
Apology and History

In what sense, if any, does the past entitle us to one or more of apologies, reparations, restitution and recognition in the present?

It is easy to suppose that history gives us our entitlements just as it tells us who we are. The land our forefathers occupied, the apologies due to us now for the harm done to them then, the works of art they made that are now in other people’s museums – all the sentiments involved here, and many more like them, are bequeathments of history, and the source of lingering resentments that can easily flare into conflict, of claims and counter-claims, of romantic yearnings and loyalties.

Consider: today’s Serbs did not want to relinquish Kosovo because of the Battle of Kosovo near Pristina in 1389, where defeat by the Ottomans became a tribal memory that in the nineteenth century fuelled nationalistic longing for independence. Likewise the Jews and Israel, the Greeks and the Elgin Marbles, Islamists and the Caliphate, today’s African-Americans and the history of transatlantic slavery, Scottish separatists, the Flems and Walloons of Belgium, are all examples, different in scope and scale, of the past’s influence – some might say, stranglehold – on the present.

Does the past sanction the claims we make in the present: for land, art works, reparations, independence? The answer is a paradigm of philosophy: it is Yes and No, for it genuinely depends on cases, and there is no general rule. This is mainly because some past-based claims, such as those about ‘national identity’, are a load of nonsense, and others, such as claims by post-Second World War German Jewish survivors to the property expropriated from them by the Nazis, are manifestly just.

Consider the question of apologies and reparations to the descendants of Africans taken into New World slavery between the sixteenth and eighteenth centuries, some twelve million of them by most estimates. This was a horrible crime. Direct descendants claim a special relation to this history, which some regard as entitling them to reparations now – say, from the cities of Bristol and Liverpool, which profited from the trade in human flesh and suffering. A hidden premise is that direct descendants have more claim to be appalled by the history of slavery than others. That is very questionable; but if one grants that it is true, it then becomes relevant to point out that every single one of us is descended from slaves – slavery was ubiquitous in human history, and demographic arithmetic relates all of us to them. It also relates all of us – and, with us, the descendants of the transatlantic slave trade – to slave-owners sometime in the past too: a not-so-comfortable meditation for today’s claimants.

These thoughts, like the one that points out how mongrel nations are, and how almost all national borders are drawn in the blood of past conflicts, should make us pause in claiming that history is on our side when it would be advantageous to think so, for it just as often teaches us – if we are prepared to listen – to think very differently.


Abstinence and Fasting

What is the difference between abstinence and fasting?

Food, eating, not eating, feasting, fasting, abstaining: the focus on food in almost all religions is a mark of the life-and-death importance of eating. It is certain that one of the main wellsprings of religious belief and practice in history and prehistory was the desperate attempt to influence the forces of nature – rain, the growth of crops, the danger of locusts or flood, drought or fire, disease in the herds – so that there might be food to eat.

The focus on food and eating remains in residual ways in the rich and overfed West. Who now knows about, for example, Egg Saturday? It is a day in the Christian season of Shrovetide, the preamble to Lent. Shrovetide is named after ‘shriving’, which is the absolution that follows confession, and traditionally it is a season of feasting and jollification, the tail-end of the long Bacchanalia that traditionally started at Christmas. In many places the celebrations still culminate in Mardi Gras, Fat Tuesday, there and elsewhere often called Pancake Day. The immediately following day is the first day of the sharply contrasting period of Lenten austerity and abstinence which leads to Easter.

The religious meaning of these events is still remembered, but their true meaning has long been lost. This is that winter was once the season of plenty and ease, with the previous autumn’s harvest in store, meats preserved, and little to do outdoors. This is when people sat round the hearth, mending clothes and telling stories. Spring and early summer were the leanest times, when stores were depleted and some of the hardest work of the agricultural year awaited.

So what is now Lent was the beginning of hungry times, when winter fat and unfitness were combated. Making a tradition out of necessity, the Church adapted this experience to its calendar, just as it borrowed the ancient pagan festival of lights and feasting that cheered winter’s darkest days, and called it Christmas.

