The Little Book of Ethics
A human values approach

Whether we find it uncomfortable to talk about ethics or not, it is a
central part of our lives. It is as basic and pervasive as thinking and
feeling. And it is not just what keeps us compliant with the law, it is
the gateway to the quality of our relationships and the spiritual
fulfilment of our lives.
The Little Book of Ethics introduces us to ethics through the lens of
values, and offers us five core human values – honesty, peace, right
action, love and insight. It shows how these values are applied in
different domains of our lives, and relates them to six aims of
human life, where ethics is united with meaning and purpose.
People do not all see ethics from the same perspective, and the book
describes seven levels of consciousness, ranging from the
shamelessly selfish survivalist through to the exemplar of global
harmony. This framework enables us to see why people talk about
ethics differently, and shows how we can develop our understanding
and strengthen our virtue.
Discussion of ethics can fall into a variety of traps. It can be
simplistic, pious, doctrinaire, bombastic or quaintly philosophical.
The Little Book of Ethics is simple in conception but sweeping in
scope. It is offered as a practical handbook for establishing the
grounds on which you can live a worthwhile life.
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Look from the place
where we are all one,
carry the light into the day,
stay open in the heart.

There are two things in life: joy and correctness.
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Preface
In writing this little book, my question was: can I say something
simple but helpful about ethics? There are many books on ethics,
offering a great variety of perspectives. My intent here is to offer a
framework for thinking about ethics that can be used by both
ordinary people and leaders, in their lives and at work. It does not
require the reader to subscribe to a particular set of beliefs about
God or the nature of the world. Mine is an experiential approach to
life and human behaviour.
My envisaged audience is as wide as you can imagine. My aim is for
the concepts in this little book to have resonance for people
everywhere, across all cultures, religions and societies. I believe the
human values approach described here provides the foundation for a
worthwhile life for individual persons, groups, organisations and
societies.
I hope that any insight you gain from this approach will inspire and
sustain you to live ethically. It is often said that the world is crying
out for leaders whose lives are deeply rooted in moral principles,
values and ethics, and who have regard for the well-being of others
rather than grasping selfishly for their own gain.
Of course this has always been true, it is ancient wisdom, but it is
most certainly still true. And it is possible for each of us to be such a
leader, whatever our situation. Indeed, being an ethical leader, as you
will see in this book, is the fulfilment of all that it is possible for us
to be. The ethical life extends us far beyond mere obedience to rules.
The Little Book of Ethics comes in the wake of my book Human Values
and Ethics in the Workplace, which was a more academic account of
the concepts presented here. The latter book gives more depth on
how this framework of concepts emerged.
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Chapter 1:
How to start talking about ethics
Although all stable societies rest firmly on a consensus of values,
invariably the individuals in those societies prefer not to discuss
those values, except in glittering generalities, not because they
are unimportant, but because they are so important that to
discuss them seriously might open them to question and
reinterpretation.
L.E. Modesitt Jr, The Ethos Effect

In some ways it is easy to talk about ethics because everybody agrees
that we should be ethical. We could even go a step further, and say
that we agree on certain ethical values. We should be honest, for
example, and we shouldn‟t hurt others.
We can go another step, and say we should keep to these values,
even in circumstances where it might be hard to do so. The
consequences for ourselves might look undesirable – we might lose
our job, or a promotion, or miss out on some money. Or the
pressure to do what we think is unethical may be strong – friends
and colleagues expect us to do the act, they might demand it of us.
But we think of an ethical person as one who is able to resist such
pressures. That seems to be an essential aspect of ethics.
Then people come up with words and arguments to explain why
certain actions, which it might be suggested are unethical, are
acceptable. For example, the action might seem dishonest, but the
argument goes that this is how business is done. If we didn‟t
perform these actions, our business would fall apart, competitors
would ruin us and we would go broke. And everyone knows this is
how things are; they expect it, they accommodate it, they adjust.
So very quickly, the simple question of ethics gets complicated.
What do we talk about now? We can still talk about ethics, but is it
just empty words, hypocrisy? And when we look at people who talk
about ethics, and high human values like honesty and service to the
1
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community, are they so clean? We know that some people build
their fortunes on blood and dishonesty, and once they are rich, they
want to preach love and kindness to everyone.
If this is how things are, perhaps it is simply foolish to be too
concerned about the ethics of our own actions. Others are doing
what they can to serve their own interests, even lying to us about
their commitment to honesty and fairness while they are busy
achieving their business ends by lying and cheating. Wouldn‟t we be
fools to stick to the rules?
We can persuade ourselves that there is weight in all these
arguments. But if this is how we decide to act, we have to ask one
final question: what does this make of us? That is to say, what do we
become when we give up on ethical values? Do we like ourselves?
