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FOUNDATIONS OF PHILOSOPHY 

�lany of the problems of philosophy are of such broad releYance to human 
concerns, and so complex in their ramifications, that they arc, in one form 
or another. perennially present. Though in the course of time they yield in 
part to philosophical inquiry, they may need to be rethought by each age 
in the light of its broader scientific knowledge and deepened ethical and 
religious experience. Better solutions are found by more refined and rigorous 
methods. Thus, one who approaches the study of philosophy in the hope of 
understanding the best of what it affords will look for both fundamental 
issues a11d contemporary achie,·ements. 

\Vritten by a group of distinguished philosophers, the Foundations of 
Philosophy Series aims to exhibit some of the main problems in the \·arious 
fields of philosophy as they stand at the present stage of philosophical history. 

\\'hilc certain fields arc likely to be represented in most introductory 
courses in philosophy, college classes cliff er widely in emphasis, in method 
of instruction, and in rate of progress. E\'ery instructor needs freedom to 
change his course as his own philosophical interests, the size and makeup 
of his classes, and the needs of his students vary from year to year. The 
nineteen volumes in the Foundations of Philosophy Series-each complete 
in itself, but complementing the others-off er a new flexibility to the instruc
tor, who can create his own textbook by combining seYeral volumes as he 
wishes, and can choose diff crent combinations at different times. Those 
Yolumes that are not used in an introductory course will be found ,·aluabk, 
along with other texts or collections of readings. for the more specialized 
upper-lcv<'l courses. 

/�'lizabcth /Jcardslej• / AfoTZroc /Jeardslc)' 
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PREFACE 

This book is intended to introduce students and general readers to the 
branch of philosophy called "ethics.'' I shall try, among othC'r things, to 

present some of the standard material of ethics that beginners and others 

should know. This will not. howc\'er, be a smnmal)' of what moral philoso
phers arc agreed upon, as introductions to other subjects may be summaries 

of what the experts in those fields agree upon. Such a substantial body of 
agreement does not exist in philosophy. Nor will this be simply an introduc

tory re\·iew of the \'arious difTering positions moral philosoph<.>rs ha\'e taken, 
although many of these positions will be pres<.>nted and discussed. �ly aim 
in this book is not just to introduce the problems and positions of moral 
philosophers) but also to do moral philosophy. That is, I shall try to write 

an essay in moral philosophy in which I put forward some of my own \·iews 
and reasoning, and at the same time, provide an introduction to th<' subject 
in general. 

I try to do this because the proper purpose of an introduction like this 
must be. not mcrC'ly to pass on information. but to stimulate and help the 
reader to do better, dearer, and more philosophical thinking about ethical 
questions than he would do otherwise. Such an introducti011 will im·ol\'c my 
presenting answers or partial ans\vcrs to some of these question s : howe\'er. 
thesl' arc> not meant dogmatically and should not be taken as final unless th<'y 
stand up under the reader's own scrutiny. I do not think that the only way 
for others to think bettrr or 111orl' cl<:>arly is by their coming to agr<:>e with 

me. Their coming to disagree clearly and m1 carefully n·asonl'd grounds will 
S<'l"\'l' the purpose of this book as well. It is an introduction to the kind of 
thinking that is moral philosophy as I understand it. 

I 11 the spirit just indicatt•d, l<·t rne say so111ethi11� about my argu111ents in 
this book. \\'hen 1 gin· argmm·nts for or agai11st a ccrt;1i11 l'thical position, 

Xl' 



Preface XVI 

I am not thinking of them as conclusive proofs or disproofs. Such conclusive 
proofs or disproofs are as difficult as they are rare in philosophy. l\1ore about 
the nature of ethical judgments and their justification will come out as we 
go along, cspecialJy in Chapter 6, but I recognize that it is always logically 

possible for my opponent to stand pat in his position in spite of my argu
ments. My arguments are meant as arguments for or against positions all 
right, as they should be in philosophy, but not as irresistible forces or im
movable objects. Rather they are statements of my reasons for taking or 
rejecting a certain view and invitations to the reader to consider whether 
they corwince him that he should do likewise. My point is not to push him 
around; it is to bring him to see what position seems most reasonable to 
him, when, with such help as I can give him, he thinks things over. He 
always can hold out against me; the question then is whether he thinks his 
position is the most sensible one to take-not whether he can take it but 
whether he is willing to take it. The method is that of Socrates. 

There are also times when I do not actually give arguments for what I 
say. This does not mean that l am si mply being dogmatic. Partly, the reason 
is that there is not space to debate everything, but, mainly, it is that I am 
asking the reader to think about the matter in hand and to see if what I say 

does not seem on the whole the most reasonable thing to say and to hold. 
Once more, however, what matters is not whether he agrees or disagrees but 
whether he comes out with a more adequate ethical theory. 

In this revised edition I have made many corrections, some stylistic or 
verbal, some expository, some doctrinal and substantive. There are also many 
additions of various sizes and sorts. The chief changes arc: (a) a discussion 
of the divine command theory of right and wrong in Chapter 2, (b) a more 
elaborate review of utilitarianism in Chapter 3, ( c ) a further presentation 
of my own theory of obligation in Chapter 3, ( d) more on the ethics of 

virtue in Chapter 4, ( e) additional material on the good life in Chapter 5, 
( f) more on the distinction between moral and nonmoral judgments and 
on the moral point of view in Chapter 6, and (g) a revised and expanded 
bibliography. 

I may also mention that /11troductory Readings i11 Ethics, edited by \V. K. 
Frankcna and J. T. Granrosc and closely correlated with my book, will be 
published by Prentice-Hall, Inc. shortly. l am indebted to my friends, stu
dents, family, and to other writers, for their assistance, which I gratefully 
acknowledge here. 

H'illiam K. Franke11a 



CHAPTER ONE 

Morality and 
Moral Philosophy 

Suppose that all your life you have been trying to be a good person, doing 

your duty as you see it and seeking to do what is for the good of your 
fellowmen. Suppose, also, that many of your fellowmen dislike you and what 

you are doing and even regard you as a danger to society, although they 

cannot really show this to be true. Suppose, further, that you are indicted, 
tried, and condemned to death by a jury of your peers, all in a manner 

which you correctly consider to be quite unjust . Suppose, finally, that while 
you are in prison awaiting execution, your friends arrange an opportunity 

for you to escape and go into exile with your family. They argue that they 
can afford the necessary bribes and will not be endangered by your escaping ; 

that if you escape, you will enjoy a longer life ; that your wife and children 

will be better off ; that your friends will still be able to see you ; and that 

people generally will think that you should escape. Should you take the 
opportunity? 

I 
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AN EXAMPLE OF 
ETHICAL THINKING 
(SOCRATES) 

This is the situation Socrates, the patron saint of 
moral philosophy , is in at the opening of Plato's 
dialogue, the Crito. The dialogue gives us his answer 
to our question and a full account of his reasoning 

in arnvmg at it. It will, therefore, make a good beginning for our study . 
Socrates first lays down some points about the approach to be taken. To 
begin with, we must not let our decision be determined by our emotions, 
but must examine the question and follow the best reasoning. \Ve must try 
to get our facts straight and to keep our minds clear. Questions like this can 
and should be settled by reason. Secondly, we cannot answer such questions 
by appealing to what people generally think. They may be wrong. We must 
try to find an answer we ourselves can regard as correct. \Ve must think for 
ourselves. Finally, we ought never to do what is morally wrong. The only 
question we need to answer is whether what is proposed is right or wrong, 
not what will happen to us, what people will think of us, or how we feel 
about what has happened. 

Having said this, Socrates goes on to give, in effect, a threefold argument 
to show that he ought not to break the laws by escaping. First: we ought 
never to harm anyone. Socrates' escaping would harm the state, since it 
would violate and show disregard for the state's laws. Second: if one re
mains living in a state when one could leave it, one tacitly. agrees to obey 
its laws; hence, if Socrates were to escape he would be breaking an agree
ment, which is something one should not do. Third: one's society or state 
is virtually one's parent and teacher, and one ought to obey one's parents 
and teachers. 

In each of these arguments Socrates appeals to a general moral rule or 
principle which, upon reflection, he and his friend Crito accept as valid: 
( 1) that we ought never to harm anyone, (2) that we ought to keep our 
promises, and (3) that we ought to obey or respect our parents and teach
ers. In each case he also uses another premise which involves a statement of 
fact and applies the rule or principle to the case in hand: ( 1 a) if I escape 
I will do harm to society, (2a) if I escape I will be breaking a promise, and 
(3a) if I escape I will be disobeying my parent and teacher. Then he draws 
a conclusion about what he should do in his particular situation. This is a 
typical pattern of reasoning in moral matters and is nicely illustrated here. 

In this pattern of moral reasoning one determines what one should do 

in a particular situation by reference to certain general principles or rules, 

which one takes as premises from which to deduce a particular conclusion 

by a kind of practical syllogism, as Aristotle called it. One takes general 

principles and applies them to individual situations. How natural this pro

cedure is will be appar<>nt to any reader of the Crito. In all fairness, how

ever, we must observe at this point that some moral thinkers have a differ

ent view of the loaic of moral deliberation. As we shall see in Chapter 2 the 
� 
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act-dcontologists and other proponents of "situation ethics" take particular 
judgments to be basic in morality, rather than general ones, which they 

regard as inducti\'e generalizations from particular cases, if they recognize 
the existence of general rules at all. 

It happens that in the Crito Socrates thinks his three principles all lead 

to the same conclusion. But sometimes when two or more rules apply to the 
same case, this is not true. In fact, most moral problems arise in situations 
where there is a "conflict of duties," that is, \vherc one moral principle pulls 
one way and another pulls the other way. Socrates is represented in Plato's 

Apology as saying that if the state spares his life on condition that he no 
longer teach as he has been doing, he will not obey, because ( 4) he has been 
assigned the duty of teaching by the god, Apollo, and ( 5) his teaching is 
necessary for the true good of the state. He would then be involved in a 
conflict of duties. His duty to obey the state applies, but so do two other 
duties, ( 4) and ( 5), and these he judges to take precedence O\'Cf his duty 

to obey the commands of the state. Here, then, he resolves the problem, 

not just by appealing to rules, for this is not enough, but by dctcnnining 
which rules take prcrcdcnce over which others. This is another typical pat

tern of reasoning in ethics. 
To return to the Crito, Socrates completes his reasoning by answering his 

friends' arguments in favor of escaping by contending that he will not really 
be doi11g himself, his friends, or e,·en his family any good by becoming an 

outlaw or going into exile, and that death is not an evil to an old man who 

has done his best, whether there is a hereafter or not. In other words, he 

maintains that there arc no good moral grounds on the other side and no 

good prudential ones-which would count only if moral considerations were 
not decisive-either. 

All this is interesting, not just because it represents one of the classic 
discussions of the question of civil disobedience, but because it illustrates 

hvo kinds of moral problems and how one reflective and serious moral agent 

went about solving them. It also shows us much of Socrates' working ethics: 
principles (I) to ( 5) plus the second-order principle that ( 4) and ( 5) take 

precedence over the duty to obey the state. This duty to obey the state, by 
the way, is for him a derivative rule which rests on ( 1), (2), and (3), 

which arc more basic. One can find out one's own working ethics by seeing 
how one would answer these two problems oneself, or others like them. This 
is a good exercise. Suppose that in doing this you disagree with Socrates' 

answer to the Crito problem. You might then rhallcngc his principles, whirh 
Crito did not do. You might ask Socrates to justify his regarding ( J), (2), 

and ( 3) as \'al id, and Socrates would have to try to answer you, since he 

believes in reason and argument in ethics, and wants knowledge, not just 
true opinion. 

At this point Socrates might argue that (2), for example, is valid because 
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it follows from a still more basic principle, say, ( 4) or ( 5). That is, he 
might maintain that we should keep promises because it is commanded by 
the gods or because it is necessary for the general welfare. But, of course, 
you might question his more basic principle, if you have any good reason 
for doing so (if you question without reason, you are not really entering 
into the dialogue). At some point you or he will almost inevitably raise the 
question of how ethical judgments and principles, especially the most basic 

ones, are to be justified anyway; and this is likely to lead to the further ques
tion of what is meant by saying that something is right, good, virtuous, just, 
and the like, a question which Socrates in fact often raises in other dialogues. 
(In the Eutlzyphro for example, he argues, in effect, that "right" does not 
mean "commanded by the gods.") 

THE NATURE OF 

ETHICS OR MORAL 

PHILOSOPHY 

\Vhen this happens the discussion has developed into 
a f ull-ftedged philosophical one. Ethics is a branch 
of philosophy; it is moral philoso plzy or philosophical 
thinking about morality, moral problems, and moral 

judgments. What this invoh·es is illustrated by the sort of thinking Socrates 
was doing in the Crito and Apology, supplemented as we have supposed it 
to be. Such philosophical thinking will now be described more fully. 

Moral philosophy arises when, like Socrates, we pass beyond the stage in 
which we are directed by traditional rules and even beyond the stage in 
which these rules are so internalized that we can be said to be inner-directed, 
to the stage in which we think for ourselves in critical and general terms 
(as the Greeks were beginning to do in Socrates' day) and achieve a kind 
of autonomy as moral agents. \Ve may, however, distinguish three kinds of 
thinking that relate to morality in one way or another. 

1. There is descriptive empirical inquiry, historical or scientific, such as 
is done by anthropologists, historians, psychologists and sociologists. Here, the 
goal is to describe or explain the phenomena of morality or to work out a 
theory of human nature which bears on ethical questions. 

2. There is normative thinkino- of the sort that Socrates was doing in 
the Crito or that �e does w�o asks what is right, good, or obligatory. 
This may take the form of asserting a normatiye judgment like 

"I ought not to try to escape from prison," 
"Knowledge is good," or 
''It is always wrong to harm someone," 

and giving or being ready to give reasons for this judgment. Or it may take 
the form of debating with oneself or with someone else about what is good 
or right in a particular case or as a general principle, and then forming 
some such normative judgment as a conclusion. 

3. There is also "analytical," "critical," or "meta-ethicg: thinking. This 
""" 
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is the sort of thinking we imagined that Socrates would ha\'c come to if he 
had been challenged to the limit in the justifi cation of his normati\'e judg
ments. He did, in fact, arri\'c at this sort of thinking in other dialogues. It 
docs not consist of empirical or historical inquiries and theories, nor does it 
in\'ol\'c making or defending any nonnati\'c or value judgments. It docs not 
try to answer either particular or general questions about what is good, right, 
or obligatory. It asks and tries to answer logical, epistemological, or seman 

tical questions like the following : \\That is the meaning or use of the ex
pressions " ( morally) right" or ''good"? How can ethical and value judg
ments be established or justified ? Can they be justified at all? \Vhat is the 
nature of morality? \\'hat is the distinction between the moral and the 

nonmoral? \\'hat is the meaning of '"free" or "responsible" ? 
!\fany recent moral philosophers limit ethics or moral philosophy to think

ing of the third kind, excluding from it all questions of psychology and 
empirical science and also all normative questions about what is good or 
right. In this book, howe\·er, we shall take the more traditional view of our 
subject. \Ve shall take ethics to include meta-ethics as just described� but as 
also including norm ative ethics or thinking of the second kind, though only 
when this deals with general questions about what is good or right and not 
when it tries to solve particular problems as Socrates \vas mainly doing in 
the Crito. In fact, we shall take ethics to be primarily concerned with pro

viding the general outlines of a normative theory to help us in answering 
problems about what is right or ought to be done, and as being interested in 
meta-ethical questions mainly because it seems necessary to answer such 

questions before one can be entirely satisfied with one's normative theory 

( although ethics is also interested in meta-ethical questions for their own 
sakes). However, since certain psychological and anthropological theories 
arc considered to have a bearing on the answers to normative and meta-eth

ical questions, as we shall see in discussing egoism , hedonism, and rclati\'ism , 

we shalJ also include some descriptive or empiriLal thinking of the first kind. 

THE NATURE OF \Ve have described ethics as philosophy that is con-
MORALITY ccrned with morality and its problems and judg-

ments, or with moral problems and judgments. It 

must be noticed, however , that the word "ethics" is not always used for this 

branch of philosophy; sometimes it is used as just another word for "moral

itv," and sometimes to refer to the moral code or normative theorv of an ', ' 
individual or group, as when I spoke earlier of "Socrates' working ethics." 
]\fore important for our present purposes arc some other facts about our 
usage of words. The terms "moral" and "ethical" arc of ten used as equiva-

. lent to "right" or "good" and as opposed to "immoral" and "unethical." 

But we also speak of moral problems, moral judgments, moral codes, moral 
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arguments, moral experiences, the moral consciousness, or the moral point of 
\'iew. "Ethical" is used in this way too. Here "ethical" and "moral" do not 
mean "morally right' � or "morally good." They mean "pertaining to moral
ity" and are opposed to the "nomnoral" or ''nonethical," not to the "im
moral'' or "unethical." Similarly, the term "morality" is sometimes used as 
opposed to ''immorality," as when we say that the essence of morality is 
love or speak of the morality of an action . But we also use the word "moral

ity" to refer to something that is coordinate with but different from art, sci

ence, law, convention, or religion, though it may be related to them. This is 
the way we use the term when we ask, "What is morality? How does it 
differ from law? How is it related to religion?" In this sense "morality" 
means what Bishop Butler called "the moral institution of life." This is how 
I have been using "morality" and propose to go on using it. Correspondingly , 
I shall use "moral" and "ethical" in this sense also. 

Now, morality in the sense indicated is, in one aspect at least, a social 
enterprise, not just a discovery or invention of the individual for his own 
guidance. Like one's language, state, or church , it exists before the indi

vidual, who is inducted into it and becomes more or less of a participant 
in it, and it goes on existing after him. � loreover , it is not social merely in 

the sense of being a system governing the relations of one individual to 
others; such a system might still be entirely the individual's own construc
tion, as some parts of one's code of action with respect to others almost 

inevitably are, for example, "My rule is to smile first." l\1forality, of course, 
is social in this sense to a considerable extent; however, it is also largely 
social in its origins , sanctions, and functions. As first encountered by the 

individual, at any rate, it is an instrument of society as a whole for the 
guidance of individuals and smaller groups. It makes demands on individ
uals that are, initially at least, external to them. Even if the individuals be
come spokesmen of these demands, as they usually do to some extent through 
what is called ''internalization,'' the demands a.re still not merely theirs nor 
directed only at themseh-es. If they com e to disagree with the demands� then, 
as Socrates thought and as we shall see later, they must still do so from the 
moral point of view that has somehow been inculcated into them. One may 
think of society, as many peopl e do, as having a supernatural dimension 
and as including a divine lawgiver, but even then one is ascribing this social 
character to morality. 

Because of such facts, morality is sometimes defined as an instrument of 
society as a whole, as if an individual, family, or social class cannot have a 
morality or moral action-guide of its own that is different from that of its 

society. However, in view of what we shall be saying in a moment , it seems 
desirable to allow that smaller groups and even individuals may have or 
work out such distinct guides for their conduct, and to call at least some 
of these "value-systems" moralities or moral codes , namely , those that em-



Morality and .Moral Philosophy 7 

body what \'Ile shall ref er to as the moral point of view. E\'cn so, it seems 
plausible to insist that an individual who has such a personal morality must 

be thinking that others besides himself, indeed his ent ire society, should 
adopt it or at least its more basic principles or ideals. 

In any case, whether it is thought of as an instrument of society or as a 
personal code, morality must be contrasted with prudc>ncc. It may be that 
prudence and morality dictate some of the same conduct, for example, 

honesty. 1t may also be that prudence is a moral virtue; however, Jt 1s not 
characteristic of the moral point of view to determine what is right or 

virtuous wholly in terms of what the individual desires or of what is to his 
interest. 111 Freudian terms, morality and prudence arc both attempts to 
regulate the id: but while prudence is simply a function of the reality-prin
ciple in the ego, morality is the function of a superego which docs not think 
merely in terms of getting what is desired by the individual id or even in 
tenns of salvaging the greatest balance of satisfaction over f rnstration for it. 

Considered as a social system of regulation, morality is like law on the 

one hand and com·ention or etiquette on the other. All of these systems arc 
social in a way in which prudence is not, and some of the same expressions 

arc used in all of them, for example, the words "right" and "should." But 

convention docs not deal with matters of such crucial social importance as 
those dealt with by law and morality; it seems to rest largely on considera
tions of appearance, taste, and convenience. Thus, morality is distinguished 
from convention by certain features that it shares with law; similarly, it is 
also distinguished from law (wi th which it overlaps, for example, in for

bidding murder) by certain features that it shares with com·cntion, namely, 

in not being created or changeable by anything like a deliberate legislative, 

executive, or judicial act, and in having as its sanctions, not physical force 

or the threat of it but, at most, praise and blame and other such mainly 
verbal signs of favor and disfavor. Some writers have even held that the 

only proper motives or sanctions for morality arc purely internal ones like 
the sentiment of benevolence or the desire to do what is right for its own 
sake; there is much to be said for this view even if it hardly describes the 

whole practical working of morality. At least it highlights the fact that phys

ical force and certain kinds of prudential considerations do not strictly be

long to the idea of a moral institution of life. 
However, morality, at least as it has developed in the western world. also 

has a more individualistic or protestant aspect. As Socrates implied and 

recent philosophers have stressed (perhaps too much), morality fosters or 
even calls for the use of reason and for a kind of autonomy on the part of 
the individual. askin.� him, when mature and normal. to make his own 

decisions, though possibly with someone's advice, and even stimulating him 
to think out the principles or goals in the light of which he is to make his 
decisions. Even as a social institution of life, morality is thought of as aim-
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ing at rational self-guidance or self-determination i n  its members. In Mat
thew Arnold's words, i t  asks us to be " . . .  self-govern 'd, at the feet of Law." 

Accordingly, it has been usual for moral philosophers to distinguish stages 
of morality, which can be more or less clearly traced both in the history of 
our culture and in the l ife of the i ndividual,  to dist inguish, for i nstance ( a )  
"pre-rational ," "customary," or "group" morality and ( b )  "personal ," "ra
tional," or "reflective" morality. ImprO\·ing on th is in an interest ing and 
instructive way, David Riesman, a social scientist, has recently portrayed 
fou r moral or social types in The Lonely Crowd: 

I .  The tradit ion-d irected ind ividual and/or soc iety. 
2. The inner-directed individual and/or society. 
3. The other-directed ind ividual and/or society.  
4. The autonomous ind ividual and/or society. 

Th e general idea here, and in much recent social psychology and moral 
philosophy, is that morality starts as a set of culturally defined goals and of 
rules governing achievement of the goals, which are more or less external to 
the individual and imposed on him or incu lcated as habits .  These goals and 
rules may and generally do, at least to some extent, become "internal ized" 
or "interiorized," that is, the individual takes them as his own and regulates 
his own conduct by them ; he develops a "conscience" or "superego." This 
process of in ternalization may be quite irrat ional but, as we shal l see, i t  is 
typical for morality to accompany i ts inculcations wi th a t  least a modicum of 
reason-giving. Thus, we ( and even the Navaho ) tend to give reasons with 
our moral instructions as soon as the child has attained an age at which he is 
capable of something l ike discretion, and we even lead him to feel that it is 
appropriate to ask for reasons. That is why it seemed appropriate to Socrates, 
at h is juncture in the h istory of Greece, to ask for definit ions and argumen ts 
in matters of morals.  

\Ve may then, without leaving the moral fold,  move from a ra ther irra
tional k ind of inner direction to a more rational one in which we achieve an 
examined l ife and a kind of autonomy, become mora l agents on our own, 
and even reach a point when we can criticize the rules and values of our 
society, as Socrates did in the Apology and the Crito. Some find too much 
anxiety in this transi tion and try to "escape from freedom" in one way or 
another ( including other-direct ion ) ,  some apparently can make the transi
tion only with the help of psychoanalysis, but for others it involves no major 
difficul ties other than the use of some hard thought su ch as Socrates en
gaged in .  