Lenten abstinence is, strictly speaking, not fasting but avoidance of meat, all other foods being permitted. Fasting, technically, means eating just one meal a day, though the Roman Catholic Church permits ‘collations’ morning and evening as well as dinner, denoting a meal of no more than eight ounces of any foodstuff. Before Henry VIII’s time abstinence also applied to sex: he was the appropriate monarch to abolish that aspect of Lent, in England at least.

There is another reason for abstinence, or at least continence, in all traditions: the health benefits, and the moral lesson of experiencing what the poor feel all year round. An old saying has it that ‘the poor man must walk to get meat for his stomach, but the rich man must walk to get stomach for his meat’, and this captures not only the world’s injustice, but the truism that a main cause of ill health is excess. Since abstinence is easier than moderation, a season of abstinence is as good for the body as the soul.

These last two reasons – health, and the salutary lesson of what life feels like to the billion or so of our fellows who live on a dollar a day – are compelling ones for practising abstinence. But the best kind of abstinence is abstaining from meddling in other people’s lives by trying to impose one’s moral views on them: that would be the best of all things to give up for Lent.

Recent research in biology suggests that calorie restriction promotes longevity. Underfed mice can live up to half as long again as their normal span; obesity in humans is known to be a life-shortener. It is not an especially comforting thought that if one wishes to live beyond the normal life allotment one has to do so on short commons, but the practice is probably less onerous than it sounds, given how soon one would become used to it and even therefore prefer it. The question really is: how much does quantity of life add to its quality? If the quality of lived experience is what should really interest us, we might look askance at efforts to increase quantity of life at the expense of other goods. If one could have quantity and quality of life together, that is obviously good; when there is conflict between them, quality would seem the right alternative.


Adornment

Do moralists have a case when they criticise and sometimes condemn adornment?

Moralists in all periods of history have directed fire at the human practice of adorning faces, bodies, dress, homes and lives with whatever makes them seem better, more beautiful, colourful or cheerful. What troubles the moralists is the great difference there can be between appearance and reality, and the fact that adornment is so often about changing or masking reality.

Truth, say the moralists, is its own adornment and needs nothing further to beautify it, any more than a child’s skin needs rouge, or the lily needs gilding. Falsehood, on the other hand, needs decoration to cloak it, just as a bad odour has to be hidden under a spray of perfume. The moralists are therefore in favour of what they call simplicity: the unadorned, unvarnished, naked originality of things.

Adornment can be disguise, but obviously it is not always so. Having flowers around one’s home is adornment, but not concealment. I once knew a woman who would spend the last portion of every overdraft on filling her flat with flowers. Her instinct was right even if her action was unwise: she adorned her surroundings not to hide anything, but to make a spirited gesture of defiance, and to lift her spirits.

We think of adornment mainly in connection with personal appearance: cosmetics, hair, dress, jewellery and accessories. This has never been the province of women alone. Here the moralists have a field day, and easy targets: they can easily apostrophise the rouged crone, the enamelling of hidden corruption. They even dislike the innocuous fact that most faces look better when carefully made up, and most bodies likewise if well clothed, all meaning, in the moralists’ view, that what one sees is not a real but an artificial – therefore a deceptive – thing.

And of course adornment, if skilfully employed, improves; that is what it is for. The question is whether the moralists are right to imply that such improvement in personal appearance is invariably dishonest. The answer, surely, is No. On the contrary, it can be argued that improving things – our educations, our gardens, our incomes, lives, marriages; and therefore why not our looks, and thereby our confidence? – is a good thing, even indeed a duty.

There is another point. It is a plain fact that first impressions count, that we say much about ourselves by how we present ourselves to the world, that most people judge things by how they appear, and that good looks succeed. In the face of this, and whether or not we deplore these facts, it would be irrational not to make the best of ourselves; and that is going to involve adornment, if only in the form of what we wear.

