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Abstract
This paper analyzes the political, philosophical, societal, legal, educational, biologi-
cal, psychological and technological reasons why there is an urgent need for basic 
intercultural and interfaith ethics in the world and whether it is possible to formulate 
a valid code of such ethics. It is shown that universal ethics could be founded on nat-
ural law, which can be understood in both religious and secular ways. Alternatively, 
universal ethics could be based on a single supreme principle that is independent of 
worldview and culture: human dignity. In accordance with these concepts, a mini-
malist and normative code of essential, self-evident universal ethical principles and 
norms is proposed. The implementation of universal ethics in society is a long-term 
political task that could be achieved by including universal ethics in the compulsory 
school curriculum of all countries and in the UNESCO agenda of Global Citizen 
Education.

Keywords Universal ethics · Global moral values · Human dignity · Ethics 
education · Global citizen education · Interfaith · Intercultural · Risk prevention · 
Peace and conflict

Introduction

Do we need universal ethics, that is, basic ethics that are valid across places, cul-
tures, religions, secular worldviews and times and that serve as an objective founda-
tion for specific ethics, common law and global moral education? How could a code 
of universal ethics conceptually be justified? And how could it be formulated? What 
are the prerequisites? Do ethics have a biological basis (Wilson 1998)? How could a 
code of universal ethics be implemented around the world?
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Some people are now fighting the climate disaster (Department of Defense 
2021; IPCC 2014; Pörtner et al 2021; United Nations 2015; for the threshold the-
ory see Steffen et  al 2018). However, climate change is only one of the many 
threats to humankind that are caused or will be caused by the underlying main 
problem: human behavior and the lack of a minimum set of human values that all 
people have in common and that all people are obliged to respect. Our challenge 
for the twenty-first century is therefore to discover a rational basis for a global 
ethics, which has a universal normative force, but assumes cultural differences, 
and to set up this ethics (Cortina 2014).

The following study and its conclusions are an effort to unravel the tohu-
wabohu of myriad existing ethical opinions, beliefs, ideas and frameworks that 
generally lack a valid universal foundation/source of authority, evaluate their 
essence in the light of intuition (innate knowledge), life experience, the natural 
and human sciences and reason, and create a system of ethics that is truly uni-
versal and systematic, coherent and practicable. By making it known to political, 
cultural, sociological, religious, moral, legal, educational, psychological, eco-
nomic, anthropological and environmental scientists and other interested persons, 
it opens up to debate, improvement and further development.

The need for universal ethics

Immanuel Kant believed that we are neither wholly determined to act by natural 
impulse nor free of nonrational impulse. Hence, we need some common rules 
of conduct that tell us how we ought to act when it is in our power to choose 
(McCormick 2017, chap. 8b). Charles Darwin (1874, p. 117) considered moral-
ity a crucial instinct for survival in social animals: no tribe (or other commu-
nity) can hold together if behaviors such as murder, robbery, and falseness are 
common. And Sissela Bok (1995/2002, pp. 12–13) thought that a minimalist set 
of common moral values that everyone knows is indispensable for interpersonal, 
cross-cultural and interfaith communication and cooperation. However, there are 
also other crucial reasons why we need universal ethics, and I would like to add 
several of the most obvious:

1. To achieve a more peaceful and sustainable world in which every human indi-
vidual, family and community can have a good life and thrive.

2. To serve as guidance for politics across places, cultures, beliefs and times.
3. To provide the Universal Human Rights of the United Nations (1948) with their 

necessary and, until now, missing counterpart: Universal Human Duties. Rights 
are not sustainable without duties (Arias Sanchez 1997). In addition, without 
obligations in common, any claim supported by strong lobbies could eventually 
be presented as a human right.

4. To provide UNESCO’s Global Citizenship Education Program (GCED) (2015) 
with universally valid moral standards.
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5. Secondary or specific/applied ethics such as political ethics, security ethics, bio-
ethics, business ethics, educational ethics, public sector ethics, environmental 
ethics, information ethics, and positive law, presuppose a common starting point/
objective foundation to be consistent. Otherwise, they would only reflect the 
personal feelings and opinions of their authors. This also applies to global moral 
education.

