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The other implication of the life sciences that threatens ethics, in
many.peoples’ minds, is the threat of determinism. The idea here is
that since it is ‘all in the genes), the enterprise of ethics becomes

hopeless. The basket of motivations that in fact move people may

not be as simple as the Grand Unifying Theories have it, but they
may be fixed. And then we just do as we are programmed to do. It
is no use railing about it or regretting it: we cannot kick against
nature. - .
This raises the whole thorny topic of free will. Here, I want to -
“look at only one particular version of the problem. This takes our
genetic make-up to imply the futility of ethics, meaning in partic-
ular the futility of moral advice or education or experience. The
threat is'the paralysing effect of realizing that we are what we are:
Jarge mammals, made in accordance with génetic instructions
about which we can donothing.

A moral enterprise might be hopeless because it tries to alter
fixed nature. A prohibition on long hair may be enforceable, say in
the army or the police force. But a prohibition on growing hair at
all is not; since wearé indeed programmed to do it. An order for-
bidding hunger or thirst is futile, since we cannot control them.

| But the rule is directly futile: it cannot be obeyed. So
the question is, are all rules.similarly futile, because of genetic de-
terminism? A v

The answer is No, because whatever our genetic make-up pro-
grams us to do, it leaves room for what we can call ‘input-respon-
siveness’. It leaves room for us to vary our behaviour in response to
what we hear or feel or touch or see (otherwise there would be lit-
tle pointin having these senses in the first placé). It leaves room for
us t0 vary our desires in accordance with what we léarn (discover-
ing that the glass contains sulphuric acid, I lose the desire to drink
it that I had when I thought it contained gin). It leaves room for us
to be influenced by information gathered from ‘others, Finally, it
leaves room for us to be affected by the attitudes of others. In other
words, it makes us responsive to the moral climate.

If we liked paradox, we might put this by saying that genetics
programs us to be flexible. But there is no paradox, really. Even an
inanimate structure that isliterally programmed can be made to be
flexible. A chess program will be designed to give a different re-

-sponse depending on what move its opponent has just made. It is
input-responsive. Inflexible traits (growing hair) are not input-
responsive because no matter what beliefs, desires, or attitudes we
have, they go on just the same. But many of our own beliefs and de-
sires and attitudes are notlike that. They show endless plasticity.
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They vary with our surroundmgs, mcludmg the moral climate in
which we find ourselves. _

It is an empirical matter how flexible we are in any particular re-
spect. Thus, consider language. Many theorists believe that the-
extraordlnary facility with which children pick up language -
requiresa dedicated ‘module’ or structure within the brain that has
this as its function. Its function is not to pick up English, German,
or Latin, for any child can pick up any language. Its function is to.
pick up whichever language the child grows up with: its mother
tongue, or tongues if it is lucky. After a time, the evidenc_é suggests,
this flexibility is substantially lost. Beyond about the age of twelve,
it is almost impossible to pick up a language so as to speak it like a
native. The responsiveness diminishes or vanishes. We are no
longer so good at copying the inputs and ﬁndmg ourselves falling
- inwith the grammar of what we hear.

So, for all genetics tells us, a child may. be disposed to become
kind and lovingina kind and loving environment, viciousand ag-

gressive in a vicious and aggressive one, 1_ntellectual. and musicalin
an intellectual and musical one. Or, these dispositions may in turn
be liable to be displaced if other factors influence things. We just
have to look and see. . |

Very possibly, what we may find is greater receptivity at'some
stages, and relative inflexibility thereafter, rather as in the case of
language. If this is so, far from sidelining the importance of the
moral environment, the excursiis through determinism will cata-
pult it to the head of the agenda. That is where it should be if it

turns out that, once we have been weaned into an atmosphere of |
violence, aggression,. insensitivity, sentimentality, manipulation,
and furtlveness——the everyday world of television, for example—
We can'never or alrnost never climb out.

(Simon Biackbu_rn, Being Good A short introduction to ethics, Oxford
University Press (2001), pp. 43-46. X ¥ {ERk)
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