Because we haven‟t really given up on the values, or rather, they
haven‟t given up on us. We still know when we are hurting someone.
It‟s just that we have placed a big justification between us and our
acknowledgment that we are doing an unethical thing.
Our conversations about ethics become clearer if we distinguish
between three different orientations towards ethics:
1. My personal ethical standards: Can I live with myself? Am I
living in accordance with the highest values I know?
2. My relationships with people: my group, organisation, family,
the stranger: Do my actions foster positive relationships with other
people?
3. The laws of the society I live in: What behaviour will get me
into trouble with the law?
Many conversations about ethics become confused because people
don‟t distinguish between these different orientations, or see that
they can result in different behaviour in given circumstances. We will
not be able to explain behaviour, or establish guidance for our own
behaviour, unless we distinguish between these different
orientations. They give us different reference points for our own
actions, and what we might have to say about other people‟s actions.
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Motivations for ethics
At the root of behaviour lie beliefs about the nature of ourselves and
the world, and consequently, attitudes towards how we will live in
the world. These beliefs and attitudes become embodied in our
values, which by nature are quite stable over time – not set in stone,
but it takes a significant event or shift in perspective to change them.
We also need to consider the influence of vision. Our values are not
just a reflection of how we see the existing world, they are also a
reflection of how we would like the world to be. What is the ideal
society? In the I Ching, in hexagram 48: The Well, the ideal society is
described as a society of great harmony in which the leader and the
people work in full cooperation and with unity of purpose. People of
ability are chosen for positions of responsibility, there is mutual
respect among people, there is justice, and there is an understanding
of what nature provides and the need to live in harmony with its
cycles.
This vision can be expanded at length, and cover any aspect of life
we choose to consider. To the vision of an ideal society we can add a
vision of the ideal way of life for an individual person. And we can
individualise the vision to our own interests and perspectives. The
point is that we all have a vision of how we would like life to be,
even if we have not articulated it. It is implicit in our thoughts,
words and actions.
When we take this whole bundle – our perceptions of the world, our
beliefs, our attitudes, our values and our vision, and add to that our
needs – we end up with motivations that affect how we act in
relation to ethics. And likewise, so do other people. And of course,
individuals, and groups, organisations and societies, are different in
all these respects. We act according to how we see the world, and so
do other people.

Is ethics relative?
This understanding raises all of those questions about whether it is
possible to have any meaningful conversation about ethics. I think
this; you think that. It‟s all relative. Who has the right to say what is
right?
3
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Breaking the conversation down into the three different orientations
as we have done above gives us a way of having a conversation. If
we only have the first orientation – my personal ethical standards –
then if we disagree there is no way to resolve things. But if we realise
that groups (and societies) come to certain agreements about ethics,
then we can have a conversation about what we think are
appropriate standards for our group.
Once we have embarked on that conversation, we see that groups
and societies also establish sets of rules, policies or laws, that
formalise agreements about ethics. An example at society level is
consumer protection laws, which seek to protect individual
consumers against unscrupulous tactics that businesses might use to
cheat them out of money.
It is a dynamic situation; laws are seldom set in stone. The
conversation always continues, as situations change, new experiences
occur, new conditions arise and perceptions evolve. Rules, laws and
policies are refined, modified, reversed, replaced, augmented. We
don‟t say that this means that ethics is relative. We would say, rather,
that the group, organisation or society is engaging in a continuing
effort to formulate rules that promote its vision of the ideal.
There is an overarching perspective to these conversations, that is to
do with whether we are pessimistic or optimistic. Our perspective
could be determined by the belief that people are essentially selfish
and the world is an ugly jungle, and laws are just made by those in
power to serve themselves. My task in this book is to offer a
framework that suggests the possibility that optimism is justified.
We can, in fact, say even at this point that seeking to live ethically is
worthwhile. Why? Because even if it were true that the world was a
vile place, you still have to live with yourself. And you might
experience life better if you live ethically, because it grants you some
dignity, even if that were only in your own eyes. However, what we
will say offers a much more inspiring picture. Nevertheless, it is
good to know that in the darkest of scenarios, you could maintain
your integrity even there.
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The starting point: responsibility
There is a starting point for ethics, and it is that you accept the
notion of responsibility for yourself. What does “being responsible”
mean? Politicians often make a show of “accepting responsibility”
but it doesn‟t seem to have any consequences. They carry on as
usual.
Responsibility means that you accept responsibility for your
thoughts, words, and actions, and you are accountable for your
thoughts and words and actions. You do not say, when you come to
consider some wrongdoing, failing or shortcoming, that you couldn‟t
help it, or everyone does it, or you had no choice, or it wasn‟t really
that bad. You do not seek to evade your accountability for your
actions with excuses and denials.
