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			NOTE TO THE READER

			The consideration of morality cannot survive without a great deal of humility and some degree of humor. My intention is that both be brought to bear here, for I am not an ethicist or a social scientist and this is not an academic debate on the topic of morality but an adventurous search for its modern-day relevance.

		

	
		
		
			
			PROLOGUE

			
				A great many people think they are thinking when they are merely rearranging their prejudices.

				—attributed to William James, nineteenth-century American philosopher, psychologist, and author

			

			It began as a lively conversation.

			That was before disagreement made itself known and caused tempers to flare. Manners were breached. One person stormed out of the room. Another was reduced to tears.

			My mother—European by birth and old-world in her convictions—was an extremely correct woman, the kind who became confused when someone who didn’t know her well nonetheless called her by her first name. When I phoned to debrief her about my friends’ bad behavior, she was embarrassed for me.

			“And this took place in your apartment?” she asked, trying to get her bearings. “What on earth caused such a scene?”

			“We were talking about morality,” I told her.

			“I can’t imagine why you would encourage that kind of discussion,” she said, more accusation than query.

			“It wasn’t me” was my childish claim before ignominiously placing the blame on my dinner guests. “Someone said something, and the next thing I knew, it was out of my control.”

			Always and immaculately in control, my mother told me that it is the obligation of the guests to ensure that the host has no regrets for having invited them but it is the duty of the host to make sure the guests are not made uncomfortable in conversation. The fault, she informed me, was entirely mine for allowing provocation to introduce itself at the dining table. Bad behavior should never be given an opportunity to declare itself, she said, and not to lose sight of the broader issue, she reminded me that moral conduct must always hold its ground.

			
			My mother was right.

			But how is one sure what constitutes bad behavior, given the shifting tectonic plates under that defining issue? More fundamentally, where does one find solid moral ground on what is proving to be the porous bedrock of our twenty-first century?

			“Civility clears a path toward morality” was how my mother concluded our phone conversation, as if it were all I needed to know.

			No single generation can claim a peerless contribution to ethical behavior, but in my mother’s time morality was a rule book: some parts enshrined as decent behavior; others, implicit. Sins were laid bare and bad behavior had far-reaching and lasting consequences.

			That is no longer the case. What were clearly designated ethics have been blurred: in politics, with our leaders, for whom we have less and less respect but are willing, more and more, to accept that their bad deeds have mitigating factors; with the Wall-Street-take-all mentality in business, where it has become difficult to define cheating, lying, and stealing; in popular entertainment, with morally prismatic antiheroes operating in a stylish gray zone; and in our daily lives, whose churning technology grants permission to act in ways we would not necessarily act without it. For the first time in history, we have the skills and the knowledge to modify ourselves, both biologically and digitally, yet we struggle with the fundamental conceit of living successfully in the here and now with our fellow humans.

			In this unsettling era, moral variables are being shaped less by ideals than by global markets, so perhaps we should remind ourselves who is holding the checkbook. In the 1920s, British firms owned 40 percent of the global stock of foreign direct investment; by the 1960s, America had assumed the mantle. Despite its growing pains from recent state-dictated reforms, China—whose economy in the last twenty-five years has quintupled—is likely to be next.

			
			The population of China is 1.3 billion (compared with America’s 318.9 million). Its culture—formed over two and a half millennia—embraces a Confucian perspective, which is in stark contrast to the linear rationalism attributed to Western belief. Confucius’s analects concentrate on the practical rather than the theoretical; they advise against reducing morality to a universal truth. Unlike the West, where Judeo-Christian ethics designate a nonnegotiable right and wrong, the Chinese do not adhere to absolutes. This means that one in five of the world’s current population believes that there is no single way of being wrong and many ways of being right.

			Where does that leave the rest of us?

			We in the West would like to believe that individual freedom determines our choices, but in reality we are ruled by our culture and the prevailing time in which we live. Since he was old enough to understand my words, I tried to teach my son the difference between right and wrong, but the plain fact is that his take on morality wasn’t instilled by me as much as it was dictated by the profound changes during the course of his life: changes brought about by advancements in technology and science I don’t fully understand and my mother could not have imagined.

			—

			ARE THESE CHANGES pointing us in the right moral direction? I’m not sure. I asked others. It turns out that most of them aren’t sure either, and I decided that the question was worthy of more investigation. I thought that, if I spent a year trying to discover where and how morality is changing, I might be able to chart where it’s going.

