
Natural Ethics 
(Nature’s Teachings on the Good and Right)  

Ethics:  moral principles that govern conduct 
Morality:  principles of right and wrong behavior; “custom”; mores

The study and discussion of Ethics has dogged the human community for 
millennia.  Plato, Aristotle, Kant, John Stuart Mill and many others have 
offered maps to help understand Ethics.  No one has handed us the last 
map to an ethical life.  All religious teachers have left their instruction 
manuals for being good human beings.  Some scriptures teach that we 
should seek to live “by the spirit” and not “the flesh” or the “natural” part of 
us.  We are told that Good only comes from God therefore only those who 
believe right are Right and only those who believe in the right God can be 
Good.  This presents a difficult dilemma, raising troubling questions:

How do we know what is Good and what is Not Good?
Where do we learn the difference between good and bad, right and wrong?
Is Nature “good” or “bad”?
Is “Human Nature” good or bad?
Is there something innate in human beings that we “know what is right”?   
Can the natural world and our environment teach us ethics?
If so, in what way?  If not, why not?
If Nature can teach us how to live ethically, what is the purpose of Religion?
If Religion is our source for the ethical life, which Religion is the best source 
and how do we decide? 
What is the difference between Morality and Ethics?
Is there really something we could call “Common Sense”?
Does “Evil” exist?  If so, where does it come from?
Is Good greater than Evil?

Hints from Burroughs and Muir:

“The ways of nature--who can map them. . . .  The ways of wild nature may 
be studied in our human ways, inasmuch as the latter are an evolution from 
the former, till we come to the ethical code, to altruism and self-sacrifice.  



Here we seem to breathe another air, though probably this code differs no 
more from the animal standards of conduct than our physical atmosphere 
differs from that of early geologic time.

Our moral code must in some way have been evolved from our rude animal 
instincts.  It came from within; its possibilities were all in nature.  If not, 
where were they?” 

~John Burroughs, Ways of Nature (1905)

“I am often asked if I am not lonesome on my solitary excursions.  It seems 
so self-evident that one cannot be lonesome where everything is wild and 
beautiful and busy and steeped with God that the question is hard to 
answer--seems silly.

Every particle of rock or water or air has God by its side leading it the way it 
should go.  How else would it know where to go or what to do?”

“Most people are on the world, not in it--have no conscious sympathy or 
relationship to anything about them--undiffused, separate, and rigidly alone 
like marbles of polished stone, touching but separate.”

~John Muir, Journals (July, 1890)