6. Long-term existential risk reduction/prevention (see also Bostrom 2002): Human-
ity will disappear when our planet, solar system or galaxy undergo substantial 
changes or disintegrate, in 800–900 million years at the latest when the rising 
temperatures caused by the changing sun will make the biosphere unsustainable 
(Bounama et al. 2004). However, humans will become extinct long before then 
due to certain processes and events that are partially or totally caused by them-
selves if they are not willing to accept basic rules of conduct in common. Such 
events/processes could include overpopulation (Meadows et al.1972; McKee et al. 
2004; Riechmann 2020; Ripple et al. 2017); the exhaustion of natural resources 
and energy; gray goo (Drexler 1986, Chaps. 4 and 11); poisoning of the land, 
atmosphere and oceans; nuclear, chemical, biological, climatic and cyber disas-
ters; pandemics; global drug addiction; genetic and immunological degeneration; 
losing the balance between individualism and collectivism; the destruction of 
the biological family (Fagan 1995; Kroese et al. 2021; Mitscherlich 1963; Mühl 
2011; US Senate 1983); a decline in social integration and cohesion; an increase 
in psychopaths; the normalization of physical and mental disorders; sectarian 
interests converted into ideologies, ideologies converted into religions and reli-
gions converted into ideologies or even sectarian interests; corruption of the mind, 
language and power; indoctrination and mind-control/programming technology; 
autonomic artificial intelligence (Brundage et al. 2018; Chang and Lipson 2018; 
Copeland 2021) and artificial consciousness (Graziano 2013; Haikonen 2019); the 
dehumanization of human enhancement technologies (transhumanism) (Fukuy-
ama 2004; Miah 2012; Savulescu and Bostrom 2009); the abolition of human 
dignity; systemic loss, violation or misrepresentation of moral values and law/
anarchy; an increase in human evilness and aggressiveness; global madness; and 
global terrorism, global wars and “new” wars (Kaldor 2013) that cannot be pre-
vented or solved with technical weapons alone. It could be that one or another or 
a combination of these processes will even constitute what I would call “human 
phyloapoptosis” or the programmed death of the human species, but that the 
human will could override.

Hereinafter, a systematic theory of universal ethics is presented and a normative and 
minimalist universal code of ethics is proposed, which was developed by the author 
in the 1990s and published in 2002 without, however, providing its conceptual foun-
dations (Winkler 2002).
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Definitions and methodology

Methodology

A universal ethic for humans is like a tree where the roots are the foundation and the 
trunk is the code. From the trunk arise branches, twigs and leaves that symbolize 
secondary or specific/applied ethics such as political, environmental, bio-, business 
and professional ethics (BBVA 2012; Cortina 2008; Dittmer 2021; Singer 1986) 
and laws and rules, respectively, in accordance with their locational, cultural, his-
torical, or other circumstantial context. Ethical theories such as deontological ethics 
(Alexander and Moore 2020; Kant 1785/1986; Ross 2002), consequentialist/ utili-
tarian ethics (Bentham 1780/2007; Mill 1863/1987; Parfit 1984; Sidgwick 1981; 
Singer 1979), virtue ethics (Aristotle 2019; Hursthouse and Pettigrove 2018; for a 
comprehensive bibliography on virtue ethics see Schroth 2021), the various types 
of contract/consensus/discourse ethics (Apel 2000; Bayertz 1994; Gauthier 1986; 
Habermas 1992; Hobbes 1651; Metselaar and Widdershoven 2016; Rawls 1971; 
Williams 2014), the ethics of justice (Brock 2010; Miller 2021; Pogge and Moe-
llendorf 2008; Rawls 1971; Walzer 1983; for intergenerational justice see Meyer 
2012), and ideology based ethics (Boff 2000; Konitzer et  al. 2020; Selsam 1943; 
Шишкин 1961; Weikart 2009) all of which are general ethics that often have been 
intended or misinterpreted as universal/global ethics, do not fit into this scheme 
because their foundations/sources of authority are neither universal, if the connota-
tions of place, culture, times, personal characteristics or other circumstances cannot 
be eliminated, nor are they specific. This is why they have difficulties, inter alia, in 
formulating a valid code of universal ethics.