On this view, the conclusion is secure enough: adornment is justified, and the moralists are, as so often, wrong. It is a bonus that adornment can makes things more attractive than they might otherwise be.

Note that this leaves the child, the lily and the truth where they quite properly belong: in the realm of things not only in no need of adornment, but which lose by adornment. It is a typical manoeuvre of the censorious to say ‘the lily and the truth need no adornment, therefore neither should you’, but obviously enough such reasoning is fallacious. Hamlet was right to say that no matter how thickly his mother Gertrude painted her face, she would end as Yorick had done, a bare skull; but even that fact is not to the point, unless you believed – which was the assumption behind Hamlet’s view – that painting your face stains your soul. We are beyond such thoughts now, and take the view that painting your face (if well done) can cheer your soul, secularly understood.


Ape and Man

Should apes be treated the same as humans in ethical respects?

A few minutes at the zoo is enough to convince most people that apes and monkeys are close kin to humankind. Some say that a few minutes watching proceedings in any parliament is enough to show that humans are close kin to monkeys and apes. Either way, we know that the primate family is a genetically intimate one, and this is especially so for the great apes – gorillas, chimpanzees, bonobos, orang-utans and humans.

It did not take genetics to tell us this, or comparative anatomy. After all, genetics tell us that we share many of our genes with insects, and the anatomies of all mammals are just resized and repositioned versions of each other. The key to the true closeness of all apes, ourselves included, is ethology. When Jane Goodall first sat in the Gombe rainforest, with fortuitous naivety giving anthropomorphic interpretations of the chimpanzee behaviour she witnessed, she was initiating a rethink: about apes, about humanity’s relationship with them, and ultimately about humanity itself.

A lot has happened since Goodall’s first forays at Gombe: not only has primate ethology flourished in the last half-century, but it has influenced sociobiology and evolutionary psychology, and perhaps most importantly for apes themselves it has been a stimulus for the Great Ape Project, which aims to secure a United Nations declaration granting non-human apes entitlements to life, liberty and freedom from torture and experimentation.

The Great Ape Project was launched in 1993 with the publication of a book edited by Peter Singer and Paola Cavalieri, and among the distinguished scientists who supported it were Richard Dawkins and Jane Goodall herself. Central to the project’s argument is the fact – established by the work begun by Goodall – that great apes have complex social, emotional and cognitive lives, with self-awareness and capacities for affection and grief. Their genetic proximity to humans also of course counts as relevant: chimps and humans differ in only 1.2 per cent of genes.

In 2008 the European Union published a long-awaited set of proposals about regulation of research that uses animals, and one main plank in it is that all medical research on great apes is to be banned. Studies of great-ape behaviour, and research that would protect great-ape species from extinction, will continue to be allowed; and there is an exception for circumstances in which serious epidemic disease might threaten humankind. But though there has been little experimentation on great apes for some time now, the ban is a remarkable achievement, and a marker on the road to greater protections for all animals used for research.

This last remark is not intended to imply that matters have not greatly improved in this respect, for they have. To see how dramatically this is so, consider: in one of his letters the seventeenth-century philosopher René Descartes recommends slicing off the apex of a living dog’s heart and inserting a finger to feel the strong contractions of the cardiac muscle. For a long time his approach to the use of animals was the norm. He regarded them as automata, without sensation or emotion; the appearance of both, he claimed, was a function of the robotic activity of their central nervous systems, which, unlike that in man, were not connected to conscious experience. His views in this respect were partly motivated by theological considerations: animals do not go to heaven when they die because they have no souls; if they have no souls, they do not think and feel; ergo one can practise vivisection on them, and ignore their manifestations of agony and distress as mere automatic play-acting.