Clearly, i t  i s  in the last stages of  th is process that moral philosoph y plays 
its natural role. \Ve arc then-or from now on may imagine ourselves to be 
-in the midd le or later stages of the moral l i fe as these were j ust outl ined . 
I t  is  the thinking to be done here that  we main ly wish to help on its way, 
a l though we also hope, in spite of the clement of  danger i rwoh-ed� to pul l  
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those who arc not so far a long out  of the i r  unreflect ive nest and i ts dogmatic 

s lu mbe r . 

FACTORS The i nst i tu tion of moral i ty con tains a number of fac-
IN MORALITY tors : ( I )  certai n  forms of judgmerz t  in  which part icu -

lar objects arc sa id  t o  have or not  t o  ha\'c a certa in  
mora l  qual i ty, obl igation , or responsibi l i ty ; ( 2 )  t he  i mpl i cat ion that i t  i s  ap

propriate and possible to gi,·c reasorzs for these judgments ; ( 3) some rules, 
pri1z ciples, ideals, and ; ·irt ues that  can be expressed in more ge rzeral ju dg
moz ts and that  form the background aga inst which part icula r  judgments arc 
made and reasons gi\ 'c n for them : ( 4 )  certa in  characterist i c  nat u ral  or ac
qu ired ways of f eeli1lg that accompany these judgments, ru les, and ideals, 
and help to move us to act in accordance wi th them ; ( 5 )  certa in sa nctio ns or 
addi tional sources of mot i vat ion that a re a lso of ten expressed in ,·crbal ju dg
ments. namely, holding responsi ble,  praising, and blaming ; ( 6 )  a poirz t  of 
;,:iew that is taken in a l l  this judging, reasoning, and fee l ing, and is somehow 
d ifferent from those taken in pmdence, a rt ,  and the l ike . For our purposes, 
,,·c may center most of our discussion on the moral  judgments i n \'oh-cd in  
fac tors ( I ) ,  ( 3 ) , and ( 5 ) . These ha\'c a cen tral  place in moral ity, and the 
main questions of normat i ,·c ethics and meta-ethics relate to them . 

K I NDS OF �·fora)  or ethica l  j udgments are of various kinds. As 
NORMATIVE has been indicated , they may be particu la r or genera l .  
JUDGMENT They may also be stated in d iff ercnt  persons and 

tenses. These diff erenccs are al l  i m portant  in  their 
places ,  but here we must st ress another difference. In some of ou r moral 
judgments, we say that a certain action or kind of action is moral ly  right ,  
wrong, ob ligatory, a duty, or ought or ought not  to be done. In others we 
talk,  not about act ions or kinds of action, but about persons, moti \'es, i n ten
t ions, t ra i ts of character, and the l ike,  and we say of them that they arc 
moral ly  good, bad ,  vi rtuous, \'icious, responsible, blameworthy, sa in t ly,  des
picable , and so on. I n  these two kinds of judgment ,  the th ings ta l ked about 
arc d ifferent  and wha t is said about them is differen t . ( \Ve do also speak of 
"good ac tions" or "deeds," but here "good" is not properly used as a syno
nym of "right ,"  as it often is ; properl y used, it seems to mean e i ther  that the 
ac t ion has a good moti ,·e or tha t it has good consequences. ) I shal l  ca l l  the 

fonner ju dgm ents of Jnoral Jlhliga.tion or Wonti{'}judgmcnts and the la t ter 

judgme11 ts of__m&raLlJ..G.lw: .Q.rJ a retQiil judgments. 
There arc also judgments of 7zo 1w1 0ral va lue.  I n  these we e\·a luatc not so 

·much art ions, pe rsons, moti\'es, and the l ike, but a l l  sorts of other th ings : 
cars, pain t ings ,  experiences , fonns of  go\'crnment ,  and whatnot .  \\'c say they 
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arc good, bad, desi rable, undesirable, and so on, but \\'e do not mean that 
they are moral ly  good or moral ly  bad, since they are genera lly not the kinds 
of things that  can be moral ly  good or bad. A study of these judgments is 
not, as such, a part of ethics or moral  philosophy, though i t  is part of the 
theory of val ue in genera l .  But since it wi l l  turn out that a consideration of 
what  is good ( non moral ly )  is  involved in detennining what is morally right 
or wrong, \\'C must include a discussion of such val ue judgments anyway. 

For the sake of completeness, we must a lso recognize another kind of nor
mative j udgment, which I shal l  call  nonmoral judgments of obligation.  Ex
amples appea r in the fol lowing outl i ne, but, as  these examples wi l l  make 
clear, j udgmen ts of this k ind have no special interest for moral philosophy 
and so do not call for discussion i n a book on eth ics, even t hough they are 
of considerable practical importance. 

\Ve obtain, then, the following ou t l ine of kinds of normative judgment : 

('.!) Ethical  or mora l  j u dgments proper : 
A .  J udgments of moral  obligat ion ( deontic judgments )  : 

I .  Pa rticu lar, e .g. ( assuming tenns a re used in  their moral senses ) , 
a .  I ough t not to escape from prison now. 
b. You should become a missionary. 
c .  \Vhat he did was wrong. 

2. General ,  e.g. ,  
a .  \Ve ought to keep our agreements.  
b .  Love is the ful fi ll men t of the moral law. 

""- c.  Al l  men have a right to freedom. � Judgmen ts of mora l value ( aretaic j udgments ) : 
1 .  Particular, e.g. , 

a .  l\1y grandfather was a good man.  
b.  Xavier was a saint . 

' 

c. He is responsible for what he did.  
d .  You deserve to be punished. 
e .  Her character is admirable. 
f. His motive was good.  

2 . General ,  e .g. , 
a .  Benevolence is a virtue. 
b.  Jealousy is an ignoble motive. 
c .  The man \\'ho can forgive such ca relessness is a sai nt .  
d .  The good man does not cheat or steal .  

II . Nonmora l norma ti,·e judgments : 
A .  Judgments of nonmoral va lue : 

1 .  Pa rticu la r, e.g. , 
a .  That is a good car. 
b.  M i niver Chcevy did not have a VCI)' good l i fe .  
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2 .  General ,  e .g. , 
a. Pleasure is good in i tsel f. 
b .  Democracy is the bes t form of  government .  

B. Judgments of nonmoral  ob l iga t ion : 
I .  Pa rticular, e .g. , 

a.  You ough t to buy a nc\\' sui t .  
b .  You j ust ha\'e t o  go to  that  concert .  

2 .  Genera l ,  e.g. ,  
a. In bu i ld ing a bookcase one shou ld use na i ls, not Scotch tape . 

b .  The right  th ing to do on fou rth down w i th thi rteen yards 
to go is to punt .  

I t  shou ld be mentioned here that many wri ters use tenns d i fferently .  

\Vhere I speak of normat ive judgments, some prefer to say "va lue" judg
ments  or "e\'a luati\·e ' '  judgments or  s imp ly "e thical"  or e\'en "mora l ' '  judg

ments. For moral phi losophy i t  is importan t to d istinguish the above four 
kinds of judgments, howe\·er one labels them , and in  genera l I shal l  t ry to 
use terms as i nd icated.  Sometimes, however, especial ly in C hap ter 6, i t  wi l l  
be convenient to use the ph rases "ethical  judgmen ts" and "va lue j udgments" 

in a more general and usual way, even at  the risk of some vagueness. 

PROGRAM FOR REST In normative ethics we try primarily to arri\'e at a set 
OF BOOK of accep table judgments ( J )  o.ln10ral obligation, ( 2 )  

of.. -1noraL.valu.e, and secondari ly ( 3 )  o f  nonmoral 
value. I n me.ta=.ethics_we ma inly seek to work out a th eory of the meaning 

and just ification ( I )  of j udgments of mora l obligation, ( 2 )  of judgmen ts of 
moral value, and a lso ( 3 )  of j udgmen ts of  nonmoral value. Chapters 2 to 5 
wil l  consist chiefly of normative eth ics t reated along general l ines, a l though 
some ana lysis and c larification wi l l  come in also. Cha pters 2 and 3 wil l  deal 

\\'i th nonnative theory of obl igation , Chapter 4 with nom1ative theory of 
moral value, and Chapter 5 \\' i th  normati\'c theory of nonmora l value. I n  
Chapter 6 the central problems and theories o f  meta -ethics wi l l  be taken up. 



C HA P TE R  T WO 

Egoistic and 
Deon to logical 
Theories 

THE PRIMARY 

QUESTION 
\\Te may now begin our review of problems and views 
in the area of nonnative ethics, starting with the the
ory of obligation and then going on to the theory of 

moral value and, finally, to the theory of nonmoral value. The u l timate con
cern of the normative theory of obligation is to guide us in the making of 
decisions and j udgmen ts abou t actions in particular situations. A main con
cern, of cou rse, is to guide us  in  our capacity as agents trying to decide 
what we should do in this case and in that.  Bu t we want to know more than 
just what we should do in  situations before us.  \\7c also wish to make judg
ments about what others shoul d  do, especially i f  they ask us about what we 
or they should have done, about whether what we or someone else did was 
righ t or wrong, and so on. \Ve arc not just agents in moral i ty ; we arc also 
spectators, ad\" isers, instructors, j udges, and cri tics. Stil l ,  in all  of these capa
cit ies our primary question is  th is : how may or should we decide or deter
mine wha t  is morally right for a certain agent ( onesel f or another, possibly a 

group or a whole society ) to do, or what he morally ough t to do, m a 

certai n  si tu ation ? 

12 
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IMPORTANCE 
OF FACTUAL 
KNOWLEDG E AND 
CONCE PTUAL 

CLA R I TY 

Very often when one is puzzled about what he or 
someone else should do in a certain situation, what 
one nt'cds is not real ly  any ethical instruction, but 
si m ply  e i t her more fac t ua l  knowl edge or greater con
cept ual c larity. Certainly, a large part of the debate 
about w h a t  to do about dmgs, pollution, or war arises 

because we arc ignorant of  much of what bears on these probl ems. On these 
issut's and on many others,  most of us woul d probably be c lear about what 
should be done if only we knew al l of t he rcle\'ant facts. Again, in the field 
of education, muc h  of our difficu l ty about decisions of policy is  due to un
cl a ri t y  abou t what i nte l l igence is ,  what l iberty is, and so on . I stress these 
poi n ts because I t h ink that moral phi losophers cannot i nsist too m uch on 
t h e  importance of factual knowledge and conceptual c larity for the sol ution 
of mora l  and social problems. The two besetting sins in our prevailing habits 
of e thica l  thinki ng are our ready acquiescence in unclarity and our com
placence in ignorance-the \'cry sins that Socrates died combatting over two 
thousand years ago. 

S ti l l ,  as  Socra tes'  discussion in the Crito shows, we arc of ten also in need 
of et h i cal guidance. A moralist migh t try to provide this by making a long 
l ist  of spec i fic situat ions, desc ri bing them and then te ll ing us what we should 
do in each case. This is what is known as casuistry and was common i n  the 
seventeenth century. Today some phi losophers seek to do something l ike this 
by discuss i ng the eth i cs of abort ion , c i \'il d isobedience, punishment, violence, 
and wa r. In doing so, howeve r, they characteristi cally tend, right ly  in my 
opinion , to s tress genera l  princi ples, careful definition of terms, and logical 
reasoning-. rather  than spec i fi c  cases and detailed answers. Th is is  the most 
philosophe rs as such can be expec ted to do, and it can be \'CI)' hel pful . I n  a 
small  introd u ctory book l ike this ,  howc\·er, we must confine ourselv es to 
working out fairly general theories about what is right or obligatory. I n  fact, 
the best way for us to proceed in worki ng out such a theory for oursel ves is 
to review some of the mai n theories of norm a tive ethics th at ha\'C been 
proposed. 

PREVA I L I NG RU LES 

AS A STA NDARD 
Since,  as  we ha\'e seen, moral philosophy begins when 
people find their rode of prevai l ing moral rules un-
satisfac tory, moral philosophers ha\'c a l ways been cri

tical of  the notion t h at our  standard must  be the rules of the c ul ture we live 
i n .  To th i s  not ion , they ra ise a number of objections,  though they do not a l l  
s t ress the same ones. One object ion is tha t  the  act ual rules of a society arc 
nc\·cr \'cry prec ise,  a l ways admit of exceptions, and may come into confl ict 
w i t h  one anot her .  For exam ple,  the ru les forbi d  l ying and killing but do not 
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define these terms \'CI)' dea rly. I n  fact, the rules C\'en permit  or excuse cer
tain kinds of lying ( wh i te l ies, pa triotic l ies ) and certain kinds of ki l l ing 
( capital  pu nishmen t ,  war )  but they do not ha\'e th ese exceptions bui l t  into 
them i n  any careful way. Again , two rules may con flict in  a gi\'cn si tuation. 
To take Socrates' exa mple from Book I of the Repu blic, what is one to do 
i f  one has promised to retu rn weapons to a man who comes back for them 
ob\'iously bent on harm ?  In such cases, two parts of the code con flict  and 
the code of ten docs not con tain a higher rule sayi ng which takes precedence, 
such as Socrates appealed to in  the Apology. 

Another objection is that  prevai l ing rules are general ly l i tera l ,  nega tive, 
and conservative, not affirmative, constructi\'c, creative, or ada ptable to new 
situat ions. Th e most serious objection, perhaps, is the fact that the rules of 
a society, even i ts so-cal leJ moral rules, may be bad , immoral ,  or wrong, 
being u nj ust or unnecessa ri ly impo\'erishing of human l i fe .  Rules perm itt ing 
sla\'ery and racial  discrimination, once widely prevalent , are a case i n  poin t . 
A final difficul ty, of course, is the fact  that  moral rules seem to \'al)' from 
culture to culture.  

TELEOLOGICAL 

THEORIES 
Having agreed on one ground or a nother that the 
standard of right and wrong cannot be simply the 
prevail ing set of moral  rules, moral philosophers h ave 

offere.d us a variety of al ternative sta ndards. In general the i r  views have 
been of two sorts : ( 1 )  deontological theories and ( 2)  teleological ones. A 
teleological theory says that the basic or ul timate cri terion or standard of 
what is moral ly right,  wrong, obligatory, etc . ,  is the nonmoral value that is  
brough t i n to being. The final appeal,  d i rectly or indirectly, must be to the 
compara ti \'e amount  of good produced, or  rather  to the comparati\'e balance 
of good over evil produced . Thus, an ac t  is righ t i f  and only i f  i t or the rule 
under wh ich it fal ls produces, will probably produce, or is in tended to 
produce at least as great a balance of good over evil as any available alter
n a tive ; an act is wrong i f  and on ly if  i t  does not do so. An act oug h t  to be 

done i f  and only i f  it or the n1le under which i t  fal ls  produces, wi l l  probably 
produce, or is  i ntended to produce a greater bala n ce of good over evil than 
any avai lable al ternative. 

I t  is important to notice here tha t ,  for a teleologist, the moral quality or 
value of actions, persons, or t rai ts of ch a racter is dependen t on the com
parative nonmoral value of what they bri ng abou t or try to bring about.  
For the moral qua l i ty or va lue of somethi ng to depend on the mora l  value of 
whatever it  promotes would be circular.  Teleological  theories, then , make 
the righ t,  the obligatory, and the morally good dependent on the nonmora l ly 
good . A ccordingly, they also make the theory of mora l  obl igat ion and moral 
va lue dependent, in  a sense, on the t heory of nonmoral  value. In order to 
knO\v whether someth ing is righ t,  ought to be done, or is  morally good,  one 
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must fi rst k now wha t i s  good i n  the nom nora l  sense a 11 d  whether the t h i ng 
i n  quest ion promotes or i s  i n tended to promote  w h a t  is good i n  t h i s  sense.  

It  shou l d  a lso be not i ced , howe\'er, that tcleologi s ts may hold \'a rious vi ews 
abou t wha t is good in t he nonmora l  se nse. Tcleologists have often been 
hedonists .  ident i fyi ng the good w i t h  pleasure a n d  evi l w i t h  pa i n ,  a n d  con
c l u d i ng that  the righ t cou rse or rule  o f  a c tion is  th a t  w h i c h  produces a t l east 
as  grea t a balance of pleasu re over pai n as any a l ternat i \·e wou l d . But they 
may be and ha,·e somet i mes been non-hedon is ts,  iden t i fy ing the good wi th 
po\\'er, k nowledge,  sel f- real iza t ion,  perfec tion . e t c .  This fact  m ust not bC' 
forgotten when we a re eva l uat ing t he teleologica l  t heory of obl iga t ion.  A l l  
t h a t  is  necessary i s  t h a t  t h e  teleologist  have some view abou t w h a t  i s  good 
or bad , and t h a t  he determ i ne wha t  is r ight or obl igatory by asking what 
i s  conducive to the g rea test bala nce of good over evi l .  

Deontologi cal  theories deny what tdcological  t h eories a ffi rm .  They deny 
that t he righ t .  the  obl igatory, a n d  the morally good a rc whol ly, whet her 
d i rect ly  or i nd i rec t ly. a fu n ct ion of what  i s  nonmoral ly good o r  of what pro
motes the greatest balance of good over evi l  for sel f, one's society,  o r  the 
worl d as a whole. They assert that  t here a rc other cons idera t ions t h a t  may 
make an a c tion or ni lc  ri g h t  or obl i gatory besides t he goodness or bad ness 
of its consequences-certa i n  fea t u res of  the  act  i tsel f  other than the value i t  
b ri ngs i n to existC'nce.  for exa mple,  the fact that  i t  keeps a promise, i s  j ust ,  or 
is comma nded by God or by the state. Teleologists  bel ieve t h a t  there i s  one 
a n d  on l y  onC' basi c or u l t i ma t e  righ t-maki ng c h a racterist ic ,  n a mely, the com
parat i \'e va l u e  ( nonmoral ) of wha t  i s ,  probably wi J J  be,  or i s  i n tended to be 
brough t into bC'ing. Deon tologists e i ther  deny t h a t  this c h a racteris t ic  i s  ri gh t
m a k i ng a t  a l l  or they i nsist  th at there a re othC'r  basic o r  u l t i mate right-mak
i n g  cha ractc-rist i cs as  wel l .  For them t h e  prin ciple of maximiz ing th e  ba l a n ce 
o f  good O\'Cr c\'i l ,  no matter for whom, is e i t her not a mora l crite1ion or 
s tandard a t  a l l ,  or,  a t  leas t ,  i t  i s  not  the only basic o r  u l t i m a te one.  

To put  the mat ter i n  ye t another way : a deontologi st  con tends that  i t  i s  
poss ible for a n  act ion or rule of a c t i on to be t h e  mora J J y  ri ght  or obl iga tory 
one even if it docs not p romote the greatest possible ba l ance of good o\'cr 
e\' i l  for sel f, society,  or u n i \'crse. I t  may be righ t or obl iga tory s imply bec a use 
of some other fact  abou t it or beca use of i ts own n a t u re.  I t  fol l ows t h a t  a 
dcon tologist may a lso adopt any k i nd of a \' iew abou t what  i s  good or bad 
i n  the non moral sense. 

Tclcologists d i ffe r  on the quest ion of wh ose good it is  t h a t  one oug h t  to 
try to p romote.  Et h ical egoism h olds t h a t  one is  a l \\'ays to do w h a t  w i l l  p ro
mote h is own greatest good -t h a t an act o r  rn le of act ion i s  righ t i f  and 
only  i f  i t  p romotes a t  leas t  as great  a balance of good O\'C r e\' i l  for h i m  i n  t h e  
long ru n  a s  a n y  al tc>rna t i \'e \\'Ou l d ,  and wrong i f  i t  docs not .  This  \' icw was 
h:lcl by Epi c u ru s .  I l obbcs, and Nie tzsc he, among others .  Et li ical  1m frersal

ism ,  or w h a t  is  usu a l J y  ca l led u t ilit a ria 11ism,  ta kes the pos i t ion t h a t  the u l t i 
m a te end is  the grea test general good-th a t  a n  act  or ni le of act ion is  righ t 
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i f  and only if i t  i s ,  or  probably is, cond ucive to  at  least as great a balance of 
good over evi l in the universe as a whole as any alternative would be, lvrong 
if it is not, and obligatory if it is or probably is conducive to the greatest 
possible balance of good over evil in the universe. The so-called uti l itarians, 
for example, Jeremy Bentham and John Stuart Mill ,  have usual ly been 
hedonists in thei r view about what is good, asserting tha t the moral end is 
the greatest balance of pleasure over pain .  But some utilitarians are not 
hedonists, for example, G. E.  1\tloore and Hastings Rashda l l ,  and so have 
been called " I deal " uti l i tarians. That is, utilitarianism is a certain kind of 
teleologica l theory of obliga tion and does not entai l any particular theory of 
value, a l though a uti l i tarian must accept some particu lar theory of value. 

It would also be possible, of course, to adopt teleological theories inter
mediate between ethical egoism and utili tarianism, for example, theories that 
say the righ t act or rule is one conducive to the greatest balance of good over 
evil for a certai n group--one 's nation, class, family , or race. A pure et hical 

alt ruist might even contend that the right act or rule is the one that most 
promotes the good of other people. \Ve shal l ,  however, l imit our coming dis
cussion to egoism and universalism. 

DEONTOLOGICAL Deontological theories are also of different kinds, 
THEORIES depending on the role they give to general rules. Act-

deo ntological t heories maintain that the basic judg
ments of obligation are all purely particular ones l ike "I n  this situation I 
should do so and so," and that general ones l ike "\Ve ough t always to keep 
our promises" are unavai lable, useless, or at best derivat ive from particular 
judgments. Extreme act-deontologists maintain that we can and must see or 
somehow decide separately in each particular situation what is the right or 
obligatory thing to do, without appealing to any rules and also without look
ing to see what will  promote the grea test balance of good over evil for one
self or the world.  Such a view was held by E. F. Carritt ( in Theory of 

Mo rals ) and possibly by H. A. Prichard ; and was at least suggested by 
Aristotle when he said that in  detem1ining what the golden mean is "the 
decision rests with perception," 1 and by Butler when he wrote that if : 

. . .  any plain honest man, before he engages in any course of act ion, ask himself, Is  
th i s  I am going about right, or i s  i t  wrong? . . . I do not in  the least doubt but  that 
this quest ion would be answered agreeably to truth and virtue, by almost any fa ir 
man in al most any circumstance [withou t any genera l rule] .2 

Today , with an emphasis on "decision" rather than "intuition" and with an 
admission of difficulty and anxiety, this is the view of most existential ists. In 

1 Nicomach ean Ethics, end of Book I I .  
2 Joseph Butler, Five Sermons, New York : Liberal Arts Press, 1 949, p .  45 . 
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a less ext reme fonn , ac t-deon tolog i sm a l lows t ha t  gene ra l  mies C'a n be bu i l t  
up 011 t h e  basis of part i c u l a r  cases a n d  may then b e  u sefu l in  clc te nn i n i ng 

\\'hat  should be done on later  ocC'asions. B u t  i t  ca n not al low that  a genera l 
mle may e\ ·er supe rsede a \\'e l l - taken pa rt ic u la r j udgmen t as to \\'ha t shou ld 
be done.  \\' h a t  i s  cal led "s i tua t ion e th i cs ' '  today i n cl u des bo th of these forms 
of aC' t-dcon tologism. 

R ule-deo n tologists hold that  the standard of righ t and \\' rong consists  of 
one or m o re ru les-e i the r fa i rly concrete ones l i ke " \\'c ough t al wa ys to tel l  
the tru th" or \'Cry abst rac t ones like I Ienry S idgw ick 's Pr i nc ip le of J ust ice : 

' " I t  cannot be righ t for A to t rea t B i n a manne r  i n  wh i ch i t  would be wrong 

for B to t rea t A,  mere ly on t he grou nd th a t t hey arc two d i ffe rent  i nd i ,· id

uals ,  a n d  w i thou t  th ere bei ng a n y  d i fTcrc nC'c be tween the natu res or c irc u m
s ta nces of the t \\'O whiC'h ca n be s ta ted as a reasonable ground for d i ffe re n ce 
of t rca tmen t . " 3  Aga i ns t the tc leo l ogi s ts , they i ns is t , of course , that these ru les 

a re ,·a l i d  i ndependen t l y of wh e ther or not t hey promote the  good . Aga i ns t 

art-dcon tologists ,  they contend that  t hese ru les a re basi c .  a n d  a rc not dcri ,·ed 
by i n duc t ion from part icular  cases . I n  fac t ,  they asse rt tha t j udgmen ts a bout 

\\'ha t  to do in  part i c u l a r  cases a rc a lways to be de term ined i n t he l igh t of 
these m ies , as t h ey \\·ere by Socra tes in the Apology an d Crito.  The fol low
ing wri te rs a rc or were ru le-deon tologi sts : Sam uel C larke , R i c h a rd Price ,  

Thomas Re id , \V. D .  Ross , I m manuel K a n t, a n d  perhaps Bu t ler . Peop le who 
take "consc ien ce" to be our guide or standa rd in mora l i ty a rc usua l l y e i ther 
ru le-dcon to logists or act-deon tologists, depend ing on whe ther t hey t h i nk of 
conscience pri ma ri ly as pro\ ' i d i ng us w i th genera l ru les or as ma k i ng par

t i cular  j udgmen ts in  part icu lar  s i tua tions.  

