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Abstract: Biological survival and reproduction remains the fundamental, ongoing, inescapable
challenge for all living organisms, including humankind; it is a problem that can never be
permanently "solved.” Indeed, an estimated one-third of the current human population world-
wideis at serious risk from malnutrition and/or severeillnesses and disabilities, and there are
many prospective future survival "megathreats,” from rapid climate changes to water resource
shortages and disease pandemics. Moreover, the survival problemis multi-faceted. As
documented by the " Survival Indicators® program, there are at least 14 broad domains of "basic
needs' for the human species, all of which constitute survival imperatives. Accordingly, every
complex society represents — quintessentially — a "collective survival enterprise.” AsAdam
Smith fully appreciated, we are (by and large) dependent for the satisfaction of our basic needs
upon the skills and efforts (and ethics) of many other people. Indeed, as modern societies
become increasingly interactive and interdependent, each of us must depend on an ever-widening
"life-support system.” Thus an evolutionary ethics — an ethics that serves our common survival
and reproductive interests — isindispensable; it is essential to the functioning of a complex
modern economy and society. In addition, it happens that there is also strong support for the
role of ethics within evolutionary theory itself. Evolutionary biology has recently experienced a
major paradigm shift as* group selection” theory, and in particular Darwin’s own theory about
the role of organized social groups in human evolution, has reemerged and gained support.
Implicit in this new paradigmis arevival of the age-old concept of the * public interest” and a
political ideology that is focused on the concept of “ fairness.” What | call a“ fair shares’ ethic
entails three normative principles that collectively address the competing moral claimswithin
any society for (a) meeting basic needs, (b) rewarding "merit," and (c) ensuring
reciprocity/equity. (Thereisalso increasing scientific evidence that fairnessis a psychologically-
grounded normin human societies.) It could also be called * enlightened capitalism.”



Introduction: “ The Futureis Not What it Used to Be’

You could legitimatdly cdl it a“megathreat”. In ascholarly but readable book that should have
set darm bellsringing — literdlly around theworld — the distinguished geoscientist, Richard B. Alley,
warned us recently that the accumulating scientific evidence points to the likeihood, in the not too distant
future, of an ecologica disaster. He was not talking about globa warming but something much worse.

Alley isone of the world' s leading climate researchers and was the chairperson of arecent
Nationa Academy of Sciences study of global climate change. Thetitle of Alley’sbook saysit al: The
Two-Mile Time Machine: Ice Cores, Abrupt Climate Change, and Our Future (2000). Alley
concludes that humans have enjoyed an unusudly benign and stable climate pattern during the past
10,000 years. In the padt, climatic turmoil has been more therule. To quote Alley:

Large, rapid, and widespread climate changes were common on Earth for mogt of the time for
which we have good records...While our [remote] ancestors were spearing woolly mammoths
and painting cave walls, the climate was wobbling wildly...The climate jumped between cold
and warm not over centuries, but in aslittle asa single year....The current stable interva is
among the longest on record. Nature is thus likely to end our friendly climate, perhaps quite
soon....What should we do about this? The smple answer isthat | don’t know (pp.3-4, 185).

A key finding of this research bears repeating. The end of our relatively benign globa climate
pattern could happen “in aslitleasasingleyear.” And, as Alley says, we haven't aclue a present
about how to prepare for it.

Perhaps you might be predisposad to doubt such Cassandra-like projections. If so, consider
this. Even during the past few thousand years of relative climate sability, growing evidence suggests
that there have been recurrent periods of prolonged regiona “megadroughts’, and that some of these
were very likely responsible for the sudden, mysterious disappearance of many ancient civilizations—
such as the Akkadians, the Old Kingdom in Egypt, the Harappan civilization of the Indus River vdley,
the Classic Mayans, the Anasazi, and others. Centuries-long climate disruptions have been common,
even in the recent past. Indeed, the “Little lce Age’ that besieged Europe only afew centuries ago
provides awell-documented example.

In this disturbing light, consider the possible fate of the state of Cdifornia, inthe U.SA. Withits
rich soil, warm climate and the longest growing season in the world, California currently produces about
one-quarter of America stota output of fruits and vegetables, aong with a significant percentage of
various grains and dairy products. Cdiforniaaso has a population of about 35 million people, whichis
projected to grow to 50 million by 2025. Unfortunately, Cdiforniais one of the areas that has been
susceptible in the past to severe, recurrent megadroughts. If (or rather when) another such
megadrought occurs in thisregion, it will very likely produce a globa food crisis— among other things.

In this age of internationa agricultura markets, many other countries besides the United States could be
hit with soaring food prices and severe food shortages.



Even if you areinclined to discount the threst of dragtic climate changes, a number of other
mega-problems are dready visble on the horizon. For ingtance, the world' s stock of fresh water is
being depleted a arate that will soon threaten our food supply, smply because amgor share of the
world' s agriculture depends on atificid irrigation. Drinking water and water for sanitation and indugtria
uses are aso threatened. According to the journal Nature, even now some 1.3 billion people (20% of
the globa population) do not have safe drinking water, and within the next 50 years population growth
will create the demand for a 50-100% increase in demand, a staggering chalenge. And this says
nothing about terrorism and wegpons of mass destruction, or disease epidemics, or the litany of current
environmenta problems.

