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Continuity and consistency in the socio-cultural context

What is the socio-cultural significance of the current ‘War Against Terror(ism)’?  Is there anything to be learned from this global hunt for the perpetrators of mass violence, killing and destruction … any understanding which will contribute positively to how each and all of us are constituted in the socio-cultural dimension? 

Pitted in the hunt for the perpetrators of violent mass crimes against humanity, we could envisage United States President, George W. Bush, 

as the self-appointed international police chief, desperately yet earnestly leading bevies of international policeman (soldiers) in a consolidated effort to rid the world of this crime of terrorism, which violates the lives of so many people. 

Terrorists may be eliminated through this process.  

Yet whatever culture formed the context of the ideology and issues espoused by the terrorists is likely to remain in either its existing or modified form, 

whatever happens. 

Alternatively, the terrorist is more likely to commit to a given course of action to see what comes out of this, even though the intention is clearly to institute a violation of humanity in some sense.  Perhaps there is some similarity here to Fyodor Dostoevsky’s character, Raskolnikov, from the classic novel 

Crime and Punishment, who sought to kill to ascertain if this action would absolve his conscience. 

Whether or not such action takes place, 

and a terrorist is able to perpetrate heinous destruction and loss of life, 

the reality remains some form of socio-cultural edifice must prevail in either context for such action to be purposeful in any sustained sense. 

Whatever ideology or cause either party in this situation espouses, 

the reality is each would seek to sustain a certain socio-cultural edifice if their actions are to be considered purposeful, even according to their own respective expectations and/or assumptions. 

Perhaps to many the actions and strategy of George W. Bush may be clearly and evidently designed to sustain the Western democratic socio-cultural heritage, ethos and way-of-life.  Yet even terrorists would expect to know their actions would ultimately further a certain form of socio-cultural heritage if their initiative is to prove purposeful in any sense. 

Otherwise, if their actions could not be deemed to have a socio-cultural purpose, then these actions could only feasibly be regarded as simply serving the ideological interests of the perpetrators, thereby lacking significance and relevance in the greater socio-cultural context. 

Much of what is espoused as ideology in the socio-cultural context, then, 

is proferred for the purpose of sustaining socio-cultural entities and dimensions.  Therefore, it could be said what is sought in this respect is the continuity of culture. 

At the turning point of the US Civil War, the Union general, 

William Tecumseh Sherman, then regarded as somewhat eccentric, 

advanced the notion that the southern Yankee culture was so entrenched in the minds and lives of southern folk the only way to thwart it absolutely would be to annihilate it comprehensively.  Thence, through his famous march from Atlanta through to Savannah, on the coast of Georgia (300 miles), Sherman commanded his soldiers to wipe out everything – living and constructed – within a certain bandwidth, to prove the might and socio-cultural supremacy of the Union military strength and ideology, while separating the two arms of the Yankee forces.

‘War is cruelty, and you cannot refine it,’ Sherman once stated famously. 

It is reasonable and thoroughly plausible that many US American military leaders and politicians thenceforth would have taken their cue, and perhaps inspiration, from Sherman, who later commanded the US Army from 1870 to 1884.  

Indeed, the famous Sherman tank was so named in his honour.  

What is potentially more frightening is that Sherman’s notion is quite similar to the strategy and ideology adopted by Adolf Hitler.  There is possibly ample reason to believe Hitler knew this, and noted the cold analysis inherent in such a strategy.  Certainly, Hitler’s generals and military strategists would surely have been aware of Sherman’s famous declaration and march. 

What all this potentially reveals, and I believe substantiates, 

is that ideology is more a factor of the dynamics pertinent to any given situation, and crucially how those concerned interact in the context of these dynamics, than fundamentally decipherable through, or even attributable to in any truly definitive sense, the aspect of a particular personality, 

or personalities collectively. 

Everyone advocates, condones, remains attached to, and is inspired by, 

certain given ideologies, whether those concerned be presidents, politicians, strategists or terrorists – or everyday citizens with opinions, public or otherwise.  It is how we configure and apply these ideologies which is critical. 

Therefore, ideology is linked with culture inextricably.  

Indeed, it could be said ideology is the dynamic which sustains culture.  

While culture is, in turn, the key element which sustains society, 

along with social and civic endeavour.  All cultures can be regarded as having these elements retained in the dynamic of their progress and perpetuity. 

Hence it follows that, while cohesion enables the constitution and/or reconstitution of any culture within any given context, I believe it is not the comprehensive element which sustains the vital continuity of culture.  

It is the predominance of ideology which enables a culture to exist and be perpetuated throughout time. 

A culture may be implicitly cohesive.  

However, it will be the predominance of its ideology which sustains its continuity, whether this be advanced by outright force or assimilation over time.  

Ideology, in this context, as I have previously proposed through these seminar presentations, is derived from predominant ideas and ideals.  

Ideas and ideals predominate in any society or culture, just as these are inherent in the thinking, opinions and everyday analysis of every individual.  

Therefore, ideologies are just as much advanced by individuals as these are promoted from cultural perspectives. 

Values, sentiment, even passion and emotion, as expressed through feelings, are what nourishes and sustains ideology, just as much as these elements fuel the ideas and ideals advanced by people, through the context of culture and society.  So it is crucial for these elements to be recognised as the essence of socio-cultural development if the continuity of such development is to be sustained throughout time and into perpetuity. 

Already, the vital place and influence of these elements remains established in this respect through my previous seminar papers.  Crucial to the sustenance of this continuity is the vital cultural fabric of tradition, history and sentiment.  

It is through the contextual fabric woven from these pervasive influences that the continuity of any cultural edifice can acquire, and be infused with meaning, relevance and resonance, such that socio-cultural fabric remains in place. 

Ideology is the guiding influence and principle through which such development is sustained.  Otherwise, it would be possible to presume that any given culture, or socio-cultural context, would effectively expire, or certainly lose its progressive momentum, if such a guiding theme were absent in any given contextual situation.  The initiative to preserve and/or restore continuity would recede to the extent this element remained constrained, and ultimately eventual extinction would prevail. 

If the vital elements which progress any given culture into perpetuity, 

thereby sustaining its progressive continuity, are evident, then what is the characteristic quality which epitomises the optimal nature of this process?  

What can be considered as the definitive aspect which renders culture resonant in this sense?  This is the aspect of consistency, from my perspective. 

Ideology is not sufficient in and of itself to sustain cohesive and progressive socio-cultural development.  We are all familiar with the outcome of ideology which remains renegade in any communal or universal context.  

The predominance of unilateral and authoritarian fascist dictatorships which preceded and sustained World War II, and of the burgeoning gargantuan international empires and trading cartels which preceded these, were testament enough to the horror which can proceed from ideology which is not worked through consistently in a universal context, through which international imperatives are considered thoroughly and sensitively.  

Indeed, it was essentially for the purpose of dealing with this situation proactively that the United Nations conventions and initiatives were forthcoming, 

and ultimately prevailed.  These, also, have been based on ideological presumptions and positioning.  However, they are essentially internationalist 

in nature, aspect and purpose, which is the imperative designed to render such ideology consistent in the collective holistic communal context. 

Of course, the view may be claimed and advanced that this imperative doesn’t always prevail; that even UN-based ideology can be hijacked to serve the interests of particular national delegations, coalitions, or powers.  

Some would maintain the whole notion of an international ‘security council’ feeds into the propensity for such an anomaly to prevail.  However much such challenging considerations are regarded, the reality remains that UN-based initiatives constitute a relatively cohesive movement through which to weave a substantial aspect of consistency into analysis, decisions and actions implemented internationally, or are predicated on outcomes with international implications. 

Here I invoke the term ‘international’ rather than ‘global’ purposely.  

The notion of global initiative and endeavour connotes a whole more encompassing aspect of ideological reach than that which is deemed to be ‘international’, in my view.  Globalism as a notion is premised on the world as a whole cohesive entity, comprised of more than just international relations, networks and arrangements proceeding through the guiding ideology of the world as common humanity, or community.

Rather, the ideology of globalism is essentially presented as the world facing certain imperatives which emanate from the nature of human interaction and enterprise, as this affects what may be happening to our existence, along with the comprehensive totality of life on ‘the Earth’ in a planetary sense. 

My contention in response to such ideological posturing is that, 

if the ideological reach of decision-making and action is to be extended to incorporate such imperatives, then such positioning is really premature unless it is also couched within a context of what could be said to apply beyond the realm of this particular ‘planet’.  Therefore, it would assume ‘universal’ application beyond even the scope of human understanding, yet it would still be knowable through such human faculties as perception and intuition. 

Hence, if a ‘globalist’, or ‘planetist’, ideology is to be accepted consistently, 

then it must be couched in a context which is ‘universalist’ enough to reach beyond the parameters of contemporary planetist existence. 

If socio-cultural development were to proceed on the basis of universal(ist) ideology, then guiding principles – or ethical principles – which would be universal in their reach would be mandatory.  Human life – indeed, all life; 

even all existence – would be valued on the basis of its perceived place and significance from a universal aspect, not just as it relates to existence here and now.  For instance, if a decision is to be made to kill any living entity, 

or indeed even if life expires, individually or collectively, comprehensive consideration would gravitate around what ‘is’ and/or ‘was’ the place and significance of this entity(s) in the universal context, not just the contemporary ‘global’ existential context. 

Spiritual concerns and perspectives would require much more comprehensive and fine-grained consideration, for instance … Because these are palpably accessible through such human faculties as perception and intuition.  

It would follow that such concerns would require much more emphasis than is currently accorded them. 

Thus the transition to a more progressive ‘global’, or ‘planetist’, 

emphasis in ideology is not simply a matter of rearranging the deck chairs on the ‘global’ Titanic so that international capital is more accessible, and international markets can be more proactive.  This whole ‘global’ initiative connotes an ideological shift through which, through the very nature of the imperative globalist promulgators seek to impose, and the proactive momentum of this movement, our existence will be propelled progressively, along with all living beings, 

into the context of universal ideology.  

Therefore, it is crucial for what will become the principles of universal ideology to be considered and addressed now, so as to avoid the impossible and malign conundrum of principles and ideology being blatantly imposed in a given context on the bogus pretext of expediency and pragmatic endeavour.  