\\'e may i l l us t rate these d ifferen t theories to some exten t by us i ng the e x 
am ple of  Socra tes i n  the Crito .  I f  he had tried to dec i de his problem whoJ ly  
by ask ing wha t \\·ou ld be for h is o w n  good, he wou ld ha\'e been an e t h i cal  
egoist .  I f  he had asked me re l y whe t her h is escap ing or not esca p ing would 

h a ,·e the best resu l ts for soc iety in gene ral , he would ha\'e been a k i n d of 
u t i l i ta rian-what wil l  later be ca l led a n  act-u t i l i tari a n .  Actua l ly, h i s  proce
du re i s  tha t of a ru le-deon tologist , s i nce he s imply appea ls to ce rta i n ru les .  
But,  i f he were to go on to defend t hose ru les on the  grou nd that  ha\'ing such 

ru les and a l ways ac t i ng on them i s  for the grea test gene ra l  good , then he 
would be a k i nd of u t i l i tarian a fte r  a l l-wh a t  wi l l  la ter be cal led a ru lc

u t i l i tari a n .  

ETH I CAL EGO I S'.\t \\'c m u s t  no\\' d iscuss these \'a nous 1 1orma t i H  th eo-
ries , begi n n i ng- with e t h i cal  egois m .  w h i c h  represe nts  

one ra ther  e x t re me k ind of  react ion to the e t h i cs o f  t rad i t ional  ru les .  This  i s  

t he e t h ics o f  \\ 'ha t Bu tler  rai l s  se l f- Ion· a nd o f  wh a t  F rc u <l ia ns cal l  t he e�o : 

3 The Methods of Et h ics ,  7 th  ed . ( London : Macmi l lan and Co. , L td . ,  1 90 7 ) ,  p. 380.  
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but it  should be noted that  an ethical egoist need not be an egotist or  even 
an egoistic or selfish man in the everyday sense of these terms. Ethical egoism 
is an ethical theory, not a pattern of action or trait of character, and is 
compatible wi th being self-effacing and unselfish in practice. Even if an 
ethical egoist is consistent with his theory in the conduct of his l ife ,  he may 
sti l l  not do the th ings that we ordinarily cal l  egotist ic, egoistic, narcissistic, 
or selfish . \Vhether he  does these things wil l  depend on whether he thinks 
they are to his advantage in the long run, and he need not think this ; in 
fac t, he may think that modesty and consideration for others are, l ike 
honesty, "the best pol icy" for him to go by. He may, in other words, be quite 
an "enl ightened" egoist. 

Just what are the tenets of the ethical egoist ? \Vhen he is considering the 
individual as a moral age n t, he holds ( 1 )  that an individual's one and only 
basic obligation is to promote for himself the greatest possible balance of 
good over evi l .  \Vhat is  not so clear is what the ethical egoist says about the 
individual as a moral spectator, adviser, or judge. He may say ( 2 ) that even 
in making second- and third-person moral judgments an individual should 
go by what is to h is own advantage, or ( 3 )  that in making such judgments 
an individual should go by what is to the advantage of the person he  is talk
ing to or abo ut .  Tenet ( 3 ) , however, seems to be inconsistent with the spirit 
of ethical egoism, unless i t  is based on the premise that judging as it pre
scribes is to the individual's own advantage, in which case ( 3 )  falls under 
( 2 ) . Hence I shal l  take an ethical egoist to be asserting tenets ( 1 )  and ( 2 )  . 

E th ical egoists may hold any kind of theory of what is good and what is 
bad, or of what the wel fare of the individual consists in .  They have often 
been hedonists, as Epicurus was, identifying the good or welfare with hap
piness and happiness with pleasure. But they may also identi fy the good or 
wel fare with knowledge, power, sel f-realization, or with what Plato called 
the mixed l ife of pleasure, knowledge, and other good things. 

Here we must understand that the ethical egoist is not just taking the 
egoistic principle of acting and judging as his own private maxim. One 
could do this, and at the same time keep s i lent about it or even advocate 
altru ism to everyone else, wh ich might wel l  be to one's advantage. But if 
one does this, one is not adopting a moral principle, for as we shall see, i f  
one takes a maxim as a moral principle, one must be ready to universalize 
it. Also, as was suggested earl ier, one must be will ing to see his principle 
actually adopted and acted on by eve11·one else, at least insofar as they have 
the abil ity and intell igence to do so, and even ad\'oca te that they adopt and 
act on it .  Perhaps he need not publ icly advocate al l  of h is moral conclusions, 
e .g., that it is right to help slaves escape on the underground railroad ; i t  
seems to me, however, that if  he is unwil l ing to share his  basic normative 
premises, then he docs not have a morality in the ful l  sense. Hence, for our 
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pu rposes, we must rega rd th e ethical  ego ist  as hold ing tha t everyone shou l d  
act  and j udge by t h e  stand:i rd of h is o w n  long run ad va n tage i n  te rms of 
good :ind e vi l .  

Now, i t  h as been argued t h a t  eth ica l egois m , a s  thus  construed , i s  sel f
con tradic tory , s ince i t  can not be to one indiv idual 's  advantage that  a l l  oth ers 
shou ld pursue t hei r own ad \'a n tage so assiduousl y . As Kant  wou l d  p u t i t, 
one can not wi l l  the egoist ic maxim to be a universal law. Th is argument , 
however, does not show that eth ical  egoism is logica l ly  sel f-contradictol)', for 
i t  is i n  no d i ffi cu lty i f  what  is to one person's advan tage coincides wi th  what 
is  to that  of all  the others. If  this  is so, one can consistent ly  will  the  egois t ic 
maxim to be u n i \ ·ersa l l y  acted on.  But , of course, this  is e 1 1 1 p i rica l l y  a \'Cl)' 

d ub ious assu m ption, s ince i t  postu l a tes a k i nd of pre -es tab l ished ha rmony i n  
the world ; and,  i f  i t  is n o t  trut> ,  then the posit ion of t h e  e thical egoist does 
seem to i m·olve one i n  a con flict  of wil l  and thus seems to be a d ifficu l t  
posi t ion to ma i n tain  as a moral  th eory. 

Pa rt ly  connected wi th  t h is d ifficul ty  is another. An i mportan t  part of 

moral i ty is the busi ness of advising and j udging. Suppose that B comes to A 
for moral ad\' ice . Accord ing to the e thical  ego ist's tenets ( 1 )  and ( 2 ) , A 
shou ld detenn ine what to ad vise ll to do by considering what is to h is own 
( A  · s )  adva n tage to ha\·e B do. Or suppose that  C and D a re i nvolved i n  
some u npleasan tness with one ano the r a n d  come to E for a judgment be
tween them-a moral  j u dgment, not a l egal one. Then,  again ,  accord i ng to 

( I )  and ( 2 ) , E shou ld base h is j u dgment on a consideration, not of wh at is 
to C's  or D's or the genera l advan tage , bu t on what is to h is own advan tage. 
B u t  su rely we must  regard such egoistical ly based advice and j udgmen t as 

u nsa tisfactory and bes ide the poi n t .  I t  seems doubtfu l ,  therefore , that  eth ical 
egoism can sen-e as a n  acceptable basis for this  important  part of  moral i ty.  

In any case , howe\ ·e r, eth ical  egoism is advocat ing pruden t ia l ism as the 
whole story about the mora l l i fe .  Th is seems paradoxical.  For one th ing, in 
the J udeo-C h ristian trad it ion , se l f- lm·e , even of an enl igh tened k i nd, has gen
era l ly been regarded as the  essence of i m morali ty, at least when i t  is made 
the pri mary basis of action and j u dgmen t,  as the ethical egoist proposes. A nd, 
eve n  i f  i t  be a l lowed that prudence is  a vi rtue and that we do have a moral 
ob l igat ion to consider ou r own we l fare, which may be debated, it i s  hard 
to bel ie\'e that there are no other moral virtues o r  obl igations that are in
dependent of prudence or our  own wel fare .  Here the eth ical egoist may,  of  
cou rse, reply that  he is preaching a new moral  gospe l , and that  we cannot 
simply take ou r pre\·a i l ing mora l  gospel as true or as a basis for reject ing 
h is, w i thou t beggi ng the quest ion . The answer to th is, it seems to me, is that 
prudent ia l i sm or l iv ing whol l y by the princ iple of enl igh tened sel f-love j ust is 
not a kind of morality. As Butler  sa id,  and as Kant  wou ld hm·e agreed , pru -
9en t i a l ism i s  " b y  no means . . .  t h e  mora l  ins t i tu tion of  l i fe" even though i t  is 
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"a much better guide than passion."4 This is not to say that i t  is i mmoral , 
though i t may be that too, but that i t  i s  non moral .  As Bu tler goes on to 
imply, "moral consi dera tions" are not si mpl y those of self-love. The pru
den tia l point  of view is not the moral  one. The moral point  of vie w is dis
interested, not "interested ." 

I f  this is so, then eth ical egoism , e\·en i f  i t  involves being ready to wi l l  the 
egoist ic maxim as a universal law ( a  necessary but not sufficient  condition 
of bei ng a moral p rinci ple, as we sha ll see ) , must be construed as a proposa l 
to replace what we know as moral i ty with something else, n amely what But
ler calls "cool seJf-love." Now, i t  may be that we should a l l  adopt this prin
ciple of cool or ra tional  self- love, whether as a moral i ty or as a substi tute 
for moral i ty, b u t  from what has been said it follows, I bel ieve, that  we 
should not do so unless there are very compel l ing argumen ts for doing so. 
\Vhat are the a rguments that h ave been or may be gi \·en ? 

I t  wil 1  not do for an ethical  egoist to argue that  each of us should do what 
wil l or probably wi1 1  promote his own greatest good because, i f we do, the 
grea test general  good will result . For one who reasons thus is basica l ly a 
uni\·ersa] ist,  not an egoist. And we are in terested i n  the argumen ts for egoism 
as a basic princ iple. 

PSYCHOLOGICAL 
EGOISl\'1 

The main a rgu men t tha t has been used as a basis for 
ethical egoism is a psychological one, a n  argumen t 
from huma n nature .  \Ve are a l J  so constituted, i t  i s  

sai d,  that o n e  always seeks one's own ad\·antage or welfare, o r  al ways does 
what he th inks wi l l  give hi m the greatest balance of good over evi l .  In But
ler's terms, this means that "self-Jove" is the only basic "principle" in human 
nature ; in one set of contemporary terms, i t means that "ego-satisfaction" is  
the final a im of al l  activity or that ' 'the pleasure principle" is  the basic 
"d rive" in every individual .  I f  this is so, the argument continues, we must 
recognize this  fact in our moral theory and i n fer that our basic ethical princi
ple must be that of self-love, albei t cool self-love. To hold anything else is  to 
fly in  the face of the facts. 

I t  is usual here to objec t  that one cannot logically i n fer  an ethical  con
clusion from a psychological  premise in  this way. This objection has some 
force, as we shall  see in Chapter 6. But the egoist  may not be doing this .  He 
may only be contending that,  i f  human nature is as he describes i t, i t  is  
simply u n real istic and even unreasonable to propose that we ough t basi ca1 ly  
to do anything but what is for our own grea test good . For, in  a sense, we 
cannot do anything but  this, except by m istake, a nd, as a famous dic tum has 

4 Butler, Five Sermons, p. 1 6. 
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i t , "Oug h t  i m p l ies can . ' '  Thus u nderstood , the psyc hological a rgument  for 
e t h ica l  egoism is  at leas t reasonable,  e\'e n if i t  is not logical ly  compe l l i ng. 

Thus .  et h i ca l  egoism has genera l l y  presu pposed what i s  c a l led psyclzolog

ical egoism-th a t  each of  us  is a l ways see k i ng h is own greatest good,  whe t h e r  
t h i s  is concci \'ed of  a s  pleasure ,  happi ness, k nowledge , po\\'er, sel f-rea l i za t ion , 
or  a m i xed l i fe .  Bu t m ust we regard psyc hologi cd egoism ( not to be con 
fused wi t h  psych ological hedo11 ism,  which w e  shal l d i scuss i n  Chapter 5 )  as 
t rue ? T h a t  i t  is t ru e  is by no mea ns agreed on by recen t psychologi sts ,  though 
it i s  asserted by some Fre u d i a ns.  The quest ion is  not whe t h e r  egoism is 
s trong in h u m a n  n a t u re b u t  whether we e\'e r ha\'e a n y concern or desi re fo r 
the \rel fare of o t hers except as a means to o u r  own . any concern for or i n 
terest i n  thei r \\'e l fa rc for i ts o w n  sake, wh ich i s  not de ri \ ·e d from o u r  con
cern for ou r O\Yll wel fa re .  In deal ing with t h is quest ion,  I sha l l  borrow 
l a rge ly  from But ler, \\.'hose d i scussion of psychologi ca l egoism i s  just ly  fa
mous. ( I )  He m a i n t a i n s  that  the desi re for one's own good presu pposes or 
bui lds  u pon the  existen ce of more basi c desi res for food, fa me , sex ,  etc .  I f  
we d i d  not have a n y  of th ese "pri mary appeti tes; ' we wou ld not ha\'e any 

good to be concerned abou t ; our  wel fa re consi sts  of the sa tisfac t iou of such 
desi res . ( 2 )  It  fol lows, he says,  that  the  object of these basic desi res i s  not 
one's own wel fare ; i t  is food , fame,  sex, etc. , as the case may be. One's own 
good i s  not the obj ect of al l  of  one's desi res but only of one of them , sel f
lo\'e . ( 3 )  H e  adds that  in  som e c ases the object of  a basic desi re i s  some
th ing for oneself ,  for example,  food or the .  C'a t i ng of food . Bu t there is  no 
necessi ty  abou t th is ; the obj ect  may be some t h i n g  for someone else, for ex
ample,  th at  he  enjoy the sigh t  of the ocea n .  I n  other  words,  t h e re may be 
al tmis t ic  i m pulses. There may a l so be a desi re to do the righ t as such . 
\Vhethcr there a re such desi res o r  not is a quest ion of  empi rical  fact .  ( 4- )  As 
a m a t ter of fac t ,  he goes on, there a rc such al tmist ic  i n terests in  the wel fare 
or i l l fa re of others ( sheer male\'olence ,  i f  i t  exists, is a desi re that  another  
experience pa i n  for i ts own sa ke ) , as wel l as a desi re to do the  righ t as such . 
O u r  experience shows t h i s .  ( 5 )  Butle r  a lso rem i nds us  that  primary a ppet i tes 
su c h  as sexual  desi re may even rebel agai nst sc l f-lo,·e , that  is, may demand 

and obta in  sa t i sfac t ion eve n when we know this  i s  not for ou r own grea test 
good . Th is i s  t ru e  e\·en of a l t n1 is t i c i mpu lses, for exa mple,  in cases of sel f
sacri fice.  

At th is  poi nt i t  is  usual  for the  psychological egoi s t to say, "'r'es, we do 
t h i ngs for others, but  we ge t sa t isfa c t ion out  of doi n g  t h e m ,  a n d  t h is sa t is 
fac t i on i s  o u r  encl i n  doing the m .  Doi ng them is  on l y  a mea n s  to t h is sa t is

fac tion . H ence,  e\'en in doin� 'al t ru i s t i c '  t h i ngs for others,  l i ke t a k i ng t h e m  
t o  sec t h e  ocea n ,  w e  a re see k i n g  o u r  o w n  good . "  T o  t h i s Bu t ler  re pl ies ( 6 )  

t h a t ,  o f  cou rse , \\'e get sa t i sfact ion ou t o f  doi ng s u ch t h i ngs, h u t  \\·e d o  not 
.want  to do them because of the sat isfa c t ion we expec t to get ou t of  t h e m ,  
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we ge t  satisfa ction ou t of doing them because we wan ted to do them. The 
psychological egoist is putting the cart before the horse. He con fuses the 
object of B's desi re (A's enjoying the ocean )  with the satisfaction  that re
su l ts for B when this object is  attained . Suppose B fai ls to get A to the ocean 
or that  A does not enjoy seei ng i t .  Then B will experience frustra tion, but i t  
wil l  not fol low t h a t  this  frustration i s  h i s  goa l ; h e  experiences frustration 
because his goal i s  to have A enjoy h imself. 

The egoist may come back by sayi ng, "Sti l l , I always do what I wan t to 
do, even when I do something for someone else .  And the satisfaction that 
results is  my satisfaction. So I am the center of i t  all. Egoism is  still true." 
But i f  this is  a l l  that  psychologi ca l egoism i s  c laiming, the a l tru ist has noth
i ng to fear. For what he means by sayi ng that there is  a l truism in human 
nature is merely that we sometimes wan t  to do some th ing for others and 
that we are so consti tuted as to get satisfaction out of doing so. So long as 
the egoist grants  th is, the a l truist has a l l  he is contending for, namely, that,  
i n  Davi d Hu me's words, 

. . .  there is some benevolence, however sma l l ,  . . .  some pa rt ic le  of the dove kneaded 
into o ur frame, along with the clements of the wol f and serpen t .5 

A lready i n  Butler's day, John Clarke had an answer of sorts to Butler's 
kind of a rgu ment. He admi tted that we get pleasure out of doi ng things for 
others and out of seeing them enjoy themselves, just as we get pleasure ou t 
of eati ng. He i nsisted , however, tha t we get these pleasures j us t  because of 
the way we a re made, not because we have some prior desire for food or for 
the happi ness of others, and that  we come to desi re food and the h appiness 
of others only because we have found pleasure in these thi ngs and wish to 
enjoy such pleasures again .  In short, one's only object of desire and action 
is pleasure for onesel f. This position does sidestep Bu tler's a rgumen t in a 
way, for Butler assumes that  we must first desire food or the happi ness of 
others i f  we are to derive enjoyment from them, or, in other words, that 
pleasu re comes to us only via the satisfaction of desi res for other thi ngs. On 
the other hand ,  Clarke allows tha t we are so bui l t  as to enjoy promoting or 
observing the happi ness of other people , and to al low this is to recognize 
that  there is a rea l  altruism in h u man bei ngs of a kind that  psychological 
egoists seem to wish to deny.6 

There is more that might  be said on this much-debated issue, especially 
beca use there a rc other kinds of psychological egoism besides that discussed 
by Butler. But  so far as I can see, the above l i ne of argu ment at least shows 
tha t we need not accept psychologica l egoism of the usual  sort , and that the 

5 An Enquiry into  the Principles of Morals ( Chicago : Open Cou rt Pub lishing Com
pany, 1 930 ) ,  p. 1 09 .  

6 For John Clarke's views, see L. A .  Selby·Bigge, ed . ,  British Moralists, Vol.  I I .  
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psychol ogi ca l a rgu men t  for ethica l  egoi sm 1 s  not e\·en psyc holog ica l l y  com
pel l i ng. 

ACT
DEONTOLOG ICAL 
TIIEORIES 

A nother ra ther e x t reme rea c t ion to the e th ics of t ra
d i t iona l rn l �s ,  b u t  one \\'h irh  re ma i n s  on the  cleon to
l ogical  s ide as aga i nst  egoists a nd other tc leologists,  is 
act-deon tologi s m .  The main  poi n t  ;i bou t it i s  tha t i t  

offers u s  n o  s t a n d a rd wha tsoe\'c r for dctcnui n i ng what  i s  righ t or  \\ 'rong i n  
part i c u l a r  cases : i t  tel ls  1 1 s  t h a t  pa rt icu l a r  j u dgments  a rc basic a n d  a ny gen
e ra l  ru l es a rc to be deri ,·cd from them , not the  other way a round . I t  presen ts 
a k i n d  of  method for determ i n i ng wh at  i s  righ t ,  namely, by beco m i ng c lca1· 
abou t t he fa cts  i n  the  case and then formi ng a j u dgme n t  abou t \\'hat  i s  to be 
done .  e i ther  by some k i nd o f  ' ' i n t u i t ion' '  as i n t u i t ionis ts \\'01 1 ld  ca l l  it or by 
a "decis ion' '  of  the kind t h a t  existen t ia l i s ts t a l k  abou t .  A c t-deon tologis m ,  
ho\\·c, ·er. offers us  n o  c ri te rion or guiding pri nciple,  b u t  a t  11 1ost only  ru les o f  
thu mb. 

If  we had a d is t inct  i n t u i t i \'e fac1 1 l ty which pc rce i \'es what i s  rig h t  or 
\\·rong, and spea ks wi th a dear ,·oicc, matters migh t  s t i l l  be tolerable .  But 
a n t h ropologica l  and psychologica l c\'i dence seems to be aga i nst the  existence 
of such a fa cu l t y.  as does t he e\'CI)·day experience of d i sagree ment about 
what i s  righ t i n pa rt i c u l a r  si t u a t ions.  Besi des, i n t u i t ion ism i m·oh·es meta
cthical  d ifficu l t ies ,  as we shal l  sec i n  Chapter 6. It  seems impera t i ve ,  there
fore, to fi nd a more sat isfactory theory, if  t h is is possible . 

The other k ind of act-deontological  theory, which makes "deci sion' '  ra ther 
t h a n  " intu i t ion

.
, central ,  i s  even J ess sat isfactOI)'. I t  l em·cs ou r pa rt icu lar  

mora l  j u dgments whoJ J y  up in  the a ir, as existen t i a l ists th i n k  they a rc ,  sub
ject to the "anxiety" of wh ich they make so m u c h .  I t  docs, i ndeed,  te l l one 
to take the "si t uat ion" one is  in as his  gu ide,  and t h is must mea n tha t one 
must look ca rcf ully to see just what his s i tuat ion is,  that is ,  one must be 
carefu l  to get the facts abou t one's s i tuat ion straigh t ;  but  beyond tha t it  has 
nothi ng to say, a nd i t  e\'en i nsists that there is nothing else to gu ide onc
one m ust si mply  "choose" or "decide" what  to  do, \ · ir tua l l y  m a k i ng one's 
a c t i on righ t by choosing i t . In effect ,  th is  gi \'es us  no gu ida nce wha tsoe\'er, 
for merely  l ooking at t he facts  docs not tel l one wha t to do if one docs not 
a lso h m·e some a i m ,  idea l ,  or norm to go by . J ust  knowi ng t h a t  a c a r  is 
coming tel l s  me not h i ng abou t what  to do u nless I wa n t  to cross t h e  s t reet 
a l ive or have some notion of what I shou ld be abou t .  Certa i n l y  one r a n  h a rd 
l y  ca l l  su ch u ngu ided decis ions mora l i t y. One wonders h ow o n e  c o u l d  even 
bu i l d  up any ru les of t h u m b  on such a basis . 

The main  a rgu ment for a c t-deon tologisrn , a pa rt from t he objec t ions to 
r.revai l i ng ru les t h a t  were l isted earl ier, is the c la i m  t h a t  t."ach s i t ua t i on is  
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d i fferent  and e\·en u n i que, so that no general  m ies can possibly be of much 
help in  deal ing with it, except as mere ru les of th umb.  Now, it i s  tnte that 
each si tuat ion h as some t h i ng new or u n ique a bou t i t ,  but it does not fol low 
that  it is unique in a l l  respects or that  it cannot be l ike  other s i tuations i n  
moral ly  re leva nt  respects. After a l l ,  even ts and s i tuat ions arc a l ike i n  some 
important  respec ts, otherwise we could not make t ru e  general sta teme nts of 
a factua l kind, as we do in ordinary l i fe and in science . There fore, there is no 
reason for th ink ing t h a t  we cannot sim i larly make general  statements of a 
moral k ind.  For exam ple, many s i tuations a re certain ly  a l i ke i n  including the 
fact that a prom ise has been made, a nd th is may be enough to warrant 
applying a ru le to them . 

