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Ethics is a discipline concerned with good and bad moral values and norms that can be right and wrong. Norms
define standards of acceptable behavior by groups. Specific ethical systems, through their norms (computable
conventions), constrain and partially solve the problem of life. The importance of ethics for society is paramount, as
no social group can stay cohesive and in existence if there are no constraints on the behavior of individuals. For
example, frequent, reasonless escalations and attacks with killing or injuring others would dissolve any group.
Hence, the problem that ethics tries to solve is improving group performance in a setting that is multi-criteria,
dynamic, and poised by uncertainties. It operates on a large societal scale, making for a complex setting in which
adaptability is crucial. Ethics emerged collaterally through cultural evolution on a longer time scale where all

changes have been slow and gradual.

ethics moral innovation

| 1. Main Purpose of Ethics

The researchers argue that the primary purpose of ethics is achieving better group performance. Coordination is an
essential aspect of ethics since it makes collectives more progressive under the cap of available resources to bring
about a better outcome for the group. Cooperative societies with a clear division of labor progressed faster

because the members were united under the same goal W2,

The cost-effectiveness of cooperation at all stages of social development is an essential item and a prerequisite for
determining posterior ethics and moral rules. Despite the complexity of moral imperatives in the past and present
ethics, many have a visible discourse about cooperation within the community. From the slave-owning societies of
Greece to South America, from monarchies to republics, there is a rule of respect and cooperation with one’s
equals. The difference is in the definition of equality and which social, age and class groups fall into that definition,
and which are outside it. Thus, cooperation is a plausible precondition for the emergence of ethics per se, no
matter how it developed later, whether it included a larger or smaller group of people, the whole community, or just
a selected few. The advancements of societies are a by-product of individual satisfaction, which comes from social
evolution. To maximize social evolution, the freedom of individuals is required because only then the selection
process has enough variability to maximize social fithess. Consequently, the freedom and struggle for survival yield

altruism which, next to cooperation, serves as the backbone of every prosperous society &,

The selection process is the main reason for increased altruism in society, illustrated in the following example.

Parents who are not altruistic toward their children will have children with a lower survival rate. Over time, the
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altruistic population will increase, and individuals without those traits will decrease in the number 4. This kin-based
altruism B! has a limited range of effects. Another mechanism for cooperation is reciprocity which appears in
repeated interactions &l It somewhat increases the range of effects but is sustainable in dyads and tends to
collapse in larger groups B, Kin-based altruism and long-term interactions are mechanisms through which
natural selection on genes can produce cooperation 8. However, they are insufficient to explain humans’ high level
of cooperation. Cultural products such as social norms and institutions maintained by mechanisms related to
reputation, signaling, and punishment form longer-term cooperations within much larger groups and under a

broader range of conditions 812,

| 2. Ethical Dynamics

It has already been mentioned how normative ethics emerges due to social dynamics and cultural trade-offs.
Simply put, ethics limits the abilities of person A, so that person A cannot harm person B and vice versa. The trade-
off is the willing acceptance of a restriction of action to increase welfare for all the factors involved and the general
social structure. Therefore, this makes ethics prone to change with changing social standards and ultimately

uncertain.

The basis of the claim is the existence of a social consensus on whether a rule will be accepted or not 29, |t is
evident that ethics is not static, but it changes dynamically in response to environmental changes. One needs not
look too far into the past to see remarkable changes in moral systems during the 20th century 1. Today’s growing
technological innovation puts people in new situations that need new societal wisdom, for example, artificial

intelligence, globalization, the rise of multinationals, and the metaverse.

The nature of human morality is confined to norms and conventions 12 describing the individual’s behavior and
posed rules to regulate individuals and groups. However, society’s degree to which individual differences are
permitted is variable. The tolerance of society to the variability of individual diversity is crucial to maintaining a
biological system that adapts to changes in the environment and throughout time. In general, the rules defining the
morality of humans have evolved to transmit genes to succeeding generations. Various beliefs and behaviors have
been developed to support this goal during various historical accidents, climate changes, and different structures of

the gene pools 13!,

Another essential aspect of the evolution of morals is that cultural bias and human values are not genetically
predetermined, i.e., humans have multiple behavioral potentials. Despite inherited predispositions, humans have
the emotional and cognitive abilities to be selfish and cooperative. Different circumstances and societies cause
individuals to find their moral trajectory 14!, Cultural evolution is another driver of the development of human
culture. Humans share information via language and media (e.g., music, writings) that enables the distribution of
information and resources, thus providing mechanisms for cultural evolution. Another property of humans
accelerating cultural evolution by freeing cultural information from conceptual limits is metarepresentation, i.e.,
thinking about how we think 2. Unlike genetic evolution causing slow changes in societal culture, cultural