So the question is: what can be done to prepare for such megathreats? Unfortunately, thereis
no way we can predict for certain which mgjor catastrophes could happen in the future, much less
where, or when. Asthe writer Barbara Holland (1999) wryly commented in an article about our
perennia hunger for prophets. “The term ‘foreseeable future isan oxymoron.” Thisis precisgly why
the world community urgently needs to develop a* drategic plan” for the planet Earth. (I am partid to
the economist Kenneth Boulding' s term, “ spaceship Earth,” because it underscores our profound
dependence on an immensaly complex globa system — ecological, technologica, economic and political
— that we cannot take for granted.)

Some neo-isolationists may resist the idea of agloba srategic plan. Perhgpsthey cling to the
old, nationditic notion thet the rest of the world is not their concern. Globd thinking, they daim,
smacks of dtruism and one-world idedlism. But thisatitude is a onceill-informed and naive.
Globdization means “interdependence,” for better or worse, and we can no longer afford the luxury of
ignoring it. The latest evidence of this, perhaps, isour dose cal with the SARS epidemic. By focusing
systematically on the full range of potentid threats and their varying globa impacts, we may be able to
understand more clearly how we might be affected, and why it isin our collective sef-interests to care
and to mobilize resources, or at least contingency plans, for dedling with them. (For an elaboration on
this theme, see Corning 2003a.)

Evolutionary Ethics as a Nor mative Foundation

So what does “ethics’ have to do with planning for — and meeting — our exigentia surviva
chdlenges? The answer, in anutshdl, istha any effort to develop a strategic plan for an uncertain future
— not to mention dealing with the many problemsthat are dready on the globa agenda— should be
grounded in aclearly defined normative framework; it isimportant to have an explicit set of underlying
vaues, and objectives, to guide the globa grategic planning process.  In private-sector strategic
planning, the gods are generdly clear and unambiguous — namely, to grow the business and improve its
profitability. But these vaues are hardly adequate where the chalenges relate to our long-term survival.
We need anormative framework that is related to the fundamental chalenges that we face, and | believe
that an evolutionary approach can provide afoundeation for such aframework. Let me briefly explain
why.

“Ethics’ isaterm that has been defined in many different ways over the years and has been
much-debated. Here | will use the term in a pragmatic (and instrumenta) way to refer smply to the
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norms or rules of conduct that govern our economic, socid and palitical relationships. In these terms,
some ethica precepts may be informad, unstated and customary. Others may be very explicit and may
even be codified in formd rulesand laws. But al are distinguished by the fact that they impose some
cost on the actor (though there may be compensating benefits), dong with immediate benefits to the
recipient(s). Otherwiseit isindistinguishable from pure sdf-interest. Moreover, ethica precepts and
actions may have multiple “levels’. Some are concerned only with interpersona relationships. Others
are concerned with the collective actions of groups, or inditutions. Still othersinvolve the behaviors of
governments and, indeed, the conduct of entire nations toward one another. And, of course, al of these
levdls may interact. “Evolutionary ethics’ isrdevant to al of these levds, but we are particularly
concerned here with its relationship to the “socia contract” in agiven society.

It s;emsthat evolutionary ethicsisin the ar thesedays. During the past few years, there has
been an outpouring of publications on this subject, including many new books (as well as a number of
books on Darwinism and rdligion) and countless journa articles. Indeed, an Internet search using the
term “evolutionary ethics” yielded some 65,400 hits. And at a conference that | attended recently in
the U.S,, there were no less than a half-dozen panels devoted to various aspects of the subject.  What
distinguishes “evolutionary ethics’ from more traditiona gpproaches to the subject isthat it is grounded
in the fundamenta premise that human ethica systems can be explained — and judtified — in terms of
evolutionary principles. Our ethicd systems are viewed as being products of our evolutionary heritage
and are geneticaly undergirded; they are more than smply culturd inventions, or the actudized ideas of
ancient philosophers.

What is not so widely appreciated, though, is the fact that the debate over evolutionary ethics
goes back to Darwin’sday. In fact, the roots of this debate trace back even to the ancient Greeks.
Since this age-old debate aso lies at the heart of our current ethical predicament, some historical
background is relevant here.

Broadly speaking, there have been two sharply-opposed camps, or “schools of thought,” on
the subject of evolutionary ethics, which has mirrored two radicaly different interpretations of the
evolutionary process itsdf, and of the nature of human societies. One of these schools has adhered to
what could be called “Darwin’s Darwinism.” Contrary to the many misnterpretations of Darwin's
views over the past century and a haf, Darwin was actudly quite comfortable with the idea that
functionaly organized, interdependent “groups’ could be units of selection in evolution; natural sdlection
isnot exclusvely focused on individuds.  In his book on The Descent of Man (1871), Darwin applied
this modd specificaly to the evolution of humankind. He concluded that it was our socidity that had
contributed the most to our evolutionary success and that moraity and the “socid ingtincts’ are rooted in
human nature. Darwin aso argued that evolving hominid groups enjoyed mutually beneficid, win-win
cooperative relationships that served to congtrain individual competition and promote group-serving
values. AsDawin put it:

Sdfish and contentious people will not cohere, and without coherence nothing can be effected.

A triberich in [intdligence, courage, discipline, sympathy and fiddity — as he noted earlier]

would spread and be victorious over other tribes. But, in the course of time, it would...be, inits
4



turn, overcome by some other tribe more highly endowed. Thus the socid and mora qualities
would dowly tend to advance and be diffused throughout the world (p. 148).

Dawin himsdf did not venture explicitly into the redlm of evolutionary ethics, but one of his
important contemporaries did. It was the polymath and socid theorist Herbert Spencer — considered
by many in the 19" century to be the preeminent thinker of his age — who wasin fact the founding
father of evolutionary ethics. 1t was Spencer, not Darwin, who coined the dogan “ surviva of the fittest.”
And it was Spencer, in his early diatribes againgt the power of the “ate’ as a young ideologue and
polemicist, who inspired Socid Darwinism.

