets found through faithful pursuit of revelation.

One explanation for the origin of religion suggests that visions of surpassing power (‘eternal truth’) appeared to those Neolithic hunters with the extreme patience and concentration needed to remain completely still for hours or days while waiting for prey to approach them. Neolithic hunting technology required such stealth and patience because it was lethal only at relatively close distances and was often ineffective unless an animal came within 20 meters of a hunter. Supposedly an animal would never venture close enough to ‘offer itself’ to the hunter if the hunter was not ‘pure.’ Purifying the body involved ritual fasting, bathing and rubbing aromatic leaves to remove all human scent or smell. The more subtle art was to purify the mind through elimination of the ‘impure’ scent of human thoughts. These practices became ancient traditions that held that both animals and teaching visions would come to those hunters with the courage, stamina and skill to stay pure in body and mind. In this hypothesis of religious origins, the first shamans were those Master Hunters that united their clan in the visions that helped them to find food and avoid danger. Failure to follow these truths was blamed for all misfortune such as disease, hunger, extreme weather, failed hunts, and predators. 

These ancient ways are still evident in some of the few remaining ‘primal’ (not primitive) peoples, such as aborigines in Australia and Native Americans in North and South America. These peoples still speak of their place in the world as the center in a web of responsibility. Many daily acts as simple as eating, arriving or leaving are sanctified with expressions such as “All my relations” to remind themselves that for the next seven generations they are responsible for their interactions with all species, and, in some cases, even with inanimate objects, such as rocks. Decisions and discussion in their society reflect concern for the integrity of a community of human and non-human members that stretches forward and backward for decades. The Belief Model of Ethics is permeated with a humble sense of responsibility that considers the freedom so prized in the Rational Model to be like a destructive and arrogant separation of child (humans) from parent (parent).

Belief systems may have ancient origins, but they do not stand still. They do adapt to new knowledge, but far more slowly than what we expect from the pace of change in the Industrial revolution driven by science and capitalism. Anthropologists such as Marvin Harris suggest that both ‘eternal truths’ and new discoveries were captured in religious oral traditions.  For example, perhaps the reason pig meat is not ‘kosher’ (sanctified by God) in Semitic religions such as Judaism and Islam is that it made no ecological sense to keep pigs once the forests of the Middle East were converted to desert in the millennium before Christ. The obvious culprit, disease such as trichinosis, might simply be the external manifestation of living incorrectly, trying to keep a forest animal in the open desert. Cow meat might be forbidden to Hindus for similar ecological reasons. Perhaps when the population density rose to the point where vegetarianism became more competitive than meat-eating, the Brahmins, the priestly class, switched from being ‘sacred’ butchers to religious protectors of cattle. In this manner, anthropologists hypothesize, religion captures discoveries (ecological, economic, social) and encodes them in parables, symbols, and rules that almost anyone in society can comprehend and carry with them as a simple set of directives far less cumbersome than books, regulatory codes or police. The Belief Model unified society in a common understanding, providing an easy reference for decisions and a comforting sense of solidarity in times of danger. The angst common to many people in our society, uncertain and divided over its sense of origins, identity, and future, was almost unknown in ancient societies united by Belief.

Erosion of Trust in Authority based on Faith and Belief

Belief has seen many people through difficult transitions in life (separation, divorce, and death), giving them a ground of hope that they can refer to in times of doubt. Crises confuse one’s frames of reference.  Surprise severs the flow of time, and uncertainty and panic flatten one’s perspective, removing depth and dimension.  The swirl of events in a crisis make it hard to distinguish one thing from another; everything seems equally important. When surprise makes every sound unexpected, the steady tolling of belief offers a rhythm that restores a sense of time. The clear and simple rules of belief are like pure and consistent tones that cut through the noise like a thread that leads through a confusing tangle. In this way, decisions become simple. Complexity and diversity melt into a single horizon when belief provides only one answer that divides the world into ‘good’ and ‘bad.’  However, sometimes this simple sense of right and wrong may be so inflexible that no different idea is allowed, and any novelty or complexity appears suspiciously strange and difficult.  Why use patience to understand something new and challenging if one risks losing the security of one’s identity in a crowd, and, even worse, receiving punishment for being different? 