On the other side, two l i nes of argu ment  may be ad,·anccd against act
deon tological  theories. The fi rst counts most against  the more extreme ones, 
the other against  them a l l .  The first is that  it is pract ical ly  impossible for us 
to do wi thout ru les. For one thi ng, we cannot al ways put in the time and 
effort required t o  j udge each si tuation anew. For a nother th ing, ru les are 
n eeded i n  the process of  moral educa t ion.  As R . . M. Hare h a s  said ,  

. . .  t o  l c a m  t o  do anyt h ing is n c\•cr to J c a m  t o  do an ind ividual act ; i t  i s  always to  
l e a m  to  do a c t s  of  a cert a in k i n d  in a cert a in k ind of si tua t ion ; and t h is  i s  t o  lcam 
a principle . . . . wit hout princi ples we coul d  not lcam anyt h i n g  whatever from our 
elders . . . . e\'Cf)' genera t ion would have t o  st art from �cratch . and teach i t self. But 
. . . sel f-teaching l i ke all other teaching, is the teach ing o f  principles.' 

An a c t-deon tologist m igh t re ply that  the only  ru les needed arc rules of 

th umb a rrived at  on the basis of past experience. But th is means ru les a rrived 
at on the basis of past i n tui tions or decisions, and we h m·e a l ready seen 
reason to question general izations reached on such bases. In any case, it 
seems clear that  the  rules passed on in mora l educa tion must be perceived 
by the you nger gene ration , at least for a t im{',  as someth ing stronger than 
rules of  thumb that they may use or not use a t  their d iscret ion-something 
more l i k e  the rules of pri ma facie duty that we shal l  come to i n  dea l i ng wi th 
\\7. D. Ross. 

The other l ine of a rgument  is more tech n ical .  It holds that  particular 
moral judgments  are not purely pa rtic ular, as the act-deontologist claims, 
but implici t ly  general .  For the act-deontologist ,  "This is what  X ough t to do 
in si tuation Y" docs not entail  a nyth ing about  what X or anyone else should 
do in si m i l ar s i tuat ions. Suppose that  I go to Jones for ad\'icc about what to 
do in s i tua t ion Y, and he tel ls me t h a t  I moral ly  ought to do Z. Suppose I 
a lso recal l  that  the day before h e  had mainta ined that  \V was the righ t 
thing for S m i t h  to do i n  a s i tua tion of  the same k ind.  I shal l  t hen certa inly 
poi nt  this  ou t to J ones and ask him i f  he is not being i nconsistent . Now sup
pose that  J ones does not do anything to show that  the two cases are d i ffer-

7 The Language of Morals ( Oxford : Clarendon Press, 1 952 ) ,  pp. 60-6 l .  
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ent .  b ut s imply s.n-s . ' '::\o . there i s  no connec tion between t he t \\'O cases. Sun.- .  
they a re  a l i ke .  b ut o ne " .1s yes te rcby a n d  i m  o k ed  Smi th .  :\ o w  i t 's to<lay 
:md yo u  a re  im·olved . . . S u rdv.  th is  wou l d  s tri kt.· us .1s a n  odd t"t's po nse from 

anyone w ho pu rports to be t .1k i ng the mor-.1 1 poi nt of \ iew or  gi'  in� mora l 
advice.  The fac t  is t ha t '' hen one nukes a mora l j udg-ment  i n  .1 p�1 rt icu lar  
s i tu a tion . one i m p l ic i t ly commits onesel f  to m a k i ng- t h e  s.H\\(' j u d � me n t  in  
.u1y s imi b.r s i tu .uion.  e\ en i f  the second s i tu.uion cx·c u rs  a t  a d iffe ren t  t ime 

or p b.ce . or i m  o lves .1nother agent. � lo ra l �rnd vah1e pre<lici tes a re such 
th.u i f  t hey be lon� to an action or objec t .  they a l so be long to any otha ac

tion or objec t which h as the same p rope rt i es . I f  I say I ough t to sen r my 
cou n tr y . I imply that e\ eryone ought to s e n  e h is cou nt � . The poi n t  i n 

,·oked h e re  i s  cal led t h e  Principle of C ni,·e rs.1 l izab i l i ty : i f  o n e  j udgt'S t h a t  

X is ri gh t  or good . t h e n  one is commi t ted to j udg-i ng- th.u any t h i n� ex�1c t ly 
l ike X.  or l ike X in releYa n t  respec ts.  is righ t  or good . Otherwise be kls no 

b us iness usin g  these '' ords . 
This po i n t  is connected with the fac t .  noted earlier. that  pa.rticu b r eth ical  

and ,·al ue j udgmen ts ca n be sup ported by reasons . If  Jones makes such a 
j udgment.  i t  is app rop riate to ask him for his reason for bel ieving t h a t  the 
act is righ t o r the object  �ood . and to expec t an answer l ike . " Beca use you 

promised to do i t"  or  " Because it  ci Yes pleasure." If he a nswers . "Oh . for 

no reason w hatsoe\er:·  we are puzzled and fee l t h a t  he has mis led us by 
using e th ical  or v3.lue tenns at  a l l .  � lor.d and ,·a lue j ud�ments imply rea

sons. and re3.sons cannot 3pply in 3 p3rticu br C3.Se on ly . I f  they ap p ly in 
one c.1se. t hey app ly in  a l l  5- imibr cases . � [oreoH·r. in orde r to gi, ·e  a reason 
i n  :i pJ.rticub r case . one must pres u p pose a general  p ropos i tion . I f  J one:s 
answers you r ques t ion · · \ \'hy ?"  by saying " Because you p romised to" or  
" Because i t ciYes p le:isu re .

.
. he  presu p poses tha t i t  is ri g h t  t o  kee p p rom ises 

o r  tha t wh� n gi,·es p leasu re is g-ood. 

RCLE
DEO�TOLOG ICAL 
TIIEORIES 

I t  fo l lo ws that  :ict-deon tological theories are unten
ab le in pri nci p le . I n  choosing. j udgi ng.  and reasoning 

mora l ly . o ne is a t leas t imp l ic i t ly espousi n � rules or 

pri nc ip les . This suggests ru le -deo n tologism. which 
holds that  the re is  a non-teleolo�c:il s t3.ndard cons ist i ng- o f  one or more 
rules.  though these need not be the pre,·ai l i n �  ones. C sual ly  ru le-deon tolo
cists hold tha t the standard consists of a n um be r o f  ra ther speci fic rules l i ke 
those of tel l ing the t ru th or  kee p i ng acree ments .  each one s.:tyi n g  th a t we 
a!:t ays om:h t to act in a ce rt a i n  '' a�  in a certa in  k i nd of s i tu3 t ion . Here.  the 
s tock object ion i s  th a t no rule cm be fra med w h i c h does no t a d m i t of ex
ce p t ions • a nd e-.;cuses and no s e c  o f  ru les can be framed '' h ich does no t 

. a d m i t  of con fl i c ts be tween the ni le$ .  To t h i s  obj ec t i on . one mig-h t say th3t 
3 n  exce p t ion to a rn le can onh oc cu r \\ hen i t h J.s to , ie Jd the ri�h t  of ,, a,· 
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to another ru le,  and that the rules proposed may be ranked i n  a h iera rchy 
so that  th ey never can con flict or dispute the right of way. One migh t also 
say tha t the ru les may have al l  the necessa ry except ions bui l t  i nto t h em, so 
that,  fu l ly stated, they hm·e no exceptions. Thus, for example, the case of 
t he white l ie ,  if we accept i t , is an exception to the rule "\Ve ough t  never to 

l ie , ' '  but if we formula te the "exception " as pa rt of the ru le and say, "\Ve 
ough t not to l ie , except for whi te l ies," assu ming that  we have a way of 

tel l ing when a l ie is "wh ite," then it is no longer an exception . I t  must be 
con fessed, howe\'er, that  no dcou tologist has presen ted us with a conflic t
and-exception-free syste m of concrete rules abou t what we a re ac tua l ly to 
do. To th is fac t , the dcon tologist migh t  retort, "That's the way t h i ngs are. 
\Ve can ' t  be as satisfied wi t h  any other theory of obl igation as wi th this  one, 

but this  one isn' t perfec t either. The moral l i fe simply does present us with 
unsolvable d i lemmas." But, of course, we need not agree w i thout look i ng 
fa rth er. 

\V. D. Ross, who is a rule-deon tologist, deals with the difficu l ty poi nted 
ou t in this stock objection partly by re tort ing in  the way j ust indicated,  but 
he also has another answer. He d istingu ishes between actual  duty and prima 
f a cie du ty, between what is  actually righ t a n d  what is  prim a f a cie right. 

\Vhat is actu al ly  righ t or ob l iga tory is what we actual ly ough t to do i n  a 
part i cu lar si tuation. About wh at we actua J ly  ough t to do in the situations of 
l ife , which of ten invo lve the conflicts referred to, there are and can be, Ross 
admi ts, no rules t h a t  do not have exceptions. "Every mle has exceptions," 
th at i s, every ru le of actual duty h as exceptions. Bu t there st i J J may be and 
are,  Ross con tends, cxceptionless rules of prima facie d u ty. Someth ing is a 
prima facie duty i f  i t  is a du ty other things bei ng equal , that is, i f  i t  wou l d  
b e  an actunl  duty i f  other moral considera t ions d id  not i ntervene. For ex

ample, if I have prom ised to give my secreta ry a day off, then I have a 

prima facie duty to give her the day ofT ; a nd i f  there a rc no conflicting con
si derat ions that  ou twe igh this  prima fac ie du ty , then I a lso h m·c an actual 
du ty to let h er take the day off. Accord ingly, Ross suggests  tha t one can 
formula te a number of moral rules that hold wi thou t except ion as rules of 
prima facie, t h ough not of ac tua l ,  du ty . That  one ough t to keep one's prom
ises is always val id as a rule of prima fac ic d u ty ; it is a lways an obl iga t ion 
one must try to ful fi l l .  But it may on occasion be outwe ighed by another ob

l iga t ion or ru le of prima fac ic du ty . Or, to use a d i fTerent ph rase , the fac t  
th a t  one h as made a prom ise i s  a lways a righ t-making considera tion , i t  must 

a lways be taken i n to accoun t ;  but there a rc oth <>r  such considerat ions, and 
these may sometimes ou tweigh i t  or ta ke precedence over i t  when t hey con 
fl i c t  wi th i t .  

This view does much t o  meet the objec tion.  I t  shows hm,· w e  may h a\·c a 
set of rules that  h ave no excep t ions , namely.  by conce ivi ng of  them as ru les 

of p rima facie,  not ac tua l , duty. B u t ,  of co u rse . i t  does not help us in cases 
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of con fl ic t , s i 1 1ce i t  a l lo\\'s that  prima facie d u t ies may come i n to con fl i c t  in  
actual  s i tua t ions .  R oss could c lear e\'en t h is h u rd l e  i f  he cou ld p ro\'ide us 
w i t h  a ra n k i ng of o u r  prima facie  d u t ies t h a t wou ld  a l \\'ays tel l us  when one 
takes precedence O\'er the others,  but he does not  bel ieve t h is to be possi b le .  
I t  is  a t  t h is poin t tha t he says, "C'cs t  la vie ,"  and refe rs us to  A ristot le's 
d ic t u m ,  ' 'The decision res ts w i th percep t ion . ' ' Nc\'ert h clcss, as fa r as i t  goes, 
Ross's co11cep t ion of a se t of  ru les of  p rima fac ic d u ty i s  an i 1 1 1 port a n t one 
which I sha l l  accept and use. The m a i n  d i ffi cul ty  abou t i t ,  bC'sidcs the one 
j ust  men t ioned, i s  t h a t  a deon tolog-ist l i ke Ross cannot g i \·e us any c ri terion 
by w h i c h  to tel l \\' ha t ou r p ri ma facic dut ies a re,  or in  ot her words,  \\'hat  
conside ra t ions a rc a l wa ys to be  t a ken i n to accou 1 1 t  i n  determ i n i n g  w h a t  i s  
mora l l y  righ t or wrong. \\'c must  at least t ry to look for suc h a c ri terion . 

Ross s i mply c ontends t h a t  his pri ma facie d u t ies-fidel i ty , repa ra t ion , gra t i 
tud<' , j us t ice, ctc .-are scl f-e\'i den t ,  s o  t h a t  n o  cri terion i s  needed ; b u t  to 
a n yone who doubts the c l a i m  of sel f-e\'idence, which we s h a l l  disc uss briefly 
in Chap ter 6, t h is expla n a t ion wi l l  h a rdly suffice. O ther ru le-deon tologists 
would say th a t  their basi c rules a re not sel f-evident but arb i t rari l y  decided 
on , d i\' i ne l y rc\'ealcd , or deduc ib le from meta physics . Such c la ims a lso raise 
quest io1 1s  abou t the  justification of mora l  j u dgmen ts, which we s h a l l  take u p  
i n  Cha pter 6. 

Ross's standa rd consists of a fa i rly l a rge number of rela t i vel y concrete 
ru les of prima facie duty .  A dcon tologist who i s  d i ssa tisfied with  such a 
scheme might,  however, offer as a more satisfactory s tan da rd a smal l mnn
ber of more abst ract  and h igh l y  general rules l i ke the Golden R uic,  or 

Sidgwick's  Pr inciple  of J ust icc , prc\' ious ly  quoted,  or R ashd a l l 's Axiom of 
Eq u i ty : · · 1  ough t to rega rd the good of one man as of eq ual  i n tri nsic va l ue 
with the  l i ke good of any one elsc."8 He might then c la im that more con
crete rules and part i cu lar  concl usions can be reached by applying these gen
e ra l  princi ples. Such p rin ci ples certai n l y  captu re some of the tru t h ,  for they 
e n t a i l  a recogni t ion of  the Princi ple of Univcrsalizabi l i ty, but ,  as we sh a l l  
sec i n  discussi ng K a n t ,  i t  m a y  be doubted that  they can actual ly su ffice for 

the determina t ion of  our d uties.  I n  fact, Sidgwick and Rashdal l  argue that 
they must be su pplemented by two teleologica l axioms-the Pri nciple of 
Pru dence or R ational Egoism ( a l ready d iscussed ) and the Pri nci ple of Bene
ficence or U t i l i ty ( to be discu�scd in the next chapter ) . Thus they come to 
a posi t ion m uch l i ke the one I shal l  be advoca t i ng. Herc we must  not ice 
that  even i f  one has only a few basic axioms of th i s  k i n d ,  one m ust a l l ow 
that  they may come i n to conflict  ( u nless one pos tu la tes a d i vinely regu la ted 
u n i \'erse in which t h is cannot  h a ppen , as Sidgwick does ) , a nd that  one is  not 
ye t free from this d i ffic u l ty i n  Ross's system . To be free from i t  we must 

It H. Rashdal l ,  The Theory of Good and Evil, 2 nd ed . ( London : Oxford Un iversi ty 
Press, 1 924 ) ,  I ,  1 85 .  
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fi nd a view that has a s ingle basic princi ple and 1 s  otherwise sat isfac tory. 

Can we find such a view ? 

THE DIVINE A rule-deontologist can avoid the problem of possible 
COMMAND THEORY confli ct  between basic princ iples i f  he can show that 

there is a single basic non -teleologica l princ iple that 
is adeq uate as a moral standard .  One such monisti c kind of rule deontology 
wi th a long and important history is the Divine Command theory, also 
k nown as theologica l voluntarism, which holds that the standard of right 
a nd wrong is the wi l l  or law of G od.  Proponents of this view sometimes hold 
tha t "righ t" and "wrong" mean, respectively, commanded and forbidden 
by God, bu t even if they do not define "right" and "wrong" in this way, 
they al l  hold that an action or kind of action is right or wrong i f  and only 
i f and beca use it is commanded or forbidden by God ,  or, in  other words, 
that what u l timately makes an act ion righ t or wrong is  i ts being com
manded or forbi dden by God and noth ing else . 

One who holds such a view may bel ieve that we ought to do what is for 
the greatest general good, that one ought to do what is for his own good , 

or that we ough t  to keep prom ises , tell the truth, etc . Then his working 
ethics wil l  be l ike that of the u ti l i tarian, eth i ca l egoist , or plura l istic de
on tologist . In any case, however, he wi l l  insist that such conduct is righ t 

because and only because i t is commanded by God. I f  he bel ieves that God's 
law consists of a number of rules, e.g. , the Ten Commandments of the Old 

Testament, then , of course, l ike the plu ral istic ru le-deontologist, he may 

st i l l  be faced wi th the prob lem of conflicts between them, u n less God some
h ow i nstru cts us how to resolve them . 

Sometimes , when asked why we should do what God wills, a theologian 
replies that we should do so because God wil l  reward us i f  we do and 
pun ish us i f  we do not, i f  not in  th is l i fe then in the hereafter. This reply 
may be meant on ly to motivate us  to obey God,  bu t i f  it is i n tended to 
justify the claim that we ought to obey God ,  then it presupposes a basic 
eth ical  C'goism , for then the thl'ologi a n i s  te l l ing us  tha t ,  bas ica l ly, one ought 

to do what  is to one's own interest , add ing t h a t  Cod ma kes i t  to our i n terest 
to do what He commands, thus lead ing us to the concl usion that  we ought to 
obey God . For h i m ,  then,  the basic norma tive princ ip le is  not obed ience to 
God bu t doing wh a t .  is  for one's own grea test good . I n short . he is  a tc le
ologist  of a kind we have a lready d iscussed , not a deontologist at  a l l .  Just 

now we a rc interested only i n  the theologi a n  wh o rl'a l ly bel ieves that  wha t 
fi nal ly makes an action righ t  or wrong is s imp ly i ts being comma nded or 
forbidden by God.  

I t  shou ld also be noticed that  a rel igious person who believes tha t Cod 

on ly reveals t he moral l a w  to a mankind ot lwrwise inca pab le of knowing 
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adequa tely what  is rig h t  or wrong is not a t h eologica l  \'o l u n tarist . I le  wil l ,  of 
cou rse , hold t h a t  t h e  mora l law co i nc ides with  \\· hat  God tel ls us to do, but 

he docs not asse rt t h a t  wha t i t p rescri bes is r igh t j ust  because Cod com
m a n ds i t ; he may even t h in k  that i t  wou ld be righ t anyway. 

l t is not easy to d isc uss the  Divine Command theory of rig h t  a n d  wrong 

i n a way t h a t  w i l l  sat isfy bo th bel ievers a n d  nonbel ievers. The la t ter find 
the  t h eory hard to take seriousl y  a n d  t h e  former find i t  ha rd to t h i nk t h at, 
if God commands somethi ng, it  may sti l l be wrong . \Ve must remem ber, 
however, t h a t  many re l ig iou s  thi n kers have rejec ted th e Divi ne Com mand 
theory , at  least  i n  i ts vol u n ta ristic form , e.g. ,  St.  Thomas Aqu i nas and Ral ph 
C udwort h .  

O n e  q ues tion that  a rises a t  once i s, "How ca n w e  know what G od com
m a nds or  forbid s ?" Socra tes asked th i s  in the Eu t h yp lz ro.  However, i t  raises 
problems t h a t  can not be d iscussed here . . More to the poi n t i s  a nother q ues

tion asked by Socr a tes. Euth yphro suggests in effec t tha t what makes some
th i ng righ t i s  the fact t h at God commands it,  and Socra tes then asks h i m ,  
' · I s  som e th i ng righ t beca use Goel com m a n ds i t  or docs He command i t  

beca use i t  i s  righ t ?" Eut hyphro answers that, of  cou rse, God com mands i t  

beca use i t  i s  righ t , a n d  Socrates a t  once po in ts o u t  tha t , i f  th i s  i s  true, then 

E u t h yph ro m u st give up h i s  theory . S uch an a rgument docs not a ctua l ly 
d isprm·e t heological  ,·o l uu ta r i sm , but i t docs show t h a t  i t  is h a rd to hold 
consis tC'n t ly . Eu thyph ro's answer to Socrates ' question seems to be the n at u 

ral one . and i t  i mpl ies th a t  wh a t  i s  righ t  is  s o  i n dependen tl y  o f  whether God 
commands it or not , or, in other words,  that God on ly reveals what is righ t 

and docs not m ake i t  righ t or crea te i ts righ tness merely by w i l l ing i t .  

C u dworth 's  k i n d  of a rgumen t is more con cl usive.9 Like others , h e  po i n ts 

ou t that ,  i f  t heolog ica l volu n tarism is t rue,  t h e n ,  i f  God were to command 

cruelty, d ishones ty , or i nju s tice, these th i ngs wou ld be righ t and obl igatory.  

I f  God were to order the exac t oppos i te of what we general ly take him to 

have ordered or of wh a t  we take to be righ t .  then , by the hypothesis i n 

q ues t ion , th is  wou ld  be what we ought to do. Now, a vol un tarist could 
reply. "So be i t ! "  B u t  such a posi tion is  hard to accept,  and vol u n tarists a re 

t h em sel ves rel ucta n t  to accept i t .  They usua l ly  reply by saying that God 
wou ld or co 1 1 J d not command cruel ty. etc . , becau se that  wou l d  go against 
H is n a t u re ,  s i n ce He is good . 

Th is answer may con tai n n c i rc le . I f, in  sayi ng th a t  God i s  good , the 

vol u n ta rist  means th a t  G od does wha t is righ t or wha t He th inks i s  righ t .  
wh ich i s  wh a t  w e  usual l y mea n  b y  being moraJ Jy  good , then h e  i s  i n  a ki n d  

of d i l e m m a .  He m ust ei ther give u p  h is volun tarism or say that God 's good 
ness cons ists s imply i n  the fact  t h a t  He docs wha t He h imsel f comma nds or 

9 Sec D. D. Raphael ,  ed . ,  British Mo ralistJ 1 650- 1 800 ( Oxford : Clarendon Press, 
1 9 69 ) , I ,  1 05 .  
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wills, which will  be true no matter what He commands or wil ls, even if i t  
i s  cruelty, etc. 

To avoid this outcome a voluntarist may reply that, \vhen we say God is 
good, we mean not that He docs or tries to do what is right, but that He is 
benevolent or loving, and therefore would not order us to be cruel, etc . Such 
a l ine of thought would avoid the d ifficulty pointed to by Cudworth . But 
then we may ask .how we know that God is  benevolent or lovi ng i ndepend
ently of knowing what He commands and whether He commands cruelty, 

etc.,  or not ? To this objection a theologian may a nswer that God is by 
definition benevolent or loving, bu t then he is still faced with the problem 
of proving the existence of a Being that has the other attributes ascribed to 
God and is also benevolent or loving, and of doi ng so independently of 
knowing \vhat this Being commands us to do. This problem, hO\vever, can
not be taken up here. 

I t  may also be worth pointing out that what the theological voluntarist  
offers us as a guide to l ife is  a kind of legal system, cosmic in  scale and 
supernatural in origin, but stil l essentially a legal system . Since we ord inarily 
think that law and morality are rather different i n  character, we may then 
ask whether the action-guide of the voluntarist is a moral one at  al l .  Theo
logians themselves sometimes even suggest that their religious system of l ife 
i s  "beyond morality" and shou ld replace i t ,  a t  least in  the l ife of a bel iever. 
This raises the questions of what a morality is and what the moral point of 
view is, which we shall take up in Chapter 6, and also the quest ion of 
whether God takes the moral point of view in tel l ing us what and what not 
to do, which we cannot try to deal with . 

KANT'S THEORY Another example of a monistic kind of ru le deon-
tology is  presented by Immanuel Kant. \Ve must 

confinf. our discussion to what he calls the first form of the categorical im
perative, "Act only on th at maxim '"·hich you can at the same time wil l  to 
be a universal law." In this dictum, Kant is taking a pri nciple, very similar 
to those quoted from Sidgwick and Rashdal l , and offeri ng i t  as the necessary 
and sufficient criterion for determining what more conc rete maxims or ru les 
we should live by. \Ve have, in effect, already accepted the principle as 
necessa ry, the question is whether it is sufficient .  I f  so, ou r sea rch for a 
normative ethics is ended. 