Indeed, many would claim with varying justification that this is precisely how terrorist groups, along with those who react and respond most vehemently to acts of terrorism, use ideology to promote their respective causes. 

What is required by all of us living in this fragile and vulnerable contemporary time of tension and transition is to apply consistency to ideology 

– to work through our guiding principles comprehensively and meticulously, with the greatest care and concern for all concerned, as well as the distinctive place and significance of everyone in the universal context.  This is vital as we now move inexorably into a universal existential and socio-cultural context. 

We can no longer merely regard ourselves as simply either ‘internationalists’ – citizens in an international community; nor as ‘globalists’ – individuals caught up in a purportedly loose unstructured movement of determinist forces which provide the progress of our planetary development. 

Implicitly, the foregoing ideological principles and notions have been presented as polarised dichotomies which are not negotiable, because of their inherently determinist aspect and the all-encompassing sweep of their reach.  

Such ideological positioning is no more cogent than that which was advanced by authoritarian fascist dictators and voracious empire-builders in times past.  Actually, the contemporary supportive rhetoric is horrifically similar and familiar, at times. 

Now is the time to address this situation.  

The ‘universal age’ requires the thorough working through of ideological principles with an emphasis on consistency, not just cohesion.  

Otherwise we are likely to repeat the horrors of history, as we progressively deplete the context available to us, and through which we can work.  

Our context is as precious and non-renewable a resource as any aspect of our natural environment. 

All of these considerations pertain to how culture is considered and configured in our consciousness and beyond.  How we envisage culture as an entity, 

along with its vital place and significance for us, will be crucial to its comprehensive meaning for us, and how this works out in the context of our contemporary situation, and hence our everyday lives. 

Therefore, it surely behoves us to heed the nature and quality of cultural relations and considerations.  What is the place and significance of cultural relations and the progress of cultural development from the comprehensive perspective of humanity?  Dealing with such a challenge is clearly pertinent for us all as we move on tentatively into the future. 

If we are to address such challenges comprehensively, 

then we must head how contemporary culture is being formed.  

The continuity of socio-cultural progress will clearly be crucial in the scope of such consideration, as already maintained throughout my analysis here so far.  Clearly most influential in this whole context of cultural development also will be the extent to which the element of consistency can be woven into this delicately fragile socio-cultural context, so that what emerges from this endeavour is a broadly cohesive contemporary culture.  This culture would be established through the place and significance of each of our contributions collectively and individually as universal citizens to what our universal cultural edifice is to become.  

Consistency remains effectively the forgotten, perhaps even forsaken, 

element in universal socio-cultural development, from my analysis.  

This situation must be addressed progressively if true authentic cohesion is to prevail in the socio-cultural context, from my perspective. 

If we are to infuse vital substance and significance into our culture, 

and cultural relations, then it is important for us to progress from an ethical perspective.  The substance of cultural progress would thence be grounded in sure ethical principles which would be universal in their application.  

Thus ethics would form the nature of cultural development.  

A universal ethics based on broadly contextured universal principles would then form the pretext for progressive socio-cultural development. 

What would a consistent form of cohesive universal ethics be like?  

What would characterise such a progressive development?  

Well, crucial to such an initiative would be the reality of each of us as universal citizens contributing distinctively to this whole initiative through our respective distinctive insights and perspectives.  Thus, in the interpersonal context, 

as we each would endeavour to ‘respond personally’ and contribute personally to the universal context, we would find and establish our place and significance in the universal realm of ethics. 

Therefore, it would be essential in the broad development and progress of this universal ethical context for each and all of us to be acutely aware of how the precious threads of significance and meaning which comprise our respective perspectives and perceptions have come to prevail in our lives, 

our consciousness, and through our sense, and therefore perception, 

of what constitutes reality, existence, identity and our realisation of these dimensions of our experience.  Hence what would characterise this process of progressive realisation would be to bring these precious threads of meaning and significance together in a consistent and cohesive form of dimensional accord, which would then inform, sustain and nourish the ethical fabric of 

an authentic universal culture. 

However, for this substantial transformation to proceed it would be essential for us all, as universal citizens, to remain aware and alert to the potential for such a universal movement.  Indeed, such a movement really characterises what those of us involved in ‘The Community Project’ of the United Nations Association of Australia have positioned as the ‘Authenticity Movement’, as we have each come to recognise a groundswell of awareness in support of the notion of authenticity. 

Authenticity is congruent with ethics 

… as it presupposes the integrity through which ethical principles and processes are intended to be worked out, and to progress in this sense.  

Therefore, the quest for authenticity could form the guiding universal ethical principle through which such an initiative would progress. 

However, we would still face the challenge of realising what such a universal form of ethics, based in a guiding principle of authenticity, would be like.  

How would it be configured specifically?  The very nature of such a process in the Western democratic context implies the reality of universal citizens contributing distinctively to this endeavour, with whatever emanates being as it will be, yet with certain universal principles as I have interpreted these here to provide substantial guidance as referential touchstones in this respect.  

However, what could be envisaged in this context would be an optimal approach, or even perhaps optimal attitude, to this challenge.  So what would constitute such an optimal approach?  Well, among the essential requirements for such an approach would be to evoke a sense of collective and (inter)personal responsibility to nurture this budding ‘ethical culture’, I would propose. 

Probably, more predominantly than any other qualities, 

we collectively require a deep respective sense of our mutuality, 

to more adequately respect and accept our place and significance one with each other; and of our maturity, which we could the more resonantly acquire through a deeper appreciation of continuity and consistency in the progression of 

socio-cultural developments throughout the generations and the substantial implications of these for the evolution of a truly universal ‘ethical culture’. 

Therefore, I hereby propose the collective application of a synthesis of these key qualities in the form of mutual maturity, or in essence a mutually mature approach to the progress of a prospective universal ethical culture. 

The death of ‘our’ contemporary culture?

John Carroll begins his work Humanism (1993) with the assertion that our 

Western culture is dead, and implies it has brought this condition on itself. 

‘ … Our culture is gone.  It has left us terribly alone.  In its devastation it cannot even mock us any more … Our culture is past cruelty.  It is wrecked.  It is dead.’ (1) 

In response to the physical and mental darkness of the Medieval period, humanism sought to turn Western culture around, according to Carroll. 

Moreover, ‘… the West has chosen to live for five hundred years under the humanist credo.  We can become what we will.’ (4) 

Yet, for Carroll, there is a glitch in this aspiration. 

Although somewhat successful, the West has broadly lost its essential cultural heritage through its enterprise in seeking to confront ‘… the metaphysical challenge of neutralising the fear of death’, according to Carroll. (5) 

Renaissance man is the epitome of humanism, and the epitome of early Renaissance man is Donatello’s Gattamelata, Carroll maintains. (13)

Carroll considers Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar as ‘the key text’ of 

‘Renaissance humanism’, with the struggle of Brutus around the aspect of ‘honour’ as the crucial challenge in this respect. (14) 

‘The words ‘honour’ and ‘noble’ litter the text of Julius Caesar from beginning to end,’ Carroll notes. (17) 

Hence the great challenge to Renaissance humanism emerges, 

as Carroll envisages this.  ‘It goes without saying that if a man is not free to make his own values, he cannot be free to make himself …’ Further, 

‘The making of values is the choosing of how and when to apply them …’ (19) 

Yet, the great ‘I am’ of humanism ‘… does not stand completely on its own,’ Carroll maintains. (19) 

Carroll comments on the portrait of The Ambassadors, by Holbein, who struggled with the onset of humanist perspectives. ‘… They [the ambassadors] have been turned to stone, they know that their cultural toys are powerless to help them – unable to distract them anymore – they can sense from where the debilitating force is streaming at them, and yet they cannot make out its form.  

They don’t want to …’ (30)  Yet they are embued inferentially with the thoroughly ‘respectable’ social and cultural attributes of honour and virtue. 

Shakespeare presents a complex inversion of the qualities of honour and virtue, as reflected through Julius Caesar, in his slightly later work – Hamlet, 

according to Carroll.  ‘Modern critical consensus holds that Hamlet is the hub of Shakespeare’s whole work, the centre from which the other plays reach out as spokes …’ (35-36) 

There is a humanist socio-cultural undercurrent in all this, as Carroll perceives it.  ‘Shakespeare demonstrates that … For Hamlet, for humanism, there is nothing above or beyond death … Hamlet is the finish of Western tragedy, 

for as long as the humanist epoch was to last.’ (41) 

Cervantes provides something of an alternative perspective to the Brutus-Hamlet dilemma through his classic character, Don Quixote, as Carroll envisages this.  ‘… [Don Quixote] has faith in his ideal and therefore can act.  

The introspective, self-obsessed, sceptical Hamlet is his opposite … 

Don Quixote … has a capacity for action, for noble action …’ (43-44) 

What follows from the Shakespearean challenge is the counter-Renaissance, established through the work of Luther and Calvin, according to Carroll.  Erasmus is the basic contender for criticism from this challenge, 

certainly from Luther’s perspective.  ‘Erasmus was a reasonable man.  

He was comfortable in the world, moderate, conciliatory, gentle and eloquent.  He was more concerned that the Church be at peace than with doctrinal controversy.  Christianity for him was the goodness of men in everyday life … fierce examinations of faith were a bit beside the point …’ (48-49) 

‘Erasmus’ argument is that of a reasonable man.  

He accepts that God determines most things, but leaves some freedom … 

There is no point in me trying to be a better person if I have no will of my own …’ (49) 

Then we have Luther’s response, as presented by Carroll. 

‘No free-will is the crux of the Reformation.  

Luther’s entire work centres on proving it … Luther’s first argument is that God’s own will is ‘immutable, eternal and infallible’ (50) … The second argument is the demolition of Reason. ‘If you regard and follow the judgment of human reason, you are forced to say, either that there is no God, or that God is unjust’ … Luther’s third argument concerns guilt. ‘No free-will has two sides to it. 

One is that God chooses whom he chooses.  