This danger is magnified when mistrust in novelty is manipulated and amplified by politically ambitious religious powers to crush any questioning of their authority. Religions with the most peaceful foundations of belief have been distorted into authority to enslave, maim, torture and kill. Religious wars are as old as religion, though the parties to war may be individuals, clans, provinces, nations or regions.  During the many separate episodes of the Inquisition, such abuses of authority exploited the differences between the sexes (thousands of women burned as ‘witches’) and between different ethnic groups (Jews being the most prominent focus).  Against this background of abuse, religious wars would occasionally flare up between regions, and the highest rhetoric was used to justify mass murder for economic gain (Albigensian Crusade, the Thirty Years war). If one views the fascism of Hitler or the communism of Stalin or Mao as systems based more on unfounded beliefs than rationality, then belief-based systems were the engines of the greatest frenzy of mass murder in history. Between 1930 and 1970 more than 60 million people died in the purges of the Soviet Union, the Holocaust and the Second World War and the Chinese Cultural Revolution. This series of 20th century massacres pushed trust in religions and other belief systems to its lowest ebb, after it had already been eroded by the abuses of the Inquisition over the past millennium.  By the mid 20th century the pendulum of trust was swinging away from belief and toward the political economy driven by science.

Ethical Authority of the Science Model 

Authority often emerges from power, and science has demonstrated increasing power to understand, to predict and to create tools and structures that make life easier. Since 1600 the Science model has gained credibility in leaps and bounds propelled by discoveries, and, of more consequence, applications that started to change every facet of human activity. The initial discoveries of mathematics, physics and chemistry revealed so much compared to what was previously known about the natural world, that by the 1780s the French mathematician Joseph Louis Lagrange predicted that everything would be discovered by 1800. Today we understand that the arrogance of this boast arose from the relative ease of exploring the more abstract worlds of astronomy, physics and mathematics. Lagrange’s prediction fell flat as soon as science began to address the complexities of biology, geology, and chemistry where simple assumptions (like the straight, infinite lines of Euclidean geometry) do not help very much. However, science still generated increasing authority up to the late 20th century, when it finally has begun to admit uncertainty as it confronts the profound complexity of ecology, society and the human mind. 

One principal reason for the Science Model’s authority is that the scientific method provided means for any person, no matter what nationality or social class, to argue on a more equal basis with political or religious authorities. This proved exceptionally compelling when it successfully challenged ideas whose only authority came from having been repeated for centuries. Galileo and Copernicus changed not only our ideas about the movement of the sun and the earth; they changed how we see ourselves – no longer as merely following ancient ideas but as discoverers of the new. Following the provocative challenges of Francis Bacon in the 16th century, science started to erect an attitude of “healthy skepticism” based on the concept that confidence in any idea is never eternal. It must rest on the leading edge of a dynamic history of repeated tests by anyone following strict protocols agreed upon by people following this tradition of testing. The foundation of the Science Model’s authority rests on this tradition of testing and its associated standards of proof – objectivity, replicability, and control. 

Science’s authority began to crumble when it assumed these standards sufficed to address the much less predictable inner workings of the cosmos.  Laboratory science standards of proof have been very hard to maintain when confronting the complexity at extreme scales in space (sub-atomic and planetary) and time (nano-seconds to millennia), especially when interactions and connections are dynamic and highly variable.  Science may not be able to provide enough certainty for our political mechanisms to manage such profound uncertainties as we find in the challenges of the 21st century, such as climate change to human cloning. It may be necessary to augment the Science Model with Belief as a stabilizing force for the way in which society collaborates to decide how to proceed. 

Why the Increasing Interest in Ethics? 

Trust in belief has not vanished. Today the daily loss of life to religious violence in Asia, the Mid-East and Europe reminds us that many people still lead desperate lives where religious belief remains the dominant judge of truth, and people with authority to interpret that truth either cannot break the cycle of violence or willfully join in. On the other hand, in secular society mistrust in belief continues to promote science and trade as engines of knowledge and wealth that can break the cycle of violence by offering new sources of truth and authority: the means to learn, adapt and change the world.   This secular tradition surged forward following the Second World War, but it seems to have stumbled on its own momentum.  As change in ideas and technology spread with increasing speed through the world, the initial brilliant successes gave way to failures, both novel catastrophes as well as familiar ones. For example, enterprises (agriculture, fisheries) that operated for centuries have collapsed and may not return for a hundred years.  In the long run the ride on the wave of change only increased our uncertainty, and the pendulum of trust began to swing back toward belief.

The Promise of Stability and Control Wanes – North America

The influence of religion in the United States reached its lowest ebb some 50 years ago right after the Second World War. Science, and its practical applications in enterprise and commerce, seemed to have far greater powers than religion to predict the future and make lives better by removing the uncertainty of life.  Not only had modern secular society reduced the sense of vulnerability to disease and hunger, it was vanquishing the needs to be patient, resourceful, industrious, careful, and thoughtful.  Every challenge of the old world could be met with a new medicine, appliance, or tool.