evolution has a substantially faster rate [18],

https://encyclopedia.pub/entry/36912 2/6



Basic Properties of Ethics | Encyclopedia.pub

| 3. Multicriteriality of The Setting

Utility theory, which is based on improving a single objective, has been criticized in economics due to the apparent
incommensurability of options in reality 17, Brcic and Yampolskiy 28 hypothesize that human decision-making is
made in multicriterial space where the mood selects a subset of focal criteria. These focal criteria are heuristically
optimized as near as possible to the Pareto front. Non-focal criteria are simultaneously kept within acceptable
bounds. When there are multiagent interactions, we enter the multicriterial aspects of ethics, which tend to create
ethical dilemmas. The trade-offs can be between the essential drives within an individual or between the benefits of
the individual and society. These dilemmas cannot be elegantly resolved. The researchers argue that this can be
connected to the property that there are many competing criteria on which ethical decisions must be based, as well
as decisions in which games to take part at a specific moment. The trolley problem 19 is one such problem where
the criteria of “do no harm” and “reduce suffering” play against each other and cannot flatly be resolved without
being wrong against some criteria. Ethical dilemmas constrain the achievement of perfect outcomes, so it is often
impossible to respect multiple criteria simultaneously. This means inevitable trade-offs, defined in, e.g., fairness 29
and Social Choice Theory (SCT) [l must be made where we choose the solution that achieves the maximal

possible hypervolume indicator (18],

Consequentialist ethics is prone to dilemmas originating from multicriteriality whereby several criteria must be
traded off in a consequential state. Deontological ethics can use norms to dissolve complicated, commonly
occurring dilemmas into more specific coordination problems [22. However, such systems introduce dilemmas

through inconsistencies.

| 4. Status of Uncertainty in Ethics

Ethical behavior is, first and foremost practical activity. Namely, epistemological limits (information and cognition)
are not held against actors in the case of mistakes and bad outcomes; instead, they are used for discounting
responsibility. Actors often do not possess sufficient information or necessary cognition to achieve omniscient and
omnipotent (and yet, still subject to some limits) solutions. Courts recognize the same principle in most legal
systems. For example, a person with temporary or permanent reduced cognitive ability will receive a more lenient
sentence. The primary motivation behind this act is that mental impairment caused by mental illness or substance

use diminishes the mental capacity to make rational decisions 22!,

Another example of ethical uncertainty is caused by insufficient information. Hindsight bias indicates that human
post-fact decisions are likely to be affected by knowing the outcome of their actions. This means humans will
reconstruct the entire thinking process leading them to an initial decision when they hear the outcome and change
their final decision accordingly (24, Hindsight is discounted from responsibility. For this reason, if a surgeon, for
example, misinterprets a patient's diagnosis due to latent factors leading a patient to death, he will not be

prosecuted. Had he known the actual diagnosis, he would have taken different actions.
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| 5. Collateral Nature

There are universal moral rules, but there is no unified ethics 22 as there is a lot of variation between different
moral systems in human culture 281 Ethics has always awaited us; it was a forward handoff from a continuous
stream of generations to their posterity. As the COVID-19 pandemic has demonstrated, new situations call for new
solutions. Since new situations, especially significant ones, are inherently random, ethics has so far emerged
collaterally, i.e., under no guidance by some human designer. Societies adjust ethics to technical progress, social
conditions, and cultural standards. The question is: Can ethics that does not arise collaterally even be created?

Can there be a system for predicting ethics or the best possible moral course for society?

When considering the origin of ethics, the researchers argue that it has emerged collaterally but not randomly.
Instead, several factors have influenced the development of ethics, including the neurobiological characteristics of
each individual and the sociocultural environment in which the individual develops. Moreover, the essential
elements determining the development of moral judgment and consequently functioning when resolving dilemmas
are derived from cultural characteristics, spirituality, socioeconomic environment, life experiences, and correct

neurological functioning 2.

Darwin’s view on moral theory is based on conscience, i.e., social instinct. A social instinct is how an individual
behaves in a group for that group’s benefit. Individual behavior will result from adopted human values, influencing
every decision that has consequences for the group. Consequently, the social instinct results from the group’s
evolution, increasing group fitness. Unlike other social animals, humans have developed intellect that allows
reasoning when faced with dilemmas. However, such reasoning is inevitably constrained by social instinct and

human values [28l,
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