The other is that man is enchained in sin …’ (51)

What Carroll refers to as ‘Luther’s paradox’ of ‘death killeth death’ (53) 

gains a broader dimension and perspective with Calvin’s doctrine of ‘preordination’, or ‘predestination’.  Yet Carroll appears unaware of the greater comprehensive aspect of paradox, particularly in this context, in that he applies the dimensions of ‘paradox’ and ‘contradiction’ as if they were synonymous, 

or a reflection of common entities. 

‘There are three principal areas of difference with Luther that give Calvinism its distinctive character.  The first is that Calvin heavily underlines the notion of predestination (55) … The second dimension of the greater eminence Calvin bestows on man is through ‘vocation’ … It is Calvin who starts the Protestant  transformation of everyday activity in the world, the individual’s work, 

into a central form of religious devotion (57) … The third significant way in which Calvin diverged from Luther was in his religious doubt.  

Calvinism is pervaded by doubt (58) …’ 

Therefore, Carroll maintains the over-arching perspective which emanates from the Renaissance is that ‘… man has no control over his fortune, 

which he is given good and bad.’ (61)  Rather, conversely, 

‘… Fate and faith are fused together in the anti-humanist crucible.’ (61) 

What eventually emerged from all this was a ‘bourgeois fusion’ of the Renaissance and Reformation cultural realms, according to Carroll.  

‘This bourgeois fusion, with its own theory of family, education and politics, 

and its own ultimate metaphysics, was to prove the most stable and enduring of the humanist offspring.’ (67) 

Carroll proceeds to track something of the development of this ‘fusion’ through the work of certain prominent artists, from 1630 through to1670, beginning with Diego Velazquez, as inherent in his painting Las Meninas.  ‘Here is the first direct representation in Western culture of the artist as the great man, the free individual.  It is a development of Pico’s ‘I can become what I will’.’ (71) 

Then there is Carroll’s broad interpretation. ‘Culture must serve right authority, and unequivocally.  The moment it waivers, as here, it becomes subversive … [Velazquez] makes his universe as he will … 

He is, as Nietzsche will call him, a value-creator.’ (73)

Thereby, responding to the humanist challenge, 

Carroll forms out his essential analysis in respect to the Calvinist position.  ‘Calvin knew that vocation is essential:  action in the world is the only way for man.  Conscience needs the ‘I’ to act if it is to set up its bearings …’ (79-80) 

What then proceeds Carroll describes as a ‘metaphysical paralysis’, 

in reference to the art of Rembrandt, as evident in a most interestingly (inter)personal sense in Rembrandt’s work Jewish Bride.  

‘It is a tender idealisation of marriage … It is marriage as a type of vocation (80) … The problem is not with choosing the institution of marriage as the earthly domain for the experience of reverence … It is rather that the bridal couple, 

with their companionate friendship, can be no more than one element in either the social or the metaphysical hierarchy.  They are not the whole world.  

To ask too much of them will crush them, in the end.’ (80-81) 

This Protestant tension is resolved to some extent through the works of 

Nicholas Poussin, according to Carroll. 

‘Poussin … brings back the Catholic element, the vital role of the Church and its rituals.  An ordinary community of fathers, mothers and children is transformed into something higher, and thereby bound together and to its everyday tasks with an inspired sense of purpose.  We have the Protestant notion of vocation without the punishing Protestant loneliness of the individual lost in his subjectivity.  

Man is reunited with his fellow-man … joining a sacred community, 

and that is a big difference.’ (92-93) 

Thence Carroll outlines the progress of the ‘bourgeois fusion’ which emanated from the spiritual and cultural dynamics of these developments. 

‘Home and family are the hub of the bourgeois ideal, 

to which all other elements connect as spokes.  The home is the sacred site of the culture … Education and culture are valued (104) … 

The Puritan bourgeois ideal … focuses on revelation and salvation, but in the ordinary, private everyday world.  The things usually taken as significant in life 

– romance, adventure and crisis – are not specially important (105) …

‘Once bourgeois education developed in its full form, its ultimate goal, 

if usually unstated, became the pursuit of ‘truth’ (109) … 

Another bulwark of the bourgeois achievement was its politics.  

The form was parliamentary democracy, and here England led the way.  

Its evolution took most of the humanist epoch (111) … 

‘… Humanism attempted to replace both Catholic and aristocratic, and failed 

– as a separate culture with its own roots that is.  Almost immediately it found itself confronted by a new cultural force.  Protestantism, with which it ended up going into alliance (114) … Where there was the intensity, 

faith and fate still ruled (115) … 

‘The Enlightenment was the fulfilment of humanism.  

It was the purest and most single-minded embodiment of its ideals, 

the most energetic, optimistic and successful of its children.  

The eighteenth century was the age of Reason (117) … 

In its exhilarated rampage Reason trampled religion into the ground.  

Morality suffered a similar fate (121) … The last thread in the Enlightenment ‘beyond good and evil’ was material determinism (122) … 

‘For Descartes, the humanist ‘I am’ was not enough.  

He had to predicate it on the ‘I think’.  He thereby inaugurated radical rationalist humanism which drove the extraordinary burst of intellectual enthusiasm which was the Enlightenment.’ (124) 

Kant’s quest for a ‘moral foundation’

Amid all this, Romanticism contributed a distinctive variant of humanist idealism to the socio-cultural transition, with Immanuel Kant eventually attempting to provide greater substance to Enlightenment notions, according to Carroll. 

‘Romanticism shared with the Enlightenment a radical individualism, 

valuing autonomy, hostile to custom, tradition, and above all the bonds of community.  It kept freedom as its ideal, an unbounded free-will … (125) 

‘There was one serious attempt to save the Enlightenment, right at the end.  

Kant realised that it was not true that Reason could survive without a moral foundation.  He further realised that the liberal utilitarian reduction of virtue to pleasure merely displayed the shallowness of reason on its own. 

… Kant’s system centres on moral law … (127) 

‘Kant … knew that free-will was the crux …’ (129)  

Yet:  ‘It depends on a paradox, as Kant himself admitted.  

Will, being autonomous, is a law unto itself.  Yet it obeys laws … (129) 

Thus, ultimately, Carroll finds Kant’s analysis somewhat lacking in substance.  

‘In reality reason does not determine will … At the end of the day the brilliance of Kantian ethics suffers from a superficiality … that the moral law is universal and holy is all very well, and true, but to know it in the vital sense of coming under its thrall is not within the power of reason …’ (130) 

The second phase of the ascendancy of humanism, heralded by the French and Industrial revolutions, is essentially a dark diabolical epoch, according to Carroll. 

‘Humanism’s second movement, its fall, 

is to be located squarely in the nineteenth century.  

By 1900 it is all over, and where twentieth century culture remains in the humanist mode, as it largely does, it does no more than continue to work through a destructive logic already established … (137-138) 

‘The key wreckers were Marx and Darwin [my emphasis] … 

There were, of course, hundreds of others, in all cultural areas.  It was these two who grasped hold of the holy tablets of the Law and smashed them so comprehensively that they could not be pieced together again, 

at least not in the humanist epoch. (138) 

‘Marx was the chief mocker … 

When asked by a journalist late in life what was the essence of human existence, Marx answered ‘Struggle’ [my emphasis].  What he really meant was anticipated in a poem he wrote when he was eighteen:  ‘The world which bulks between me and the abyss, I will smash to pieces with my enduring curses …’ (138) 

‘Marx is perverted humanism … Individuality is an illusion; 

man is a social product (141) … Humanism could not hang on to honour, 

unable to ground it in its own soil.  So, in the end, it turned against it (142) … 

Nevertheless, as far as humanism in itself is concerned, 

Carroll recognises some quite substantial benefits:  

‘… the parliamentary democratic system’ as ‘the backbone of Western society’, the free market, and through Kant ‘the imperative to treat every man as an end in himself’ culminating in ‘an everyday life which is tolerably just’. (144) 

Then there was Charles Darwin.  

‘For Marx the world is ruled by economics and the iron logic of History.  

For Darwin it is Nature that rules, through the medium of natural selection.  Biology replaces theology, and indeed it also replaces the Humanities (144) … Not only is there no free-will, there is no responsibility, no morality, only power … Everything can be disputed, for everything is relative.  There are no absolutes … What follows is one of the central axioms of Western nihilism, that life is absurd (146) …’ 

Carroll quotes Joseph Conrad from Heart of Darkness (1899).  

Life is ‘that mysterious arrangement of merciless logic for a futile purpose’. (154) 

Earlier on, Edmund Burke established the conservative perspective on these concerns.  ‘… Social order depends on custom, tradition, authority and hierarchy.  Burke saw that it is deep cultural roots which anchor things. 

… Long before Marx, Burke saw that Enlightenment modernity is at odds with tradition [my emphasis] (155) …’ 

Carroll identifies two ‘grand theorists of the cultural collapse of humanism’ (157).  These are Soren Kierkegaard and Friedrich Nietzsche.  

Initially, Carroll considers Kierkegaard’s position.  

‘Kierkegaard’s argument is that human experience in modernity has broken down into three distinct spheres, the aesthetic, the ethical and the religious.  

They have become stages in cultural decline, with the religious collapsing first, followed by the ethical, reducing life to the aesthetic plane.  Kierkegaard attempts a restoration (157-158) …’ 

What follows from Kierkegaard’s postulations is a desperate quest for faith, according to Carroll.  ‘The problem … for Kierkegaard himself and for all modernity with him, is how to achieve the leap of faith.  All else is trivial.  

But Kierkegaard is beside himself with doubt, a doubt we observed in Calvin (159) … And then the paradox [my emphasis]:  out of sheer tormenting inwardness comes faith, out of the ashes new life … so burden yourself with inwardness and guilt, that the paradox will explode into faith. 

… The only anchor in a chaotic and ephemeral world is my inner self and my conscience.  Intensify them! … Kierkegaard devotes his Fear and Trembling 

to the question, Is faith possible? (159-160) … I cannot think myself into this state, for I do not have the confidence of faith … ‘ (161) 

Life in the context of modernity is characterised by a predominantly ephemeral aspect.  ‘If faith is not possible, if the father of faith [Abraham] was a fraud, 

then ethics too soon collapses and all that remains is a debased form of the aesthetic.  This is modern life … There is no inwardness, no seriousness.  

