
                 10 Jun 07 – Member’s Day on Ann Long’s Book “Making God”
                            Session 2 – The Grounds of Natural Morality

                        A New God is Necessary. Is This One Sufficient?   

The Organic Process
Self-starting                                             New natural kind
Self-sustaining                                         New emergent property
Stable                                                       Intrinsic drive to continue (C)
Open                                                        ‘Active autocontinuance’                                   
Dissipative                                                                                         
Carbon-based                                           ‘Good’ = ‘of utility →C’                        
Far from thermal equilibrium

1.   When it emerged c.3.8 billion years ago, the organic process was (as far as we know) a new natural kind. Its intrinsic property, spontaneous continuance, differentiated it from all other natural processes. “Autocontinuing” is close to definitional for it; that is, all organisms embody this property and, ceteris paribus (e.g. error and pathology), can do none other than manifest it. They do this by acting on their environment, behaving spontaneously to obtain the resources (energy, materials) they need to sustain themselves far from thermodynamic equilibrium.

2.   Thus all normal behaviour of all organisms, including humans, is grounded in continuance. Morality, which refers primarily to human social/interpersonal relations, is no exception; it is no more than a sub-set of this general continuance behaviour. Also, arguably it is this same self-generating, proximate “push” from within – not ultimate pull from some external telos – that constitutes the core of our intentionality, i.e. underlies the brain/body information processing which generates our dispositions to behave.

3.   “Good” is the name we give to the (evaluative) predicate “has the property of probably being of some amount of instrumental utility towards the continuance of some part of the organic process”: for brevity, “of social and/or biological (including psychological) utility” or even “→C”. “Value” is the name we give to the amount of such utility; that is, good refers to the bare fact of something’s being (of utility) →C, and value quantifies that utility. (We need quantification for practical reasoning, for example in moral dilemmas to assess nett social/biological utility.) “Flourishing” is the name we give to the state of “maximum probability of continuance”.

4.   Thus:

     (a)   Contrary to much common usage, goodness and value are not equivalent. (The relevant dictionary description of “value” is “the numerical measure of a quantity”.)

     (b)   To attribute value is also to attribute goodness (and vice versa). That is, value and goodness are intimately connected via utility; but they are different concepts.

     (c)   Ann Long’s book is a search for absolute value: she seeks a new idea, a replacement for the idea of God, as the ground of value. (Remember, the God of theism, qua absolute goodness, was seen as an end in Him(it)self, not a means to something else.) Though Ann does not define/explain value (other than “value is of mind: to value something is to “mind” about it in a particular way”), she intuits a close link between value and goodness, but she fails to see utility →C as that link and therefore C (organic continuance) as causally connecting all three. This is hardly surprising, since something whose role is to be an instrument, a means, in a process – as value is as the quantifier of utility in the organic process – cannot at the same time be an end for that process. So, according to C-theory, value – and goodness – cannot be absolute. (How would we make sense of “absolute value” as some amount of utility? How could any “amount of utility →C” constitute an end, as opposed to a means?)

     (d)   “Valuable” indicates “of value”, but more conventionally “worthy of being valued”, i.e. implicitly recognising the connection with good. (Compare “desirable”.) What we call our “values” are, like our “rights”, no more than “very goods”.

     (e)   Good and its many cognates (e.g. fine, proper, useful, suitable, commendable, desirable, right, excellent) are all “value words” indicating various amounts of utility in various contexts.

     (f)   Good is the most general word of commendation. To commend something is to comment on it, or bring it to someone’s attention, on the basis that it is likely to be of some utility (however modest; it might be no more than amusing).

     (g)   The drive to act →C is (deeply) intrinsic in  all organisms. What we humans intuit about good things (actions, states of affairs, objects, etc.) is their utility, their actual or potential usefulness as instruments, tools, means for organisms seeking to continue in their being. It is we humans who impute goodness to such things; without linguistic humans they would not be perceived as “good” – though they would still be useful and so perceived favourably. So, utility is objectively real, a property that manifests itself in many ways and to all organisms; also, it can be quantified – all organisms sense/perceive some things as of greater usefulness than others. But goodness exists only subjectively, imputed of useful things by humans to help them to make sense of their largely intuitive →C behaviour. Many things are useful (for example, infanticide still in some societies) but perceived as good only if →C (in this case, to avoid starvation).