However, Spencer’ s views also changed as he matured, and in his monumenta ten-volume
Synthetic Philosophy (which spanned four decades), Spencer advanced a more balanced view of
society and ethics. Following Darwin's lead, Spencer grounded his paradigm in the recognition that
human societies are based on cooperation, not competition: “ Cooperation...is at once that which cannot
exig without society, and that for which society exigts,” we wrote in The Principles of Sociology
(1874-75). “The mative for acting together, origindly the dominant one, may be defense againgt
enemies, or it may be the easer obtainment of food, by the chase or otherwise; or it may, and
commonly is, both of these” (Val. 1, 1, p. 224).

Spencer viewed society as a Utilitarian ingrumentality — a system of exchanges and mutud
benefits that arose out of the “ struggle for existence” (in Darwin’sterm). Moreover, the “ progressive’
development of human societies over time was the result of an interaction between what would now be
cdled ecologica, psychologica, and socioeconomic forees, including both cooperative and competitive
(or even antagonigtic) relationships (Val. 1,1, pp. 14-15).

One aspect of Spencer’ s formulation should be stressed, namely, that he pointedly suggested a
basis for resolving one of the more vexing problemsin socid theory — the nature of the relationship
between the individua and society, and the causal potency of each in socia behavior and socid change.
To Spencer, human nature — our psychologica propensties and mentd faculties— and society are
involved in a co-evolutionary process. “ The phenomena of socid evolution are determined partly by the
externa actions to which the social aggregate is exposed and partly by the nature of its units
[individualg]...observing that these two sets of factors are themsdlves progressively changed as society
changes’ (Val. I, pp. 435-6).

Accordingly, Spencer’s“ science of ethics,” which established the foundation for what |ater
became “evolutionary ethics” was derived from his understanding about the nature of asociety. As
atticulated in The Principles of Ethics (1892-93), the fina two-volume unit of his encyclopedic opus,
the “science of right living,” as Spencer called it, conssted of an gpplication of the scientific method to
the problem of determining which ethical principles and mora precepts would best be able to harmonize
agiven society at its particular stage of evolution. The criteriafor evauating ethical issues should be their
consequences both for a society and its members, recognizing their interdependence:

So that from the biological point of view, ethical science becomes a specification of the
conduct of associated men who are severdly so condtituted that the various sdif-
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preserving activities, the activities required for rearing offspring, and that which socid
welfare demands, are fulfilled in the spontaneous exercise of duly proportioned faculties,
esch yidding when in action its quantum of pleasure; and who are, by consequence, O
condgtituted that excess or defect in any one of these actions brings its quantum of pain,
immediate and remote (Val. I, p. 100).

In other words, ethical prescriptions and sanctions must be tailored to the results that they are
likely to produce in specific contexts with repect to the ultimate purpose of a society — the greatest
happiness (broadly interpreted) of the greatest number, but with an gppreciation also for the fact that
individua satisfactionsin complex societies are both biologicaly based and very often interdependent;
thereis dso a socid welfare, or*public interest” that encompasses the interests that we hold in common.
Indeed, Spencer invented the term “super-organism” asaway of characterizing this property of an
organized society. Spencer’s point was that superorganisms, aswdll asindividuas, can be discrete
evolutionary units. Of course, Spencer was not really breaking new ground here; the so-called
organismic anaogy can be traced back in socid theory at least to the writings of Plato and Aristotle,
who emphasized the role of the community (the “polis’) in providing for our basic needs (see below).

“Survival of the Fittes”

The second schoal of thought in evolutionary ethics has adhered to an individudigtic, egoitic (or
sometimes “redist”) gpproach, and it too can be traced back to ancient Athens — to the Sophidts, the
Cynics, and the Epicureans (their very names give the game away). However, the champion of this
modd in the 19" century (surprisingly enough) was the biologist Thomas Henry Huxley (dubbed
“Darwin’sbulldog” for his vociferous public defenses of Darwin's theory), who sharply contradicted his
measter on the issue of evolutionary ethics.

In his famous (some say infamous) Romanes lecture of 1893, which shocked some of his
listeners, Huxley (1993[1893)]) disavowed Darwinism as abasisfor ethical principles. Huxley
characterized evolution (what he referred to as the * cosmic process’) as an arena of “relentless combat”
—aHobbesian “war of every man againgt every man.” Huxley aso cdled nature “a gladiators show”
inwhich thelosersgo to thewadll.  In other words, Huxley painted himsdlf into an ethicd corner. By
denying the role of socid life as aform of adaptation in evolution, Huxley undermined any evolutionary
judtification for socid ethics.  Indeed, he was forced to argue that our only hope wasto use cultural
contrivances (or what he cdled the “the state of art”) to counteract what he referred to as “the state of
nature.” But this begged the question: why bother? Why tamper with the “ progressive’ trend of the
naturd order? Thisisexactly what the Socid Darwinists argued.

The definitive rebuttal to Huxley's “tooth and claw” model of evolution was advanced by one of
Huxley’ s own contemporaries, the philosopher and educator John Dewey (1993[1898]). Dewey’s
argument is il relevant to the current debate over evolutionary ethics:

| have discussed [Huxley's metaphor] in the hope of enlarging somewhat our conception of
what is meant by the term “fit”; to suggest that we arein the habit of interpreting it with reference
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to an environment which long ago ceased to be. That which was fit among animasis not fit
among human beings...because the conditions of life have changed...The environment isnow a
distinctly socid one, and the content of the term “fit” has to be made with reference to socid
adaptation...We have then no reason here to oppose the ethical process to the natural process
(p. 100).