Dread is interpreted as a disease of the body … Passion too dies, for it has lost its root:  faith is the highest passion in man (161) … There is the mental torment of paradox, infinite guilt and no faith (162) …’ 

As Carroll interprets the banal trajectory of humanism and Western culture, 

the position implied here is further reinforced through the work of Nietzsche.  ‘… Nietzsche’s diagnosis of nihilistic modernity is similar to that of Kierkegaard.  However, he twists the judgment and inverts the solution.  

Protestant Christianity becomes the main cause of the problem.  

It must be killed off completely, allowing a rebirth of the great Renaissance individual.  Nietzsche is a humanist, although a most peculiar one (163) …’ 

Nietzsche proposes certain solutions to the prevailing calamitous situation, according to Carroll.  ‘… The first in The Birth of Tragedy, was to urge a return to the metaphysics of Greek tragedy, to myth against reason (165). 

… Nietzsche’s second and most sustained solution is the humanist one of the cultivation of great men, of the self-assertive, confident ‘I am’. 

… Nietzsche’s ‘superman’ turns out, however, to be grotesque parody of the humanist ideal, a sign of how close to the end of that culture the West had moved (160) … If Nietzsche’s second solution is horrible, his third is absurd … Nihilism is inevitable.  Let us then welcome it, embrace it. 

… Nietzsche [then] produces his third and last ideal, the value-creating philosopher … Nietzsche’s third solution is a new Enlightenment, of ruthless psychologising after the truth.  It hinges on new values [my emphasis](167) …’ 

What ultimately emerges from all this is a restless quest for Necessity, 

for Carroll.  ‘ … Psychology, however lucid, cannot generate an ethics (168). 

… In a footnote to his ‘philosopher as hero’ Nietzsche launches his last value, amor fati, to love fate … truth itself is an illusion.  There are merely mental perspectives on reality … All is appearance, all is relative:  there are no fixed points.  Nietzsche drags out the motto of the Assassins:  ‘Nothing is true; everything is permitted.’  He is left with a Darwinian ‘will to power’ driving man.  The real constraint is Necessity, not culture (169) …’ 

The force of Necessity is then further bolstered in prominence and significance through the work of Sigmund Freud, for Carroll. ‘… The humanist ‘I’ survives as a shadow, lonely, mournful, isolated from community, restless, no place to stand (171) …’ 

Meanwhile, ‘Freud attempts to reconcile reason and romance’ (171). 

As Carroll interprets Freud ‘ … reason does not control will.  

You can know what is wrong with you, but being able to act on what you know, setting yourself free, is another matter.  Character is destiny, or, more precisely, necessity (176) … Once the individual is submerged in his own unconsciousness there is the question of what happens to society.  The modern experience has been bureaucracy.  As Romance degenerated into caged subjectivity, 

Reason degenerated into the sterile order of the office, and what Max Weber called ‘mechanical petrifaction’ (183) … All is silent.  All is still (185).’ 

‘… The humanist epoch ends with Hamlet, Hamlet, and more Hamlet 

[my emphasis] (185).’ 

Meanwhile, the novelist, Henry James, sought resolution within what Carroll regards as the humanist ‘wreckage’.  Carroll maintains Henry James and the movie director, John Ford, ‘… use what was there, introducing no new materials.  They take us over the frontier into a post-humanist domain (189) …’  

Carroll describes the context of the James novel, The Ambassadors.  

‘Europe is culture and civilisation.  It is courtesy and refinement.  

More concretely it is people who know how to live their lives as works of art, fashioning their movements with delicacy and charm and subjecting them to analyses, so that they gain the additional pleasure of seeing the pattern of things, understanding (190) … In Paris the ideals of freedom and romance find their highest aesthetic realisation (191).’ 

Whereas in the Bostonian American New England, 

from where the character Lambert Strether hails: 

‘… Its inhabitants live by principle.  They are without understanding (191) …’  

However, the European cultural heritage is vain and self-indulgent, for Carroll. 

What James emerges with as a form of delicate resolution to these perspectives seems very much similar to what would now be termed authenticity.  

‘Strether is saved by his conscience.  It tells him there is a law he must obey.  

He does not yet make it out, so he must persevere.  It tells him that there is a truth to human behaviour.  That too he does not yet know.  

Throughout, his natural desire is to find out what things ‘really’ are.  

Paris, which lives off appearances, mocks this ‘really’.  

Once Strether knows the truth he will know the law (198) …’  

But then, as Pontius Pilate challenged Jesus:  ‘What is truth?’ 

As something of an interlude to this challenge, 

Max Weber posited a place for the universities in all this.  Carroll writes 

‘… In his major work, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (1904/1920), Weber attempted to redeem the bourgeois from the Marxist caricature, showing that the success of capitalism depended on the new ethical integrity upon which the modern middle class was founded (199-200). 

… He finds three functions left for the modern university, the advancement of knowledge, the teaching of methods of thinking, and the imposing on students a clarity and consistency of thinking within the framework of already given ultimate values (200) …’ 

Yet Carroll recognises that a further more encompassing dimension is required for the substance of a universal ethic to survive.  

‘A society that is so fragmented that at best it contains a few individuals with intellectual integrity, and for the rest goes about profane routines, cannot survive.  There has to be a unifying social conscience, an embracing and inspiring 

sense of community (201) …’  And, for Carroll ‘… There has, in addition, to be an over-arching higher conscience (201) …’ 

‘’I will plant companionship thick as trees along all the rivers of America.’  

So stated John Ford.  Companionship is the key.  It is at the heart of the ideal of community, being both what community makes possible, and what justifies it … For companionship and community there has to be an ethic, independent of them … Companionship, trust, loyalty, honour combine to form the magic circle (204) …’ 

Sociologist, Emile Durkheim, established the scope of the vital 

community context by 1897, Carroll maintains.  

‘… Durkheim saw the determining feature of modern society as the decline of community, and the commensurate growth in the cult of the individual.  

The assumption is that the human individual gains his sense of purpose, direction and meaning in life from being integrated into a group, with which he shares a collective conscience, a common culture.  Otherwise he will suffer from the characteristic modern pathologies of egoism and anomie, 

restlessness and rootlessness (224) …’ 

Ultimately, Carroll outlines the terms he considers characterise what has become of humanism.  ‘It is all a question of a place to stand.  Nothing else really matters (227) … Humanism failed because man is not the centre of creation, in the sense of being creature and creator in one … There is no free-will in any important sense of the term, and human reason is powerful only on a narrow front within strict limits.  What is of nearly infinite capacity in man is his imagination 

[my emphasis], his fancy.  It was here that humanism flourished, with its fantasy of freedom and reason, that I can become what I will (228) …’ 

There is a dark antithesis to all this, 

as the struggle with what Carroll terms the ‘transition period’ takes hold.  ‘Under the humanist constellation, Death rules ... What will come next we do not know.  We are in a transition period.  Whether we interpret it as the last century of the humanist half-millennium or the century of the post-humanist interregnum it is proving a long and slow transition.  

​

‘Whatever will be will be [my emphasis], is the most that can be said.  

There are, however, lessons from the past, things we have learned the new must include if it is to work.  The restoration of Western culture will again have to draw on the great sources of authority in its own past …’ (229) 

Nevertheless, any progress all falls back on the aspect of ‘balance’ for Carroll, with some auspicious human ‘qualities’ brought forward.  ‘… It is the sublime balance of a man in form guided by his own concentrated mind 

· the Gattemalata … Its defining emotions are cheerfulness and gratitude, 

as Nietzsche observed … Real work elicits gratitude [my emphasis] (230) …’ 

Humanism has resulted in discontent, yet there remains the possibility of hope, according to Carroll.  ‘It is, moreover, on this front that humanism floundered and proved that to celebrate the glory of man on its own is not enough, and worse, 

it nurtures unwittingly one of the nastiest of all monsters, rancour 

[my emphasis]… 

‘However forbidding the task there is always reason for hope.  

There is a bountifulness in nature, and in man, that recurs eternally like the seasons.  There is the sheer earthiness of life … There is the irrepressible rhythm of joy and despair.  Above all there is the pitiless working of fate, 

where science has made no progress in understanding the important events in a person’s life, where there is no enlightenment … A part of the picture is the great resilience of man, his hidden resources and his complexity of character 

[my emphasis] (231) …’ 

‘Ultimate values’ and universal ethical principles

Peter Singer broadly defines the position of ethics being as much concerned with emotion as rationality through How Are We To Live? (1995) and other works.  

‘The question leads us to think about the ultimate values, the deepest goals, 

by which we live our lives, and here we tend to run up against the limits of philosophical argument.  Is it still possible, at this fundamental level, 

to give reasons for choosing one way of life in preference to another?  

Is it all a matter of what will make us happier, or live a more meaningful and fulfilling life?  Here we move across the ill-defined border between philosophy and psychology, and can no longer find chains of reasoning that should persuade any rational person … If emotion without reason is blind, then reason without emotion is impotent.’ (Intro xix) 

Singer maintains a general shift in attitudes regarding philosophy has occurred since at least the early 1970s, such that the content focus has gravitated more around how philosophical principles can be applied in practical ways to ethical questions and issues, rather than defining appropriate forms of linguistic analysis to apply to ethics in the philosophical context.  The initiative to address such a challenge brings into question the role of the philosopher. 

‘The role of the moral philosopher is not the role of the preacher, we are told.  

But why not?  The reason surely cannot be … that the preacher is doing the job ‘so adequately’.  It is because those people who are regarded by the public as ‘moral leaders of the community’ have done so badly that ‘morality’ in the public mind, has come to mean a system of prohibitions against certain forms of 

sexual enjoyment.’ (3-4) [paraphrasing C D Broad] 

A broad expansive role is therefore claimed for philosophers by Singer. 

‘If we are to make moral judgments on some basis other than our unreflective intuitions, we need time, both for collecting facts and thinking about them … Moral philosophers have, then, certain advantages which could make them, relative to those who lack these advantages, experts in matters of morals.’ (6) 

Such a role would imply a revision of certain attitudes regarding morality, 

Singer maintains. 

‘Some people think that morality is now out of date.  