There are problems about the in terpretation of Kant, bu t  we may take 
him as saying, first, that when one acts voluntari ly one always acts on a 
formulizable maxim or rule ; second, that one is choosi ng and j udg-ing from 
the moral poi nt  of view if and only i f  one is or would be wi l l ing to uni
versalize one's maxim, that is, if he is or would be wi l l ing to see his rule 
acted on by everyone who is in  a situation of a similar k ind,  even if  he 
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h i msel f  t u rns out  to be o n  the receiving end o n  occasion ; and,  th i rd ,  that  an 
act ion is mora l l y  righ t a nd /or obl igatory i f  a n d  only  if  one can consiste n t l y  
wi l l  t h a t  t h e  m a x i m  or ru le i n \'Ol \'ed b e  acted on by e\·cryone i n  s imi lar  
ci rc u mstances, and an act ion is  mora l l y  wrong i f  and o n ly i f  one cannot 
consiste n t l y  w i l l  t h is .  l lere we a re concerned prima ii l y  with the last con
tent ion.  though we w i l l  also h ave a word to say abo u t  the second.  Is Kan t's 
c ri ter ion su fficient as wel l  as necessa ry for determ i n i ng wha t i s  moral ly  right 
or obi iga tory 7 

Let 1 1s fi rst take an example of how he appl ies i t .  I n  one of h i s  i l l ustra
tions he supposes that  A makes a prom ise b u t  is ready to break it if this  
s u i ts h is pu rposes. A's maxim then may be expressed t h us, ' ' \\'hen i t  su i ts 
my purposes l wil l  make promises, i n tending a lso to brea k them i f  t h i s  su i ts 
my pu rposes :·  B u t  A cannot consistent ly  wi l l  this maxi m to be uni\'ersally 
ac ted on , says Kant.  

. . .  cou l d  I say t o  m yse l f that  e\'eryone make a fa l se promise w h en h e  i s  in d i ffi c u l t y  
from wh ich  he otherwise can n o t  esca pe ?  I i m med iate ly  sec tha t  I cou l d  w i l l  t h e  l ie 
hu t not a 1 1 1 1 i n•rsa l l a w  1 0  l ie.  For w i t h  such a law [ i .e . ,  w i t h  suc h  a m a x i m  u n i\'er
sa l l y  acted on 1 t hl' rl' wou l d  be no prom ises a t  a l l .  . . .  Th us m y  m a x i m  wou l d  n eces
sa ri l y  dest roy i t st>l f as soon as it \\·a s made a 1 1 n i\'e rsa l l aw. I D 

K a n t  conc l u des, therefore, that i t  i s  wrong to make decei tfu l  promises. By 
somewh at s imilar a rguments ,  he  bel ie,·cs he can also show, for example, that 
i t  is  wrong to comm i t  suicide, that  we ough t  to c u l tivate our n a t u ral  g i fts or 
ta lents .  and t h a t  we ought to help others who a rc in trouble. 

I t  i s  of ten a l leged th at Kant  is being a u t i l i tarian i n  these a rguments,  not 
a dcon tologist as he p u rports to be. This  is  a mistake. He is  not a rgu ing that  
one must keep one's promises beca use the results  of e\'cryone's  brea k i ng them 
when con\'en icn t or ad\•an tageous to t hcmsd\'cs wou ld be so bad as to be 
i n tolerable .  Th is is  h ow a rule-u t i l i tari a n  wou l d  ru n the argument .  Kant , 
howe\'cr, is con tending that  one cannot even wi l l  such a maxim to be u n i 
\'ersal ly  acted o n ,  because i n  so doi ng, o n e  would b e  i n\'Ol \'ed � :l a con
t ra d i ct ion of w i l l ; one wou l d  be w i l l i ng both that it be possible to m ake 
prom ises and ha\'e t hem cred i ted ( else why make them ? )  a n d  that  e\'eryone 
be free to break promises to sui t his  own pu rposes.  I n  other words,  he i s  
a rgu ing.  not  that  the resu l ts of c\·eryonc's a l ways act ing on the decei t fu l  
promise maxim a re bad, but  that the res u l ts a re sel f-defeati ng, si nce i f  that  
maxim were u n i \'ersal ly  a cted on,  we cou ld not even ha\'e the  inst i tu tion of  
promise mak ing which that m axim presupposes . 

I t  m ust be a d m i t ted that  Kant's arg u ments  a rc not always as convi ncing 
as the one aga i nst  decei t fu l  promisi ng. I t  must  also be poi n ted o u t  t h a t  he 

t o I mmanuel  K a n t ,  Fou n dat ions  of  t he  Mrtaplr)'s ic of Morals .  t r .  L. \\' . Beck ( New 
York : The Liberal A rts  Press, 1 959 ) ,  p.  1 9 . Sec sdec t ions i n  F ra n kena a nd G ra n rose, 
eds . ,  In t rodu ctory Readings in Eth ics ( E ng lewood C l i ffs ,  N.J . : Pre n t ice-H a l l ,  I nc. , 
1 9 74 ) ,  C h ap.  1 1 .  
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i s  not free from the difficul ties due to conflicts between duties ; i t  seems 
possible, at any rate, that keeping a promise might on occasion prevent one 
from helpi ng someone in trouble.  Possibly Kant could argue in this case 
that it would be right to break the promise and help the person in trouble, 
since one can will the maxim, "\Vhen breaking a promise is required in 
order to help someone I will  break it," to be universally acted on in the 
si tuations specified, especially i f  i t  is also specified i n  the maxim that the 
promise is not cruciaJly important  and that the help is. Kant, however, does 
not take this l ine, and talks as if he can show that promises ought never to 
be broken.  But this his argument docs not suffice to show. As was just indi
cated, one may be able to will  a specific ru le that permits promises to be 
broken in a certain kind of si tuation to be universally acted on, even though 
one cannot wi l l  a more blanket one to become a universal Jaw. 

Thus Kan t's arguments, e\"en i f  good, do not prove as much as he thinks ; 
and in  the case j ust presented , this i s  just as weJI ,  since he thought he could 
prove too m uch . Even if we admit that his criterion rules out certain sorts 
of action as immoral ( for example, deceitful  promising which does not en
able one to help another ) ,  must we agree that all of our duties can be estab
l ished by his  test ? Take the duty to help others.  I t  is true that if one adopts 
the maxim of not helping others in need and wills this to be a universal 
law, he is l ikely to find himself will ing inconsistently to abrogate this rule, 
since he is l ikely himself to be in need sometime. Stil l ,  it is not hard to 
imagine a man whose fortune is fairly sure or one who is willing to be con
sistent and to take the consequences of his maxim's  bei ng universally acted 
on ; if there are such people, Kant's test wiJ I  not suffice to establish benevo
lence as a duty. Of course, one might conclude that it is not a duty just 
because i t  does not pass this test ; but this seems a drastic conclusion, and, 
deontological  as he was, e\"en Kant could not draw i t .  

I s  every m axim that  does pass Kant's test a duty, as he sometimes seems to 
think ? "\Vhen alone in the dark ,  whistle"-this seems to be a maxim one 
can wi l l  to be a un iversal law. If  not, "Tie your left shoestring first" clear1y 
is. Yet, surely, neither of these rules can be regarded as a duty. One might 
reply here that such questions about whistli ng and tying shoestrings are not 
moral ones, and this is correct, but Kant does not tell us how to detennine 
whether they are moral or not. It might also be argued that Kant was not 
regarding all maxims one can wi ll  to be universal laws as duties, but only 
holding that maxims one caunot wiJI  to be un iversal laws are immoral or 
wrong to act  on. That is, Kant meant to say ( a )  that it is permissible to 
act on a maxim if and only if one can will  it to be a universal law, ( b )  
that i t  i s  wrong t o  act o n  a maxim i f  and only if  one cannot wiJ I  i t  to be 
a universal law, and ( c )  that it is a duty to act on a maxim if and only if 
one cannot wi l l  its opposit e to be a un iversa l law. I am, in fact ,  incl ined to 
think th is is what Kant meant and should have said.  But even then his 
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criterion of right and wrong is not sufficient, for it does not actually rule 
out all immoral maxims, e.g., the maxim of never helping anyone. 

In any event, it seems to me that in order for one's maxims to be con
sidered moral duties, it  is not enough that one be able consistently to will 

one's maxims to be universally acted on. Much depends on the point of 
view from which one wills one's rules to be universally followed. One might 
do this from the aesthetic point of view or, more probably, from a pru
dential one. One m ight, for example, will honesty to be universally practiced 
because one regards everyone's being honest, including oneself ( else one is 
not universalizing, but making an exception of oneself, which Kant is right 
in putting out of moral bounds ) , as being advantageous to oneself. "Every
one's being honest is the best policy from my point of view." If one uses 
such reasoning, one can hardly claim to be taking the moral point of view. 
There is more to the moral point of view than being willing to universalize 

one's rules ; Kant and his followers fail  to see this fact, although they are 
right in thinking such a willingness is part of it.  

This brings us to utilitarianism, with which we shall begin the next 
chapter. 



C H A P T E R T H R E E  

Utilitarianism, 

Justice, and Love 

UTILITARIANISl\1 For one who rejec ts ethical egoism and also feels 
unhappy about the deontological  theories we have 

been d iscuss ing, the natural altematiYc is the teleological theory called util i
tarianism. Speaking roughly, deon tological theories take other peop le  seri 
ously but do not take the promotion of good seriously enough, egoism takes 
the promotion of good seriously but does not take other people seriously 
enough, and ut i l i tarianism remedies both of these defects a t  once. I t  also 
el iminates the problem of possible conflict of basic p ri nciples . \\'hat then 
could be more plausible than that the right is  to p romote the general good
that our actions and our rules, if we must ha\'c m ies, a rc to be decided upon 
by determining which of  them produces or may be expected to produce the 
greatest genera l  balance of good oycr evi l ? 

There arc Jess precise ways of defining uti l i tarianism , which I sha l l  use for 
convenience, but i n my use of the term ,  I sha l l mea n the \·icw that the sole 
u lt imate stand ard of right, wrong, and obl igation is the pri1lciple of utility, 

which says qu i te strictly that the mora l �nd to be sough t in all  we do is the  

greatest jJOssible balance of good over evil ( or t h e  least possible balance of  
evi l over good ) in  the world as  a whole. Here "good" and "evi l"  mean 

34 
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II 

n on mora l good a n d  e\· i l .  Th is i mpl ies t ha t  wha te,·e r the good a n d  t he bad 
arc, they a re capable o f  bei ng measu red a nd bala nced aga i nst  eac h  o t her i n  
some quant i ta t i ,·e or  a t  kast ma t h em a t i c a l  way. J e remy Ben t h a m  recogn ized 
t h i s  most expl ic i t ly wheI J  he t ried to work ou t a hedon i c  ca l c u l u s  of pleasu res 

and pai ns usi ng seven d imensions : i n tensi ty,  d u ra t ion , ce rt a i n ty , p ropi nqu i ty,  
fecu nd i ty, pm·i ty, a n d  exten t .  John S tuart l\ f  i l l ,  pa rt ly i I J  reac t i on , sough t to 

i n t rod uce q ua l i ty as  wel l  as q u a n t i t y  i n to t he cva l u a t ion of  p leas u res ; but ,  i f  

one docs th i s ,  i t i s  h a rd t o  sec how the u t i l i ta ria n  s t a n d a rd i s  t o  be s ta ted,  and 
� l i l l  never did make t h i s  clea r. 

I t  fo l lows from t h i s unde rsta nd i ng of u t i l i t a ri a n ism tha t if  t he re a rc 
i nsupera b le  d i ffi c u l t ies i n  t he way o f  measu ri ng a nd ba la nc i ng goods and 
ev i ls ,  and there certa in ly  a re d i ffic u l t ies, then t h i s  fac t wi l l  const i t u te a 
ser ious objec t ion to u t i l i t a r i a n i s m .  J l owc,·cr, suc h d i fllc u l t i t>s a l so pose a p rob
lem for anyone who holds, as Ross a nd I do, that  we ha,·c at least  a pr ima 
fac ie  duty  to  promote  good or el i m i n a te c\·i l ,  and so  I sh a l l s t ress certa in  
o ther  objec t i ons  ra ther t h a n  th i s  o n e ,  though Chapter 5 wi l l  con ta i n  some 
rema rks bea ri ng o n  t h i s  one a lso.  

E\-cn i f  one ho lds , as al l u t i l i ta rians  do,  t h a t  what  i s  mora l ly righ t or 

wrong i s  u l t i ma tcly to be wholly dcte m 1 i ncd by look i ng to see w h a t  p romotes 
the greatest genera l balance of good over evi l ,  a variety of poss ib le vi ews a rc 

open ,  a nd we can not state and  d i scuss them a l l .  \\'e sha l l  d is t i ngu i sh t h ree 
ki nds of u t i l i tarianism , C'ac h of  wh i c h  i nd ucks a fami ly  o f  v iews, a nd we 
must state and discuss them wi tho u t  a t t ri b u t i ng to them :rny pa rti cula r 
t h eory abou t what i s  nonmora l ly good or bad .  Some u ti l i tar ians a rc hedonis ts 

abou t t h i s, equat i ng t h e  good wi th ha pp i ness a n d  happi ness wi th pleasu re ,  
and  others a rc non-hedon ists of  one sort or anot lw r, but we a rc i n teres ted 
here only i n  t h e i r  t h eori es of obl iga t ion a n d  not i n  t heir  thC'ories of  va l ue .  

ACT
UTILITAR IANIS:\f 

- ,  F i rs t .  then ,  t here i s  act- u t i l i tari anism ( A U ) .  Act
u t i l i t ar i a ns h old that i n  gt'ncra ) or a t  leas t wh e re i t  is  

p rac t i cable , one i s  to te l J  wha t  i s  righ t or  obl iga tory 

by appea l i ng di rec t l y  to the princ ip le  of u t i l i ty o r, i n  other words,  by tryi ng 
to sec wh i c h  of the  a c t i ons open to  h i m  wi l J  or i s  l i kely to  prod uce the  
grea test ba lance o f  good over e\· i l i n t h e u n i verse . One m u st a:-.k " \ \' h a t 

c fTec t \\' i l l  my d o i n g  t h is a r t  i n  t h is s i t u a t i on h an· 01 1  t h e  gcn C' ra l  b a l a n c e  o f  

good O \ T r  evi l ! ' ' , not  " \ \" ha t e ffec t w i l l  C l 1 c rym1 c's do i n g  t h i s  kin d o f  act in  
th i s  kin d o f  si t u a t i on h a n: o n  the  ge 1 1 C' ra l  ba l a nce o f  good o\· e r  c\· i l  ? " ' G e n 

era l iza t i ons l i k e "Te l l i n g  t hC' t ru th i s  probab ly a l ways for  t h e  great es t genera l  

good ' '  or  "Tel l i n g  t he t n.1 t h  i s  gene ra l l y  fo r t h e  greatest ge nera l  good ' '  may 

bC' usdu l as  guides based on past  cxpe riC'ncc ; b u t  the  c ru c i a l  q u es t io ll  i s  

· al ways whether te l l i ng the t ru th i n  t h is case i s  for the grea test genera l  good 
or not . I t  ca n ncn·r  be righ t to ac t on t h C' ru le of t e l l ing the  t ru t h  if wc 



Utilitarianism, Justice, and Love 36 

have good independent grounds for thinking that it would be for the 
greatest general good not to tel l the truth in a particular case, any more 
than i t  can be correct to say that all crows arc black in  the presence of one 
that is not. Bentham and G. E.  11oore probably held such a view, perhaps 
even 1\1il l ;  today it is held, among others, by J. .J .  C. Smart and .Joseph 
Fletcher, though the latter prefers to cal l  it  "situation ethics," of which it i s  
one kind. 

I t  should be obscivcd that, for AU, one must include among the effects of 
an action any influence it may have, by way of setting an example or o.ther
wisc, on the actions or practices of others or on their obedience to prevail ing 
rules. For example, i f  I propose to cross a park lawn or to break a promise, 

I must consider the cff ects my doing so may have on other walkers or on 
people 's tendency to keep promises. After all, even if these arc thought of 
as "indirect" effects of my action, they are sti l l  among its cff ects. 

Against pure AU , which would not allow us to use any rules or generali
zations from past experience but would insist that each and every time we 
calculate anew the effects of all the actions open to us on the general welfare, 
it seems enough to reply that this is  simply impracticable and that we must 

have rules of some ki nd-as we saw before in discussing act-deontological 
theories. But even against modified AU, which docs allow us to use rules of 
thumb based on past experience, the following arguments, borrowed from 
Butler and Ross, seem to me deci sive. The first is that it is possible in  a 
certain situation to have two acts, A and B, which are such that i f  we 

calculate the balance of good over evil which they may be expected to 
bring into being ( counting everything ) ,  we obtain the same score in  the 
case of each act, say 1 00 units on the plus side. Yet act A may involve 
breaking a promise or telling a lie or being unjust while B does none of 
these things. In such a situation, Butler and Ross point out, the consistent 
AU must say that A and B are equally right. But clearly, in this instance, 
B is right and A is wrong, and hence AU is unsatisfactory.  It seems to me, 
when I think i t  over, that Butler and Ross must be regarded as correct in 
this argument by anyone who is not already committed to AU. 

The other Butler-Ross argumen t is that in certain situation there might be 
two acts, A and B, such that, when their scores arc calculated, the resul ts 
arc as follows : A is conducive to a sl ightly larger balance of good over evi l  
tl,ian B. But it  might also be that A involves breaking a promise, tel l ing a 

l ie, or being unjust . Herc the AU must say that A is right and B wrong. But 
again, Butler and Ross contend, B is or at least may be right and A is or at 
least may be wrong. Hence, AU must be rejected. There arc or at least may 
be cases in  which rules l ike keeping promises and not lying must be followed 
even when doing so is not for the greatest general good in  the particular 
situation in quest ion.  Strictly speaking, this argument docs not  disprove AU ; 
i t  docs, however, make i t  dear, in my opinion, that  AU is unsatisfactory from 
the moral point of view. 
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Thc poi n t  i s  t ha t  a part ic u l a r  act may be made 1ig h t  or  w rong by fac ts  

abou t i t  other t h a n  the a mou n t  of good o r  e\· i l  i t  p roduces. for cxa mple .  i t  
may be wro ng bec: r n se i t  i n\'o ln·s b n·a k ing a p rom i se .  tel l i ng a I i (' ,  o r  \' io la t i ng 

some ru le .  Bu t ler  a n d  Ross a rgue t h us i n  o rder to e� t a b l ish a d eon tological  

pos i t io n ,  but .  a s  we shal l  see. t h i s  poi n t  c a n  be a d m i t ted and used by 

certa i n  k i nds o f  u t i l i ta rians .  :'\ I  u c h  the s a me poi n t  has ,  i n  fac t .  been m ade 

rece n t ly bot h  by d eon tologists  a n d  u t i l i tar ians .  for exam p l e ,  by A .  C .  E w i n g  

and R .  B .  Bra n d t .  They contend t h a t  m a n y  a c t i o n s  t h a t  a rc a n d  arc 

ord i na r i l y  rega rd ed as wrong wou l d  be righ t on an AC ,· iew cons is tent ly  

a p p l icd . To show this  t hey c i te cases o f  a poor man s tea l i ng f r o rn  a ri c h  one 

to feed his  fam i l y .  a busy c i t i ze n  n ot goi ng to the pol ls  on e lec t i on d ay ,  a 

s tuden t c ross ing a u nin• rs i t y  lawn.  a society ' ' pu n i s h i ng' ' a n  i n n ocent  person 

to pn·n·nt pa n i c ,  or a woma n  brea k i n g  an agr<'emcnt  to pay a boy for work 

done because shP has a bet ter 1 1 se fo r h e r  m on<'y . I n  such cases . properl y 

lwdged about ,  i t  seems c l e: u  t h a t  th<' act  i n  q uestion m a y  p roduce a t  least 

as g reat a balance o f  good o\·e r e\' i l  in genera l  as a n y  a l t e rn a t i ,·e open to the 

age n t . and that a n  AU must therefore j u dge it  to be righ t.  As Ewing p u ts i t ,  

I t  i "  indC'ed d i ffic u l t  r o  m a in t a in tha1  i t  canno1 under a n y  c i rcumstances be righ t t o  
l ie, e t c . ,  o n  [act ] u t i l i t a rian gro u n d ', <' . g . ,  t o save l i fe, but  i t  !'<'ems  to  m e  pretty 
cl ea r t h a t  [act � u t i l i t a rian pri n c i p l e ,, l og i ca l l y  ca rried ou t ,  \rnu l d  re ;; i 1 l t  i n  fa r m o re 
chea t ilH !. l y i ng. and u n fa i r  act ion t han a n y  good man wou l d  t olerate . ' 

Of cou rse, a n  AU can st ick to h i s  guns  here and i nsist  tha t  t h e  act ions 

in question a re righ t in the  c i rcumstances.  Our quest ion now, howe\'er, is  

whether we o u rsekes a rc wi l l ing to accept AC, seeing t h a t  it  e n t a i l s  such 

conclus ions .  Like Ewing and B randt �  I am not.  

G ENERA L . 
UT I L I TA R I AN I S'.\ I 

ThP second k i n d  o f  u t i l i tar ia nism may be cal led 

1:e n e ral u t ilit a ria n ism ( C U ) . It holds that one is  not 

to  ask in each si t u a t i o n  which a c t ion has t h e  b�st  

con cquen e , b u t  i t  docs not ta l k  abou t ru les . . \ccord i ng to C C  one i not  

to a ., k  ' · \ \' h a t wi l l  h.1ppf"n i f  I d o  so : ind  so in  th i s  rasp ? . .  o r  . .  \ \" h a t  ru le 

h o u l d  I fol io\\' ? . .  but ra t h e r . " \ \" h a t ,,·ou l d  h a ppen i f  C'\Tryonc  we re t o  do 

. o .1 11 d . o i n  such ca e. ? ' '  I n  d oi ng t h i s i t  fi ts i n  w i th ou r ord i n a ry mora l 

t h i n k i ng i n  a n  i mporta n t  respect . for we> d o  oft e n  a rgue aga i ns t  someone's 

doi n� somet h i ng by a s k i ng ' ' \ \' h a t  i f  en·ryhody did tha t ?  . .  w i t h  the i mpl ica

t ion t h a t  i f  everybody d id  i t  t h e  resu l t s  wou l d  be bad or  a t  leas t  wo rse than 
if they were not to do i t .  The idea beh i n d  GC i s  that  i f  some t h i ng i s  righ t 

for one pNson to do i n  a ce rta i n si tua t ion . t h en i t  i s  a l so rig h t  for a n yone 

clsP who is s i m i l a rl y  si t u a ted to do. ; rnd hence t h a t  one c a n not ask si m ply 

wha t effects one's  p roposed action wi l l  h a,·e in a pa rt ic u la r case-one m ust  

I Et h ics ( :\cw York : The F ree Press , 1 965 ) , p. 4 1 .  
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ask what the consequences would be if everyone were to act l ikewise in such 
cases. This view has been best stated by :M. G. Singer.2 

It is easy to see why GU can claim to deal with the cases cited above 
without giving up uti l itarianism. For it can al low that the poor man's act may 
produce the greatest general balance of good over evil in his particular situa
tion, and yet maintain that he ought not do it because of what would happen 
if al l  the poor and needy were to steal from the rich. Here one might ask 
why we must always ask "\\That if everybody did that ?" and not just "\\That 
i f  I do that ?" The poor man, for example, might say, "I  grant that if  every
one in a like case were to do what I am doing the results would be bad . But 
in my instance i t  is certain that not e\·eryone who is in a l ike case wil l  do 
what I am doing. l'vly action will not set an example, since others do not 
know about it, and it does admittedly produce a greater general balance of 
good over evil than the other actions open to me. \Vhy shouldn't I do i t ?" 
The GU might then answer by pointing out that if everyone were to proceed 
on this AU basis, their conclusions might be misled by prejud ice, passion, 
ignorance, and so on ; but the poor man could reply once more that, by 
hypothesis , he is not being misled in any such ways. The GU's final answer 
must be an appeal to the principle that if an action is right for me to do in 
my situation, then i t is right for everyone to do who is similarly situated in 
relevant respects. Now, th i s  principle cannot be derived from the principle 
of uti l ity, but is independent of it, and so one might think that in appealing 
to it the GU is appealing to another moral principle besides that of uti l i ty, 
thus giving up his ship. But the additional principle he is making use of is 
simply the principle of universalizability, which was mentioned earlier in our 
discussion of act-deontological theories, and which must be admitted by 
everyone who judges anything to be right or wrong, including our poor 
man. The real question at issue is whether the GU ( or anyone else ) must 
recognize any basic moral principle besides the principle of universalizability 
( if this is a moral principle, which I and many others doubt ) and the prin
ciple of utility. 