A code or system of universal ethics can be based on natural law, which is the 
most agreed-upon metaphysical foundation of universal ethics. Another approach, 
which is based on one supreme ethical principle, will be presented in the discussion.

The concept of natural law is as old as philosophy and can be traced back to 
Heraclitus of Ephesus (c.536–470  BCE) in the West (Rommen 1936, pp. 5–6) 
(see also Sophocles 441 BCE/2000) and Lao-tze (c.604–531 BCE) in the East 
(Shih 1953, pp. 125–128), showing remarkable simultaneity in its emergence. It 
may be, however, that natural law emerged even earlier in civilizations of which 
we have no or no coeval written record, as is the case of the Indian Rigveda that 
was composed between 1500 and 1200 BCE (Mohanty 2019) but written down 
only hundreds of years later, which makes it uncertain whether the idea of eter-
nal/natural law was there from the beginning or was added only later. Thereaf-
ter, natural law is found in one form or another in almost all major religions and 
philosophies, although it has been most developed in the Christian tradition (see 
International Theological Commission 2009).

If we follow the French philosopher Jacques Maritain (2001, pp. 27–38), who is 
a successor of Saint Thomas de Aquinas, “natural law is an ideal order relating to 
human actions, a divide between the suitable and the unsuitable, between what is 
proper and what is improper to the ends of human nature or essence”. It is that partic-
ipation in the eternal law of the cosmos (the ontological element), the knowledge of 
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which is innate to humans and can be discovered by them (the gnoseological element) 
by becoming aware of their inclinations/moral instincts and applying reason.

According to Maritain, this cognitive process advances little by little as human-
kind’s moral conscience develops, temporary errors included. Although the eternal 
law of the cosmos (and thus also natural law) is divine for the Thomists, I hold that 
it can also be understood in a secular way, that is, as the totality of the laws of the 
cosmos (see also Spinoza 1677/2011, p. 239, p. 246; Wilson 1998). In both cases, 
natural law can be defined as that participation in the eternal law, the knowledge of 
which is innate to humans and can be discovered by them.

To relativize the historical connotations of the gnoseological component of clas-
sical natural law, however, it is convenient to restrict natural law to the very essen-
tials of human existence and fulfillment (see also International Theological Comis-
sion 2009, para. 52). It is also appropriate to replace “becoming aware of human’s 
inclinations/instincts” with “intuition/revelation.”

What is important for the purpose of this presentation is that both the religious 
and the secular perception of the eternal law of the cosmos and, ergo, of natural law 
can coexist in peace and with them the religious and secular understanding of uni-
versal ethics.

Based on these conceptual foundations, the identification of essential and self-evident 
ethical principles and norms for human survival and fulfillment and their compilation 
into a code of universal ethics were performed using intuition, life experience, research 
(study of the history of ethical thought, cultures, religions, human evolution, ecology, 
genetics, neuroscience, sociology, psychology and astrophysics) and applying reason.

Definitions

Humans, as a species, are biological, self-aware living beings that are endowed with 
reason and personal dignity, are dualistic (both individual and social) and are con-
ditioned to inhabit the planet Earth and its reachable surroundings. This essence of 
human nature is the same in all people and is independent of religions, worldviews, 
cultures and history. Human beings, who, for whatever reason, lack self-awareness 
or reason, are still humans.

Ethics are a system of moral principles and norms that guide the relationships 
between humans and between humans and their natural and artificial environment. 
The code of ethics described in this paper does not include the relationship between 
humans and God, thereby allowing the parallel coexistence of the code with reli-
gious codes.

Universal, in our context, means that it applies to all people across places, cultures, 
religions, worldviews and lifetimes of human individuals, human societies and the 
human species as a whole. This definition also implies that what is universal must 
be normative. Since—according to Maritain (2001, p. 28)—everything existing 
in nature has its own natural law (that is, the normality of its functioning), human 
universal ethics are universal only for humans and will disappear when humanity 
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becomes extinct, either as a result of the events and processes described above and/
or, in an extreme situation, by collective suicide.