They regard morality as a system of nasty puritanical prohibitions mainly designed to stop people from having fun.  Traditional moralists claim to be defenders of morality in general, but they are defending a particular moral code.’ (7)

… Or, we could maintain they are pursuing a certain ideology. 

The place of reason, and reasoning as a process, is crucial in this context, 

in Singer’s analysis. 

‘The issue of the role that reason can play in ethics is the crucial point raised by the claim that ethics is subjective.  The non-existence of a mysterious realm of objective ethical facts does not imply the non-existence of ethical reasoning.  

It may even help, since if we could arrive at ethical judgments only by intuiting these strange ethical facts, ethical argument would be more difficult still.  

So what has to be shown to put practical ethics on a sound basis is that ethical reasoning is possible.’ (12) 

Ultimately, Singer’s position in this is an essentially utilitarian one, 

based on the universality of certain ethical principles – for now. 

‘What does this show?  

It does not show that utilitarianism can be deduced from the universal aspect of ethics …It does show that we very swiftly arrive at an initially utilitarian position once we apply the universal aspect of ethics to simple, pre-ethical decision making.  This, I believe, places the onus of proof on those who seek to go beyond utilitarianism … Until such reasons are produced, 

we have some ground for remaining utilitarians.’ (17) 

 And Singer’s justification for universal ethical principles:  

‘… characterisations of the ethical [or at least those ‘characterisations’ which matter from Singer’s perspective] cannot be justified in relation to any partial or sectional group.  Ethics takes a universal point of view.’ (15) 

The means through which ‘prejudice and discrimination’ are thwarted is through a ‘liberation movement’, as Singer envisages this. 

‘A liberation movement is a demand for an end to prejudice and discrimination based on an arbitrary characteristic like race or sex (23). 

… A liberation movement demands an expansion of our moral horizons.  Practices that were previously regarded as natural and inevitable come to be seen as the result of unjustified prejudice (24) …’ 

Further, Singer regards the condition of ‘habit’ as the most resistant obstacle to such liberation (25).  Therefore, inordinate habits need to be challenged, 

from this perspective.  The principle of equality is critical to any form of liberation process, and should be extended to apply to the lives of animals as ‘sentient’ beings, according to Singer. 

‘There are many … obvious ways in which men and women resemble each other closely, while humans and animals differ greatly.  So, it might be said, 

men and women are similar beings and should have similar rights, 

while humans and nonhumans are different and should not have equal rights …The basic principle of equality does not require equal or identical treatment; 

it requires equal consideration [my emphasis].  Equal consideration for different beings may lead to different treatment and different rights. (29) 

‘Equality is a moral idea, not an assertion of fact.  

There is no logically compelling reason for assuming that a factual difference in ability between two people justifies any difference in the amount of consideration we give to their needs and interests.  The principle of the equality of human beings is not a description of an alleged actual equality among humans: 

it is a perception of how we should treat human beings.’ (31) 

Thence Singer raises the notion of ‘speciesism’ to describe what he considers to be the predominant human attitudes to beings of nonhuman species. 

‘Speciesism … is a prejudice or attitude of bias in favour of the interests of one’s own species and against those of members of other species. 

… Many philosophers and other writers have proposed the principle of equal consideration of interests, in some form or other, as a basic moral principle, 

but not many of them have recognised that this principle applies to members of other species as well as our own (33) … The capacity for suffering and enjoyment is a prerequisite for having interests at all, a condition that must be satisfied before we can speak of interests in a meaningful way (34). 

… Nearly all the external signs that lead us to infer pain in other humans can be seen in other species, especially the species most closely related to us 

– the species of mammals and birds (37) …’ 

Certain laboratory experiments in which animals are treated cruelly are cited as a form of speciesism by Singer.  He then concludes:  ‘The exploitation of laboratory animals is part of the larger problem of speciesism and it is unlikely to be eliminated altogether until speciesism is eliminated.’ (56) 

Various instances of how animals are subjected to degrading conditions are identified and examined by Singer.  Singer documents inhumane practices in the veal industry, through which 3-4 days old calves are starved, confined, 

and rendered anaemic before being killed.  Also, he notes that in the 1997 libel case ‘McDonalds vs Steel and Morris’, Mr Justice Bell upheld that a pamphlet Steel and Morris produced, with the label ‘McTorture’, along with the distinctive McDonalds arch printed above it, was not libellous, as McDonalds industrial practices did produce severe suffering among animals. 

Moreover, in a further context, Singer states:  

‘… The distinction between human beings and all other animals is fundamental to our ethical attitudes toward ourselves, toward the rest of nature, 

and toward ethical problems of life and death. (76) 

‘Once we place nonhuman animals outside our sphere of moral consideration and treat them as things we use to satisfy our own desires, 

the outcome is predictable,’ Singer maintains (59). 

‘Why does our ethic draw so sharp a distinction between human beings and all other animals?  Why does species membership make such a difference to the ethics of how we may treat a being?’ Singer asks (77). 

Charles Darwin’s revelations provided part of the basis for an explanation, 

Singer reasons.  Darwin ‘… undermined the foundations of the entire Western way of thinking on the place of our species in the universe.  We now knew that we, too, were animals, and had a natural origin as the other animals did.  

We began to see the differences between us and the nonhuman animals as differences of degree, not of kind …’ (77-78) 

Meanwhile ‘… The animal liberation movement demanded that we go beyond a specieist morality and give equal consideration to the interests of all beings who can feel pleasure or pain, irrespective of species.’ (78) 

Affirmation and comprehensive acceptance of animal liberation and rights principles would substantiate considerably the ‘moral community’, 

according to Singer. 

‘Many will say that it is wrong to concern ourselves with extending rights to apes when so many humans are unable to enjoy the basic rights that, 

under various United Nations Declarations, they already hold (82). 

… Extending the community of equals to the great apes is a first step toward the broader moral community that should eventually include all sentient creatures.’ (85) 

Prevalent environmental attitudes are also infused with predominant Western values, Singer reasons:  ‘… both the Hebrew and Greek traditions made human beings the centre of the moral universe; indeed not merely the centre, 

but very often the entirety of the morally significant features of this world.’ (87) 

Singer defines ‘world heritage’ as 

‘… something that we have inherited from our ancestors, and that we must preserve for our descendents if they are to have it at all …’ (91).

However, to proceed with such an approach implies a revision of contemporary ethical and moral values. 

‘In contrast to many, more stable, tradition-oriented human societies, our modern political and cultural ethos has great difficulty in recognising long-term values.’ (91) 

Among other pertinent considerations, 

Singer provides a clear instance of how this works out:  

‘ … arguments for preservation based on the beauty of wilderness are sometimes treated as if they were of little weight because they are 

‘merely aesthetic’.  That is a mistake.  We go to great lengths to preserve the artistic treasures of earlier human civilisations.  It is difficult to imagine any economic gain that we would be prepared to accept as adequate compensation for the destruction of the paintings in the Louvre, for instance.  

How should we compare the aesthetic value of a wild river valley or a virgin forest with that of the paintings in the Louvre? (92) …’

Crucial, in this respect, is the distinction between intrinsic and instrumental values, for Singer. 

‘… Something is of intrinsic value if it is good or desirable in itself; 

… [whereas] instrumental value … is value as a means to some end or purpose.  Our own happiness … is of intrinsic value, at least for most of us, in that we desire it for its own sake.  Money … is only of instrumental value to us (96) …’ 

Accordingly, Singer proposes: 

‘… In reaching moral decisions affecting sentient creatures, we can attempt to add up the effects of different actions on all the sentient creatures affected by the alternative actions open to us.  This provides us with at least some rough guide to what might be the right thing to do.  But there is nothing that corresponds to what it is like to be a tree dying because its roots have been flooded (98) …’ 

However, as Singer himself notes through the ‘reverence for life’ ethic advanced by Albert Schweitzer, while dissenting from this ethic, 

there is a further available perspective. 

‘Ethics thus consists in this, 

that I experience the necessity of practising the same reverence for life toward all will-to-live, as toward my own.  Therein I have already the needed fundamental principle of morality.  It is good to maintain and cherish life; 

it is evil to destroy and to check life [Albert Schweitzer].’ (99) 

Hence the basis for a precept of ‘deep ecology’ as Singer describes this.

‘… Behind this application of ethics not only to individuals but also to species and ecosystems lies some form of holism – some sense that the species or ecosystem is not just a collection of individuals but really an entity in its own right (101) …’ 

Given the premises that suffering, and death through suffering, are bad, 

Singer formulates his analysis: ‘… if it is in our power to prevent something bad from happening, without sacrificing anything of comparable moral importance, 

we ought, morally, to do it (107) …’ 

Such a moral social position does not necessarily imply a utilitarian analysis, according to Singer. 

‘It follows from some forms of utilitarian theory that we all ought, morally, 

to be working full time to increase the balance of happiness over misery.  

The position I have taken here would not lead to this conclusion in all circumstances, for if there were no bad occurrences that we could prevent without sacrificing something of comparable moral importance, 

my argument would have no application (113) …’ 

However, Singer advocates caution in conclusions based on common attitudes regarding human nature. 

‘Now, evolutionary psychologists tell us that human nature just isn’t sufficiently altruistic to make it plausible that many people will sacrifice so much 

[give more private funds for overseas aid] for strangers.  On the facts of human nature, they might be right, but they would be wrong to draw a moral conclusion from those facts (123) … if we value the life of a child more than going to fancy restaurants, the next time we dine out we will know that we could have done something better with our money.  If that makes living a morally decent life extremely arduous, well, then that is the way things are. 

… We are all in that situation. (124) 

‘But why should human life have special value?’ Singer challenges (125). 

‘The view that human life has unique value is deeply rooted in our society and is enshrined in our law,’ Singer reasons (125).

Singer then raises the theme of what constitutes being ‘human’. 

‘At this point we should pause to ask what we mean by terms life ‘human life’ 

or ‘human being’ (126-127) … It is possible to give ‘human being’ a precise meaning … Joseph Fletcher … has compiled a list of what he calls ‘indicators of humanhood’ that includes … self-awareness, self-control, a sense of the future, 

a sense of the past, the capacity to relate to others, concern for others, communication, and curiosity.  This is the sense of the term that we have in mind when we praise someone by saying that she is ‘a real human being’ 

or shows ‘truly human qualities’ (127). 