			
			I’m not an obvious navigator for this kind of exploration: a peripatetic career has moved me in disparate directions, none toward advanced academic degrees. And although I have lived in different countries, my life has unfolded in cities. Those who live in cities have a tendency to circulate within the confines of their socioeconomic class or occupational orbits, so there’s a good chance I have a narrower outlook than is ideal for what I’m proposing to do. That said, I shall do my best to avoid prejudices, marshaling the facts as they are, not as I wish them to be.

			Here are a few more disclosures: I admire those of faith but believe that religion should be kept far away from as many non-spiritual things as humanly possible. I have an abiding affection for the offbeat, but I aspire—however imperfectly—to civility. I can’t imagine an absolute moral man or woman, nor can I understand why anyone would wish that state of absolute being. In fact, I’m inclined to agree with Henry David Thoreau, whose suggestion is not to be too moral a being. “You may cheat yourself out of much life so,” he warned.

			From this information, you are likely to decide that I’ve wandered to the far ends of orthodoxy and that this makes me a willful person. That could be. But mine is not the kind of willfulness that challenges the necessity of morality or the purpose of ethics. Nietzsche—the “God Is Dead” nihilist—insisted that “man has connected all things in existence with morals, and dressed up the world in a garb of ethical significance. The day will come when all this will be…utterly valueless.”

			I’m sorry, but no. Morality is at the core of who we are, and ethics enable us to function in societal groups. So, no, my intention here is not to argue whether there is a need for morality but to map its landscape.

			Perhaps you are already of one mind or the other about what constitutes moral behavior or—like me—in possession of an inward sense of what is fundamentally good or bad but not sure how either applies anymore. For the purpose of this endeavor, we might think of ourselves as flaneurs, strolling down the broad avenues of history, pausing to ask the ethical standard-bearers how they judged good behavior. We have begun this journey with a question, and there’s no guarantee that we won’t end with one, but along the way it seems only fair that we give bad behavior an opportunity to explain itself.

		

	
		
		
			
			PART ONE

			Confronting the Unreliable Provenance of Morals

		

	
		
		
			
			1

			WHEREIN I BEGIN WITH THE DEFINITION OF THE WORD

			
				Man is happy when he is able to know the cause of things.

				—Virgil

			

			No one gets to a certain age without having made a few basic decisions on how to be in the world. I decided some time ago that it’s okay to be a little afraid. That might explain why—speaking not a word of Chinese and carrying with me a single packed suitcase—I left New York to move to Beijing and collaborate with a major Chinese book publisher on a Western etiquette guide for the Chinese.

			It wasn’t the first time that I pursued an unlikely proposition. Years ago, with no experience in either raising money or magazine publishing, and at the time eight months pregnant, I decamped New York to launch a magazine in Los Angeles, a city I hardly knew.

			—

			GERTRUDE STEIN SUGGESTED that “there is no there there” to Southern California, but it was a beacon of clarity compared with the incoherence that became my experience in China. What began as a straightforward proposition to write a book turned into something else entirely when the government censor appeared on the scene.

			
			It would be an understatement to say that China stage-manages the exposure of Western ideas to its citizens. The government’s censor (which, in Orwellian doublespeak, is called the Ministry of Information) demonstrated just how thorough is its process: it withheld the publication of my book for an innocuous inclusion of the word “Muslim” in the chapter that instructed readers on appropriate greetings when traveling in foreign lands.

			A single word kept the book out of the stores and me in China longer than expected. When, finally, the censor granted permission for the book to be published, no one was more surprised than I that it became a best seller in mainland China.

			These circumstances and their outcome made me aware that though the Chinese wanted to learn how to do business with the West, Western values were beside the point. But there was more to it than that: just as significant a realization at the time was that my personal values were becoming less and less relevant in my own country.

			Cultures adjust their societal expectations according to change, and while most Americans are not opposed to change, the British are known to be reluctant, even when they have no choice but to accept it. This is probably why that country’s Ministry of Justice only recently removed the offense of “being an incorrigible rogue” from its statute book.