In our more enlightened age animal experimentation is governed by the ‘Three Rs’ requirement: Reducing the number of animals used in research; Refining experimental techniques to minimise animal suffering; Replacing animals with alternatives whenever possible. But no campaigner for animal welfare can be quite satisfied even with this, sensible and progressive though it is. For as knowledge increases, so do doubts about the ethics of using any mammal, and even crustaceans – evidence exists that lobsters and crabs can experience pain, which makes one shudder at the thought of those lobsters in the restaurant window, nippers held with elastic bands, waiting to be thrown into a deep pot of boiling water. It makes one think.

And once one starts thus thinking about ethical boundaries, one begins to see that they are best drawn as far out as possible.


Altruism

Are altruism and self-interest irreconcilable opposites?

Prima facie it seems an open-and-shut case that altruism and self-interest are opposites. The majority view is taken to be that almost all, if not indeed all, human action is premised on the latter. Economists have long assumed that the only rational form of agency is self-interest, and cynics are quick to note that the long-suffering maiden aunt martyring herself for others is, subconsciously or in secret, greatly enjoying herself.

But there is, to use a shop-worn phrase, a third way in the argument. This is to domicile other-regarding and other-supporting actions in a form of acceptable self-interest described in debates about moral psychology as ‘enlightened’. Simply put, agents recognise that benefits accrue to themselves in the longer run if at their own expense they benefit others in the shorter run. A more inclusive view has it that general benefits to the community are perceived by its individual members as yielding benefits for themselves in more and less indirect ways.

This latter accords well with biological accounts of the way many species are so organised that sterile siblings of fertile individuals sacrifice themselves for the benefit of the latter’s offspring. The unit of self-interest is the species, whose individual members therefore appear to act with supreme altruism.

In familiar kinds of conventional morality, altruism is regarded as good, self-interest as (at least often) bad. In the cluster of concepts to which the former belongs one finds kindness, concern, self-sacrifice. In the self-interest cluster one finds selfishness, egoism and greed. This indeed is why the term ‘self-interest’ is deployed in moral psychology and economics, precisely to distinguish it from these other and obviously more disagreeable notions, from which it is genuinely different.

On this view, the responsible agent is one who takes care of his and his circle’s interests before he takes care of others; altruism on behalf of distant strangers might sometimes be irresponsible if it involved neglect of proper duties to oneself and one’s close circle.

An intriguing theory is advanced by William Hazlitt in his Principles of Human Action. He argues that all action is ‘naturally disinterested’ because it is relative to the future (whether seconds or years from now); but neither the future nor therefore one’s future self exists, so the latter is on an ontological par with all other selves. Accordingly, to be able to act in one’s own interest, one must in effect always act in the interests of another. So ‘disinterestedness’ or altruism is the default case.

There is more to this argument than first meets the eye. But it is not necessary to be persuaded that a capacity for self-interest is dependent on a capacity for altruism to recognise that the two are not contradictory. Taking an interest in one’s own welfare and flourishing can indeed be regarded as a duty – as part, indeed, of self-reliance, independence, paying one’s own way, not battening on others – which, if fulfilled properly, and consistently with the good of others, better enables one to help others and play one’s part in the community. To be needy, poor and ignorant as a result of self-neglect and lack of self-respect is hardly a good ground for altruism.


Appearance

Is a concern for looks mainly a female phenomenon?

Friday-night clubbing teaches how intimate is the link between sex and appearance. Almost-naked girls shiver in the autumn nights outside city clubs, asserting the triumph of beauty over temperature, making the night exotic with their appearance, silvery with their cries, heady with their perfume and promise.

The vision is of a piece with the rest of nature, except that there the order of appearance is reversed. Among birds, males have the most brilliant appearance, sometimes to excess: there is no more extravagant piece of sexual furniture in nature than the peacock’s tail. Male frigate birds with inflated red gular sacs, and cockatoos with erectable head-feathers, are not so vulnerable to predators as the peacock, which seems to risk his all on display. With that burden of weight and drag, how shall he escape a determined predator? The small brown hens of the bird world, safer in their anonymity, choosily observing the strutting males and (according to genetic studies) promiscuously dividing their favours among them, have chosen the better part: safety over splendour.