     (h)   Perhaps the most important fact to note about “good” as “of instrumental utility towards organic continuance” is that it puts that continuance outside the extension of good. That is, C itself – whether or not the organic process does continue – is just a brute fact about the universe: it is neither a good nor a bad “thing”; it is of neither value nor disvalue; it is value-neutral, of no apparent utility to anything “higher”. So, goodness and value exist alright, but only as concepts inside the organic process itself. With reference to the fact of the existence of that process, or to anything outside it, they are empty, meaningless concepts. In other words, from the scientific point of view, there is, as far as we can tell, no absolute goodness or value – nothing matters absolutely.

     (j)   Note that I am using “intrinsic” in a deep, scientific sense. That is, a property is intrinsic to something only if, without that property, that something would not remain one and the same thing, would not have the same internal dynamics. I am not using “intrinsic” in the more conventional (shallow) linguistic sense, for example in morality saying that for something to be intrinsically good is for it to be good “as an end, not a means” or “for its own sake”. Using intrinsic in this sense usually leads only to confusion, especially when no relevant difference is seen between goodness and value.   C-theory says all goodness is instrumental, a means; nothing is good or of value as an end or “in itself” – neither an individual organism nor the whole of the organic process. (Remember, the traditional God is seen as intrinsic, absolute goodness, goodness personified.)

     (k)   Before humans emerged, other organisms behaved with instrumental utility →C – otherwise we would not exist – but there were no information processors (nervous systems) sufficient to conceptualise that utility as good.

     (l)   We call (utility) →C “good”, and any quantity of that utility “value”, for our own psychological reasons: natural selection has programmed us to feel favourably towards them. For example, when I do some prosocial action, my brain rewards me (i.e. itself) with a shot of feel-good chemical. This tags the corresponding memory/concept positively (as good) so that I will be more disposed to use it in the future. The weight of such tagging plays a large part in how choices are made.

     (m)   In natural morality goodness is a functional, psychological property: “perceived, consciously or unconsciously, as of instrumental utility →C”. So, too, via the information that forms and constitutes our conceptual repertoire, are truth, knowledge, justice and perhaps even beauty. The one property they all have in common is that they are functionally →C.

     (n)   All our normal behaviour is grounded in →C. That is, there is a one hundred per cent causal correlation between “good” and “(of utility) →C”. If you doubt this, pick anything on which there would be a reasonable consensus that it is good, and try to show that its goodness is not ultimately grounded in →C. Prima facie the connection may be obscure, but, chase the rabbit right down the hole, and you will come to →C. There are no exceptions.

     5.   Most people have little or no conception of these facts and processes. Folk psychology has the concepts “good” and “value”, but, in the absence of any theory of natural morality, it has not linked them with organic continuance. Utility has been intuited as relevant, but only superficially, not foundationally, in terms of maximising happiness – without understanding that happiness (or, perhaps better, satisfaction) is only another means, not an end, a “meter reading” natural selection has equipped us with to let us know how we are doing from moment to moment in the living/continuing business: in the green, persist; in the red, desist. And analysis of the language of morals has not helped, especially when it has insisted that good is indefinable, unanalysable and non-natural and that any attempt to explain good naturally is doomed to fail through the committing of an allegedly inexorable logical fallacy.

     6.   It must be emphasised that we have been considering only the grounds, the foundations, of morality, i.e. (utility) →C. We have not been trying to “reduce” the rest of morality – the superstructure in which we all participate every day – in any way, certainly not to “nothing but” chemistry. Like everything else about us, that superstructure – our manners, mores, law, politics and religions and concepts like conscience, guilt, remorse, equality, freedom, virtue, duty, rights, obligation, promising, cheating, deceiving, honour, love, respect, sympathy, trust, etc, etc – has evolved both genetically and culturally and represents the hard-earned experience of countless generations of our ancestors. But, with the passing of the God-idea, we have outgrown blind obedience to rules and the myths used to justify them. Our future morality will develop out of this superstructure, but I suggest that, as with just about everything else in life, we will be able to make best use of it only if we understand it at the deepest level, that is with good as “of utility towards organic continuance”, or, less abstractly, “of social and/or biological utility”.