			Despite their class-tinged society, Britons seem to me to possess a sense of fairness; and, regardless of their squeamish avoidance of the sentimental, I’ve always thought them congenial. Artists, chefs, writers, architects, and scientists have landed from foreign shores to make London a culturally open capital whose inhabitants can appear at the Speakers’ Corner near Marble Arch to publicly address any number of issues: Muhammad, UFOs, processed food, and Jesus are only a few of the topics I’ve heard deliberated there, and, if not fully coherent, all of those debates remained civil.

			
			I’m not as convinced as my mother that civility clears a path to morality; indeed, I’ve seen a fair share of the opposite. But because the British appear to be clinging to the hallmarks of grace and dignity (despite the tendency of their newspapers to be extremely rude), I came to the conclusion that the U.K. might have another few decades of civility left. So, rather than returning to America from China, I decided to move to London for the year I planned to map morality.

			That decision was rendered irreversible when rules prevented me from subleasing my New York apartment longer than the year I was in China, giving me no choice but to sell the apartment. With that decision came the need for another: this one having to do with where I would live in London once I arrived.

			Like most international cities these days, London primarily accommodates the rich, and so I was grateful when Simon, an English friend who lives there, alerted me to an affordably priced rental flat available in his neighborhood. Because it was within walking distance of almost everything I thought might be important to me, I wired a deposit based on little more information than the apartment’s floor plan the broker sent.

			The broker measured the flat’s floor-to-ceiling windows and agreed to receive forty meters of yellow silk mailed from a state-run mill on the outskirts of Beijing so that during my last months living in China, draperies could be made in London while my possessions crossed the Atlantic by ship, stopping first in Amsterdam before docking in Southampton. They would be trucked to Wimpole Street in central London and uncrated in front of a large nineteenth-century house whose parlor floor had long ago been converted to what would be my home, seen for the first time when I arrived in front of it. The flat’s enormous and purposeless dumbwaiter hinted at past glamour. High ceilings and handsome features made up for the almost impossibly narrow bathroom slivered from the flat’s hallway. A sizable eat-in kitchen and a large bedroom overlooked leafy terraces in the back.

			—

			
			AS SOON AS I unpacked, I invited Simon for lunch to thank him for his role in my move to London, and despite my diminished state of sobriety from the champagne I managed to explain my plans to write a book about morality.

			Simon has known me for a great many years, and that grants him the right to point out when I’m flirting with the ridiculous. Still, I’d just arrived in his country, and he wanted to be helpful, so, rather than pointing out the road signs to folly, he asked what I imagined I would discover at the end of my proposed journey.

			“I’m not sure,” I had to admit.

			“Where will you begin?” he asked.

			“I’m not sure of that either.”

			“Why not start with the definition of the word?” he suggested. “You might try looking in the vicinity of St. James’s Square.”

			—

			ST. JAMES’S SQUARE surrounds a leafy summer garden, in the center of which stands an equestrian statue of William III. He appears to be surveying the handsome congregation of the surrounding Georgian buildings that managed to survive being bombed during World War II. On the square’s northwest corner is a slender edifice whose outward face suggests one of the several unassuming gentlemen’s clubs that pepper the area.

			A perfect place to start, I say to myself as I enter the reception area of the London Library. Only it’s referred to not as a reception area but as the Issue Hall, and so dimly lit is it that I can barely make out the man sitting behind the front desk. Gray weather has taken hold of the morning, and filtering through the window is just enough pallid sunlight to convince the man that he need not turn on his desk lamp.

			Good manners prevail here: the man at the desk reveals himself to be extremely courteous. When asked about the accessibility of the books, he has a gentle way of informing me that I am standing in a private institution where only members can access the books. At least that’s what I think he’s said. Instead of calling them books, he referred to “the collections” as he handed me a membership application.

			
			“We are known as a writer’s library,” the man points out with obvious pride, whereupon I quit the building feeling slightly less worthy than when I entered. As I walk home, my confidence is further eroded by blue plaques on the buildings I pass.

			Launched by the Victorians 150 years ago, London’s Heritage blue plaques scheme is believed to be the oldest of its kind. Set in motion by Henry Cole, inventor of the Christmas card, more than nine hundred blue plaques dot London, providing a historical link between an illustrious or notorious person and the building in which he or she once lived or worked.