One might ask at this point whether GU does follow from the two prin
ciples just mentioned . This, however, is a much debated question today, and 
one which we cannot go into. But is the GU's answer to the poor man, the 
non-voter, etc., adequate anyway ? This may be doubted . Cannot the poor 
man, for example, always fall back on a more careful description of his case 
and claim that the results would not be bad even if everyone situated like 
him, in exactly or sufficiently similar ways, were to do \·vhat he does ? If so, 
it does not seem that the GU can show his action to be wrong. Then, either 
one must admit his action to be right or one must reject util itarianism and 
contend, as Ewing does, that the poor man's action (or the non-voter's, etc. ) 

2 Generalization in Ethics ( New York : Alfred A. Knopf, 1 96 1  ) . 



Uti l i tarian ism, J ust ice, and Love 39 

i s  wrong on non-u t i l i ta r i a n  grounds-beca use it  i s  i n  some· way u n fa i r  or 
u nj ust  for a n  i n d i \' i d u a l  to take a d \'an tage o f  a nd pro fi t by t h e  fac t t h a t  
others i n  si m i l a r  s i t u a t ions do n o t  s tea l ( o r  a bsta i n  fr01 1 1  ,·ot i 1 1g ,  etc . ) o r  to 
ben e fi t  from a sys tem o f  ru l es and coope ra t i \'e act i v i t y  in w h i c h  he docs not 
d o  his pa rt .  

\\'e l l ,  pC' rhaps one ca n swi tch f rom CU to ru lc-- u t i l i t a ri a n i s m .  

RULE
UTI L I TARIAN IS:\J 

R u i c- u t i l i t a ri a n ism ( R U )  i s  a ra t h e r  d i ffe re n t  , · iew, 
w h i c h  h as a lso bee n a t t r ibu ted to � l i l l  a n d  has been 
fi nd i ng fa\'or rece n t ly .  Li kt· ru lc ·-deon tologis l l l ,  i t  

emphasizes the n· n t ra l i t y  o f  ru les i n  mora l i ty a n d  i ns is ts  t h a t  w e  a re gene ra l l y ,  
i f  n o t  a l ways . to t e l l  \\ h a t  t o  do i n  pa rt i c u la r si t ua t ions b y  a p pea l to a ru le  
l i ke t h a t  of  t ru th-te l l i ng ra t h e r  than by asking w h a t  part icu l a r  act ion wi l l  
ha,·c t h e  bes t conseq uences i 1 1 t h e  si t u a tion i n  quest ion .  B u t ,  u n l i ke deon
tologism , i t adds t h a t w e a re � ! wa ys to  d et e rm i n e  o u r  ru l es by ask i ng \\'h i ch 
ru l e wi l l  p ro m o t e  t h c  gn·:1 tc .  t ge neral good for C\Tryo n e .  That i s ,  t h e  
ques t i o n  i s  n o t  w h i c h  a c t io n  h a s  t h e  grea tes t u t i l i t y , b u t  whi c h  ru l e  J ws .  T he 
pri nci p le  o f u t i l i t y comes i n , n o n n a l l y a t l ea st , n ot i n  d et e rm i n i ng what  
part i c u l a r  act ion to perfo rm ( t h is i s  nonna l l y  detenni ned by the ru l es ) . 
but  i n  determining wha t t h e  ru l es s h a l l  be. R u l es m ust be sc· lcc tc·d . mai n
tai ned , re\'i sed . a n d  replaced on t h e  basis o f  t h e i r  u ti l i ty a nd not on a ny 
other basis .  The pri nci pl e  of  u t i l i ty i s  s t i l l  t he u l t i m a te s tandard ,  but i t  is  

to be appealed to at the l e\'cl of  ru l es ra t h e r  than at t h e  }eye)  of part icular 
j udgment s .  This  view has been ad\·ocatcd by a n u mbe r of wri ters from 
Bishop Berkeley to R .  B. Bra nd t .  

The :\ L' may a l low rules to b e  used ; b u t  i f  he d ocs, he must concei \'e of 
a ru le l i ke ' 'Te l l  the t ru t h "  as fo l lows : "Tel l i ng the' t ru th is generally for t he 

greates t  genera l good . "  By con trast , the RU m ust concei\'c of  it  thus : "Ou r 
aill 'ays tel l i ng t h e  t m t h  is for the greatest gen e ra l  good . "  O r  t h u s : ' ' I t  i s  for 
t h e  greatest good i f  we alu•ays t e l l  the t ru th . "  

This  mea ns t h a t  for t h e  R U  i t  may b e  righ t to  obey a ru le l i ke- t el l i ng t he 

t m t h  s imply because i t  i s  so usefu l to  h a \'c the ru le , even when . i n  the 
pa rti c u l a r case in ques t i o n ,  t C' l l i ng t h e  t ru t h  does not lead to t h e  best  
consequences. 

An analogy may help h e re.  On a part i c u l a r  occas ion,  1 m igh t ask wh ich 

s ide o f  t h e  s t reC' t I should d ri \'e o n ,  the rig h t  or t lw l e f t .  To find the a nswer. 
I wou ld not try to sec wh ich al tcrna t i \'e is  for t h e  grea test gen eral good : 
i ns tead , I wou ld ask o r  t ry t o  detc m 1 i n e  wha t the  law i s .  T h e  law says t h a t  
w e  a rc a lways t o  d ri \'c down t he righ t s i d e  o f  the  s t reet ( wi t h c ·xcC"p t i o n s  i n  
the  case of passi ng. one-way st reets , a n d  s o  fort h ) .  T h e  reason for the  1a,,. 
js that  i t  i s  for the greatest  genNa l  good t h a t we always d ri\'c down a certa i n  
s i d e  of the  s t rC'et  i nstead o f  d r i \' i ng .  on each occasi o n ,  down t h e  s i d e  i t  seems 
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to us most useful to dri\'e on on that occasion . Herc, for the greatest general 
good, we must have a rule of the always-acting kind (with the exceptions 
built into the rule, hence not really exceptions ) .  If we suppose that for 
some reason there are special difficulties about our driving on the left, i t  will 
follow on util itarian grounds that we shou ld have a law tell ing us always to 
drive on the right. This, although the example comes from law, i l lustrates 
the RU conception of how we arc to determine what is the moral ly right 
or obligatory thing to do. 

If  we ask why we should be RUs rather than AUs, the RU may answer, 
as Berkeley did, by pointing to the d ifficulties (difficulties due to ignorance, 
bias, passion, carelessness, laclt of t ime, etc. ) that would arise i f, on each 
occasion of action, everyone were pcnnitted to decide for himself what he 
should do, even if  he had the help of such rules of thumb as the modified 
AU offers. The RU may then argue that it is for the greatest general good 
to have everyone acting wholly or at least largely on rules of the always
acting type instead of always making decisions on an AU basis. This would 
be a util itarian argument for RU ; and, as an argument, i t  has some 
plausibility. 

RU may take various forms, depending on how i t  conceives of the rules 
that are so important in its scheme. In one form of RU, which has been 
called primitive-rule-utilitaria nism ( PRU ) , the ru les simply formulate the 
conclusions the GU would come to, e.g., to vote on election days . It is just 
GU in a new dress. There is also what i s  cal led actu al-rule-utilita ria nism 

( ARU ) . I t  holds that an action is right if it conforms to the accepted or 
prevailing moral rules and wrong if it does not, assuming that these rules 
are those whose acceptance and observance is conducive to the greatest 
general good or at least a necessary condition of it. The type of RU that 
seems to be favored today is ideal-rule-u tilitarianism ( IRU ) , of which there 

are two main kinds. One holds that an act is right if and on ly i f  i t  conforms 
to a set of rules general con/ ormity to which would maximize u t i lity ; the 
other that an act is right if and on ly if it confom1s to a set of rules general 
acceptance of which would maximize uti l i ty, where acceptance of a rule is 
thought of as fal l ing somewhat short of conformity to it. Of course, to 
make his nonnative ethics complete the RU must tell us which ru les fulfill 
h is stated requirements. 

It has been claimed that GU, PRU, and the first kind of IRU arc ulti
mately equ iva lent to AU. The argumentation here is too long to repeat and 
very difficul t to assess, but of course, if i t  is correct, then these forms of 
uti l i tarianism a re no better than AU. In any case, PRU is equi\'alcnt to GU 
and in the same boat. ARU seems questionable on the face of i t, since i t  is 
very unlikely that the actually accepted moral rules of a society are all con
ducive to its greatest welfare or even necessary for its existence ; this difficu l ty 
is compounded , moreover, by the fact that the prevail ing ru les vary con-
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s iderably from society t o  soc iety and change somewhat from time t o  t ime, 
so t h a t  i t  is  ha rd to see how they m igh t  c \·cn be though t to max im ize u t i l i ty 

i n  the world as a whole.  As for the two forms of I R  U-thcrc arc va rious 
problems about them, bu t I shal l  try to d ispose of them by sta t i ng an 
object ion t h a t  seems to me to ho l d  aga i nst a l l  forms of ut i l i tarianism , si nce 

they a l l  make maxi m izi ng the genera l ba lance of good O\'Cr evil the sole 

u l t imate c ri terion of 1igh t and wrong in mora l i ty, though some do it d i rec t l y 
and others ind i rect l y . Th i s  objec tion is a genera l iza t ion of  an a rgument that  
has been used aga inst AU by S idgwic k and many others .  

\\'hethc r  t h e  u t i l i tar ian ta lks i n  terms of particu lar actions ( A U ) ,  genera l 
p ract i ces ( G U ) ,  or ru les and sets of rules ( R U ) , we may i magi ne th a t  two 

of  them a rc suc h that  we must choose between them and such that , i f we 
knew the results  of both of them ( i .e . ,  both act ions, p racti ces, or ru les ) , we 
wou ld find that  they are equal in u t i l i ty, that is ,  they bring abou t the same 
ba l ance of good m·er evi l i n  the l ong run for the u n iverse as a whole.  Then 

the utili tarian must say that thC'ir  moral score i s  the same and there is no 

bas i s  for choosing between them. It sti l J may be, however, that they d ist ribu te 
the  bala nce of  good over evi l produced i n  ra ther d i ff  crcnt ways ; one action , 

p ract ice , or rule may, for example, give a l l  the good to a rel a t ivel y  smal l 

group of people wi thout any meri t on thei r part ( and to let  meri t count a t  

t h i s  poi n t is al ready t o  give up pure ut i l i tari a n ism ) ,  while  t h e  other may 
spread the good more equal ly o\"er a larger segmen t  of the popu lat ion.  I n  
thi s case, i t  seems t o  m e  that we should a nd would say that the former is  
u nj ust and wrong and the la t ter mora l l y p referab le . I f  this i s so,  we must 

give up u t i l i ta ria n ism in  a l l  i ts forms . 

The po in t is that  an act ion , p rac t i ce, or rule may max im ize the sum of 

good in the world ,  and yet  be u nj us t in the way in  which i t  d is tribu tes this 
sum, so that a less beneficent one tha t is  more j ust  may be preferab le . For 
insta nce, i t  might be for the greatest genera l good to fol low the rule  of 

p rimogen i ture, and yet i t  migh t be u nj us t to do so. If th is is  so,  then the 
c ri terion for dctcnn in i ng right and wrong is not mere u ti l i ty b u t  a l so j ust ice . 

Consequen t ly, some k ind of dcontological  t heory is  the true one, for what is  
j ust is i ndepend en t o f  the pri nc i p le of u t i l i ty. If j ust ice may ove rru le ut i l i ty 

on occasion , then the quest ion of wha t  i s  right cannot be answered by appeal 
to t he p rinc i p le  of  u t i l i ty and the dcon to l og i s ts a rc correct after a l l , at least 
i n  part .  

U t i l i ta rians  may make th ree rep l ies to this  argumen t . One is  offered 
by Joh n S tua rt � f i l l  near the end of Utilitarianis m .  He contt'nds tha t what
ever satisfies the pri nc i p le of uti l i ty a l so sa tis fies the requ i remen ts of j ust ice, 

si nce just ice is  bui l t  i n to the princ iple of  u t i l i ty. 

[Soc ia l and d istr ihut i,·c j ust ice] is  invo lved in t he \"Cry m ean ing of u t i l i ty, or  the  
greatest h a ppiness principle.  That princ iple  i s  a mere form of words . . .  unless one 
person 's ha pp iness, supposed equa l in  degree . . .  , i s  coun t ed for exac t l y  as much 
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as another's. Those condit ions being suppl ied,  Bentham's d ictum,  "everybody to 
count for one,  nobody for more than one," m ight be wri t ten under t he principle of 
u t i l i ty as an explanatory com mentary. 

Here �fi l l  is confused. I t  is true that the pri nciple of u ti l ity requires us, 

wh en we are detcnn in ing what  to do, to count the effects of each action, 
pract ice, or rule on everyone and to weigh equal effects equa l ly in the com

pu ta tion of the scores for each action or ru le no matter who is concerned. 
Ru t in our exam p le , we have done a l l  that by hypo thesis and the score sti l l  
comes ou t even. I t  remains true that the two al te rnatives disuibute the same 
amount of  good in d i fferent ways.  The p1i nciple of util i ty cannot tel l  us 
which di stribu tion to choose ; only a separate princip le of justice can tell us 
this .  

!\Ji l l  migh t answer tha t we should understand the principle of u tili ty as 
enjoin ing us to promote the greatest good of the greatest number, which 
is, in fact , how it is often formulated . If we understand it thus, the principle 
does tel l us that we are to d i stribu te a given quan ti ty of  good to more 
people rather than to fewer, when we have a choice . The principle of 
u ti l i ty thus becomes a double principle : i t  tel ls us ( 1 )  to produce the 
greatest poss ib le  balance of good over evil and ( 2 )  to d istribute this as widely 
as possible . That is , i t  has become a combination of the principle of u t i l i ty 
with a principle of justice, and to read i t  thus is to gi,·e up pure uti l i tarianism 
for the view we are about to describe. 

The second reply has been proposed by John La ird, Ewing, and others . 

I f  we give up hedon ism, they point  out, we can hold tha t there are a 
number of different kinds of things that are good : pleasure , knowledge, love, 
aesthetic experience, and the l ike . \Ve can even hold that one of the good 
th ings to be promoted is an equal or j ust d istribu t ion of the other things. 

Then when we are ca lculat ing our scores, we mus t  figure in ,  not only the 
value of the p leasure and other such goods that are produced , but also the 
value of the pattern of d i stribut ion i1woh-ed . This sounds l ike a plausible 
,·iew, and i t  does, if accepted,  take care of my genera l objection to uti l i

tarianism. I find i t  unconvincing, however, for the fol lowing reason. As 
wil l  be apparent in Chapter 5, i t  seems c lear to me that pleasure, knowledge, 
and many other experiences and activities are good in  themseh-es ; but I do 
not see that a pattern of d istribution is  a lso a nonmoral ly good thing in 
i tsel f . I think i t  may be mora l ly right in i tself to bring about such a pattern, 

however, and so I conclude that those who take the view just described are 
con fusi ng righ tness with goodness . Indeed , I suspect they find that view 
p lausible on ly because it seems to prm·ide a way of meet ing the difficu lty in 
question . If this is so, then thei r reply fai ls-i n fact, it lends support to my 
content ion that certa in  patterns of distribu ting things are right in themsel\'es 
and not merely because of what they are conducive to . 

These fi rst two repl ies could be made by uti l i tarians of  other sorts, but 
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t h e  t h i rd only  by an R U  l ike B ra nd t .  I le might  con te n d t h; 1 t a n · rta i n p ri n 
c i ple for d ist ribu t i ng t h e  good, e.g. ,  that  we shou ld d i s tr i bu te i t a s  widely 

and equa l l y as poss ib le, is i tse l f  one of t h e  ru les t lw general acce p t a nce of 
which wou ld maxi m ize u t i l i ty. } n other  \\'ords ,  he m igh t m; 1 i nt a i n  t h a t  the 

necessa ry pri nc i p le of dis t ribut i ,·c j ust ice can i tse l f be es ta b l i s h < ·d by a ru lc

u t i l i ta ria n l i ne o f  reason i ng. Such a n·ply c a n  b<' sa t i s fac t o ry, i f  a t  a l l ,  on l y  
i f  i t  i s  a fact t h a t  t h e  n1 l e of  dis t ribut ion spec i fied i s  more cond uc i \ 'e to t h e  
grea tes t gene ra l  ba lance of good O\T r c\' i l  t h a n  a l tc rn a t i n· ru les .  T h is ,  how
e,·er, can not be shown to be a fac t .  I f  i t  i s  no t a fac t , my ge ne ra l obj < 'c t ion to 
u t i l i ta ri a n ism holds .  But su ppos<' i t  we re the case t h a t  t he ru le o f d i s t ribu t i ng 

eq ua l ly, say, would maximize u t i l i ty .  T h e n  R U  \\'ou ld  be sa,·cd on ly by a 
l ucky fac t  a bou t the wo rld ,  prm·i dcd , of cou rse, t h a t  i t  i s  f rcC' f rom o t he r 
fata l  obj ec t ions . This bothers me.  For then t h e  R U  m ust  say t h a t , i f  t he 
rn l e  of d ist ri bu t i ng eq u a l l y  we re not u ti l i ty- m a x i m i zi ng,  t h <'n i t  wou ld not be 

va l i d . But t h i s  i s  j ust  t h e i ssu <' , a nd to  me i t seems c l <'a r t h a t  t h e  equal  
distribut ion ru le wou ld be val i d  a nyway. 

All t h i s  is no t to say that RU is m i s t a ken in t h i n k i ng that such more spec i 

fic  ru les as a rc usua l l y  t hough t of as belongi ng to mora l i ty c.1 1 1 be est ab l i shed 
on i ts grou nds , or  i n  t h i nk ing t ha t  such ru les shou ld som e t i m es be ac ted on 

e\·en when doi ng so docs not maxi m ize u t i l i ty in t h a t  part i c u l a r  case. I 
bc l ie\'e t h a t  R U s  a nd the  ru le-dcontologists  arc rig h t i n  ho ld i ng that  m ora l i t y  
must i ncl ude such m ies a n d  rega rd t hem as s t ronge r  t ha n  ru les o f thumb-as 
rules of p ri m a  facic d u t y  in Ross's sense.  T h i s  seems to me to fol l ow i f  we 
g i ,·e up A U  t h eories ( a nd my genera l  object ion ho l ds aga i nst them i n  a n y  
case ) , as \\·e l l  as ac t-deo n to log ical  ones.  

MY PROPOSED 
TH EORY OF 
OBLI GATION 

So fa r in this ch a p te r l h a\'c been tryi ng to sh ow t h a t  
w e  c a n n o t  b e  sa t i sfied w i t h t h e  p r i nc i p le  of  u t i l i ty a s  

ou r so l e bas ic s ta nda rd o f righ t a nd wrong i n  

mo ra l i ty, w h e t h e r  i t  is  appl i ed i n  A C ,  G C ,  o r  R U  
sty le . I n  part i c u l a r, have con tended t h a t  we s h o u l d  recog n i ze a pr i n c i p le 

o f  j ust ice to guide o u r  d i st ribut ion of good a n d  e\ ' i l t h a t  i s  i n de pende n t o f  
a n y  p ri n c i p le abou t m axim izi ng t h e  bal a nce of  good O\" < •r  e\' i l  i n  t h e  world . 

I t  may st i l l  be, of course, t h a t  we should recogn i ze' o t h e r  i nd epen den t p r i nc i 
p les as wel l ,  as dcon to logists l ike  Ross th i n k , e.g . ,  t h at  o f  k <·c· pi ng p ro m ises . 
Now I shal l  t ry  to pr<"'se nt  th < ' t heory o f  obl iga t i o n  t h a t  seem s  to  me most 
sa t i sfactory from t h e  mora l  po i n t of \ ' icw. 

\ \' h a t  p recedes suggests t h a t  perh aps we s hou ld recogn i zl' l wo basic p ri n 

ci ples o f  obl iga t i o n ,  t h e  pri nci ple o f u t i l i ty and some p ri nc i p l e of j u s t i ce . The 
resu l t i ng t h eory wou ld b<' a d C'o 1 1 to logica l 0 1 1<' , bm i t wou l d  be much c l ose r 

to u t i l i ta r i a n ism than most dco n tologi c a l  theories ; we m i g h t  ca l l  i t  a mi.wd 
dco 11 t ological t hro ry. I t  m igh t m a i n ta i n t h a t  a l l  o f  ou r more s pec i fic n1les 



Utilitarianism, Justice, and Love 44 

of obligation, l ike that of keepi ng promises, and al l  of our judgments about 
what to do in particular si tuations can be derived, d i rectly or indirectly, 
from its two principles .  It migh t even i nsist that we arc to determine what 
is right or wrong in particular si tuations, nonnally at least, by consulting 
rules such as we usually associate wi th morality, but add tha t the \vay to 
tell  what rules to l i,·c by is  to sec which ru les best fulfil l  the joint require
ments of uti l i ty and justice ( not, as i n RU, the requirements of uti l ity alone ) . 
This view is sti l l  faced wi th the problem of measuring and balancing amounts 
of good and evi l ,  and,  si nce it recognizes two basic principles, it must also 
face the problem of possible conflict between them . This means that it must 
regard i ts  two p ri nciples as principles of prima facie, not of  ac tua l d uty ; 
and i t  must, i f  our above a rgument is correct , a l low that the pri nciple of 
j ustice may take precedence o\·cr that of uti l i ty, a t  least on some occasions, 
though perhaps not always. However, i t  may not be able to provide any 
formula ·saying when justice takes precedence and when i t  docs not. 

Should we adopt this theory of obl iga tion ? To my mind, i t  is  close to the 
truth but not quite righ t .  Let us begin, however, by asking whether we should 
recognize the principle of util ity at all .  It seems to me we must at  least recog
nize something like it as one of our basic premises. \ Vhethcr we have even a 
p1;ma facic obligation to maximize the balance of good m·cr evi l depends, in  
part,  on whether i t  makes sense to ta lk about good and evil i n  quantitative 
terms. Assuming that it makes at least rough sense, it is not easy to deny, 
as pure deontologists do, that one of the things we ought to do, other thi ngs 
being equal,  i s to bring about as much of a ba lance of good over evil  as we 
can, which even Ross, Carri tt,  and perhaps Butler, al low. I find i t  hard to 
believe that any action or rule can be righ t ,  wrong, or obligatory i n  the 
mora l  sense, if  there is no good or evi l connec ted wi th i t  i n  any way, d irectly 
or i ndirectly. This docs not mean that there a rc no other factors a ff  ccting 
thei r  rightness or wrongness, or that our only duty i s  to pile up the biggest 
possible stockpile of what is good, as u ti l i tarians think ; but it does imply that 
we do h ave, at  least as one of our prima facic obligations, that o f  doi ng 
something about the good and evi l  in the worl d .  