However, this sense of stability and prosperity was quickly interrupted by wars (Korea, Vietnam), social unrest (political movements against war and for Civil Rights and the Environment), and economic turbulence and decline (the move from Industrialism to the Information Age). By the 1970s the power of the scientific political-economy to deliver steady prosperity seemed limited, and the fading sense of quality and integrity, in the lives of families and communities evoked desires to return to paths of belief. Since the mid-1970s, church organization and influence has steadily increased in the United States, often deciding political races and appointments. Much of the thrust of this counter-revolution is a reaction against science and democracy.  For example, for some people Belief now supercedes science’s authority to test ideas and help explain how the world works. Anything written in the Bible or Koran must be accepted as the literal truth. Thus, these believers reject the theory of evolution, because they interpret it as threatening God’s authority as the supreme creator. Science’s role is reduced to promoting advances in quality of life through technology and medicine. The ‘fundamentalist’ movement believes that society will return to an honorable peace if we simply abandon the “arrogance” that we can determine the future and humbly accept the ‘fundamentals’ laid down in religious tradition. 

Not everyone accepts that the pendulum of authority has to swing so extremely back to the Belief Model. The question is can we avoid being stuck at either extreme? How can we maintain a healthy exploration that relies both on Belief and Science?  How can we sustain a lively discourse that keeps the pendulum swinging moderately between the two poles such that we can use the advantages of both? There are serious problems with relying on either model exclusively, but since the Science Model will continue to dominate and generate profound change (climate, ecology, society) we must look even more carefully and critically at it rather than arbitrarily throw our authority over to a fundamentalist version of the Belief Model. We turn to a modern day farmer and philosopher, Wendell Berry, to critique the flaws in application of the Science Model that have so damaged our quality of life and, hence, its authority to determine right and wrong.

A New Critique of Science  (based partly on Berry’s essay “Life is a Miracle”)

Wendell Berry holds that the most profound failure of the Science Model is that it commits the sin of reducing Life to the terms of its own understanding. This is based on the presumption that life is knowable, predictable and controllable. This presumption has allowed our political economy to enslave Life as a piece of property to be exploited. To date the science-based culture seeks to dominate Life so as to control the excesses of Nature that cause pain and suffering.  Berry contends that this is a mistake, because Life is not fully appreciated unless it is “subordinated in grief and joy.” Those who hide in the comfort of Science’s control of Nature are not fully participating in their lives such that they immerse themselves in mysterious and unpredictable things, which include pain and death. The real authority to determine right and wrong, according to Berry, emerges from this surrender, this full immersion that allows direct experience of Life.  Science has lost its authority when it treats life as an abstraction (as testable but lifeless concepts like “ecosystems,” “organisms,” “mechanisms”).  Therefore, whatever gain in analytical power is matched by a loss of knowledge through direct experience, a door opened only through respect and devotion.  To experience life is “not to figure it out or even to understand it, but to suffer it and rejoice in it as it is.”

The exploitation of life as a knowable abstraction also rests on a naive presumption that knowledge is invariably good and will always be applied wisely. Extravagant and unwise use of nature is inevitable when science is powerless to prevent its technical advances from being entirely focused on stimulating and feeding human hunger and demand. Berry maintains that our immature culture cannot keep incomplete knowledge from becoming the basis of dangerous and arrogant behavior, so our scientific traditions are as poor as religious belief systems in terms of having “objective” standards to control how our knowledge is used. As he notes: “To trust ‘progress’ or our putative ‘genius’ to solve all the problems that we cause is worse than bad science; it is bad religion.”  

 It is interesting that Berry, a farmer and essayist, identifies the same fundamental question about the future that systems ecologists have

“The mystery surrounding our life probably is not significantly reducible.  And so the question of how to act in ignorance is paramount.”
Berry recommends that the only way forward is to acknowledge our imperfect understanding and act out of a deeper sense of humility so as to more directly experience our environment.  Ethics are not some abstract set of rules that universally apply, but grow out of deep understanding of place and community. Science so far has failed to develop understanding sufficiently steeped in locality, in the context of the local ecosystem or community. Some would say this failure grows directly from the search for universal truths and simplifications.  

The Science Model used in current social politics of Europe and the USA relies on a number of simplifying assumptions that contribute to our arrogant disregard for destruction of nature and society.  We assume that change occurs smoothly, predictably and slowly enough such that we have time to anticipate and respond to danger.  We assume that everything can be measured, understood and corrected, and that we can invent or design the means to respond to any change in our environment.  We assume that even if we lose something (a species, a local kind of music, food, animal, plant, architecture, or language) we can always find something to replace it. It is true that some people may be content to lose species or ecosystems, to replace them with the money that they gained, and to move on some other place which is not spoiled yet. In part such people rely on the belief that the damage is temporary and will be corrected by the workings of the free market. The political critique of this arrogance is still valid; the rich have no right to profit from destruction, leaving the poor to live in a damaged environment. However, the danger is far greater than that.  Humans now create changes that work at huge scales – regions, continents and even the globe.  So there is no other place to go. And money may not mean so much if we lose the ecological services of Nature. For example, how useful is powdered milk for children if no clean water can be found?  The simplifying assumptions of the current Science Model no longer seem useful to deal with the uncertainty of an evolving world. It is apparent that we still do not understand the individual components of Nature or Society, and we have even less understanding for how all the components interact.