How the notion of being ‘human’ is distinguished from being a ‘person’ 

relates to species considerations, according to Singer. 

‘[The] use of ‘person’ is itself, unfortunately, liable to mislead, 

since ‘person’ is often used as if it meant the same as ‘human being’. 

… The word ‘person’ has its origin in the Latin term for a mask worn by an actor in classical drama.  By putting on masks the actors signified that they were acting a role.  Subsequently, ‘person’ came to mean one who plays a role in life, 

one who is an agent (128) …’

Moreover, John Locke proposed that a person is:  

‘A thinking intelligent being that has reason and reflection and can consider itself as itself, the same thinking thing in different places and times’ (128)

What emanates from this definition, Singer maintains, are 

‘… two crucial characteristics – rationality and self-consciousness – as the core of the concept (128) …Now that we are reassessing our specieist view of nature, however, it is also time to reassess our belief in the sanctity of the lives of members of our species,’ Singer asserts. (130) 

‘Indirectly, … being a person may be important for the classical utilitarian.  

Its importance arises in the following manner.  If I am a person, 

I have a conception of myself.  I know that I have a future.  

I also know that my future existence could be cut short.  If I think that this is likely to happen at any moment, my present existence will be fraught with anxiety and will presumably be less enjoyable than if I do not think it is likely to happen for some time (131) …’ 

How aspects of moral analysis are configured is crucial in this context. 

‘… R M Hare has suggested a useful distinction between two levels of moral reasoning:  the intuitive and the critical … Everyday moral thinking, however, must be more intuitive.  In real life we usually cannot forsee all the complexities of our choices (132) …’ 

The right to life is then taken up by Singer in the context of personal desire. 

‘… To have a right to life, one must have, or at least at one time have had, 

the concept of having a continued existence (137) …’ 

Thence Singer introduces some reflections on the place and aspect of personal autonomy in this context. 

‘… There is a strand of ethical thought, associated with Kant 

… according to which respect for autonomy is a basic moral principle.  

By ‘autonomy’ is meant the capacity to choose, to make and act on one’s own decisions.  Rational beings who cannot consider the alternatives open to them are not capable of choosing in the required sense and hence cannot be autonomous (137) … Not everyone agrees that respect for autonomy is a basic moral principle at all.  Utilitarians do not respect autonomy for its own sake. 

… But if we are preference utilitarians we must allow that a desire to go on living can be outweighed by other desires, and if we are classical utilitarians we must recognise that people may be utterly mistaken in their expectations of happiness. (137-138) 

‘As we saw earlier, utilitarians may encourage people to adopt, in their daily lives, principles that will in almost all cases lead to better consequences when followed than any alternative action.  The principle of respect for autonomy would be a prime example of such a principle (138) …’

Singer quotes from John Stuart Mill’s On Liberty:  

‘That the only purpose for which power can be rightfully exercised over any member of a civilised community, against his will, is to prevent harm to others (151) …’ 

Values and truth  –  our ‘jigsaw puzzle’ ethic

Singer foreshadows a comprehensive contemporary reformation in the ethics of ‘life and death’. ‘… the traditional Western ethic has collapsed (165). 

… There are ‘major shifts’ occurring deep in the bedrock of Western ethics.  

We are going through a period of transition in our attitude toward the sanctity of human life.  Such transitions cause confusion and division (166) …’ 

The potential implications of this situation are aptly stated by Singer. 

‘We can try to deal one at a time with the problems of the sanctity of life ethic.  But the overall result would be a jigsaw puzzle, the pieces of which have to be forced into place, until the whole picture is under so much pressure that it buckles and breaks apart.  I think there is a better way.  There is a larger picture, in which all the pieces fit together.  Whatever issue of the moment may concern us, in the long run we all need to see this larger picture.  It will offer practical solutions to problems we now find insoluble, and allow us to act compassionately and humanely, where our ethic now leads us to outcomes that nobody wants. (169) 

However, we are then brought to question whether it is really ‘our ethic’ 

which is ‘leading us’ to such outcomes … Or are we actually directly accepting these outcomes on the basis of our essential complicity with the ethic we collectively espouse? 

Accordingly, Singer proposes that  

‘… what we really care about – and ought to care about – is the person rather than the body … Henry Beecher … in his address to the American Association for the Advancement of Science … said that what is essential to human nature is:  ‘… the individual’s personality, his conscious life, his uniqueness, his capacity for remembering, judging, reasoning, acting, enjoying, worrying, and so on (176) …’ 

There are distinctive principles which emanate from these ‘characteristics’ 

and/or qualities, which relate to fundamental human rights. 

‘… the principle of respect for autonomy tells us to allow rational agents to live their own lives according to their own autonomous decisions, 

free from coercion or interference (196) …’ 

These considerations are pertinent to what it is about life people ‘value’. 

‘… We usually value life because it is the basis for everything else that we value, whether it be happiness, appreciation of beauty, creativity, love, or the exercise of our rational faculties.  But there comes a time in the lives of many people when life can no longer support these things we value (203) …’ 

Humanity is on the cusp of a new global ethical revolution, according to Singer. 

‘The patching could go on, but it is hard to see a long and beneficial future for an ethic as paradoxical, incoherent, and dependent on pretense as our conventional ethic of life and death has become (210) …It will be a revolution against a set of ideas we have inherited from the period in which the intellectual world was dominated by a religious outlook.  Because it will change our tendency to see human beings as the centre of the ethical universe, it will meet with fierce resistance from those who do not want to accept such a blow to our human pride. 

‘At first, it will have its own problems, 

and will need to tread carefully over new ground.  For many the ideas will be too shocking to take seriously.  Yet eventually the change will come.  

The traditional view that all human life is sacrosanct is simply not able to cope with the array of issues that we face.  

The new view will offer a fresh and more promising approach.’ (211) 

Singer reasons on the basis of certain imperatives which he views as the guiding principles for the imminent ethical revolution he envisages:  

‘… we should treat human beings in accordance with their ethically relevant characteristics (212) … to demand too much in the way of self-sacrifice in order to provide assistance to strangers is to confront head-on some powerful and near-universal aspects of human nature.  Perhaps a viable ethic must allow us to show a moderate degree of partiality [my emphasis] for ourselves, our family, and our friends.  These are the grains of truth within the misleading view that we are responsible only for what we do, and not for what we fail to do (216) …’

Nevertheless, these perspectives do reflect truth, to whatever extent, as Singer admits, and therefore must be considered pertinent and valid on this basis.

We could better appreciate this notion of ‘a moderate degree of partiality’ through the realisation and appreciation of greater equanimity – what I have referred to as the equanimity principle. 

The aspect of what it is to be a ‘person’ provides the perspective through which to sustain such a principle. 

‘Only a person can want to go on living, or have plans for the future, 

because only a person can even understand the possibility of a future existence for herself and himself (217) … To have a sense of self, and of one’s continued existence over time, makes possible an entirely different kind of life.  

For a person, who can see her life as a whole, the end of life takes on an entirely different significance.  Think about how much of what we do is oriented toward the future – our education, our developing personal relationships, our family life, our career paths, our savings, our holiday plans (218) …’ 

Singer admonishes his readers to consider the delicate plight of an embryo in the context of these principles. 

‘The embryo does not have, and never has had, any wants or desires, 

so we cannot harm it by doing something contrary to its desires (219) …’ 

In a brilliantly sardonic progress summary, 

Singer sketches out his perspective on the state of contemporary ethics. 

‘There is a common view that reason and argument play no role in ethics, 

and therefore we have no need to defend our ethical views when they are challenged.  Some people are more ready to reason about the merits of football players or chocolate cake recipes than they are about their belief in the sanctity of human life.  This is a force for conservatism in ethics.  It allows people to listen to a criticism of their own views and then say:  ‘Oh, yes, well that is your opinion, but I think differently’ – as if that is the end of the discussion (233) …’ 

Accordingly, Singer advances the notion of ‘ultimate choices’ 

in the ethical context.     

‘In ultimate choices … the fundamental values themselves come to the fore.  

We are no longer choosing within a framework that assumes that we only want to maximise our own interests, or within a framework that takes it for granted that we are going to do whatever we consider to be best, ethically speaking.  

Instead, we are choosing between different possible ways of living:  the way of living in which self-interest is paramount, or that in which ethics is paramount, 

or perhaps some trade-off between the two (242) … 

‘Ultimate choices take courage.  

In making restricted choices, our fundamental values form a foundation on which we can stand when we choose.  To make an ultimate choice we must put in question the foundations of our lives.  In the 1950s, French philosophers like Jean-Paul Sartre saw this kind of choice as an expression our ultimate freedom.  We are free to choose what we are to be, because we have no essential nature, that is, no given purpose outside ourselves 

… we simply exist, and the rest is up to us (242) …’ 

A responsive challenge to all these pertinent considerations is then raised by Singer. 

‘We should each ask ourselves:  what place does ethics have in my daily life?  

In thinking about this question, ask yourself:  what do I think of as a good life, in the fullest sense of that term?  This is an ultimate question.  To ask it is to ask:  what kind of life do I truly admire, and what kind of life do I hope to be able to look back on, when I am older and reflect on how I have lived?  

Will it be enough to say:  ‘It was fun’? (245) …’ 

Some common doubts regarding the place of ethics in everyday life are then outlined by Singer. 

‘More personal doubts about ethics remain.  

To live ethically, we assume, will be hard work, uncomfortable, self-sacrificing, and generally unrewarding.  We see ethics as at odds with self-interest. 

… This picture has been entrenched in many of the most influential ways of thinking in our culture (247) 

‘The German philosopher, Immanuel Kant, 

… portrayed us as moral beings only in so far as we subordinate our natural physical desires to the commands of universal reason that we perceive through our capacity for reason.  It is easy to see a link between this idea and Freud’s vision of our lives as rent by the conflict between id and superego (247-248) …’ 

Ethics is therefore fundamentally pervasive, from Singer’s perspective:  

‘… most of our daily lives, and hence most of our ethical choices, 

involve people with whom we have some relationship [my emphasis].  