			Buildings displaying the uniform-size, round blue plaques can appear several to a block, and it happens that London’s first plaque—commemorating Lord Byron’s birthplace—is on a building not far from where I live. Directly across from my apartment on Wimpole Street is one pointing out what was once Elizabeth Barrett’s home; down a block on the same street, a plaque designates what had been the workplace of Arthur Conan Doyle.

			I pass dozens of blue plaques in the twenty minutes it takes me to walk home from St. James’s Square, and by the time I arrive there, self-doubt about being granted library membership has set in. I look at the application to see exactly what is required to at least try.

			Actually, it doesn’t look that difficult, I tell myself as I read on.

			Uh-oh.

			At the bottom of the page is a blank for the name of a “referee,” a word I realize has more than a sports’ connotation. Apparently, it will be necessary for me to designate a respectable person living in the United Kingdom, who can vouch for my character—this, I would guess, so the admission committee can safely conclude that I will not openly misbehave. I name as my London-based referee not Simon, who is an actor with a spotty relationship with authority, but Tessa, an exceedingly respectable friend, who has witnessed the disorderly side of me only on rare occasions and never in a public space.

			
			Reading about morality in books is not necessarily the same as understanding it, and so, while waiting to hear about my membership at the London Library, I decide on more of a grassroots approach: I begin to write letters to people I know, and others I’d heard or read about, who might be willing to explain why and how they’ve chosen to follow the moral status quo, fight to protect it, or act in outright defiance of it. A series of introductions quickly lead to a man with whom I begin a correspondence. I suggest that we meet.

			That I did any of this stunned Simon.

			“Are you insane?” he demanded to know. “I thought you were researching morality at the London Library.”

			I told Simon that I intended to do that as well. I told him that this had come up unexpectedly and that it would be a missed opportunity if I didn’t take advantage of it. I’m not insane, I told him.

			He didn’t believe me.

			“No sane person asks someone who’s killed another person to tea in her apartment to discuss morality!”

			Thinking it best to lay out the facts, I informed Simon that there had been two.

			“ ‘Two?’ What are you talking about?”

			“Two murders.”

			Simon hung up on me.

			A few moments later, he phoned back.

			“What in God’s name were you thinking?”

			I explained that I wanted to record my discussion, that I needed a private and quiet space, that I work from home, that home is private and quiet. I told Simon that the man had paid his dues and that I didn’t see why I should think of an alternative place because of who he was.

			
			“He might be out of prison—whether he’s paid his dues is a question I suggest you ask the families of the two people he killed,” was Simon’s sharply worded reply.

			British law limits what can be published about a person once he or she has been charged with a crime, and details of that crime are not often revealed after a criminal is released from prison. The man I was to meet referred to himself as Erwin James. It was not his birth name. He is a convicted murderer of two people.

			—

			MR. JAMES HADN’T volunteered any details in our correspondence, nor did I ask, but judging from the measured intelligence with which he expressed himself, I convinced myself that the murders must have been a crime of passion, that he murdered a certain way and for a certain reason.

			It was only after Mr. James and I agreed to meet that I learned that the two murders were gruesome, committed separately and for no other purpose than to rob. Had I the courage, I would have given Simon the full story. Instead, I asked him not to argue with me.

			“Fine. I won’t argue. But if you insist on going ahead with this, I should be there,” he said.

			“That won’t work,” I told him.

			“What do you mean it won’t work?”

			“It would change things.”

			“Who cares? Under the idiotic circumstances you’ve put yourself in, it’s the only sensible thing to do.”

			“I realize what I’ve done. I’ve offered this man my goodwill. I won’t take it back.”

			I waited through a long pause until Simon’s indignation gave way to curiosity.

			“What will you ask him?” he wanted to know.

		

	
		
		
			
			2

			ACCORDING TO A CONVICTED MURDERER, IT HAS TO DO WITH CHARACTER

			
				Character is destiny.

				—Heraclitus

			

			I pressed the buzzer that released the front door lock, which allowed Mr. James into the building, and then I positioned myself on my floor’s landing and leaned over the banister to spot any early signs of trouble.

			The skylight provided a clear view of the man coming up the stairs: he appeared to be in his fifties and was densely built, neatly dressed, and carrying a knapsack. Rounding the staircase corner, he answered my scrutiny with his own analytically appraising gaze.

			I introduced myself in the hallway.

			A half smile emerged tentatively from his broad-featured face, one colonized by furrows, nicks, and striated lines.