Ethics in Action

As the pace and the geographical scale of change become extreme (climate, species loss, cultural and economic loss, HIV AIDS, Genetically Modified Organisms or GMOs) society continues to look for ways to understand and make such change manageable. Some recommend the use of the Precautionary Principle as a means to manage uncertainty as society and nature continue to evolve. The basic idea is that certain experiments or changes will be suspended or blocked until such time that we can understand the impacts well enough to predict the consequences. The PP does not stop evolution; it aims to slow the rate of change such that our understanding can catch up.  Ethics based on the PP would define as “wrong” those actions that we know or suspect will damage or undermine the quality of life.

How could Ethics constructively help?

First, addressing ethical questions gives people a good arena in which to ask critical questions and take control of their lives.  What determines the quality of one’s life? Quality of life comes not simply from Intermediate Ends, the products of enterprise and science; they also come from the Ultimate Ends (Figure 1).  Ethics can be a means to move beyond the mundane (Intermediate Means and Ends) to what is profoundly meaningful in life. When one speaks with a person who is injured and may lose his or her life, they speak mostly of these Ultimate Ends, the integrity and sense of community they feel. The intermediate ends, the things they use or consume, seem like inconsequential toys when life is passing away.  Ethics can be the rigorous workplace of the heart and mind in which we deal with questions of real consequence to our own lives as well as the lives of those we love.

The Promise of Efficiency

Perhaps it’s too expensive or even impossible to see, measure all variables in time and understand all the ways the world is changing in time to protect and sustain the quality of our lives.  It might be more efficient if we learn simple, “rules-of-thumb” that avoid or diminish unsustainable behavior.

Ethics can be a preferable way for society to achieve sustainability in the long term by finding the “right” decisions without having to use
•Laws (codes)
•Enforcement (courts)

•Political (diplomacy)

•Economic (boycott)

•Military(force)

Applying Ethics at different levels

We can choose to adopt a set of guiding ethical principles at a variety of levels: personally, within a community, within a business, within a province or nation, internationally. At the personal level one can: 1. study how you live, how you work, dream, and play; 2. adopt a set of values (for example – Table 1 - Deep Ecology), 3. Apply these values in one’s personal, professional, and civic life such that you determine what you consume, produce, throw away and how you spend your time (working for yourself versus working for others).

At the level of a business one can develop a discussion process within a company that helps establish a set of principles (Valdez, CERES, Copernicus, Natural Step) that the company will adopt.  Within the dialogue the company employees will determine the moral responsibilities of the company to other life forms in the course of economic activities. At higher levels (community, province, nation, international) we can develop political processes to incorporate our moral sense of justice into legislation and administrative codes to help guide human interactions with non-human life forms. In such ways our laws would expand to include the natural world within the same protective framework that guarantees democracy, individual freedom and property rights.
Applying Ethics as the World Changes

Adoption of rigorous ethical principles, especially within the context of the Precautionary Principle, may provide the means for society to stabilize and slow the pace of change and damage in open and transparent ways that are understandable to all.  To avoid the danger that these principles can be appropriated and misapplied by some arbitrary authority, we need to develop ways to re-examine and refine our ethical principles, just as we do our political leadership. No principle is eternally true. Processes such as Adaptive Management can support an open dialogue whereby citizens from all levels of society can contribute to a learning process that corrects our ethical principles in light of our on-going experience. We can build sustainability by integrating two different approaches: the stabilizing force of ethics that unifies society in a common belief system, and the probing and correcting force of scientific inquiry.

Table 1 – Principles of Deep Ecology

1. The well-being and flourishing of human and nonhuman life on earth have value in themselves. These values are independent of the usefulness of the nonhuman world for human purposes.
2. Richness and diversity of life forms contribute to the realization of these values and are also values in themselves.

3. Humans have no right to reduce this richness and diversity except to satisfy vital needs.
4. The flourishing of human life and cultures substantial decreases the human niche, effected either by a reduction in population or in per capita resource consumption. The flourishing of nonhuman life requires such a decrease.
5. Present human interference with the nonhuman world is excessive, and the situation is rapidly worsening.

6. Policies must therefore be changed. These policies affect basic economic, technological, and ideological structures.
7. Critical change in ideology:
 Appreciate life quality rather than seek more consumption. 

8. If these ethics have meaning for you, then you are obliged directly or indirectly to try to implement the necessary changes.

Figure 1 - Values at different levels of the world web


( from Daly 1972, Meadows et al. 1998)
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