Another of Huxley’s critics, Ledie Stephen (1993[1893)]), pointed out that mordity can be
based on purely prudentia grounds. Following Spencer’ s reasoning, men may find that peaceis
preferable to war, that the divison of labor and reciprocity can be mutualy advantageous and that a
persona mordity can be derived from our dependence on others for the meeting of our needs. A st of
ethical rules— and a system of enforcement designed to prevent anyone from cheating — are in our
own best interest. Stephen concluded: “ An individualism which regards the cosmic process as
equivaent smply to an internecine struggle of each againg dl mudt fail to condruct a satisfactory
mordity, and | will add thet any individudism which fails to recognize fully the socid factor, which
regards society [merely] as an aggregate instead of an organism [i.e., Spencer’ s “super-organism’], will,
in my opinion, find itsdf in difficulties’ (p. 88).

The sad fact is that, over the course of the past 30 years, we have had to relive this nineteenth
century ethical debate.  Neo-Darwinism, which became the dominant evolutionary paradigm in the
1970s and 1980s, virtudly rejected the role of group seection as a“mechanism” in evolution. Some
theorists even denied the very existence of higher level wholes (superorganisms); asociety is nothing
more than an epiphenomenon, areflection of the many individua motives and actions.

Like the ancient Sophists and Epicureans, the Neo-Darwinists embraced an individudidic,
“sdfish gene’ mode of evolution. Asthe popularizer of thismodd, the biologist Richard Dawkins, put
it: “1 think ‘nature, red in tooth and claw’ sums up our understanding of evolution admirably”
(1989[1976], p. 2). One of the chief casudties of the Neo-Darwinian “revolution” was Darwin's own
explanation for human evolution, aong with his reasoning about our socid and mord faculties. Thus, for
example, the philosopher Helena Cronin, in apopular 1991 book, The Ant and the Peacock, came to
the conclusion that Darwin “lets us down.” (p. 327). Why s0? Because he relied on the supposedly
flawed concept of group sdlection in explaining human evolution. Likewise, the science writer Robert
Wright, in a provocative popularization about the new field of evolutionary psychology cdled The
Moral Animal (1994), wrote off Darwin's explanation of humankind atogether: “The more you think
about it, thelesslikdy it seems.” Despite the book’ s affirming title, Wright concluded that we are not
mora animals after al but only “potentiadly” so; what passes for moraity is*ruthlesdy” subordinated to
our sdf-interests, he declared.(p. 186).

For mogt of the past 30 years, the sdfish gene modd has been predominant in evolutionary
theory. However the tide has recently undergone a mgor shift. It isnow clear that the rgection of
Dawin's Darwinism, and of Spencer’s evolutionary ethics, was largely the result of some serious
misconceptions.  One misconception was that cooperation and sociality depend on “dtruism” and are
therefore severdy congtrained in the natural world. To many of the early Neo-Darwinians, it seemed
that only cooperative behaviors favoring close “kin” (and maybe “reciprocd dtruism™) might be able to
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circumvent the theoretica obstacles to cooperation, since group selection was widdy viewed as being
impotent. The second misconception was that true ethics necessarily requires atruism; enlightened sdif-
interest does not count. In short, it was aclassic double bind. (This episode is discussed in some detall
in Corning, 2003b.)

Recdl how Spencer’s ethica vision finessed this problem. In effect, Spencer argued that an
ethica system can be based on “ prudentid” grounds, or enlightened sdlf-interest. Spencer’s argument
was hardly new, of course. It can be traced back at least to the Greek Stoics. Spencer’ s contribution
was to relate enlightened sdlf-interest to the biological problem of surviva and reproduction and to
assart that individud interests and the “public interest” were not necessarily incompatible or opposed to
one another; they can often be harmonized.

The crucid theoretica issue here was identified by Ledie Stephen in hisrebutta to Huxley's
lecture. If asociety isviewed merdly as an aggregate of individuas who have no common interests, and
no stake in the socid order, then why should they care? But if asociety isviewed — moreredidicaly
— asacomplex, interdependent “ collective surviva enterprise,” then each of ushas avitd, life-and-
desth stake in the viability and effective functioning of our society, whether we recognize this fact or not.
Another way of putting it is that much of our public ethics, and the cultura indtitutions that we have
evolved for encouraging — and enforcing — our ethica principles and rules, are dso an expression of
evolutionary ethics. Thetwo are not radicaly different spheres.,

Yet, in hindsight, Spencer’s evolutionary ethics, while necessary, was dso inaufficient. Who,
after the tragedy of 9/11, can doubt the redlity of dtruism as a Significant aspect even of large, complex
human societies. Americans grieved even for those they did not know and donated billions of dollarsto
help their families. Moreover, there is now much research showing thet humans do indeed seem to
have an innate “mord sense” For ingtance, a sense of “fairness’ seemsto have a strong, if imperfect,
pull on our preferences and our conduct, to the point that we may even be willing to make sacrifices on
itsbehdf — thus contradicting the classicd, “rationa choice” mode in economic theory. (Thisis
documented in some detail in Corning, 2003c. See dso Katz, 2002.)