			“Please come in,” I said, not sure that’s what I actually wanted.

			—

			MY APARTMENT IS furnished with items gathered during my travels and considered curious by most people who visit. Displayed in the front hall is a crop of sorts purchased in India to ride an elephant, a Masai spear from Africa, a seven-foot snakeskin brought back from the Amazon, a Chinese opium pipe found in what is known as Beijing’s Dirt Market, and a photograph of the king of Thailand taken when he was a boy and discovered in an old bookstore in Bangkok. Training his eyes straight ahead, Mr. James didn’t so much as glance at the surroundings after he placed his knapsack near the coat closet.

			
			I directed him to a comfortable armchair near the fireplace and sat down on the couch opposite. Between us was an ottoman, on which were a large Turkish tray with a pot of jasmine tea, a plate of dates, tangerines, and a recording device that had been switched on before I let him through the building’s front door.

			We both sat mutely and visibly uneasy until I began to explain my reasons for exploring the meaning of morality. Mr. James listened intently, frowning at the cup of tea he held in his hand rather than drinking from it.

			The life he lived growing up lacked any stability—certainly not the type of stability that might foster morality, he told me.

			—

			“MY FEELING IS that morality is developed,” he said. “I developed some part of mine, ironically, in prison, when I was encouraged into education. There was a psychologist who died shortly after I got out. I was never able to thank her properly, but her principles and her humanity made all the difference to me.”

			Hearing him use the word “humanity” lessened most—not all, but most—of the apprehension I was feeling. I asked if he thought he would have recognized the moral principles the psychologist possessed in a time before he committed murder.

			“Probably not. I had such a dysfunctional life. It was corrupted with so much violence.”

			Mr. James was born to itinerant Scottish parents in an environment of deprivation, unemployment, and alcoholism, and his childhood was a bleak catalog of traumas. A prison psychologist described his family life as “brutal and rootless.”

			
			His mother was killed when he was quite young. There had been a car accident. His father—also in the car—survived. He was a violent drunk and became the reason that at the age of eight Mr. James ran away.

			“We lived in a big, sprawling council estate, and there was an old air-raid shelter. I moved in there for a while. I can’t remember when I started to tell lies and to steal. My first burglary was a sweets store. I’m not even sure what my thought process was other than I wanted sweets and I didn’t have the money. After that, I started stealing the bikes in sheds.”

			—

			I ASKED IF, once he started to steal, it got easier for him.

			“I knew it was wrong to steal, but I wasn’t sure why, other than understanding that the things I was stealing didn’t belong to me.”

			When I told him that hadn’t really answered my question, his faded blue eyes flashed irritation.

			“Okay, yes,” he said reluctantly. “Once I started to steal, it felt like that’s what I did. I was a thief.”

			At the beginning, he had a smash-and-grab approach to stealing. Then he began to tag along with older boys who were breaking into bowling alleys and television stores. By the time he was eleven, Mr. James had been through the court system and was convicted of theft.

			“They put me in a boys’ home. There were a few orphans and a kid with severe learning disabilities, but the majority were kids like me. They’d been on the streets and had been picked up for petty thieving.”

			He was released at fifteen and drifted from one thing to the next, often living in abandoned buildings.

			—

			
			“MY LIFE HAD the trajectory of a pinball. It was totally reactive. I’d break into a car to sleep in it that night. I wanted to live in a house, to have a job, to be responsible, but I didn’t know how to do any of those things. When I walked down the street and looked into house windows and I’d see people inside, I’d wonder, ‘How do I get to be someone like that? How do I get to be a person with a purpose, a direction, a meaning, relationships, and friends? I was desperate to be a part of something, but I didn’t understand the mechanisms. I knew how to weld a little bit when I was in a short-term prison sentence in my teens, I learned how—not very well, but I could weld cell doors. And afterward, I sometimes got jobs as a welder. At one point, I was working in a factory welding during the day, and as a washer in a restaurant at night, sleeping in the potato shed in the back. I read in the paper about a job course to go abroad and weld pipelines. I thought, ‘That’s what I need, a skill.’ So I applied for a passport and got that, but I wasn’t a good enough welder to pass the test for the course. If I had passed that test, it would have changed the whole course of my life,” he muttered, more to himself than to me.

			He pressed his lips together to stifle a sigh, and then went on.

