Why Should We Be Good? 

A Biological Perspective
To begin with a definition, ‘good’ is an expostulation, to be uttered when we are content, or in some other way pleased with what we see or what has happened. It is an adjective we use to describe those objects, opinions and experiences of which we approve.
Our feelings of pleasure or approval are ... our feelings. There is a universal aspect in the sense that all human beings have feelings, and most of us have feelings which we believe are widely shared. Some of these relate to judgments about what we and others ‘ought’ to have done, or ought to do, should certain circumstances arise. Hence the intuition that there should be some demonstrable gold standard in respect of the appropriateness of behaviour, and also of aesthetic quality.
On that definition what is ‘good’ depends to some extent on empirical fact and therefore can’t be deduced by any process of reasoning. Aristotle, Kant and Mill are wrong. It’s all a matter of how we feel. “I had a good rest”, ”I did some good work” etc. Sentiments which actually stand in contradiction can both be described as good. A discussion of the nature of ‘feelings’ consequently provides an appropriate starting point in moral theorising. This is not a new idea, witness Smith and Hume.
William Gass argues plausibly that when we see what clearly is immoral behaviour we do not judge it to be wrong on the basis of a theory. Instead, we build moral theories upon such clear cases. Our moral feelings are primary.
The argument here is not that feelings represent all that is to be said about morality, but that they must play a central role in any discussion. Homo sapiens is motivated by impulses to seek happiness, including the happiness of others, impulses to be generous, impulses to empathise, impulses to be fair, impulses to explore the world. These impulses either are feelings, or they are accompanied by feelings. The claim is that this is our nature, our acculturated evolved biology, a set of facts about ourselves in the world which we can use to find plausible reasons for choosing ‘good’, and without which any discussion of morality has no meaning.
If humans do have impulses to behave in ways which we would categorise as ‘good’, shouldn’t we expect to find evidence of moral behaviour and perhaps sensibility in other species? Homo sapiens has come through a common evolutionary process. Why should we be unique in such an important character?
As it happens, such evidence appears to be indicated in the work of distinguished students of animal behaviour. The vampire bat must and does behave altruistically in order to maintain occupancy of its environmental niche (GS Wilkinson). At much higher levels of adaptability the African Grey parrot has been claimed to display displeasure when its request for a favourite food is inadequately met (I Pepperberg), the bottle-nosed dolphin learns to recognise and to reprimand inappropriate human behaviour (D Reiss), and the bonobo registers a mean trick when it sees one, and calls it ‘bad’ (S. Savage-Rumbaugh).
Note how widely separated are the evolutionary chains of these three species. Simon Conway Morris is an evangelist for evolutionary convergence. He argues that evolution is not blind and random, it moves to fill available environmental niches, developing organisms and biological instruments to exploit prevailing conditions. The same conditions have produced the same capabilities in highly divergent species many times over, e.g. the marsupial lion in Australia. Marginally sub-human intelligence has evolved independently at least three times. Conway-Morris does not regard the step to human levels of rationality as one that must necessarily be specially difficult - it may have been taken more than once in evolutionary history. Certainly there’s no reason to suppose it won’t happen again, should we depart the scene.
The evolutionary success of some animal species depends heavily on social cooperation, which requires respect for standards of behaviour. That in turn takes pressure from without (feelings of justice/injustice) and motivation from within (desire to conform) to deliver compliance with group expectations. And, crucially, it depends on trust, in the anticipation of ‘good’ behaviour in others. That some of these instruments are not unique to the human species, having evolved independently several times, may tell us something significant about our universe.
The argument here is not that we are the prisoners of biological drives, some of which are moral. The argument is rather that we are able, and obligated, to choose between conflicted drives in a way which takes us all in a direction which we are biological equipped to recognise as admirable.
There is a prime candidate for such a direction, and that is the direction of decreasing local entropy (PW Atkins). The nature of matter is such that, given a flow of energy, it assembles over time to form atoms, elements, chemical compounds and biological organisms. With more time, organisms become highly ordered, more complex. In homo sapiens, organisms are themselves now able to gather and structure information about the physical world; to imagine, invent and build their own sophisticated devices; and to create highly-ordered aesthetic calls to the deeper reaches of the human psyche. None of this is likely to have been fortuitous. If all was swept away, it would probably happen again. It is in the nature of the stuff of which everything is made.
It may be said, then, that our universe is on the march, in the direction of increasing degrees of order, structure and achievement. Those things are good which are conducive to the continuing expansion of knowledge, creativity and control; those things are bad which impede it. We are fortunate to be here now with an opportunity to share in this project. We can only do it together, of course, and our collective effort requires a great supporting infrastructure, a spectrum of individual roles wide enough to accommodate everybody. It also requires the set of socially cohesive moral sensibilities with which we are all endowed. He who would turn his back on such a challenge would rightly feel shame for a dereliction of duty. He who takes the tide at its flood earns a universal accolade. That’s why we should be good.
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