Minimalist The code must be narrowed to the ends of the very essence of human nature 
to (1) relativize the historical connotations of the gnoseological element of classical 
natural law and (2) serve as the starting point and lowest common denominator for 
specific ethics, positive law and global moral education. Furthermore, “minimalist val-
ues require no special erudition, or even literacy, to be understood” (Bok 1995/2002, 
pp. 18–19) and are easy to remember, which is a prerequisite for compliance.

Innate or connatural knowledge is genetically and epigenetically transmitted precon-
scious knowledge.

Instinct: Instincts are pre-/subconsciously processed complex patterns of automated 
behavior.

Intuition, which in a religious context can be confused with revelation, is the act of 
becoming aware of the results of subconscious processing (“reasoning” at evolution-
arily lower-level brain centers) of accessible preconscious, subconscious and con-
scious knowledge, of which the first is innate and the latter two are acquired.

Normative: To be (1) universal and (2) effective, a code of universal ethics has to be 
normative; that is, it must possess not only a moral “ought” but also a legal “ought” 
to guide human actions and choices. According to Rommen (1936, p. 138), natural 
law binds all people collectively and each one separately.

Proposal of a code of universal ethics

Principles

(1) Each human being is endowed with personal dignity. (2) His liberty finds its 
limits where the dignity of the other begins. (3) State, religious, economic and other 
office holders are in his service.

Commandments

(1) Respect the other as yourself. (2) Do not lie. (3) Do not steal. (4) Respect life. (5) 
Protect nature.

Enforcement

The violation of these principles and commandments is subject to social rejection 
and punishment under equal rules and laws for everyone.
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Explanatory notes

Principles

These principles serve as a basis not only for universal ethics but also for univer-
sal human rights, thereby ensuring the compatibility and complementarity of both, 
which are actually the two sides of the same coin. Principle 1 refers to the dignity 
of the human individual, that is, to his liberty and the respect he therefore deserves. 
It is the origin, basis, fundamental content and end of any human ethics and can be 
found in all major religions, secular worldviews and constitutions. Even the Con-
stitution of China stipulates in Article 38 that “the personal dignity of the citizens 
of the People’s Republic of China is inviolable” (Chengming and Yucheng 2014). 
Principle 2 regulates the situation when there are two or more individuals, restrict-
ing the unlimited liberty of an individual in relation to his next (rationale of social 
behavior, equality and justice). For example, freedom of expression ends where the 
dignity of the other begins. And principle 3 regulates the relations in an organized 
human community. It is the democratic principle based on human dignity and is a 
logical consequence of principles 1 and 2.

Commandments

These commandments are the essentials and self-evident. Their combination ena-
bles us to derive secondary moral norms using experience and practical reason. The 
combination of commandments 2 and 3, for example, yields: “Do not defraud/do not 
corrupt!” The combination of commandments 1 and 4 includes: “Do not torture!”.

Commandment 1 applies not only to human individuals but, by extension, also 
to their natural and artificial environment as the basis of their existence and to their 
family, community and society as a whole. It is the rule of reciprocity, the “Golden 
Rule”, the most basic norm that regulates the relations between people and reflects 
nonviolence, human rights and the democratic principle (for a comprehensive bib-
liography on the Golden Rule see Schroth 2018). It is modified, though, to also be 
valid in the absence of empathy, sympathy or compassion and to allow for certain 
situations, such as when a judge has to put someone in prison for breaking the law. 
Commandments 2 and 3 are basic norms that are crucial for transparency, trust and 
security and, thus, for the peaceful coexistence of people. Commandment 4 protects 
the life and integrity of humans, animals and plants, the most basic right of every 
living being. However, it does not say “Do not kill”, since that would exclude all life 
that depends on organic alimentation, would exclude defending ourselves against 
microbes, aggressors and assassins and would exclude issues such as voluntary 
euthanasia. Since animals and plants are included in this commandment, it leads to 
commandment 5 which protects nature (and thus the environment), because it is the 
origin and basis of our existence. This commandment says “protect nature” and not 
“preserve nature” because the latter would prevent us from feeding ourselves from 
nature or destroying a meteorite that threatens earth.
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Since life is not merely a black or white issue, moral situations are not either. In 
certain situations, it may be necessary to return to the most essential norm of uni-
versal ethics, which is the modified “Golden Rule”, and use practical reason and life 
experience to solve a moral question.