How can this be? What adaptive advantage could a sense of fairness have bestowed on our
remote Pleistocene ancestors, such that it was “blessed” by natura sdlection and incorporated into the
undergarments of our evolving human nature? The mogt likely explanation, in anutshell, isthat the
principle of fairness came to play a centrd role in reconciling conflicting interests within our ancestors
groups, bands, and tribes. Darwinian group selection was most likely a powerful supplement to
Spencer’s prudential economic caculus. To quote again Darwin's observation in The Descent of Man:
“A Hfish and contentious people cannot cohere, and without coherence nothing can be effected.”
Competition may be an engine for enterprise and economic progress, but mutudly beneficid
cooperation is the fundamenta organizing principle underlying al human societies. Indeed, thereis
mounting evidence that our sociaity and readiness to cooperate far exceeds that of any other primate.
(Again, see Corning 2003c; aso Katz, 2002.)

The result of this sea change in evolutionary theory has been amgor reviva of Darwin's
8



Darwinism. Group sdlection has once again become respectable as a potentiad evolutionary mechanism.
(1t commonly goes under the heading of multi-level sdection theory.) The“bottom ling” of this
paradigm shift in evolutionary theory isthat thereis now strong theoretical support for the claim that
morality and ethics have played an important role in human societies, perhaps for millions of years— as
Darwin, Spencer, Dewey and otherslong ago asserted.  (Three recent books that have made a
compeling case for the role of ethicsin human evolution are Unto Others. The Evolution and
Psychology of Unselfish Behavior (1998), by philosopher Elliott Sober and biologist David Soan
Wilson; David Soan Wilson's Darwin’s Cathedral: Evolution, Religion and the Nature of Society
(2002); and Hierarchy in the Forest: The Evolution of Egalitarian Behavior (2001), by the
evolutionary anthropologist Christopher Boehm.)

The most important consequence of this shift in evolutionary theory, for our purpose, isthet it
provides a bass for reasserting the old-fashioned concept of the “public interest.” Human societies are
indeed superorganisms whose collective interests may sometimes transcend (though hardly nullify) the
interests of their individua members. Moreover, it is plausible that the superorganism represents an
ancient adaptive strategy in human evolution that may go back millions of years (reviewed in Corning,
2003b). Thistheoreticd shift has been timdy (to say the least), because the existentia problems and
the megathrests that we currently face require the re-assertion of an ethical framework that goes beyond
anindividudigtic, “ sdfish gene’ paradigm — and the sometimes myopic workings of the marketplace.
However, any new, 21% century version of the “public interest” must be anchored in a dlearly defined
normétive framework — a set of concrete ethical “guiddines’. We must be specific about what the
public interest entalls, otherwise it will amount only to a hortatory, hand-waving exercise.

Toward a 21t Century Evolutionary Ethics

Accordingly, | would like to propose four basic propositions (core assumptions) that, | believe,
are vitaly important for congtructing a 21% century evolutionary ethics.  These propositions are as
follows

1. The basic, continuing, inescapable problem for humankind is surviva and reproduction;
thisis aproblem that can never be permanently solved.

2. The ongoing surviva challenge entails abroad array of “basic needs’ that can be
empiricaly documented; they are imperatives for survival.

3. An organized society is quintessentidly a“collective survivad enterprise” Whatever may
be our illusions, aspirations, or persond agendas, the fundamental purpose of a human
society isto provide the wherewithd for meeting our basic surviva needs.  Indeed, the
vast mgjority of human activity, even in complex modern societies, is devoted either
directly or indirectly to meeting basic needs.

4, In complex societies, the surviva enterprise isinextricably interdependent in nature (it
can properly be characterized as a superorganism) and is becoming ever more so. To
quote that great free market advocate, Adam Smith “In civilized society [man] stands a
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al timesin need of the co-operation of and assistance of great multitudes...man has
amogt congtant occasion for the help of his brethren” (1964[1776], Val 1, p. 12).

Let me digress here, for amoment, to stress something that may not be so obvious. Theterm
“basic needs’ is often trested in socid theory asbeing relative, or amatter of persond preference.
But from abiologicd/surviva perspective, thisis absolutdy fdse.  Basic needs can be drictly definedin
biologicd terms as requisites for the norma functioning of an organism, and afailure to meet these
needs will cause more or less severe harm to its chances for survival and reproduction.  Moreover, our
basic needs congtitute a much bigger and more encompassing chalenge than is commonly associated
with theterm. Thereisaresearch program at our ingtitute called the Surviva Indicators Program,
which has documented and empiricaly vaidated at least 14 broad “domains’ of basic surviva needsin
humankind. (They arereferred to as basic needs “domains’ because many of them in fact encompass
an array of different dements. An obvious casein point is the variety of nutrients required for a
balanced diet.) This research programis discussed in depth in Corning, 2000. Hereisthefull list of 14
basic needs.

Survival Indicators: The 14 “Basic Needs”

1. Adequate Nuitrition 8. Physicd Safety

2. Fresh Water 9. Physcd Hedth

3. Thermoregulation 10. Mentd Hedth

4. Waste Elimination 11. Socid Communications
5. Respiration 12. Socid Rdationships

6. Sleen 13. Reproduction

7. Mability 14. Nurturance for Offspring

Although it is not possible to “unpack” thislist here (a detailed discusson can be found in the
article cited above), let me provide oneillugtration. Thermoregulation — the maintenance of body
temperature within a narrow range — is unequivocaly a basic need that, in fact, occupies a considerable
share of the time, energy, resources, technologies and economic activities of human beings world-wide.
The technologies range from smple wood fires to centrd ar conditioning, and from hand-held fansto
knitted sweaters. Indeed, even some so-cdled luxury items, like fur coats or ice-makers, may
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neverthaess aso serve our basic needs.

