DESCRIPTIVE ETHICS IN THE SUDAN: AN EXAMPLE
by
TOREN O R D ~ N S T A M
The study of ethical beliefs in the Sudan is a fascinating and more or less
unexplored field of research. The purpose of this paper is to give an introductory
survey of some of the problems and possible lines of research \vithin this field. I
shall first give a general outline of the nature of descriptive ethics, as I see it, then
I shall highlight somc of the problems in the field by discussing onc particulnr
exainple. Finally, I shall bricfly indicate why research of this nature is of speci~il
importance in a developing country like the Sudan.

The field of descriptive ethics
Descriptive ethics can be defined as the description and analysis of the ethics
of individuals and groups. Such a brief definition will introduce the nature of the
field, but it certainly stands in need of further explanation. This applies partieularly to the key word in the definition, the term "ethics," which can be used in a
variety of ways with more or less clear meanings. 1 propose to take the term
"ethics" in a wide sense so that any view about what is right and wrong, good and
bad, praiseworthy and blame~vorthywill count as a inoral vieu.. An individual's
ethics is, then, the system comprising all his values and ideals, all his opinions
about right and wrong conduct, all his beliefs about deserts and punishment,
responsibility and free will, and so on. In short, an individual's ethics. in this
sense, consists of his ideal of life: it is the sum total of his personality ideals, his
social ideals, his political ideals, Iiis economic ideals, and so forth. And similarly
for the ethics of groups like villages, tribes, and nations.
The justification for taking "ethics" in such a broad sense is that it is reasonable and fruitful to study people's ethical views in their interconnections as
systems of beliefs; and siinilar methods can be employed over tlie \\.hole field. At
the present, the area of research so delineated is split up bet\\een a number of
academic disciplines like social anthropology, sociolog.. political science and
philosophy. There are good reasons Tor specialization. biit tlie daiiger is that one
will lose sight of the relations between the specialisnis. In descriptive ethics.
inter-disciplinary research is of prime importaiice. T o clarify \\hat contributions
different disciplines can make, it will be necessary to introduce some distinctions
between different types of research in ethics.
First of all, descriptive ethics must be distinguished from normative etliics. If
one evaluates an action or a person or if one tells a person \\hat he ouglit to do,
then one engages iii iiormative ethics. If one describes somebody's evaluations
and views on right and wrong conduct. etc.. then one engages in descriptive ethics.
Normative ethics is thus the subject-matter of descripti~eethics. Descriptive
ethics is the discipliiie which maps the normatively ethical views of individuals and
groups. Much confusion has arisen in ethics because of a failure to distinguish
clearly between describing on the one hand and prescribing and evaluating on the
other hand. Many accounts presented as pieces of descriptive ethics are far from
being morally neutral. The situation in traditional ethics is in this respect quite
the same as in traditional linguistics with its iiotorious confusion between description and prescription.

The failure to distinguish clearly between descriptive and normative ethics is
often combined with a failure to observe the difference between describing ethical
beliefs and describing actual behaviour. It is sometimes assumed that ethical
beliefs can be read off from outward behaviour and that ethical views which are
not manifested in actual conduct can safely be neglected. But this is a mistake.
For if a person performs a certain action, then it is clearly impossible to decide
from this fact alone whether the action is done in conformity with one of his
norms, or against one of his norms, or whether there is no norm at all in his
ethical system which covers this kind of action. If one observes, for instance, that
a person is prone to take the property of others, then it would be hazardous to
conclude from this alone that he thinks that one ought to steal, or that he thinks
that one ought not to steal but does it anyway, or that he thinks that stealing is
permitted under certain circumstances, or that he lacks the concept of honesty.
And if one observes a persistent tendency in an individual to leave other people's
property alone, it would be equally hazardous to assume that he does so because
of a particular moral norm to whicli he happens to subscribe. Perhaps, the
appropriate occasion has never arisen; perhaps he holds no views at all on the
subject. It is only too easy to impute one's own beliefs and values to others. If an
explorer notes in his diary that the people are honest, friendly, and hospitable, he
may possibly have assumed that the actions he observed are manifestations of the
same kind of moral principles as similar actions on his own part would be manifestations of. The outward actions are not enough to give one the right to impute
moral principles to the agents. The explorer niight have had no intention of
describing the moral beliefs of the people-the entry in the diary might have been
intended simply to describe and evaluate the people's behaviour from his own
point of view in terms of his own ethical system. There is thus a distinction to
be drawn between describing a person's ethics from his own and from the observer's point of view.
Moral views, like other beliefs, can be selected as isolates for intensive study
in their own right, and they can be studied in relation to other factors, e.g., in
relation to actiial behaviour, personality traits, existing social institutions. A
study of them of the first kind can be called a rnorphological study; for the second
type one can use labels like causa1 and functional studies. Most research in the
fields of ethics and ideology is probably of the second type, and justifiably so,
since it is only by studying beliefs in their contexts that one can get a full understanding of them. This broad approach to the study of ethics, which is typical of
the social sciences, tends however to have the side-effect that the problems of
morphological mapping of belief-systems are glossed over too hurriedly. As the
example later in this paper will illustrate, it is a complicated task to give a welldocumented and detailed account of the ethics of a whole community is an infinitely more complicated task. Causa1 and functional studies are still more complicated, since they presuppose the results of morphological studies. Investigations of (for example) the operational efficiency of moral norms (the extent to
which moral norms are translated into actual behaviour) presuppose that the
individual's moral norms have been mapped. A good functional analysis will,
therefore, in fact be a combination of morphological and other investigations.
In this connection, it might be worth while to introduce yet another pair of
terms. More often thai1 not, a research worker in descriptive ethics is interested
in only a limited part of the ethics of the people he is concerned with. It will then
be sufficient for him to make a "point-analysis" of the morphology of their ethical