			“After that, I didn’t really have a place to live, and so I became a squatter. I had no plans. In fact, the only time I remember planning anything were the petty crimes I committed. To steal parking meter heads meant that I had to first break into a hardware store to steal a pipe cutter in order to smash the heads off meters, and then I had to steal a van to take the meter heads back to the squat to break them open. They were such pathetic crimes. It went from there to these horrendous murders.”

			The two murders were committed three months apart and with an accomplice of whom he knew very little.

			“We had nothing in common but our massive failings.”

			His unsparing honesty deserved acknowledging, but what it revealed did not diminish the fact that Mr. James and his co-accused were responsible for merciless murders: one victim was strangled to death in his apartment, and then, three months later, another was bludgeoned on the street.

			
			At the age of twenty-four, Mr. James extinguished the lives of two people and forced their families into an echo chamber of anguish for the rest of theirs. Now, over three decades later, my question of whether he killed the men for money was the last thing I expected would catch him off guard. As soon as I spoke it, the molecules in the air changed, and there was a forbidding silence. I glanced down to the recording machine to make sure that the red light was still on. When I looked up, it was into an angry stare.

			“That’s a hell of a question,” he said coldly.

			It wasn’t fear but bewilderment and resentment that flushed my face before I collected my wits.

			“I have no idea what you might consider off-limits, but this isn’t going to work for me unless I can be direct,” I said to him.

			I reached over to refill his cup of tea. The gesture was free enough from indictment for him to decide to answer the question.

			“He wasn’t meant to be in the house. I don’t really want to talk about it.”

			Mr. James glared at me for a moment before deciding that he would.

			“It was as though I couldn’t get out of the circumstances and just went along with them.”

			“What were the circumstances of the second murder?”

			“My co-accuser jumped this man. It wasn’t premeditated. We were both drunk. I joined in. This poor man was beaten terribly.”

			Not “I beat him,” but he “was beaten.”

			What Mr. James didn’t say was that the man died four days later when his parents made the wrenching decision to turn off his life support.

			I cannot imagine how Mr. James did what he did, not because of sanctimony, but because it doesn’t matter what you call it, call it morality if you’d like, but it’s the thing that comes between impulse and action. It’s you saying to yourself, I can’t do that; I mustn’t do that.

			—

			
			I SAID AS much.

			“Sitting with you as I am now, it’s impossible for me to imagine you doing what you did.”

			“Even now, I can’t imagine that I did what I did, but I know I did it” is how he put it. “There is nothing redeeming to my crimes. They were just horrific events, which I will never, ever be able to explain. If you asked me, ‘Why did you do that?’ even with the help of psychology, I can’t answer.”

			“So, it was senseless.”

			“Yes,” Mr. James said, through his clenched jaw.

			“And you managed to escape.”

			“I had a passport from the time I applied for the welding program and just enough money to cross the channel to France and escape.”

			It was the preamble to a story that could cheat fiction; no novelist could have competed with what had really happened to Mr. James.

			—

			THE FOREIGN LEGION is a branch of the French army whose unique ordinance allows enlisted foreign nationals to fight for the French outside France. Established by King Louis-Philippe in 1831 with troops formed from disbanded Swiss and German regiments of the Bourbon monarchy, the first legionnaires landed in Algeria, which remained the legion’s homeland for the next 130 years. About a quarter of the recruits are French; the rest come from some 140 other countries, making it the only unit that swears allegiance not to the country but to itself.

			On the run from murdering two people in the U.K., Mr. James joined the Foreign Legion. It appropriated his passport and accepted him without asking a single question.

			
			Mr. James would not have been the first fugitive to join the Foreign Legion, which allows a recruit to assume a new identity. From what I understand, if any one of them is injured during a battle for France, he can apply for French citizenship under a provision, the translation of which is “French by spilled blood.”

			Training is physically and psychologically intense, with esprit de corps molding the men into a single culture, loyal to itself. One of its mottoes is “Legio patria nostra” (from Latin: “The legion is our fatherland”). “Honneur et fidélité” is another, which Mr. James says is what gave his life structure and morals.

			He nodded appreciatively when I told him that honor, reverence, loyalty, and gallantry were the moral tenets of the chivalric code of conduct developed in the medieval late twelfth century and kept alive in the servitude
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