In  fact,  I wish t o  contend that w e  do not have a ny moral obligations, 
prima facic or actual ,  to do anything that  does not, directly or i ndirectly, 
have some connection wi th wh at makes somebody's l i fe good or bad, better 
or worse. If not our particular actions, then at  least our rules must have 
some bearing on the increase of good or decrease of evil or on their distribu
tion. �'forality was made for man, not man for morali ty. Even justice is 
concerned about the distribution of good a TZd  evil. In other v;ords, a l l  of our 
duties, even that of j ustice, presuppose the existence of good and evil and 
some kind of concern about thei r existence and incidence. To this extent, 
and only to this extent, is the old dictum that lo\'e is  what underl ies and 
uni fies the rules of moral i ty correct .  It is the fa i lure to recognize the impor-
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ta nce of th is poi n t  that makes so many deon tol ogical  �ystt'ms u nsa t i s factory. 
To say this i s  to say not only  that  we ha\'c no obl iga tions exce pt  when 

some i mpro\·emen t or impainncnt of  someone's l i fe is i m·ol\'cd but  a l so that 
we have a prima facie obl igat ion whenever th i s  i s  i n \'oked . To quote \\' i i 
l imn J ames's i n i m i table way o f  putt ing i t : 

Take a n y  dem a n d ,  howe\'er sl ight ,  which any crea t u re, howeve r weak .  m ay m a ke.  
Ough t i t  110 1 ,  for i t s  own sol e  sak<",  t o  be sa 1 i sficd ? I f  n o t , prove why 11 0 1 .1  

THE P R I N C I PLE 
OF U E N E F I CENCE 

I f  this  i s  so,  then we m ust gra nt  that the u t i l i tar ians  
h ave hold of a n  important  pa rt of t h e  t ru t h ,  a nd that  
we must recognize some t h i ng l i ke the princ i ple of 

u t i l i ty as one o f  o u r  basic p remi ses. S t i l l ,  I do not t h i n k  that we can regard 
the ptinci plc  of u t i l i ty i tsel f as a basic prem ise, and my reason i s  tha t some
t h i ng more basic u nderl i es i t . By the pri nciple of  u t i l i ty I ha\'e mea n t  a nd 
sha l l  con t i n ue to mea n ,  q u i te s tr ic t ly ,  the p ri nciple  t h a t  we ough t to do the 
act or fol low the p ractice or  ru le that wi l l  or  probably wi l l  bri ng abou t t h e  

greatest possible balan ce of good over evil i n  t h e  u n i verse. I t  seems clear, 
however, t hat this  pri nc ip le  p resupposes another  one t h at i s  more bas ic ,  
namely, tha t we ought to do good a nd to prevent  or avoid doi ng harm .  I f  
we d i d  not have th is  more basic obl iga tion, we cou ld  hm·e no d u ty to t ry to 
real ize the grea test ba lance of good O\'e r e\'i l .  I n  fac t ,  the pri nciple  of u t i l i ty 
represen ts a comp romi se with the ideal . The ideal  i s  to do on l y  good a nd not 
to do any h a n n  ( om i t t i ng j u st ice for the moment ) .  But  this i s  often i mpos
sible,  and then we seem forced to t ry to bring a bou t the  best possible ba lance 
of good m·e r e\'i l .  I f  this i s  so, then the pri nciple of u t i l i ty presupposes a more 
basi c pri nciple-t hat  of producing good as such and p reven t i ng c\·i l .  \\'c h a\'e 
a prima fa cie obl igation to maximize the balance of good over evi l only i f  we 
h ave a p rio r prima facic  obl iga t ion to do good and p reve n t  h a rm .  I shall  cal l  
this  prior p ri nci ple the p rin ciple of benefice11ce .  The reason I call  i t  the 
principle  of  be11 efice11ce a nd not th<'  pri nciple of  benevolence i s  to u nderl i ne 
the fact  that  i t  asks us  actual ly  to do good and not c\'i l ,  not merely to wa n t  
or wi l l  t o  do so. 

I t  m igh t be though t that  the pri nciple  of ut i l i ty not o n l y  presupposes the 
pri nciple of beneficence b u t  fol lows from i t .  This ,  however, i s  not  the case.  
The pri nci ple of u t i l i ty is sta ted in q ua n t i ta t i Ye tenns and presupposes that 
goods and evi ls  ca n be measu red a nd balanced i n  some way. The pri nciple 
of beneficence docs not deny this ,  of  cou rse , but  nei ther  does i t  imply this .  
In applyi ng it  i n  p rac tice one hopes that  good s and e\' i l s  ran to a consider
able extent  at least be m<'asu red and bala nced , bu t the  princ iple o f  bencfi-

J " Essays in Pragmatism,  t\ .  Cas1e l l ,  ed.  ( New York : Hafner Publ i sh ing Co. ,  1 94 8 ) ,  
p. 7 3 .  
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cence docs not i tsclf require that this be always possible ;  1 t is, for example, 
compatible with 1\l i l l's insistence that pleasures and pains, and hence goods 
and evils, differ in quaJi ty as wel l as quantity. I take this to be an advantage 
of the principle of beneficence over that of uti l i ty as I have stated it .  There 
is another ad\•antage. Suppose we have two acts, A and B, and that A pro
duces 99 units of good and no evi l , while B produces both good and evil but 
has a net balance of 1 00 uni ts of good over evi l .  In this case, act-utilitar
ianism requires us to say that B is the right thing to do. But some of us would 
surely think that act A is the right one, and the principle of beneficence 
permits one to say this, though it docs not require us to do so. 

I propose, then, that we take as the basic premises of our theory of right 
and wrong two principles, that of beneficence and some principle of just 
distribution. To this proposal it might be objected that, al though the prin
ciple of justice cannot be derived from that of beneficence, i t  is possible to 
derive the principle of beneficence from that of justice. For, if one does not 
increase the good of others and decrease evi l for them when one can do so 
and when no conflicting obligations are present, then one is being unjust. 
Hence, justice implies beneficence (when possible and not iuJed out by other 
considerations ) .  In reply, I want to agree that in some sense beneficence is 
right and failure to be beneficent wrong under the conditions specified, but 
I want  to deny that they are, respectively, just or unjust, properly speaking. 
Not everything that is right is just, and not everything that is wrong is unjust. 
I ncest, even if it is wrong, can hardly be cal led unjust .  Cruelty to children 
may be unjust, if i t  involves treating them differently from adults, but i t  
is surely wrong anyway. Giving another person pleasure may be right, with
out its being properly called just at all . The area of justice is a part of 
morality but not the whole of i t . Beneficence, then, may belong to the other 
part of morali ty, and this is just what seems to me to be the case. Even �-[ill 
makes a distinction between justice and the other obligations of morali ty, 
and puts charity or beneficence among the latter. So does Portia when she 
says to ShyJock, 

And earthly power doth then show l ikest God's When mercy seasons just ice. 

It has been contended, ncverthc1ess, that we do not have, properly speak
ing, a duty or obligation to be beneficent. From this point of view, being 
beneficent is considered praiseworthy and vi rtuous, but is beyond the call of 
moral duty. All that morality can demand of us is justice, keeping promises, 
and the Jike, not beneficence. There is some truth in this . I t  is not always 
strictly wrong not to perform an act of beneficence e\·en when one can, for 
example, not giving someone else one's concert ticket. Not giving him the 
ticket is only strictly wrong if he has a right to my beneficence, and this he 
does not always have. It may stil l  be, however, that in some wider sense of 
"ought," I ought to be beneficent, perhaps even to give my ticket to another 
who needs it more.  Kant made a similar point by saying that beneficence is 
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an "imperfect ' '  d u ty ; one ough t to be bene ficent ,  he t h ough t .  bu t 011e has 
some choice abou t the occas ions on which to do good . I n  any ca se, it i s  
certa in ly  wrong, a t  least p ri ma facie, t o  i n fl i c t  e\'i l o r  pai 1 1 on a 1 1 yo1 1c ,  a nd 
to admi t th is  i s  to a d m i t  that the  pri nciple of beneficence i s  pa rt ly  correct . 

A poi u t  abou t ou r use of tenns may hel p here. The tenns "d u ty," "obl iga
t ion ,"  and ' 'ough t  to be done' '  a rc often used i n tcrchang('ably,  pspecial l y  by 
phi losophers, for example,  i n  th i s  book.  Th i s  i s  true C\'Cn to some exten t i n  

ord i na ry d i sco u rse. B u t  i n  our  more careful  ord inary d iscourse we tend to 
use ' 'd u ty" when we have i n m i nd some ru le l i ke "Te l l  the t ru t h ' '  or some role  
or office l ike that  of  a fa ther or secreta ry, a n d  to use "obl igation" when we 
ha\'c i 1 1  mind the law or som e agreemen t  or p romise .  I n  these cases we tend 
to th i n k  t h a t  one person has  a d u ty o r  obl i gation and a nothe r has a correla
t i\'c righ t .  The expression ' 'ough t to do," h owe\'er, i s  used in a wider sens(' 
to CO\'Cr t h i ngs \-\'C wou l d  not rega rd as s tri c t  duties or  obl iga tions or  t h i n k  
another person h a s  a righ t to .  T h u s ,  i t  i s  natural  t o  say t h a t  o n e  ough t to 
go the second m i l e ,  not so natural to say one has a duty  or obl igat ion to do 
t h i s , and q u i te u n n a tural to say that the other person has a right  to expec t 
one to do i t .  This  wi l l  help to expla i n  why some assert and oth e rs deny t h a t  
beneficence i s  a requ i rement o f  mora l i t y. T h e  matter, i t  shou l d  b e  observed , 
is made a l l  th e more d i fficu l t  by two f urt h c r  facts : on the one h a n d ,  t h a t  
"righ t" som�times means "ought to b e  done' '  a nd someti mes means on l y  
' 'not wrong," and on the other, t h a t  "wrong" is  used as the opposite of al l  
the other  expressions ment ioned , and so has  somewh a t  d i ffr re n t  forces in  
d ifTcrcnt con texts .  

One more remark is  worth maki ng. E\'cn if  one holds that  beneficence is 
not a requireme1l t  of mora l i ty but somethi ng supere roga tOI)' and moral ly  
good, one i s  sti l l  rega rd i ng beneficence as a n  im portant part  of mora l i ty-as 

desi rable if not required . 
\\' h a t  docs the p ri nci ple of  beneficence say ? Four t h i ngs, I t h i n k : 

I .  One ought not to infl ic t  evi l  or harm ( wha t  is bad \ . 
2 .  One ough t to prevent ev i l  or harm .  
3 .  One ought to remo,·e evi l .  
4 .  One ought to do or promote good . 

These four  thi ngs a rc d i fTerent ,  bu t they may appropria te ly  be rega rd ed as 
parts of the p ri n c i ple  of  benefi cence. Of the four, i t  i s  most  p lausi ble to say 

that ( 4) i s  not a duty i n  the strict sense. I n  fac t .  one is  i n c l i ned to say that 
i n  some sense ( I  ) takC's p recedence o\'er ( 2 ) , ( 2 )  O\'Cr ( 3 )  , and ( 3 )  over 
( 4 ) , other th i ngs be i ng equa l .  Rut  al l  a rc, a t  any rate,  pr;ncip lcs o f  p 1i ma 
facie  d u ty. Ry ad d i ng "to o r  for anyone" a t the  end of  each of  them one 
makes the principle  of  beneficence un iversa l i s t i c ,  by ad d i ng " to or for others" 
one makes i t  a l t ru i s t i c .  \Vha t one docs here depends on wh(' ther  he is  wi l l i ng 
to say that  one has mora l  d u ties to onesel f or  not .  For exam ple,  docs one 
ha\'c a moral d u ty not to sac ri fice any of  one's own h a p p i nC'ss for that of 
anothe r ?  \Ve sh a l l  look a t  th is  quest ion aga i n  later .  
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I t  is tempting to think that, since the first four parts of the principle of 
beneficence may come into conflict wi th one another in choice si tuations, 
say, between actions both of which do some good and some evi l ,  we should 
regard it as having a fi fth part tha t i nstructs us, in such cases, to do what 
will bring about the greatest balance of good O\'cr evi l .  This would, however, 
presuppose that good and evil can always be measured in some way and 
lose the advantages ascribed to the principle of beneficence over the principle 
of utili ty ; in fact, it would make the fonncr equiva lent to the la tter in prac
tice, since we are always choosing between two courses of ac tion , even if one 
of them is called "inaction ." Even so, we may perhaps fol low th is instruction 
-or the principle of util i ty-as a heuristic maxim in conflict si tuations in
volving only the principle of beneficence, at  least insofar as the goods and 
evils involved are susceptible of some kind of measuring and ba lancing, 
though remembering i ts l imitations. 

There are many rules of prima facic righ t, wrong, or obligation, to be 
used in determining our actual duties, which can be derived from the 
principle of beneficence. \Vherever one can form a general statement about 
what affects the l ives of people for better or for worse, there one has a 
val id principle of prima facie duty, for example, "One ought not to kick 
people in the shin" or "\Ve ought to promote knowledge." Most of the usual 
ru les-keeping promises, telling the truth, showing grati tude, making repar
ation, not interfering wi th l iberty, etc.-can be seen on this b�sis to be valid 
prim a facie rules .  For instance, given the principle of beneficence and the 
fact that knowing the truth is a good ( in  i tself or as a means ) ,  i t  follows that 
tel ling the truth is a prima facie duty. 

Thus, some of our rules of prima facic duty fol low directly from the prin
ciple of beneficence. The rule of tel l ing the t1uth can probably be defended 
also ( perhaps with certain bui lt-in exceptions ) on the ground that i ts 
adoption makes for the greatest general good-as rule-ut i l i tarians hold .  

However, not a l l  of our prima facic obligations can be deri\•cd from the 
principle of beneficence any more than from that of uti l i ty. For the principle 
of beneficiencc docs not tel l  us how we arc to d istribute goods and evils ; it 
only te1 1s us to produce the one and prevent the other. \\'hen conflicting 
claims arc made upon us, the most i t  could do (and we saw i t  cannot strictly 
even do th is ) is  to inst1uct us to promote the greatest balance of good over 
evi l and , as we have a lready seen, we need someth ing more. This is where a 
principle of justice must come in .  

THE PRINCIPLE OF 
JUSTICE : EQUALITY 

but we must at least 

\Ve have seen that we must recognize a basic principle 
of justice. But which one ? \\'hat is justice ? \Ve 
cannot go i n to the whole subject of social justice here, 

complete our ou tl ine of a normath·c theory of moral 
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obl igat ion , in which the pr i nc i p le of j us ti ce plays a c ru c i a l  ro le . \Ve a rc 

ta lk i ng here abou t diJt rib u t ive just ice , j u st ice i n  the  d is t ribu t ion of good and 
evi l .  There i s  also ret rib u t ive justice ( punishment ,  etc . ) ,  � 1 bou t wh ic h a 

l i t t le  wi l l  be said i n  Chapter 4. Distribut i \"C' j us t ice i s  a m a t t e r  of  the c o m 
pa rative t reat m e ll l  of ind iv i duals . The pa rad igm case of i nj u st ice is  that  i n  
which there arc two s im i lar individuals  i n  s im i l a r  c i rc u msta nces a n d  o n e  o f  

t h e m  is t reated bet ter or  worse than the other.  I n  t h is case, t h e  c ry o f  i nj us
t ice righ t l y  goes up aga inst  the responsible agent or group ; a nd u n less that  

age n t  or  grou p can establ ish that  there is some rele\'a n t  d issi m i l a ri t y  a ft<:>r al l  

between the ind ividuals  concenwd and t he i r c i rcumstances , he or they wi l l  

b e  gu i l ty a s  cha rg<"d . This i s  why Sidgwick suggcstC'd h i s  form u l a ,  accord i ng 
to which just ice is the s i m i l a r  and injust ice the d issi m i l ar treatme n t  o f  s im i l ar 

cases. This formu l a  d ocs gi\"c a necessa ry cond i t ion of  j ust ice ; s imi la r cases 

a rc to be t reated s imi larl y  so fa r as the requ i reme n ts of j us tice a rc concerned , 

a l t hough t h ese requ i rements may be outwe ighed by other considt>rat ions. But 

S idgwick · s  formula  is not sufficien t .  All  i t  rea l l y  says is  that  we must  act 

accord i ng to rule's if we nwan to be j u st .  A l though t h is formu la is correc t as 

far as it goes, it te l ls us noth i ng about  wha t the ru les arc to be . a nd t h is is 

what we wan t  to know, s i nce we ha\'c a l rPady seen t h a t  ru l e's themsdn.·s may 
be u nj ust .  J f  th is  we re not so, there coul d  be no unjust  laws or prac t ices , for 

laws and prac t ices arc ru l es. � l  uch depPnds, as we shal l  SC'C' ,  on wh ich s imi
lar i t ies a n d  d issimi lari t ies of i n d i\" id ua l s  a rc take n  as  a basis for s im i lari ty 

or d i ss i m i l a ri ty of t rea tmen t .  

The question remai n i ng to b e  answe red is  how we a rc t o  te l l  wha t ru les of  

dis tri but ion or compa rat i \'C' t reatment  we a rc t o  act  on .  \ V e  han• seen tha t  

these ru l es cannot b e  de te m1 i nc-d on the basis of  bc-ne ficc-nce a lone ( as I 
th ink the rules of  not inj u ring anyone and of keep ing coven a n ts c a n  be ) .  A 
number of nite1ia have bc<:> n proposed by d ifTercnt  th inkers : ( I )  that  

j ustice is dea l i ng wi th people accord i ng to the i r dese rts o r  m e rits : ( 2 )  tha t 

i t  is t rea t i ng h u m a n  bei ngs as e q u als i n  th<:> sen se of d ist ribu t i ng good a nd 

evi l c>qual ly  among them , excep t i ng perhaps i n  the case o f  pun ishment : ( 3 ) 

t h a t  i t  is t rea t i ng people accord ing to thei r n eeds, t lw i r a b ilit irJ , or bo th . A n  

exa m p l e  of  t h e  fi rst  i s  t h e  c l ass ical  m e rit a ria n  c ri te rion of  j u s t ice a s  fou n d  i n  
A 1is tot le a n d  Ross. Accord i ng t o  t h i s  v iew , t h e  c ri terion o f  desc-rt o r  me r i t i s  

\' i rtue , and j ust ice i s  d istr ibu t ing the good ( e .g. , happ i ness ) i n  accord ance 
wi t h  virtue .  O n e  m igh t , o f  cou rse ,  adop t some o the r c ri terion o f  meri t .  for 

example, ab i l i ty , con tribu tion , i n td l i gc- n cc-,  blood . color. soc ia l  ra nk .  or 
wea l th , a nd then j ust ice would consist  i n d i s t ri bu t i ng good a n d  C'\" i l  i n accor
d a nce with t h i s  cr i terion .  The second cr i terion is t h e  e q u alit a ria n one th a t 

is cha rac terist ic of  modern democ ra t ic  t heory. ThP t h i rd i s  a l so a mod<:>rn 
\' ic-w, a nd m a y  take  \': Hious forms : i ts m o s t  p rom i nc- n t fon 1 1  toda\' i s  t h e  

M a rxist d i c t u m ,  " From e a c h  accord i ng t o  h i s  a b i l i ty .  to ea c h  accord i ng to 

h is nct"d s ."  l sh a l l  a rgu<' for t h e  second \ ' iew.  
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Some of the cri teria of nw1i t men tioned seem to be palpably nonmoral  or 

even u njust , for example, the use of blood, color, i ntell igence, sex, social 
ran k ,  or wea lth as  a basis for one's ru les of distribu t ion. Use of abi l i ty  as a 
basis  wou ld give us a fonn of the third view. This leaves mora l  and /or non
moral virtue as possible cri te ria of meri t .  Shou ld we adopt a meritarian theory 

of this  Aristot le-Ross sort ? I t seems to me that  vi rtue, moral  or nonmoral,  
cannot be our basic cri t erion i n  matte rs of distribut ive j ust ice, because a 
recogn ition of any ki nd of vi rtue as a basis of d istii but ion i s  justi fied only i f  
e\·cry individual  has an equal chance of ach ieving- a l l  t h e  vi rtue o f  t h a t  kind 
he is  capable of ( and i t  must not be assumed t ha t  t h ey have a l l  had this  

chance, for they h ave not ) . I f  the individuals  competing for goods, posit ions, 
a nd t h e  l ike have not had an equal chance to ach ieve all t h e  vi rtue t hey a rc 

capable of, then virtue i s  not a fa i r  basi s for distributi ng such things among 
them. I f this  is so, then , before vi rtue can reasonably be adopted as a basis 
of d istribution, there must first be a prior equal  distribu tion of the conditions 

for ac h i eving vi rtue,  at least i nsofa r as t h i s  i s  withi n t he cont rol of human 
socie ty. This is where equal i ty  of opportuni ty, equal i ty before the law, and 
equa l i ty  of access to the means of  educa tion come i n .  I n other words, 
recognit ion of virtue as a basis of distribu t ion i s  reasonable only against the 

background of a n  acknowledgment  of th e principle of equa l i ty .  The primary 

criterion of d istributive justice, then,  is not meri t i n  the form of vi rtue of 
some kind or other, bu t equality. 

One migh t obj ect here that there is a nother k i nd of meri t ,  namely, effort , 
and t hat  cff ort made shou ld be taken as a basis of distribution in  at l east 
certain  ki nds of cases . This is  true, but again ,  i t  does seem to me that effort 

cannot serve as our basic cri terion of distri but ion, and that  recognit ion of 
it in any dcf ensiblc way presupposes the general notion t h a t  we shou ld all be 

treated equally. 

\Ve certainly must consider abi l i t ies and needs in determining how we arc 
to t reat ot hers .  This  i s  required by the principle of bene ficence , for i t  asks 

us  to be conce rned abou t the good ne�s of thei r l i\·cs , which i m·oh-cs cateri ng 
to t hei r needs and fostering and making use of t hei r abi l i t ies. Bu t i s  i t  
requi red by the  pri nciple o f  justice ? �1orc pa rticularly ,  docs the  princi ple of 

just ice requi re us to help people i n  proport ion to  thei r  needs or to  call  on 
t h em in p roportion to th ei r abil i t ies ? I t is wrong to ask more of people than 
they can do or to assign them tasks ou t of proport ion to  thei r abi l i ty .  but 
this is because "ough t" impl ies "ca n."  J ustice asks us to do something abou t 
cases of  speci al  need ; for example, i t  asks us to give special  at tent ion to 
people wit h certa in  k i nds of hand icaps, beca use only wi th such a t tent ion can 
they ha\'c some t h i ng compa rable to a n  equal  cha nce wit h  others of enjoying 
a good l i fe .  Bu t docs i t  a l ways ask us,  a t  least prima facie,  to proport ion  ou r 

hdp to the ir  neNls and our dema nds to their  abil i t ies ? A rc we a lways p1; m a  
fac ic  unjust i f  w e  h e l p  A i n  proport ion to h is  need s but  n o t  B.  o r  i f  w e  make 
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demands of  C i n  proportion to h i s  a bi l i t ies  b u t  not of ) )  ? I t  seem s  to me 
that  the basic quest ion is whether or not in so doi ng we are showi ng a n  
equal  concern for t h e  good ness o f  t h e  l i ves o f  A a nd B o r  o f  C a n d  D .  
\Vhcthcr w e  shou ld  t rea t  t h e m  i n  proportion t o  thei r needs a nd a b i l i t ies 
depends, as fa r as just ice is concerned , on  whether doi ng so hel ps or 
h inders them equal ly in the achievement of  the best  l i ves t l ) ('y a re capable of .  
If  helping them i n  proport ion to their  needs i s  necessary for mak i ng an 
equal  con tribution to the  good ness of  t h e i r  l i n�s , then and only  then is i t  

unj ust t o  d o  oth erwise.  l f ask i ng o f  them i n  p roport ion t o  thei r abi l i t ies is  
1wccssa11· for keeping thei r chances of  a good l i fe eq u a l ,  then and only  t llC'n 
i s  i t  unj ust to do otherwise.  l n  other words ,  t he basic sta nda rd of <lis tr ibut i\"c 
just ice is  eq ualit)' of trC'atmcn t .  That,  fo r i nsta nce, is  why j ustice ca l l s  fo r 
givi ng ext ra a t ten tion to hand ica pped people .  