It should also be noted that, in complex modern societies, there are many context-specific
“ingrumenta needs’ aswel. Astheterm implies, many of these may be equally essentid to meeting our
basc, biologica needs. However, these instrumenta needs may vary widely. For instance, exogenous
energy sources represent an dmogst universal instrumentality for satisfying various human needs, though
the precise form, specific uses and required quantities obvioudy vary grestly. Findly, it should be
emphasized that these needs are not subjective; they are eminently measurable, and so are the
conseguences of a shortfdl in medting them.

Returning, then, to the four core assumptions that were cited above, | would argue that they are
not gratuitous, or wishful thinking, or a product of fuzzy-heaeded idedism. They are “truth clams’ that
are subject to vaidation in accordance with the canons of science. Contrary to former Prime Minister
Margaret Thatcher’s famous line: “there is no such thing as asociety,” the definitive reponse isthat a
society exists when people believe it does and act accordingly — and viceversa.  Itisultimately a
matter of choice — an empiricd question.

The “public interest,” then, is not a chimera, or an empty catch-phrase, or an unattainable idedl.
Its “content” congists — quintessentialy — of the ability of a given society, and its economy, to assure the
basic survivad requisites for a population, not just for today and tomorrow but also for generations yet
unborn. Itis“public’ in nature because it is the commonly-shared interest of the vast mgority of the
members of any society, and because we are intensely interdependent in pursuing the satisfaction of
these needs.

However, it is not sufficient merely to specify the overarching god of the public interest. Itis
aso vitdly important to spell out the ground-rules — the normetive criteria— that should govern the day-
to-day workings of the collective survival enterprise. | would propose that arevitalized, 21% century
evolutionary ethics should be based on the concept of “fairness,” an andogue of the age-old concept of
“socid judtice” Asnoted earlier, fairness appears to have psychological rootsin human nature itsalf —
though it must dways contend with the countervailing pull of sdfishness and greed ; the duditiesin
human nature an inescapable redity.

In an eramarked by unapologetic increases in the gap between the rich and the poor, coupled
with aggressive politica attacks on the welfare sate, the ancient, much debated concept of “justice’ has
been deeply challenged (see the reviews in Miller, 1976 and Pettit, 1980). To be sure, the concept of
justice dtill has a secure place within our legd system.  But “socid jugtice” involves something more.
Though it isaterm that has invited many different definitions, social justice commonly refersto the
digtribution of subgtantive benefits among the members of a society.

The concept can be traced back at least to Periclean Athens.  To Plato, in his classic dialogue
the Republic, justiceis not primarily concerned with some higher metaphysics, or atug-of-war over our
rights asindividuas. It is concerned with equitable rewards for the proper exercise of our abilities and
our caling, and our conduct, in a network of interdependent economic relationships. Moreover, and
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this point is often overlooked, Plato recognized that socid justice is grounded in our basic needs (For
elaboration ion this, see Corning, 2003d.)

Arigtotle, Plato’'s most famous student, supplemented his mentor’ s views in some very important
ways in histowering tregtise, the Politics. But most important for our purpose, Aristotle also provided
adassc definition of socid judtice: “giving every man hisdue.” There have been countless debates
through the certuries over what Aristotle meant by the word “due’. But a common sense interpretation
isthat the rewards provided by society should be proportionate to a person’s contributions to society.

It does not mean “equdity,” otherwise Aristotle would have used that word. Rather, it meansan
equitable portion — a“fair share”

Accordingly, a normative framework based on the principle of “fair shares’ hasthree
empirically-grounded sources of judtification. (Space limitations preclude afull discussion here, but see
Corning, 2003c.) To summarize the argument: (1) it is an essentid prerequisite for the stability and
ultimate viability of the political order; in game theory terms, people are very likdly to “defect” from the
exiging politica order if their survivd is threatened while others enjoy a huge “surplus’ of resources; (2)
anorm of fairness strikes a balance between the inescapable equalities in society, namely our basic
needs, and the inevitable inequalities in inherited wealth, talent, risk-taking and hard work; and (3) it
meshes with a degp psychologica sense of fairness, rooted in our evolved human nature, which goesto
the very heart of the enduring problem of how to secure politicd “legitimacy”. In fact, farnessisour
chief wegpon in the age-old war with the centrifugd force of palitical dienation and socid conflict. Life
may be unfair, as John F. Kennedy famoudy proclaimed, and “might” may often prevail. But that
doesn't make it right, and we can tdll the difference.

The philosopher John Rawls(1972), in his celebrated — and much-debated — theory of “judtice
asfarness” arrived a a somewhat smilar place, dbeit by a very different route. Hetoo tried to wrestle
with the undeniable fact of inequdities coupled with the existentia needs of the least advantaged. Rawls
did not succeed in convincing the utopians, who indgst on radica equaity by one means or ancother. Nor
did he convince some libertarians, who are in denia about our inextricable interdependency and do not
recognize any socid obligation to the disadvantaged. But Rawls did strike a chord, whatever the flaws
in hisfingering, with abroad spectrum of the “fair-minded” — those who seek a middle-way between
the revolutionary agenda of radica egditarian socidists and the failed promise of “naturd justice’
purveyed by the laissez faire capitdigs (or worse, the sanguinary “surviva of the fittest” ethics of the
Socid Darwinigts). Rawls singincts were correct. Thereisamiddle-way, and it has abiologicd
foundation.