The family is the setting for much of our ethical decision-making; 

so is the workplace …In such relationships, ethics and self-interest are inextricably mingled, along with love, affection, gratitude, 

and many other central human feelings (260) …’ 

Transition to an ethical culture

John Carroll is justified in positing Shakespeare’s Hamlet as a prominent archetype of late-modern Western culture.  The brooding autonomous Hamlet archetype is recognisable in the characters of many famous male icons from Humphrey Bogart through to James Dean and Elvis Presley, thence to the personalities of each of the respective early ‘Beatles’, through to other pop personalities, and thence even to contemporary actors such as Mel Gibson, 

who scripted, directed and produced his own contemporary film version of Hamlet, performing Hamlet himself! 

Where Carroll’s analysis falters is in exalting the Hamlet archetype to the extent of according it the predominant place as a cultural icon, from my perspective. 

Carroll reviews the essence and contemporary significance of the Hamlet story and its progressively unfolding problematique fairly cogently and adeptly, 

I would maintain.  However, there are some substantial oversights from Carroll, which I believe ultimately compromise his broad analysis. 

The first of these pertains to Hamlet’s crucial attitude to his self-appointed mission to kill his stepfather. 

‘The time is out of joint … Oh cursed spite, that ever I was born to set it right!’ (Hamlet: Act 1; Scene 5) 

These lines, to which Carroll fails to refer, 

and thereby overlooks the essence of the whole Hamlet quest, intimate from Hamlet that he never really willingly wanted to take on his gory self-appointed responsibility of his own autonomous volition and intent.  He was stuck with this responsibility, from his perspective, and by virtue of this very reality was perhaps actually inclined to fail rather than succeed. 

Moreover, these lines, a little obliquely – in true Shakespearean style! – 

indicate Hamlet considers himself taking on a much broader responsibility than simply addressing a family vendetta.  Rather, there is potentially a universal responsibility here to ‘put right’ ‘the time’ which is ‘out of joint’, 

as much as the dynamic of the immediate situation. 

All this is uncannily resonant with the contemporary socio-cultural situation.  These days, each person lives, decides and acts within distinctive 

socio-communal and family situations.  Yet, because we are now all so tuned in to what is ‘global’, even ‘universal’, we feel our responsibilities in these contexts most palpably, and feel in ourselves the significance of our immediate responsibilities acutely in the broader contexts.  

The dilemma for us is that, because we feel so absorbed, entrenched, 

even overwhelmed, in our respective local contexts, we consider we can’t ever justly address the greater ambit of our responsibilities.  Hence our bloated consciences overwhelm us, so that we suffer the inevitable consequences of perceived inadequacy, and thence often feeling tension over this to the point of convincing ourselves we are effectively inactive and/or immobile. 

Thus there are considerable broader dimensions to both Hamlet’s and our own socio-cultural perspectives, which Carroll essentially seems to miss altogether. 

The reality we fail to juggle these contingencies in our own socio-cultural context emanates in some sense from a lack of socio-cultural maturity, 

which I have called mutual maturity. 

Moving further along into the context of the Hamlet journey, 

Carroll seems to interpret Hamlet’s famous ‘reflection on the passing of life’ soliloquy as a reflection on death.  Although, at first glance it may seem deceptively so, Hamlet actually leaves the prospects of after-life appropriately open.  For instance, he refers to the passage from death as ‘the undiscovered country from whose bourn no traveller returns’. (Hamlet: Act 3;  Scene 1)  

Hence, Hamlet leaves open his perception of the nature and experience of death, certainly as far as its consequences are concerned. 

‘We simply don’t know what happens after death’ Hamlet might conclude, 

only that it is a journey – or ‘environment’ – from which ‘no traveller returns’.  Certainly, his sense is that death is not conclusive 

– that there is some form of journey which proceeds after death. 

My impression is that such an account is broadly reminiscent of many contemporary beliefs about death.  For whatever reasons, 

compelling or otherwise, people in contemporary socio-cultural situations seem reluctant to give the nod to death as finality.  

Yet people so often, even mostly, live and conjecture as if death is finality.  

Even though, in definitive terms, nobody still living can categorically put such a position because they haven’t actually experienced death.  

Yet people tend to take on board and constantly regurgitate all of the abominable cynicism and scepticism of everyday negativity, and negative attitudes, 

as if nothing really matters anyway because everything will eventually end with death as finality.  They could at the very least take on enough 

attitudinal humility to admit they might be wrong. 

When Hamlet seeks to kill his stepfather, 

and even when he actually kills Polonius, he probably conjectures he is simply spiriting them off to another life, or to a situation where fair judgment will run its course in respect to their continuing destiny, rather than killing them as finality … However, his dilemma is he cannot be sure of this, which underpins his whole sense of hesitancy, as it does for us as we each individually face every potential metaphysical quandary in life.  Meanwhile, for probably the great extent of people, even the so-called ‘minutiae’ of everyday life (cf. John Ralston Saul’s 

On Equilibrium) imply metaphysical quandaries in some sense or other. 

… So everyday life becomes most complex and tedious. 

Unfortunately, Carroll tends to skate over such considerations.  

He refers to the ‘death of culture’ in the Western sense, as if such death really were finality.  Therefore he can inanely conclude about any prospects for 

socio-cultural development:

‘Whatever will be, will be.’ (229)  Mm-mm … overtones of Doris Day! 

… Not quite convincing enough for me, I must say! 

The dilemma is that, like Hamlet, contemporary folk probably recognise themselves as being on the precipice of oblivion as far as contemporary culture is concerned – but not extinction.  

Rather, in keeping with the strong hold of evolutionary theory, which Carroll rightly discerns as prevalent now – we will ‘evolve’ … 

After all, signs on the sides of buses persistently tell us this is so, 

so why shouldn’t we believe this?! 

What we miss is that what is required is a transition, rather than an evolution … And we must all distinctively contribute to this transition through a sense of responsibility, maturity, with deep respect and appreciation of each other, 

if this transition is to proceed positively. 

Another even deeper metaphysical aspect in the whole situation of Hamlet killing Polonius is that Hamlet probably conjectures, as Shakespeare may well intend us to discern, that there is really little difference in his killing Polonius to killing his stepfather.  Shakespeare even has Hamlet inferring as much when Hamlet discovers just whom it is he has killed.  He calls Polonius the equivalent of an interfering fool, virtually deserving of his death, and treats Polonius’ body with frivolous disrespect. (Hamlet: Act 3; Scene 4) 

Polonius was ever the arch-sceptic, even cynic, whenever he was with Hamlet 

-  instructing him meticulously on what he should or shouldn’t do, 

without developing any clear trajectory of how his advice was so relevant and significant, showing little authentic respect for Hamlet’s responses, 

carping on persistently about matters which seemed inconsequential and superficial, ever sceptical and cynical about the potential for any substantial goodness in life … taking up the negativity now regurgitated by hundreds of strident television and other media personalities, radio commentators, 

comedians (almost all comedy seems ‘black’ these days!), and so on 

… then feeding this back to an admittedly willing fawning public, with this then being fed back into opinion polls to ensure the whole circus gains momentum and feeds on itself.  Former Beatle, George Harrison, wrote and recorded a marvellously pertinent song about this process, entitled simply Gossip! 

So it could be conjectured Polonius was meant to die first.  

Indeed, quite probably because Shakespeare intended such an interpretation to be discerned, and Hamlet could believe fate had decreed it, for the very reasons I have advanced. 

However, most of those who represent the fawningly complicit public of contemporary late-modern times are blinkered to such an interpretation it seems … Even John Carroll, who proves himself to be well-attuned to the teleology of socio-cultural developments, in my view, still fails to notice this most substantially significant aspect of Shakespeare’s Hamlet.  

This is to be expected, and certainly not a fault of what is most definitely 

Carroll’s incisively formidable intellect.  It is a factor of relentless social engineering – of people being geared not only to hold the story of Hamlet in reverential existential awe as a metaphor of contemporary society, but also to hold quite specific interpretive notions of what Shakespeare’s Hamlet is all about, and of its place in the contemporary socio-cultural malaise. 

There is much in the foregoing insights which is missing from Carroll’s analysis, and yet is resonant for our contemporary generations, I believe.  

Like Hamlet, at the outset of the play, most of us, of all generations, 

do feel individually overwhelmed by the weighty collective sense of responsibility we perceive falls directly on each of us, as much as on all of us.  We want to address our responsibilities, yet we feel we lack the wherewithal to do this. 

So we typically stumble into a sense of resentment, collectively and individually.  Carroll calls this ‘rancour’ – however, he seems to lack sensitivity to the sheer frozen immobility which flows from the overwhelming sense of dread we experience from being in this (inter)personal state of being.  

For Carroll, the cure seems to be simply for us to move on from what he envisages as some form of mass self-indulgence and self-focus – perhaps a kind of mass hysteria or psychosis … We need to ‘get over it’, he might admonish us. 

However, socio-cultural progression is invariably not so simple.  

If we are to progress, we need some sense of to where it is we need to move – or collective purpose – and we need to be aware of how we are to get there, 

so we can ‘get over’ our socio-cultural malaise. 

Our sense of resentment, or rancour, as with Hamlet, 

emanates from an associated sense of injustice, or unfairness, that we have been put in this position essentially through the inadequacies of previous generations, despite also their formidable achievements.  

Paraphrasing the words of Hamlet:  

‘Oh cursed spite! … that ever (we) were born to put it right.’ 

So, in our naivety and our own sense of inadequacy, like Hamlet 

(and here like Cervantes’ Don Quixote also), we do what we can.  

We often end up killing Polonius instead of our stepfathers metaphorically, 

but that is the way it is.  We are all victims of the Fall from Innocence.  

We are not perfect, and we make mistakes.  Yet perhaps this is the way it is meant to be … After all, Polonius deserved his death in some sense, 

we reason … And yet there are many of us, myself included, who feel we shouldn’t be even contemplating killing anyone. 

And what of death?  