For much of history human males have been as all males in nature: the gaudier sex. And because human lifestyles in what we call civilisation are inimical to the preservation of natural shape and form, creating a necessity for both sexes to resort to art to hide or enhance their appearance, this male gaudiness has taken the form of extravagant dress. Any number of historical examples could be adduced, from the wildly elongated penis-gourds of Papua to the beauty-spotted, bewigged, frothily laced beaux mincing along the corridors of Louis XIV’s Versailles in their high-heeled silver-buckled shoes.

It is only recently that men have retreated into the conservatism of dark suits and ties, and for leisure-wear the same dull uniform of short-sleeved shirts worn outside jeans, thereby leaving all the decoration to women. It is an historical oddity, and the few dashing dressers among men – adding a touch of mascara to deepen the effect of something sardonic and Satanic in the sartorial – stand out the more for it.

Given that human males and females would, in the state of nature, have distinctively different shapes and proportions – a triangular arrangement from shoulders to hips for males contrasting with the hourglass of the female; the male’s longer legs depending from a narrower pelvis, as against the long-body-short-legs of his broad-pelvis consort – it would seem necessary for each just to be healthy to be attractive. Perhaps this thought explains why men care less about dress than about physique these days, heading for the gym rather than the boutique in search of appearance. Women might do both, though they seem to find the latter more persuasive.

Not that one would like men to return to the peruke, the beauty-spot, the penis-gourd. It would be enough if they stuck to colourful ties and decent shoes. What we do not want is for women to mimic men (as they are doing in other things, such as binge-drinking and raucousness on nights out) by losing interest in dress likewise, or to revert to the hen-like monochrome of their Victorian ancestors. Only think how dull today’s world would become if women cared as little about their appearance as men.


Authority

What, if anything, justifies one person or body having authority over others?

In the state of nature as envisaged by Hobbes, it is easy to imagine how the competence, experience, superior skill or strength of certain individuals would make them obvious candidates for leadership roles that others might be pleased (or wise) to accept. This remains true, in a local way, in all human groups; ‘natural leaders’ emerge, and familiar aspects of social dynamics prompt others to submit to their authority in particular respects.

But in the state of nature, or situations very like it, authority tends to be arrogated by the strong, and then protections and remedies against its abuse prove hard to come by, making justice unlikely because contingent on the whim or personality of those in charge. This does not make for desirable forms of civil society, as history very painfully shows. But rather than reject the idea of authority altogether, as an anarchist might recommend, the solution is to constitute it properly, so that its benefits can accrue, the chief of them being co-ordination of social effort, peace, justice and protection of the weak.

Civil society is premised on the rule of law; laws have to be made when required, so a person or body has to be invested with power to devise them, and there has to be an expectation that they will be observed. This in turn requires enforcement and sanctions where necessary, which in turn again requires the existence of suitably empowered agencies such as a police force and courts.

To secure these desiderata there has to be an agreement to accord authority to law-making and law-enforcing agencies, subject (so the democratic principle insists) to the possibility of revocation by those on whose behalf it is exercised. If I am party to, and beneficiary of, a standing decision to have a police force, then if I am stopped for exceeding a speed limit, and required by policemen to produce my driving licence, this is an acceptable subjection to their authority. And the example can be generalised: the existence of legitimately constituted authority is fundamental to the functioning of a good society.

But, obviously, authority has to be constrained and revocable to be acceptable, and there has to be proper remedy against its abuse, which is why the bearers of delegated authority have themselves to be subject to bodies that can hold them to account – in Western liberal democracies, an electorate and an independent judiciary.

Justified authority is what exists when arrangements of these kinds are in place, and work. By analogy and derivation, the authority of school teachers, team captains and other archons in more local hierarchies has the same kind of ground.
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