Fair Shares: A Synopsis

Two digtinct and frequently competing mord claims arise out of the imperatives of human nature
and the nature of human society as a collective surviva enterprise. Oneisbasic needs, or ditributive
equity, and the other is“merit,” or giving every person his, or her, due.  Inthefar shares paradigm, our
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basic survival needs take precedence, but they do not nullify the claim to merit; they impose a condraint.
Thus, thereis nothing fundamentally new about this paradigm.  However, afair shares approach
explicitly recognizes the vaidity of both of these often competing mora claims and seeks to reconcile
and badance them; cal it “enlightened capitdism.” There are three interrdlated normative principles that
comprise the fair shares paradigm.

1.

Goods and services should be distributed to each according to his or her basic needs.

Thismay sound like an echo of Karl Marx, but it is a once more specific and more limited.
Herethe term “basic needs’ refersto the 14 primary needs domains mentioned above. Our
basic needs are not a vague, open-ended abstraction, or amatter of persona preference. They
condtitute a concrete agenda, abeit subject to further refinement, with measurable indicators for
ng the outcomes. Also, this paradigm fully recognizes the fact thet there are individua
and contextua differences and vitdly important insrumenta needs, which are dso subject to
change throughout the life-cycle, and that reproduction and the needs of dependent offspring
must beincluded aswdll. 1t should go without saying that both markets and avariety of other
forms of collective action, inclusive of government actions, may have aroleto play in mesting
our basic needs.

“Surpluses’ beyond the provision for our basic needs should be distributed according
to “merit”.

Merit has many facets, of course, but the ultimate criterion is rewards that are proportionate to
our contributions to the collective survival enterprise, and to our common needs (the public
interest). This criterion would obvioudy exclude the profits of drug lords, for example, aswell as
excessve profits due to various market distortions, like monopoly and cartel pricing, or insgder
information, fraud, and so forth. However, thereis no formulaic way of determining merit.

Many socid mechanisms, ranging from the market place to a representative, mixed, democratic
government, an independent judiciary and many other ingtitutions and practices can and do play
avitd rolein the imperfect art of determining what isfair compensation. The “merit” principle
merely stakes amord claim and poses the right question.

Does this paradigm imply areturn to “wefare queens” or a culture of “free-loading” and an

indolent class of economic “defectors’, to use the game theory terminology? The answer is emphéticaly
not. Whereisthe equity inthat? Infact, acrucia corollary of the two principles enunciated above is
that the collective surviva enterprise has dways been based on mutuaism and reciprocity, with dtruism
being limited — mostly — to specid circumstances under aditinct morad claim (what could be called “no-
fault needs’). So athird principle must be added to the fair shares paradigm. 1t might be called a
“reciprocity principle’:
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3. In return for the benefits associated with thefirst two principles, each of usis obliged
to contribute to the collective survival enterprisein accordance with hisor her ability.

The “reciprocity principle’ applies equaly to the rich and the poor, to wedthy matrons and
welfare mothers. However, it dso begsthe question. How are “ abilities’ and “contributions’ to
be determined? Again, there are no formulaic answers, but societies have devel oped various
ways for permitting such collective judgments to be made, from markets to legidatures, election
processes, “random” military drafts, examinations, licenses, performance evauations,
progressive taxes, and many more.

Fairness is the golden thread that binds a viable society together. And when that thread bresks,
the socid fabric will unravel. But fairnessis not an dl-purpose formulaor recipe. Itisagenera
principle that recognizes the merit of competing interests and directs us to find equitable compromises.
In this paradigm, compromiseis not a“ sal-out” of one's principles to politica expediency but may well
be, and often is, the assertion of a superordinate principle with a higher mora claim; it recognizes and
accommodates legitimate competing interests, and it furthers the overarching god of preserving a“just”
economic and socid order. However, the evidenceis dl around us that fairnessis often ameaiter of
perspective; it can be avery difficult cal. That iswhy we have aforma judtice system, and mediators,
family counsdlors, contract negotiations, and, not least, markets. Indeed, every society has a panoply of
informa customs and practices for goproximating fairness — from “equa shares’ to queuing and “first
come, first served,” “taking turns,” “drawing straws,” and “handicapping’— like senior citizen discounts
and dlowing children to go free.  In other words, fairnessis an evolving (and sometimes devolving)
work in progress, not an Olympian absolute.

Some Questions and Answers

Needless to say, there are many issues raised, and questions begged, by this paradigm. 1 will
briefly discussjust afew of them here. (Others are discussed in Corning, 2003c.)

# Some might claim that this sounds like a re-packaging of Marxism. One critic called
it “fuzzy Marxism.” Infact, the opposteistrue. Marxism is grounded in afuzzy biology, dong with a
smpligtic and one-sided modd of human nature. Marxism actudly violates the fair shares principles.
For one thing, Marx was quite “ diffident” and unenlightening about specifying what our basic needs are.
Second, Marx made no provision a dl for “merit”, and he was quite hogtile to capitdism. Remember,
capitdists were viewed as the villains and were destined, in accordance with the imperatives of Marx’s
didecticd materidism, to end up in “the dustbin of history” (to borrow Bolshevik Leon Trotsky's
epitaph for the Mensheviks). Marx adlowed the inference to be made that equdity and equity are
equivadent. But most important, Marx’ s directive that everyone should contribute in accordance with his
(or her) ahility, in the absence of the other two fair shares principles articulated above (especidly the
dam for merit) could potentidly be exploitative and unfair. Despite the Smilaritiesin phrasing, the
Marxian “contribution principle’ does not accord with the fair shares paradigm. Indeed, it isthe
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combination — the integrated “ package’ of principles — that makes the fair shares paradigm didtinctive.