Is it really ‘that undiscovered country from whose bourn no traveller returns’?  Here, again, we are complicit.  It is too hard and tedious to work it all out, 

so we go into massive (and ‘mass’) denial.  In our complicity we accept the general working proposition, as proferred and promulgated by Carroll along with so many other commentators, that death is finality … Yet the truth is we know full well we really just don’t know what lies beyond death in any truly explicit sense. 

Hamlet’s despondent assessment of his situation and time is as appropriate for us as it was for him.  Indeed, ‘the time is out of joint’ … Yet, in our own distinctive ways, we were ‘… born to put it right’.  It is for us to make the transition to responsibility and maturity – mutual maturity, as I have put it. 

… In short, the transition to an ‘ethical culture’ … Until ultimately we will also be ‘responsible’ for the transition to that great ‘undiscovered bourn’ from which we won’t return, presumably, perhaps at least in this life. 

However, what will be, will be substantially what we make of it, 

through our own distinctive fulfilment of our respective collective and personal destinies as we envisage and realise these.  If we blithely rely on social engineering techniques to form out and impose our destiny on us, 

ultimately none of us will respect the outcome, even those who fawningly support such an approach, nor will anyone be in a viable substantial position to garner the respect of others. 

The paradoxical terrain of ethics

Peter Singer presents a resonant perspective of how ethics can work out in everyday life.  He advocates an essentially humanist approach through which universal principles are upheld.  However, death is finality for Singer, 

so his emphasis is on day-by-day contemporary existence.  

The future is important for him, however continuity in a universal context is difficult for Singer to justify and sustain when his perception is so locked into contemporary existence. 

If the consequences of behaviour as ‘normal behaviour’ cannot reach beyond Singer’s essentially limited utilitarian dimensions and perspectives, it is difficult to realise how the continuity of collective meaning, significance and sentiment can be sustained consistently into the future through the teleological trajectory of human development based on universal principles.  

The ultimate relevance of continuity in life purpose, collectively and individually, can be sustained from each era to the next only through the contemporary temporal context if Singer’s analysis is accepted. 

Yet Singer pertinently positions the key veracity of ‘principles’ and ‘values’ in life, along with the virtue of emphasising these, while ‘emotion’ is also considered valid and crucial, even in the context of ‘reason’.  

Accordingly, ‘intuition’ in itself won’t suffice as a basis for ‘ethical reasoning’. (12)  Ethics must be ‘practical’, Singer asserts. (12)  However, ‘universal ethics’ requires predominant principles of ethics established in a ‘universal’ context. (17) 

Habits of attitude need to be reformed to reflect the evidence of 

‘basic moral principles’, Singer maintains. (33)  Singer admonishes us to regard other species of animal life as being as vital and significant as the human species. (33ff)  Ethics applies in all living contexts, and all creatures 

· non-human and human – are worthy of mutual respect.  

All this infers a broad ‘moral community of equals’ for Singer. (85) 

A long-term ‘political and cultural ethos’ based on ‘intrinsic value 

· good or desirable in itself’ (91,96) is what is needed, Singer proposes.  

Hence, we proceed to the holistic ‘reverence … of life’ (all life) position of 

Albert Schweitzer (99) … ‘The view that human life has unique value is deeply rooted in our society (125),’ Singer proclaims. 

But to what extent and in what ways is this really so? 

Singer draws a distinction between being human and being ‘a person’, 

as a person is said to have a concept of ‘self’ and ‘continued existence’. (131,137)  Accordingly, Kant regarded ‘respect for autonomy’ as 

‘a basic moral principle’. (137) 

Thence Singer recognises the ‘transition’ in attitudes through which we are moving as permeating ‘deep into the bedrock of Western ethics’. (166)  

We need to see the ‘larger picture’ of the transition in ‘ethics’. (169)  

We should care about ‘the person rather than the body’ in human terms. (176)  ‘We … value life because it is the basis of everything else that we value …’ (203)  Our contemporary life ethic has become ‘paradoxical’ and ‘incoherent’, 

‘… and dependent on pretense’. (210)  Human beings should be treated 

‘… in accordance with their ethically relevant characteristics’. (212)  

We now need to make substantial ‘ultimate choices’ through which 

‘fundamental values’ are brought forward. (242) 

‘We should ask ourselves:  what place does ethics have in my daily life?’ 

for ethics is pervasive. (245) 

Singer is right to emphasise the place of ‘practical’ ethics in everyday contemporary life and existence, while for ethical justice to be extended to all living ‘sentient beings’ is accordingly valid and appropriate.  

Although I believe the trajectory of Singer’s analysis implies that he should include at least plant life in this, thereby he could invoke organic development as a guiding universal principle. 

However, because we are so confused about what really constitutes the nature of life in the context of what follows death, and indeed the purpose and place of our lives collectively and individually, I am therefore not as convinced as Singer that we do comprehensively appreciate the ‘unique value’ of life.  

Therefore, I would question whether or not we are yet able to live as a broad ‘moral community of equals’. (85)  However, now is the time to explain and validate just what such a challenge means, and therefore implies, for us, 

I believe. 

We need to become more attuned to how we each are as persons, 

as Singer postulates, so as to traverse the ‘transition’ to a greater 

socio-communal ethic … Hence I maintain we need to acquire greater appreciation of how we each distinctively contribute to our contemporary place and time, so we would have the means through which to cultivate and nourish such a deep collective and (inter)personal appreciation. 

All this implies we will face many ‘ultimate choices’ of ethics and morality (242), now and for the future … So be it. 

Ethics is ‘paradoxical’ terrain for us now, as Singer observes. (210)  

However, he fails to distinguish what is ‘paradoxical’ from life’s ‘incoherent’ aspect (210) – the paradoxical being a quality of our existence on the basis of which we can progress; whereas ‘incoherence’ is the malady which transpires from failure to weave abundant consistency into our lives from the vital experiential threads of significance and meaning which are available to us.  Although, Singer does appropriately realise our incoherence emanates from being ‘dependent on pretence’ (210), because we continuously transform what is potentially authentic into that which is banal and superficial, from my perspective.  Hence we tend to gloss over that which is ‘ethically relevant’. (212) 

Equanimity and dimensional accord  -  towards an ethical culture

What I consider is most pertinent in this assessment is that Carroll and Singer effectively represent respective predominant streams of contemporary generational analysis. 

Carroll represents what is rapidly becoming the ‘older’ entrenched babyboomer analysis.  The teleology of this analytical stream is to deplore the reality that initiatives have not been brought forward to signify the relevance, 

significance and meaning of socio-cultural progression, and therefore proactive cultural progress has effectively ceased, as I have described this trajectory …’Culture is dead’ now, to echo Carroll’s predominant and binding theme.  Although, I believe Carroll never really gets around to stating his analysis quite as comprehensively, yet succinctly, as I have throughout my foregoing overview of his work.  

Babyboomers deplore this situation so trenchantly because they believe previous generations, particularly the one immediately preceding them, failed to instil a positive socio-cultural progression which they could validly accept and work with, and therefore blend this seamlessly into their own cultural legacy and values. 

Therefore babyboomers are mostly highly resentful.  

Like Hamlet, one of their most resonant icons, or purportedly Marilyn Monroe, they feel they inherited a challenge they could never come within ‘coo-ee’ of fulfilling.  They feel they were blighted from the outset, although each would probably say they tried as best as could be expected in the circumstances.  While these days they have mostly stifled their resentment so as to seek to maintain the status quo. 

Meanwhile, Peter Singer represents the younger stream, 

including and beyond what social researcher, Hugh Mackay, has dubbed the ‘Options Generation’, essentially born after 1970.  

These younger people are progressively developing a firm sense of ethics and morality, along with a clear realisation of the existential relevance of these aspects, in my view.  Such discernment was probably mostly instilled in them through their predominantly babyboomer parents. 

The notion babyboomers lack a strong sense of ethics is a cruel fallacy, emanating in part from gross misunderstanding, and partly from predominant pathetic wholesale entrenched attempts at social engineering.  

This is based on contrived efforts to simplify and superficialise generational dynamics, thereby vilifying and/or scapegoating the babyboomer socio-cultural progression, so as to press forward and impose certain socio-political agendas. 

Meanwhile, while they retain their clear sense of ethics, 

the ‘Options Generation’ representatives want to found and base these new ethical socio-cultural imperatives on practical values, reflecting the ultra pragmatic nature of contemporary Western democracy, while adopting an essentially utilitarian ethos as their predominant governing criterion.  

Hence this reflects a predominant strident form of humanism, 

and therefore confusion over the relevant place of metaphysical and/or spiritual values, which I believe is the vital inherent anomaly in humanist analysis. 

However, such grasping at contrived certainty in ethics and morality will prove a fruitless quest ultimately, I believe, although as this quest is now well underway the Options Generation may be a long way from realising this.  

Their problem is essentially that they are not substantially seeking to realise the pertinent relevance, significance and meaning of the values and legacy of the babyboomer generation to their own.  Their challenge is to weave forward a progressive legacy and heritage of seamless ethical values into essential guiding principles through which to move forward consistently and coherently. 

This consistent weaving forward would optimally take in a process whereby the options generation emphasis on practical ethics would be blended with the babyboomer commitment to the revival of relevant cultural progress. 

What would then become the focus, emphasis, and comprehensive purpose, 

of our collective journey would be an ethical culture … We would be moving towards an ethical culture. 

Essentially, this process would optimally be a kind of melding, 

rather than blending, whereby the respective streams of generational progression would be woven into a complete consistent dimensional accord.  

Thereby, instead of a sectioning out, whereby one stream would be recognised as balanced with the other, in a form of equilibrium, rather the streams would coexist in this dimensional accord of deep mutual respect – or equanimity. 

Such an equanimity principle, with those concerned established in such coexistence through a form would then prove to be the resonant guiding criterion for mutual interaction.  However, of course, this would require broad acceptance of responsibility in the collective socio-communal context, and deep appreciation of each other’s place and position – or situation – in all this complexity, along with the perplexing aspects of paradox, or conundrums, which emerge from this. 

What would be sought then, for optimal progress, 

would be a deeply situated form of mutual maturity, acquired through the course of time, through which we could all cultivate and nurture our deep mutual respect for each other as we share our common humanity, and thereby suitably progress the positive trajectory of our precious socio-cultural legacy and heritage. 
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