     7.   That is where any attempt at a systematic natural morality is bound to end up, and Ann Long’s is no exception. For her, good is equated with whatever increases equality among humans, and the ultimate good is the achieving of maximum – perhaps even complete, “absolute” – equality. Only then will fully-morally-developed humans be able to flourish in loving communities. Thus, for Ann, “the good” for human persons is “the loving of all other persons equally, via the active pursuit of the well-being of each of them equally”. She sees this equality as the ultimate state of stability for humans, an inevitable, teleological great attractor.

     8.   What Ann seems not to see is that even absolute equality would still be a means, not an end, just another instrument of utility towards ensuring the continuance of part of the organic process (presumably with whatever other parts of the biosphere were required to sustain the human part). She agrees that achieving such equality will enable humans to “flourish” – which, as we have seen, is arguably the state of maximum probability of continuance – and that it is only progress towards that flourishing that will determine “whether or not the whole human enterprise dies”, i.e. continuance again. She sees no other source of moral value – human equality is the measure of all things good – and she holds this conviction with a certainty of rightness that seems almost religious: its truth seems so obvious and absolute; how could there be a rational alternative? Whether or not her future fully human-human persons agree will depend on how evolution has shaped their culture and therefore their repertoire of concepts in the interim. If they do choose “complete” equality, I hope it will not be sufficiently “absolute” to rule out all variation and therefore competition. In the end, I suspect, natural selection is cleverer than we are.

                                                 * * * * * * * * * * * * * *

     At first sight it might appear that the organic process is intrinsically good because of the self-generated “proximate push” to continue. That is, the organic process itself might be the source, the fount, of the absolute goodness, and therefore value, Ann Long is looking for. If it were, it would be the obvious replacement for the intrinsically-good God of theism. God’s intrinsic goodness was logically necessary as a truth of theology; the organic process’s goodness would be physically necessary as a product of the unique kind of molecular structure that makes it organic.

     But this ignores at least two vital parts of C-theory:

     (1)    The organic process does not exist physically “in itself” as some kind of large, autonomous molecular process (despite the Gaia hypothesis?); it exists only as a human construct, a psychological abstraction from all particular organisms, each of which is a physical manifestation of the properties stable, self-starting, self-sustaining, etc we saw above. That is, “the organic process” is the human concept for something like “the set of all autonomously actual organisms”; it cannot act autonomously. Thus, the proximate push to continue can occur spontaneously only in individual organisms; only in individual members of the set can the dynamics that constitute the new natural kind be realised intrinsically.

     (2)   Organisms achieve autocontinuance by acting on – by using – their environment to meet their needs. And “good” is the name we give to anything that can be so used, to anything of probable usefulness towards continuance, for brevity to anything that is “→C”. Therefore, strictly speaking, individual organisms cannot be good. For goodness to result, organisms have to act →C; they cannot be good intrinsically. Their intrinsic proximate push does not amount to “making →C use” of themselves; rather, it is a precondition of their being able to act at all.  However, organisms can be good indirectly: some other organism may use (e.g. eat) them; also, the social ones, especially humans, sacrifice some of their autonomy (allow themselves to be used) in their mutual, co-operative behaviour, sociality being perhaps their principal →C property. In ordinary language we refer to some individuals and groups as good, e.g. good person, good people. But, as with much of ordinary language, this is loose usage. What it is in fact referring to is the good “track record” of those involved, extrapolated to indicate their dispositions probably to behave equally well in the future. In practice, good thus comes in two senses, the rigorous natural and the loose conventional: in the first a person cannot be good, in the second he/she can. To see how this is no contradiction is to understand the grounds of morality. (Remember, the fact of the existence of organisms is value-neutral.) 
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