Being responsible has a backward-looking aspect and a forwardlooking aspect. Looking back, it means showing remorse for
wrongdoing we have done or harm we have caused. It also means
accepting punishment and making whatever recompense we can for
harm caused. Looking forward, it means we undertake not to act in
the same way again.
You might recognise the influences and pressures on you, from your
peer group, organisational norms, or from your upbringing or your
natural inclinations. You may recognise the fears that drive you or
the great desires you may have. But to talk about ethics you have to
acknowledge that you bear responsibility for your thoughts, words
and actions, and that ethics presents you with choices, and you
choose.
This point is fundamental, and it is worth spending a day or a week
simply observing yourself in relation to the acceptance of
responsibility. If you scrutinise yourself with utmost honesty, you
will probably be very disturbed by how hard it is to be responsible
for your actions through the course of an ordinary day. We are all
extremely well-trained at diverting responsibility to others. Blaming
others is an easy temptation but it puts up a block to and precludes
any meaningful discussion of ethics.
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Q 7. Is there a fundamental human value? Albert Schweitzer,
for example, said that “reverence for life” is the fundamental
human value.
We have presented a framework of values consisting of five core
human values – truth, peace, right action, love and insight. But there
is that story in the Bible where people asked Jesus what the greatest
commandment was. To which Jesus responded by saying, “Love the
Lord thy God with thy whole heart and with thy whole soul and
with thy whole mind” and “love thy neighbour as thyself”.
We might note that Jesus actually declined to reduce all the
commandments to one commandment; he chose to focus on two
commandments. Essentially, the issue at stake here is not about
finding an answer that is “the truth”, it is about finding an answer
that is helpful. What Jesus said was helpful because it summed up a
multitudinous set of rules with an essential principle, which was love.
And he applied that principle to two domains: the divine essence of
all-that-is, and our relationships with other people on this planet.
If we take each of the five core human values and sink deeply into
them, we find that there is ultimately no difference between them –
truth is peace is right action is love and insight. We explore them
separately because our nature as humans is that we have a cognitive
dimension, an emotional dimension, a moral valuing dimension, an
energy/spirit dimension and a psyche (identity). Within this we are
but one person.
Would we describe the fundamental human value differently to
Schweitzer? Let‟s take our definition of ethics again: having regard
for the well-being of others. It is this same concept that Schweitzer
is expressing. He expresses it as strongly as possible, by saying we
should have reverence for all life. It is not that the general intent of
the two formulations is different. It is that Schweitzer‟s formulation
is an exalted form of the intent, one that we would associate with the
higher levels of consciousness.
The purpose of the five core human values approach to ethics is to
resonate with the common ways that people characterise ethical
situations and decisions. Ethics is not the province of philosophers
who enjoy abstract moralising; it is the concern of all of us, it is
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about how each of us decides what to do in our everyday life. In
exploring the human values approach we saw that there is an
evolutionary pathway through various levels of consciousness. What
ethics means to someone living out of a survivalist world view is
different from what it is for a person who recognises the obligations
of moral principles.
With this in mind, describing ethics as “having regard for the wellbeing of others” offers a language that carries meaning across all the
levels. Whereas the language of reverence or love may be regarded as
setting an unnecessarily high standard for a person who is set
exclusively upon their own interests, having regard for the well-being
of others speaks to our common humanity. It implies that we all
stand in the same place: we all have an equal right to exist, and it
says there is an obligation on everyone, even those who don‟t care,
to have regard for others.
Recall the quote from L.E. Modesitt: “All life is a struggle with
ethics. Those who fail to understand that are doomed to
destruction.”
The path of ethical development begins with opening our awareness
to ourselves and our surroundings, to other people and the natural
world. It proceeds via the recognition that other people are in
essence facing the same life experience as we are; they are located in
the same way, when external circumstance is stripped away.
You could argue that ethics is not all of life. As a living being we
desire to do many things, to be many things, and achieve many
things, and ethics is the restraint on our behaviour. But if our desires
are like the archer bending the bow, then it is ethics that directs the
arrow to the right target. And so we say, there are two things in life,
joy and correctness.
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Your whole life
The beginning: awareness,
seeing the world as all-that-is,
then, as
I and not-I
seeing all-that-is as
what is and what is becoming
(what may be)
then, seeing
what is desirable and what is not,
and wanting my own good, my own satisfaction
and seeing how I exist among others
who are located in the same way as I,
amidst all-that-is.
Resolving to know,
to live knowingly,
to delve into all the depths and dimensions
of all-that-is
and be satisfied
with the desire to be one with all
and so to know, to feel,
to act, to enjoy
in all the realms and circumstances
of each day,
to ask what is helpful,
what is steadfast and upright,
and see what is enough
and know that it is sublime and abundant.
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