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The biological basis of morality

	Adapted from an article in The Edge, 4th  December 2009:

· ‘It seems biology (not religion) equals morality’ by Marc D. Hauser  (http://www.edge.org/3rd_culture/hauser09/hauser09_index.html)


For many, living a moral life is synonymous with living a religious life. Just as educated students of mathematics, chemistry and politics know that 1=1, water=H2O, and Barack Obama=US president, so, too, do religiously educated people know that religion=morality.

As simple and pleasing as this relationship may seem, it has at least three possible interpretations.

First, if religion represents the source of moral understanding, then anyone lacking a religious education is morally lost, unable to tell right from wrong. In contrast, those with a religious education not lead a ethical life but they know why some actions are morally virtuous and others are morally offensive.

A second interpretation is that perhaps everyone has a standard engine for working out what is morally right or wrong but those with a religious background have extra accessories that refine their actions, promoting altruism and fending off harms to others. That is to say, religion enhances a sense of morality which already exists.

The third possibility is that, while religion certainly does provide moral inspiration, not all of its recommendations are morally praiseworthy. Though we can all applaud those religions that teach compassion, forgiveness and genuine altruism, we can also express disgust and moral outrage at those religions that promote ethnic cleansing, often achieved by praising those willing to commit suicide for the good of the religious "team".

So, is it the case that religion, and moral education more generally, represent the only — or perhaps even the ultimate — source of moral reasoning? If anything, moral education is often motivated by self-interest, to do what's best for those within a moral community, preaching singularity, not plurality. It is the teaching of prejudice and the belief in the superiority of one's own group which lead us to ignore our shared humanity and to fail to use secular reasoning to practise compassion. We should blame nurture, not nature, for our moral atrocities against humanity.

If religion is not the source of our moral insights — and, as we have seen, moral education can potentially give rise to morally destructive behaviour — then where does our morality come from?

One answer to this question is emerging from an unsuspected corner of academia: the mind sciences. Recent discoveries suggest that all humans, young and old, male and female, conservative and liberal, living in Sydney, San Francisco and Seoul, growing up as atheists, Buddhists, Catholics and Jews, with high school, university or professional degrees, are endowed with a gift from nature, a biological code for living a moral life.

This code, a universal moral grammar, provides us with an unconscious set of principles for judging what is morally right and wrong. It is an impartial, rational and unemotional capacity. It doesn't dictate who we should help or who we are licensed to harm. Rather, it provides an abstract set of rules for how to intuitively understand when helping another is obligatory and when harming another is forbidden. And it does so dispassionately and impartially. What's the evidence?

Experiments have been conducted in which subjects take what is known as the moral sense test. First, the participants give information about their gender, age, nationality, education, politics and religion. Then, they are presented with a series of situations which ask them to judge whether a particular action is morally forbidden, permissible or obligatory.

Most of the scenarios they have to consider involve genuine moral dilemmas. All are unfamiliar and this is for a reason. Unfamiliar and artificial cases have an advantage over familiar scenarios, such as abortion, euthanasia and charitable donations: no one has a well-rehearsed and explicit moral argument for such cases, and for all the cases  created for the moral sense test, neither the law nor religious scripture provides any guidance.

For example, if five people in a hospital each require an organ to survive, is it permissible for a doctor to take the organs of a healthy person who happens to walk by the hospital? Or if a lethal gas has leaked into the ventilation system of a factory and is headed towards a room with seven people, is it permissible to push someone into the ventilation system, preventing the gas from reaching the seven but killing the one? These are true moral dilemmas — challenging problems that push on our ethical intuitions, forcing us to find a balance between the opposing forces of consequences (saving the lives of many) and rules (killing is wrong).

Based on the responses of thousands of participants to more than 100 dilemmas, no difference has been found between men and women, young and old, believers in god and non-believers, liberals and conservatives. When it comes to judging unfamiliar moral scenarios, your cultural background is virtually irrelevant.

What guides your judgements is the universal and unconscious voice of our species, a biological code, a universal moral grammar. On the basis of this moral code, we tend to see actions as worse than omissions of actions: going back to the case of the poisonous gas in the factory, pushing a person into the ventilation system is wrong but it's not as bad if the person is going to fall in and you do nothing to stop them. Obviously, the consequences of actions are also taken into account: using someone as a means to achieving some greater good is not so bad if you don't worsen that person's situation. For example, if the person in the hospital or in the factory is already dying and there is no cure, taking his life to save the lives of many is not as bad as sacrificing a perfectly healthy person. This relates to the difference between an evitable and an inevitable harm. If something bad is going to happen anyway, this makes certain moral decisions more acceptable or, at least, less unacceptable. Distinctions such as these are abstract, impartial and emotionally cold. They are like recognising the identity relationship of 1=1, a rule that is abstract and content-free.

If this moral code is universal and impartial, then why are there are so many moral atrocities in the world? The answer comes from thinking about our emotions, the feelings we recruit to promote favouritism towards members of our own group and hatred towards those outside our group. This hostility towards others ultimately leads to dehumanisation.

The good news about the psychology of prejudice, of creating distinctive classes of individuals who are in the tribe and outside of it, is that it is flexible, capable of change and as abstract as the rules that enter into our moral grammar.

All animals, humans included, have evolved the capacity to create a distinction between members of the in-group and those in the out-group. But the features that are selected are not set in their genes. Rather, it is open to experience.

For example, we know from studies of child development that within the first year of life, babies prefer to look at faces from their own race to faces of a different race, prefer to listen to speakers of their native language over foreigners, and even within their native language prefer to listen to their own dialect. But if babies watch someone of another race speaking their native language, they are much more willing to engage with this person than with someone of the same race speaking a different language.

These social categories are created by experience, and some features are more important than others because they are harder to fake and more indicative of a shared cultural background. But, importantly, they are flexible. Racial discrimination is greatly reduced among children of mixed-racial parents. And adults who have dated individuals of another race are also much less prejudiced. On this note, moral education can play a more nurturing role by introducing all children, early in life, to the varieties of religions, political systems, languages, social organisations and races. Exposure to diversity is perhaps our best option for reducing, if not eradicating, strong intolerance to those from the out-group. We need education because we need a world in which people listen to the universal voice of their species, while stopping to wonder whether there are alternatives. And if there are alternatives, we need rational and reasonable people who will be vigilant of prejudice and champions of plurality.