# A second issue concerns the naturalistic fallacy and the so-called " isought
dichotomy," which prohibits us from deriving norms from any existential facts. A critic
might ask: Why ought we to care about our survival and reproduction, much less that of
anyone elsein our society? More to the point, why should anyone — especidly the"haves' — accept
the fair shares ethic as a standard for guiding the policies and practices of a society toward those who
are lessfortunate? Even if we have been "programmed” by our evolutionary heritage to be concerned
about fairness, how can anyone clam that this crestes a normative imperative? Infact, thisis a sophist
sand-trgp. Theissue here is not whether we can derive some categorica imperative for mordity.
Rather, these are prudentid, “if-then” principles. Given the cardina factsthat (1) we do care—
intensdy — about satisfying our basic needs, (2) these needs mugt, by and large, be satisfied through the
cooperative activities associated with the "collective survival enterprise,” and (3) we do, after dl, havea
shared sense of fairness, then the fair shares ideology

provides a compass for steering a society through the political shods. It directs usto navigate amiddle-
course between unfettered free market capitalism and egdlitarian socidism. Moreover these principles
represent "exigtentia imperatives' in the sense that serious ma adaptive consequences — both individualy
and collectively — will result from ignoring them and pursuing an dternative course.

# What about those who cannot contribute their fair share of productive capital and
labor? Isthere not some danger that unqudified help for the truly needy would turn society into avast
charity ward, imposing alarge economic burden on the rest of us? Thefact isthat complex modern
societies aready willingly support their dependent children, dependent ederly, and the disabled, among
others. We seem to be more grudging about aiding the poor and their children, and many of them can
contribute in various ways. Nevertheless, there is also a hard-core problem — people in complex
societies who, for one reason or another, will dways be unable to contribute. “Workfare’, or “wdfare-
to-work” programs will never work for these unfortunate people. Thisisaredlity that we seem
reluctant to face. But if our evolved mora senghilities can encompass the victims of highly visble
dissgters like floods, earthquakes and terrorist attacks, thereis no mora ground for excluding the less
vishle persond tragedies dl around us, including those that are, sadly, biologically based. Thisiswhere
the golden rule, and perhaps Rawls s “vell of ignorance,” should apply, especialy knowing that we, or
someone we love, could dso end up in need. Indeed, one of every five familiesin the United States has
amember who suffers from some form of mentd illness. Our welfare programs aso represent aform of
socid insurance, a principle that goes back to the Greek funerd societies.

# Thereisalso the politically explosive issue of where do we draw the line, or lines?
What about ensuring fairnessin the emerging global economy? There can be no doubt thet the
rich nations must be constrained by a respect for the basic needs of their trading partnersin the Third
World. They cannot be absolved from amora responsibility for the consequences of their actions.
One modd, among others, of what ispossiblein thisregard isthe “Fairtrade’ relationship between the
Day Chocolate Company and the Kuapa K okoo cocoa growers co-operdtivein Ghana. The
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company pays afar and guaranteed price under along-term trading contract that not only meets the
farmers basic needs but enables the co-operative and its members to invest back in their business and
the community. Equdly sgnificant, the farmers are dso shareholders (and have a voice) in the chocolate

company.

But isit redigtic to expect an open-ended commitment from the “haves’ to provide for the basic needs
of the world' s population? Should the rich countries accommodate an unrestricted number of babies
born to welfare mothers, or “ deadbest fathers’? And would this include the continuation in perpetuity

of an open-door immigration policy, or an unending flood of illega immigrants? Likewise, where do we
draw linesin the globa economy, where ever more of our needs, and wants, are satisfied by workersin
other countries? Globa poverty isavast ocean of unmet needs. For example, in Mexico aone, 40%
of its population of 97.5 million live in deep poverty.

There are no easy answers to these questions, but | would reiterate a key point about the nature of the
superorganism — the collective survival enterprise. 1t is based on mutuaism and reciprocity, not
dtruism. So the generd answer to my question above isthat, in order to be consstent with the norms of
the fair shares paradigm, lines eventualy must be drawn. This does not preclude dtruigtic actions, but it
delimits aboundary line for reciprocity. Thet is an inescgpable tradeoff. Indeed, even atruism must
have limits. Asthe economist Kenneth Boulding pointed out: “ Anyone who believes exponentia growth
can go on forever in afinite world is either amadman or an economigt.”

# Finally, thereisthe question of how the fair shares paradigm relates to the survival
challengesthat lie ahead . The answer, in short, is that these normative principles can, and must, be
used to guide our collective responses. Meeting basic needs must come firgt, but merit and reciprocity
will aso be vitaly important consderations. 1n the meantime, al three of the fair shares principles can
be used to inform our effortsto develop agloba grategic plan.

Conclusion

To conclude then, capitadism has been an engine of economic growth and progress; itisa
proven system. However, the megathreats and the severe economic chalenges that dmost certainly
await us in the future require the development of a more enlightened capitdism.  We need a normative
framework that (1) recognizes the many dimensions of the basic surviva problem, (2) fully understands
our deep interdependency, and (3) is guided by sound socid and ethica principles. We must learn to
strike a better balance between the workings of the marketplace and the overarching needs of the
collective surviva enterprise (and its members) as a superorganism. In other words, we must find a
middle-ground between the legitimate claims of both the holistic and egoistic modds of society.

To pargphrase afamous line from the American founding father, Benjamin Franklin, during the

darkest days of the American Revolution: Either we will al survive together or we will most assuredly all
go extinct separatdly. Ultimately, the choiceisup to us.
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