Enforcement

This provision is intended to ensure that the code is not only a moral “ought” but 
also a legal “ought” from which there is no escape because its violation is punish-
able. Punishment, however, presupposes the will to commit an inexcusable ethical 
violation. Occasionally, a lower-ranking ethical norm must be discarded to save a 
higher norm, or there may be doubts as to which norm should take preference. In 
these cases, the judgment must take into account the circumstances of the offense 
and may warrant acquitting the offender.

Implementation of universal ethics

Readiness

The implementation of universal ethics requires a political, societal, cultural and 
religious/ideological climate that is open to interfaith and intercultural ethics. The 
fostering of this readiness is an assignment for the education, information, and 
intercultural and interfaith experience of all stakeholders of civic society. Accord-
ing to Chenoweth and Stephan (2011), 3.5% of a committed population is sufficient 
to achieve social change. It can be assumed that this 3.5% rule also applies to the 
implementation of universal ethics.

Education

Human behavior is determined in early childhood. Universal ethics should therefore 
be included in the compulsory school curriculum of all countries. I started a cam-
paign in this regard asking teachers, schools and local, regional and national edu-
cational authorities to integrate universal ethics into teaching in their area of influ-
ence (Winkler 2012). It would be a good idea to incorporate the Code of Universal 
Ethics into UNESCO’s Global Citizen Education (GCED) (UNESCO 2015), which 
emphasizes the provision of education in key universal values but does not define 
what these universal values are.

Legislation

The universality of the code excludes the existence of legally binding norms that 
conflict with it. Teaching universal ethics—for the moment, possibly only as an 
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aspiration/postulate to facilitate acceptance, particularly in countries with historical-
relativistic compatibility reservations, such as China—will cause existing conflict-
ing norms to be adapted to the code over time and new norms will respect the code. 
This is a long-term political process that could last 3–4 generations (75–100 years), 
that is, until universal ethics is fully established in the education, public opinion and 
law of all countries.

Discussion

It is a fact that philosophers have discussed ethics for millennia without managing 
to establish a valid code of universal ethics for humans. In endeavoring to give 
universal ethics a metaphysical foundation, their attempts usually became lost in 
the labyrinths of philosophical circular thinking. Or they failed because they used 
concepts/justifications that are relative and not universal if the connotations of 
place, culture, times, personal characteristics or other circumstances cannot be 
eliminated, as is the case with general ethics such as deontological, consequen-
tialist/utilitarian, virtue, contract/consensus/discourse, justice and ideology based 
ethics, did not provide definitions, included secondary norms and even specifics, 
or discarded normativity. Usually  they did not even lay a theoretical foundation 
for their ethics or did not set up a (valid) code. This is why political attempts, 
such as those of the Parliament of World Religions (H. Küng) (1993), the Inter-
action Council (H. Schmidt) (1997), the UN/UNESCO (Kim 1999), and the 
Earth Charter Commission (2000) also failed. Overview discussions on universal 
ethics and a compilation of related literature have been published by the Raol 
Wallenberg Institute (Bexell and Andersson 2002) and by Melé and Sánchez-
Runde (2013). Pogge and Horton presented a collection of essays on global eth-
ics (2008). Michael Ignatieff (2012) studied the difficulties of formulating a valid 
global ethic and defended that a global ethic would have to start from the view 
from nowhere (Nagel 1986).