systems. Especially in philosophy, one finds also another type of morphological
investigation, "system-analysis." \\ hich attenipts to g i ~ over-all
e
accounts of whole
moral systems.
Finally, there is the di,tinction to be drann bstneen st~idyingethical views
at a certain point of tiine, synchronic studies, and st~idyingthe development of
ethical viewc o\er a period of time, diachronic studies.
To sum up so far: descriptive studies of ethics have been distinguished from
normative studies of ethics, and within the field of descriptive ethics distinctions
have been drawn between (a) n~orpliological and causal-functional studies, (b)
studies from the individual's and from the observer's point of view, (c) studies of
ethical beliefs and of ethical behaviour, (d) synchronic and diachronic studies.
It might be worth noticing that there is a close parallel between ethics and
linguistics as far as all these distinctions are concerned. Much of the criticism
which is nowadays directed against traditional linguistics by the various structuralist schools amounts to a complaint that these distinctions have not been observed.
The discussions which have been going on in linguistic circles over the last fifty
years about the relative importance of different types of linguistic research make
instructive reading for the descriptive ethicist. One lesson which can be learned
from them is the fruitlessness of disputes of the type "Are synchronic studies
somehow prior to diachronic studies?"; "Is this technique more important than
that?"; and so on. Different backgrounds, skills and techniques will be needed in
different parts of the field, and the field is wide enough to allow different approaches.
After having made this plea for tolerance, I would, however, like to add that this
does not hinder me from regarding certain kinds of projects in the field as particularly urgent. I shall return to this question towards the end of the paper.

An exatnple: the concept of dignity
Considering the linguistic, ethnic, and cultural heterogeneity of the Sudan,
it seems reasonable to expect an assortment of moral outlooks within the country.
Well-informed observers have, however, sometimes assumed that the overwhelmingly Muslim north is culturally hoinogeneous: a common basis of Arabic race
and language, and Islam, with their resulting unity of social and political ideas,
have fused the Northern Sudan into a single whole. The District Commisssioner
who is transferred from Berber to Bara, from Kassala to Kordofan, finds that he
is dealing, in different local conditions, with the same kind of people, the same
mental outlook."' "Despite the persistence of old languages, dialects, and to a
lesser extent customs, the North is, however, culturally homogeneous, thanks to
Islam, for Islam is a culture as well as a ~ r e e d . " ~
In the northern Muslin1 area of the Sudan, "the adoption of Islam has fused
the peoples so that they are culturally homogeneous, for Islam is not so niuch a
creed as a unified social ~ y s t e m . " ~
How far this hypothesis of the cultural homogeneity of the north is true
in ethics remains to be tested. The unsystematic accounts in the literature give

' L. F. Nalder, "The Two Sudans," in J. A. de C. Hainilton, ed., The Anglo-Egyptian Sudan
from Within, London 1934, p. 95.
Saad ed Din Fawzi, "Ethnical and Cultural Pluralisn~in the Sudan," in Etl~nicand Cultural
Pluralism in Inter-tropical Comnzunifies,International Institute of Differing Civilizations, Rrussels,
1957, p. 395.
J. S. Triminghain, Is/n>?zin the Slrdan, 2nd impression, Idondon 1965. p. 4.
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