The question is: could there be a code of ethics that is not based on metaphys-
ics but nevertheless is universal according to the terms given above? I believe the 
answer is yes. Sissela Bok (1995/2002, chap. I) suggested, but did not turn it into a 
reality, that a minimalist set of common values already recognized in every society 
that leaves room for cultural diversity, could be acknowledged as common and be 
respected all over the world (for statistics on shared values by country and year see 
the World Values Survey 2020). However, universal ethics for humans could also be 
built upon just one single “supreme principle of morality” (Kant) (Wood 2017), with 
other essential principles and rules deriving from this supreme principle. Unlike 
Kant, for me the supreme principle of morality is not an order for how to establish 
supposedly universal moral norms, but the most obvious and consented-to principle/
end of human existence, which we already know from natural law ethics: human 
dignity. The commitment to human dignity, in the form of the “Golden Rule” or the 
“Rule of Reciprocity”, evidently originated in the dualistic condition of the human 
as both an individual and a social being. Reciprocal “morality”, in fact, can even 
traced be back to the existential instinct of the first primitive animals to contribute to 



 SN Soc Sci (2022) 2:6666 Page 10 of 14

the survival and progression of the group to ensure, in turn, their own survival and 
progression. According to Gensler (2013) the “Golden Rule” has been common to 
all major religions and philosophies throughout human history.

The resulting minimalist, normative, universal ethics could be called the “Eth-
ics of Human Dignity” and, textually, would be the same as the code of natural law 
ethics described above. Both ethics, though, are first and foremost existential ethics.

There is considerable discussion regarding whether the so-called Eastern collectiv-
istic and Western individualistic cultures can tolerate a common basic ethics. However, 
intercultural plurality could be interpreted as a surface phenomenon that is assuredly 
compatible with a universally valid depth-structure of ethical consciousness (Schocken-
hoff 2003, p. 73). The cross-cultural psychologist S. Schwartz found that individualism 
and collectivism do not necessarily conflict (Schwartz 1990; Yu 1990). Furthermore, 
even China, the most influential representative of Eastern cultures, does not defend a 
cultural-relativistic position but only a historical-relativistic one (Pohl 2017).

Several critics of a code of common basic ethics also argue that such a code 
does not regulate specifics or that the code would “require a process for extending 
to the specifics of any particular issues between any particular combination of cul-
tures or interest” (Henderson 2016, personal communication, 11 January). Ideally, 
this extension process would consist of deriving the specifics from the code using 
experience and practical reason. However, there are already myriad laws and norms 
in use in the world (which, in addition, are meticulously diversified by millions of 
legislators, judges, public prosecutors and lawyers), which of course cannot all be 
enumerated in a single code nor can they be derived from the code or adapted to it 
in a single act. Neither specific human situations nor their appropriate regulations, 
however, are contained in the essence of humans (Maritain 2001, p. 30). Specifics 
are the field of specific ethics and common law, not of a superior code of universal 
ethics. Although the specifics must inversely comply with the code, and if they do 
not, must be adapted to it over time. In any case, there seems to be no need for a 
complex system of ethics to guide human choices and actions in general.

For many of us, normative universal ethics would be inconvenient. So, do we 
truly want universal ethics? Or would we, in fact, prefer to prevent universal eth-
ics because they would call into question our own ideology, self-concept or social 
position and would jeopardize our personal aspirations for more money and more 
power? The leap from essential, self-evident moral principles and rules, whether 
religiously or secularly justified, to a code of universal human ethics and the inser-
tion of this code into moral education in all countries is ultimately a matter of free 
will, that is, a political decision. It is that free will (Baumeister and Monroe 2014) 
that can determine, to a great extent, whether humanity will continue on the path of 
self-destruction or work for an earth where all people can thrive.

Conclusion

There is a clear and urgent need for interfaith and intercultural ethics in the world. 
This universal ethics is possible if it is based on natural law, which can be under-
stood in both religious and secular ways, or, alternatively, on a single supreme 
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principle that is derived from the nature of humans and that is the same as the first 
principle of natural law ethics: human dignity. From these conceptual foundations, a 
code of essential, self-evident ethical principles and norms is formulated using intui-
tion, research and reason. The code does not require special erudition or even lit-
eracy to be understood and is easy to remember, facilitating compliance. The imple-
mentation of universal ethics is a long-term political task and could be achieved by 
including universal ethics in the compulsory school curriculum of all countries and 
in UNESCO’s agenda of Global Citizen Education.
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