I f  th i s  i s  correct,  then W P  m u st adopt the  cq u a l i tarian \"i ew of  d is tribut ive 
just ice.  I n  other words,  the  pri nciple of j u stice lays upon us the pri rna facic 
obligat ion of t rea ti ng peopl e  equal ly .  Herc w e  ha\"c the a nswC'r to ou r 
question . This  docs not mean that  i t  i s  p rima faci c u njust to trea t people of 
the same color d i ff  crcnt ly  or to trea t people of d i ffrrc n t  he ights si m i larl y . 
Color and height arc not mora l l y  releva nt  s imi lari t ies or d i ssi m i l a ri t i es .  
Those that  arc relc\"ant a rc the ones that  bea r on the good ness or bad ness 
of peopl e's l ivl"s, for example, si mi lari t i es or d i ssi mi lar i t ies i n  abi l i ty,  i n tC'rest, 

or need . Trea t ing people equal ly  docs not mean t reat i ng them ident ical ly ; 
just ice i s  not so monotonous as  al l that .  l t  means m a k i ng the same re lat ive 
con t ribu tion to the good ness of  thl"ir  l ives ( this  i s  equal he lp  or helpi ng 
accord ing to need ) or ask ing the same 1·c lat ive sac ri fice ( th i s  i s  ask i ng i n  
accordance wi t h  abi l i ty ) . 

Treat ing people equal ly  i n  th is  sense docs not mean maki ng thei r  l i \"CS 
equa l l y  good or mai ntai n i ng their  l i ves at t he sa me level of good ness. l t 
wou ld  be a m istake to th ink that  j ustice requi res th i s .  For, though people a rc 
equa l l y  capable of some k i nd of  good l i fe ( or least bad one ) , the k i nds of 
l i fe of which they arc capable a rc not equa l l y  good . The l i \"cs of  which some 
a rc capable s imply arc better, nomnora l l y  as wel l  as mora l ly,  than t hose of 
which others a rc capable .  l n t his  sense men arc not equ a l ,  s i nce they a rc not 
equal in thei r capaci t ies .  They arc equal  only in the sense that t hey oug h t  
prima facic to b e  t reated equal ly, and they ough t to b e  t reated C'qua l ly  only 
i n  the sense that we ough t prima facic to make p roport iona l l y  the same 
con tribut ion to the good ness o f thei r l ives, once a cC'rta i n  m i n i m u m  h as been 

achieved by a l l .  This is  what is  meant  by the equal  i n t ri nsic d ign i ty or  value 
of the  i n d i vidual  that i s  such an importa nt  concept i n  our cu l tu re .  

\\'c must re member t h a t  th i s  equa l i ty of  trea t me n t ,  though i t  i s  a bas ic  

obl igation,  i s  only  a p ri m a  facie one,  a nd th a t  i t  may on ocrasion ( a nd the re 
is · no fomrnla for determ i n i ng the occasions ) be ove rru led by the pri nciple  
of beneficence.  \Ve may cla im, howeve r, that  in  d i s t ri bu t i ng goods a n d  
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evi ls, help, tasks, roles, and so forth, people are to be treated equally in the 
sense indicated, except when unequal treatment can be justified by consider
ations of beneficence ( including util i ty )  or on the ground that i t  wil l  pro
mote greater equal ity in the long run. Unequal treatment always requires 
justification and only certain kinds of just ification suffice. 

It is in the l ight of the preceding discussion, it seems to me, that we must 
try to solve such social problems as education, economic opportunity, racial 
integration, and aid to underdeveloped countries, remembering always that 
the principle of beneficence requires us to respect the l iberty of others .  Our 
discussion provides only the most general guide l ines for solving such prob
lems, of course, but most of what is needed in addition is good wi l l, clarity 
of thought, and knowledge of the relevant facts. 

SUMMARY OF MY 

THEORY OF 
OBLIGATION 

\Ve have now arrived at a mixed deontological theory 
of obl igation somewhat different from the one tenta
tively sketched earlier. It takes as basic the principle 
of beneficence ( not that of util ity ) and the principle 

of j ustice, now identified as equal treatment. lVlust we recognize any other 
basic principles of  right and wrong ? It seems to me that we need not. As far 
as I can see, we can derive alJ of the things we may wish to recognize as 
dut ies from our two principles, either directly as the crow flies or indirectly 
as the rule-util itarian does. From the former follow various more specific 
rules of prima facie obl igation, for example, those of not injuring anyone, 
and of not interfering with another's l iberty. From the latter fol low others 
like equal ity of consideration and equality before the law. Some, l ike tel ling 
the truth or not being cruel to children, may fol low separately from both 
principles, which may give them a kind of priority they might not otherwise 
have. Others, l ike keeping promises and not crossing university lawns, may 
perhaps be justified in rule-util itarian fashion on the basis of the two princi
ples taken jointly, as being rules whose general acceptance and obedience is 
conducive to a state of affairs in which a maximal balance of good over evi l 
is as equally distributed as possible ( the greatest good of the greatest number) . 

THE PROBLEM OF Several problems facing this theory remain to be 
CONFLICT discussed. One is the problem of possible conflict 

between its h'm principles. I sec no way out of this. 
It docs seem to me that the two principles may come into conflict,  both at 
the level of individual action and at that of social policy, and I know of no 
fonuula that wil l  always tel l  us how to solve such conflicts or even how to 
solve conflicts between their corol laries. It is tempting to say that the prin
ciple of justice always takes precedence over that of beneficence : do just ice 
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thou gh the heavens fa l l .  But is a sma l l  i nj us t ice rw\·c· r to he preferred to a 

grea t evi l ? Perhaps \Ve shou ld  lean over backwards to avoid commit t i ng 
i njust ice, but a rc we nc\'cr jus t i fied i n  t reat ing people u nequa l ly ? One migh t 
con tend that  the princ i pl C' of equa l t rC'a tmcnt  a l ways has priori ty a t  least 
over the fou rth  or posi t ive pa rt of the pri nci p le  of  beneficence, bu t  is it ne\'er 
righ t to treat people unequa l l y  when a cons iderab le good is at  stake ? The 
answer to these quest ions, I regret to say, docs not seem to me to be c learly 
negat i\'e, and I am fo rced to conc lude that the problem of con fl i c t  that faced 

t he p lura l i s t ic  deontological theories d i scussed earl i er  is s t i l l  wi th us .  One ca n 
on ly  hope that ,  i f  we take the moral  poi n t  of  \ ' iew, become c lea rheaded , and 
come to know al l  t ha t  i s  rc le\ 'a nt , we wi l l  a l so come to agree on ways of  
act i ng that  a rc sat i sfactOt)' to a l l  concerned . 

The fol lowing reflec t ion may be encou ragi ng i n  th i s  respec t .  I t  seems to 
me that c\'eryonc who takes the  mora l  poi n t  of v iew can agree tha t  the ideal 
s ta te of affa i rs i s  one in wh ich e\·eryone has the  best l i fe h e  or she is capable 
of .  Now, in such a s tate of affa i rs, i t  i s  c lea r  that  the  concerns of  both the 
pri nciple o f  just ice or equa l i ty a nd the principle of beneficence wi l l  be 
fulfi l led . I f  so, then we can sec that the two princ ip l<>s arc i n  some sense 

u l t imatdy consisten t ,  and th i s  seems to i mply tha t  i ncreasing i ns ight  may 
enable us to know more and more how to solve the con f l i c ts that t rouble us  
now when we know so l i t t le  about  rea l iz ing the  id<>a l  s tate  o f  affairs in  
wh ich the principles arc at  one .  Then , wh i le  Ross is  iigh t i n  say ing tha t we 
must fi na l ly  appeal to "p<>rcept ion," we can at l east gi \'c an out l i ne of 
what  that  perception is supposed to en\ ' ision . 

A PROBLE� I OF Another problem about our two princ i ples may be 
APPLICATION posed by saying that they ask too much of us and tcJ l 

us too l i t t le .  J ust look a t  them ! One asks us to do  

good and  to  eschew and el iminate evi l .  But  there i s  so  m uch good to  be  done 
and so much evi l to e l iminate that  one hard ly  knows where to begin and 

cannot rclax once one has begu n .  And what  abou t the concC'rt t icket case ? 
The other principle asks us to t reat e\·c r)·onc equa l l y. Docs t h is mean that 

I must t reat a l l  ch i ldren equal ly-that ,  i f  I pay my chi ld 's  tu i t ion ,  I m ust pay 
every other ch i ld 's t u i t ion ? Thus one cou ld go on, argu i ng that ou r two 

pri nciples a rc too utopian .  ckmand ing. i mprac t ica l ,  and u nhel p fu l  for words .  
Th i s  i s  a large top ic  wi th  many facets ,  but  onC' poin t  seems c lea r :  e\·en if  I 
was right i n  mai n ta i n i ng earl ier tha t  the two pri nc iples rwC'd not be su p
plemcntC'd by a ny ot her basic pri nc ip les ,  as Ross t h i nks .  they must  st i l l  be 

supplemented in some way ( even if we forget abou t p roblems of  con fl i c t  
be tWt't'n them ) i f  we a rc to a c t  on them i n  a ny sensible m:lnncr. 

· I n  answer to th i s  d i fficul ty I \'en tu re the fol lowi ng l i ne' o f  t hough t .  \\' ri ters 
have poi n ted ou t that customs a nd laws may fu nc t ion to tel l us how to do 
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what morality asks us to do. For examp le, customs tell us how to show grati
tude or respect, and laws show us how to provide for our children. Perhaps, 
then, one can argue that we need thi ngs l i ke custom and law to help us 
to channel our act ivities in the way of applying the principles of beneficence 
and equality-that society must prov ide us wi th a set of mores and institu
tions in terms of wh ich to operate . Take the inst i tution of the fam i ly, for 
instance. It may be though t of, among other th ings, as directing me, say, to 
pay my child's tu i tion, and other fathers to do likewi se for their chi ldren. 

Then, ideal ly, even though I do not extend my beneficence equal ly to all  

children, which is impractical in  any case, al l children wi l l  come out equal ly 
well trea ted . I t  sti l l remains true, of course, that the princip le of justice tel l s  
me I must treat al l  of my own children equally, but I need not take i t  to 
requi re me to do as wel l by everyone else's children, since the system is sup
posed to provide for them. Natura l ly, where the system fa i ls, as it aJJ too 

of ten does, I must sti l l  try to do something to help other children too, either 
di rec t ly or by seek ing to improve the system . 

Just what inst itu tions society should set up is another question . I took the 

fami ly  on ly  as an example. The institut ions may, in fact , vary from society 
to society, and some societies may subst i tute someth ing else for the fam i ly. I n  

any case, however, the inst i tutions provided by a society should themselves be 
beneficent and equal izing as possible. They are only anci l lary and supple
mental to the principles of moral ity, and must, as Aquinas said of human 
law, be consistent with these principles, even if they cannot be deduced 
from them.  

DUTIES TO SELF \.Yhat about duties to sel f ?  Has one any moral duties 

when other people and animals are in no way 
involved, direct ly  or i nd i rect ly? This again is a large and much-debated 
question. A great deal can be said for a negative answer to i t .  On the other 
hand, i f  our two principles are to be universal in scope, they must be con
strued as applying to myself as wel l  as to others, so that my duties of bene
ficence and equa l treatment cover myself as wel l  as them. But am I doing 
what is mora1 ly wrong if  I take Jess than my share ? Everyone else has at 
least an imperfect duty to be beneficent and cqua l i tarian in relation to me, 

and I have a right to my share, but do I have a duty to take i t when doing 
so docs not deprive another of his ? And, if I prefer strawberry to peach 
jam for breakfast, is  i t  wrong for me to take peach ? I myself h �we much 
sympathy with Kant 's posi tion that one has no mora l duty to promote one's 
own happiness, even if one does have such a duty to cul tivate one's talents, 
respect one's own d igni ty, and not to comm i t suicide. Yet i t  docs seem 

somehow a rbitrary to say that our two principles must be understood by 
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each of us as d i rec t ing h i m  to cons ider  01 1 l y  the good ness of everyone e l se's 
l i fe and not that  of  h i s  own . 

Once more, I ven t u re a suggestion . I t  is t h a t  i n  thcOI)' t h e  principles apply  
to cve11·onc, t h at i s ,  not on ly is C'\'l'l")"Onc· to l i v<' by them.  but t h ei r scope 
extends to everyone,  i nc lud i ng onesel f .  Ne\ 'erthcl ess , because \Ve humans a rc 
already so prone to take care of ou r own wel fa re ( cn·n though psychological  
egoism is fa lse ) , i t  i s  p rac t ica l ly s tra tegic for u s  in  our ord i nary moral l i ,· i ng 
to talk,  th i nk ,  and feel  as i f  we do not have a d u ty to do so. Kan t may sti l l  
b e  righ t,  howe\"t·r, i n  t h ink iug t h a t  even ou r p ractical  mo ral i ty shou ld 
recogn ize such d u t ies as respec t i ng one's own d igni ty .  

ARE ANY RULES 
r\BSOLUTE? 

Fi ual ly, arc there any absol u te ru les ,  any rul es or 

princi ples of  actual duty in  Ross's sense, posi tive or 
negat ive, that  hold wi thout exception ? K a n t  th i nks 

there arc, but i n  the theory I hm·e presen ted t h e re a rc not,  just  as there a rc 

not i n  Ross's theory. For I ha\ ·c i n terpreted my bas ic pri nci ples and their  
corol la1ics a l l  as being p ri ma facie ones that may on occasion be overruled 
by others .  Actual ly, I doubt that  there a rc any substan t i\·c p rinciples o r  

rules of  actual  duty that  ough t a l ways to be acted o n  or never viola ted, 
even when they confl ic t  with others . 

Here someth i ng depends on the use of terms. I s  m u rder e\'cr right ? I n  a 
way not, s i nce the ve ry word suggests wrongfu l k i l l i ng. The same is t rue of  
other words .  I t  i s better to ask i f  ki l l i ng is  ever right  tha n i f  m u rder is,  or i f  

taki ng something from anotlwr wi thou t h i s  consent is  ever righ t than i f  

steal ing is .  Then t h e  answer is  less clearly nega tive . 
Somethi ng also depends on the kind of  rules one is ta l king abou t .  I n  the 

next chapter we shal l  find tha t one can speak of ru les of act ion or doi ng and 
rules of charac ter or  being.  Now, i t  i s  more plausible to rega rd a ru le  l ike 
"Be cou rageous" or "Be consci ent ious" as absol ute  than one l ike "Tell  the  

truth."  Herc, howe,·c r, I am concerned wi th 1ulcs of  act ion or  doi ng. 
Even though I t h ink  t h a t  no such ru les arc absol ute ,  as Fletcher docs , I 

do s t i l l  be l i c\'P, as agai nst h im, t hat  some ki nds of ac t ion arc in tri nsical ly  
wrong, for  example,  k i l l i ng people and ly ing to them.  In  denyi ng that  a ny 
kind of act ion i s  i n t ri ns ical ly  righ t or wrong F letcher is implying t h a t  k i l l ing 
and lying arc as such mora l l y  neu t ra l ,  which st ri kes me as incred ible .  They 
are, in  Ross 's terms, always pri m a f acie \Vrong, and they arc always actual ly 
wrong when they a rc not j usti fied on other moral g rou nds . They a rc not i n  
thcmsch·"s moral l y  i nd ifTerent .  They may concei va bly be j ust i fied i n  certa i n  
s i tuations, bu t they a lways need t o  be justi fied : a n d .  even when they a rc 
j ust i fied , there i s  st i l l  one moral  poi n t  agai nst them . Fletc her  fa i l s  to dis t in 
gl.l i sh between sayi ng that  k i l l i ng and lyi ng a rc a l ways ac tua l ly  \.\Tong and 
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sayi ng that they a rc intri nsically piima facic wrong, because he fails to see 
the force of Ross's distinction. Ross's words "pri ma facie" are somewhat mis
leading, because a prima facic duty, as he secs i t, does have a kind of 
absoluteness ; in a sense they have no exceptions as such-for example, lying 
is always prima facic wrong ( always real ly has a wrong-making feature ) and 
is  always actually wrong unless i t is made righ t by being necessary to avoid 
a great evil or by some other moral  fact about it. I n  th is sense, there arc 
many absolute rules-our two pri nciples and all  thei r corollaries. 

THE ETHICS OF LOVE There is an ethical theory that has been and still  is 
widely accepted, especially in Judea-Christ ian circles, 

namely, the ethics of love. This holds that there i s  only one basic ethica l  
imperative-to love-and that al l  the others arc t o  b e  derived from i t .  

Thou shal t  love t h e  Lord t h y  God with a l l  t h y  heart, a n d  with al l  t h y  soul , an d  
wi th a l l  t h y  m ind. This is the first and great com m a n d ment.  A n d  t h e  second is l ike 
unto it, Thou shal t love thy neighbor as thysel f. On these two com m an d m en ts hang 
a l l  the law and the prophets ( Alatt . 22 : 3 7-40 ) . 

\Ve may call  this view agapism . I n  spite of its prevalence, i t  is general ly 
neglected i n  philosophical introductions to ethics l ike this, yet j ust because 
of i ts prevalence, i t  is desi rable to relate i t to the theories d iscussed and 
adopted here and to say something abou t i t .  

How one classi fies agapism depends on how one interprets i t  and,  unfor
tunately, its theological exponents have been neither clear nor of one mind 
about this.  Philosophers, i f  they mention it  at al l ,  tend to identify the ethics 
of love with uti l i tarianism, as Mil l  did and as A.  C.  Garnett docs. Theo
logians, however, would generally reject this uti l itarian conception of their  
ethical principle, though Fletcher accepts i t .  I n  fact, i t  is  hard to sec how 
agapism, as stated i n  the above text, can be put down as a pure teleological 
theory a t  all , for, although one might argue that loving thy neighbor means 
promoting his good , one can hardly say that loving God means promoting 
his good, since he is regarded as already perfect in every respect. Only i f  one 
identifies loving God with loving his creatures, and loving them with pro
moting for them the greatest balance of good over evi l ( and both of these 
steps may be questioned ) ,  can one construe Judea-Christian agapism as 
uti l i tarianism . Some Christian moralists have done precisely this, for example, 
the theological ut i l i tarians who followed John Locke in the eigh teenth 
century. In any case, if agapism is  thus equated wi th uti l i ta ria nism, it  will  
be subject to the cri t icisms previously made. Agai n,  however, many theo
logians, especially today, would reject as inadequate this social gospel 
version of J udeo-Christ ian ethics.  

Is their view a deontological one of some kind ? Some C h ristian moralists 
have, i n  fact, been dcontologists, for example, Butler and Samuel Clarke. 
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But then they have a l so usua l ly  held , in Butler's words, " t h a t  benevolence, 
and the want of i t ,  s ingly  considered, arc i n  no sort the whole of v irt ue and 
vice ' '-that ,  besides benevolence, there a rc other val id moral princi ples l ike 
j ustice and ve racity.  l n short, t hey have not been pure agapists .  The same 
is  t rue of the Cathol ics  who adopt t h e  Thomist doc t rine of n a t u ral moral  
Jaws that  a rc not  deri ved from the  law of  love. Somet i mes theologians have 
maintained that  we ought to love God and our neighbor because God com 
mands us to and we ought to obey God ; or, fol lowing I John 4 :  I I ,  that  we 
ough t to love one another because God lo\·es us and we oug h t  to i m i tate 
God .  Then they a rc agapists, but only  derivat ive ly ; basical ly they a rc non
agapist ic  dcon tologists ,  s ince they rest their  e th ics on some pri nciple  l ike 
"\\'e ough t to obey God "  or "\\'c ough t to imi tate God "  which is taken to be 
more fundamenta l  than the law of love and hence not deri ved from i t .  

I t  may b e  t h a t  w e  must regard pure agapism a s  a t h i rd k ind of  normative 
theory i n  ad di t ion to dcon tologica l and teleological  ones. I f  i t  is not ,  then  
presumably i t  i s  covered by what  has  a l ready been said . But i f i t  is  a th i rd 
sort of view, i t  may s t i l l  take two forms : act-agapism a nd rule-agapism . The 
pure act-agapist wi l l  hold t hat ,..,.e arc not to appeal to rules : we a rc to te l l  
w h a t  we should do i n  a part icu lar  s i tuation si mply b y  get t i ng dear  about the 
facts  of that s i tuat ion and t hen aski ng wh at is  the lovi ng or the most lovi ng 
th ing to do in i t .  I n  other words,  we are to apply the law of love d i rectly 
and separately i n  each case wi th wh ich we a rc confronted . This  view has 
been cal led ant inomianism or si tuationalism , and is characterist ic of some 
rel igious existent ia l ists .  I t  is obviously open to the same objections t h a t  we 
made to act-dcontological theories . A modi fied act-agapist wi ll g ive a place 
to rules based on past experience, but only as useful rules of thumb. 
Fletcher's s i tuation eth ics is a modi fied act-agapism, but he gives i t  a clearly 
act-ut i l i tarian and teleological twist .  The rulc-agapist wi l l  contend , on the 
other hand, that  we a rc to dctcm1ine what we ough t to do, not by ask ing 
wh ich act is t h e  most lovi ng, but by determining which rules of action  arc 
most love-embodying, and t hen fol lowi ng these rules i n  particular  si tua tions, 
at  least whenever th is i s  possible .  For a l l  fonns of  agapism , i f  t hey fonn a 

third type of t h eory, t he  basic i njunct ion i s  to h ave a ce rtain d isposi t ion or 

a t ti t ude ( love ) towa rd God and fel l owman and to express i t  i n  one's  j u dg
ments,  act ions,  or rules of act ion . 

On either \'icw, i t  is not  c lear how the injunction to love provides us 
with any d i rect ive, any way of tel l i ng which act to pcrfonn or which rule to 

fol lm ... . ,  u n less we arc to resort to the p ri nciples of beneficence or u t i l i ty or  to 
some k ind of revelat ion ( e.g. , t he Bible and the l i fe of J esus ) . I n  any case, 
i t i s  h a rd to sec how we ca n derive a l l  of  our  du t ies from the i ns tmction to 
love s imply by i tsel f. For example,  t he  d u ty to be j u st seems to be as d i fficul t  
t� derive from the  law of lo\'c as i t  i s  from the princ ip les of beneficence.· or  
u t i l i ty .  The law of  lo\"e also by  i tsel f  g ives us no way of c h oosing be tween d i f-
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fcrcnt ways of d istributing good and evi l .  This is recognized by the Thomist 
doctrine of natural law, a nd seems sometimes to be admitted by Reinhold 
Niebuhr even when he cri ticizes this Thomist doctri ne. Emil Brunner even 
goes so far as to con trast love and j ustice instead of eliciting the one from 
the other. I n  reply, one might a rgue, as Garnett does, that justice is built 
into the law of love, since, in i ts second clause, i t  requi res us to love our 
neighbors as ou rselves or equally with ourselves. However, if  we so construe 
the law of  love, i t  is real ly a twofold principle, tel l ing us to be benevolent to 
a l l  and to be so equally in al l cases . Then, the ethics of love is not purely 
agapistic and is identical with the view I have been proposing. 

The clea rest and most plausible view, in my opinion, is to identify the law 
of love with what  I have called the principle of beneficence, that is, of 
doing good , a nd to insist th at  i t  must be supplemented by the principle 
of distributi,·e justice or equal ity. It is, then, one of the basic principles of 
ethics but not the only one. I f  one docs this, one must, of cou rse, conceive of 
the principle of beneficence as asking us not only to do what is in  fact 
beneficent but also to be benevolent,  i .e . ,  to do it  out of love. 

Even in sayi ng this I am equating the law of love with i ts second clause. 
The first clause, "Thou shalt  love the Lord thy God," cannot be put under 
my principle of beneficence. However, it raises the question of the existence 
of God, since we can hardly have an obl igation to love God if  he does not 
exist ; and we must leave this question to the philosophy of rel igion. I n any 
case, the problem of the relation between the two clauses is not a n  easy one. 
I t  may even be that we should regard the first  as asserting, not a moral 
obl igat ion as the second does, but a religious one. 

Another poin t  about the ethics of love requi res men tion . I ts Judeo-Chris
tian p roponents generally c laim that it first  appeared in the world as a 
spec ial  revelation, that i t  depends in an essential way on the presence of 
certain theistic bel iefs an d experiences, and that i t is avai lable as a \'\1orking 
pri nciple only to those who have been reborn through the grace of God . 
Such claims raise interesting and importan t  questions for moral phi losophy, 
but  we cannot discuss these here, though I shal l  say a l i tt le about the relation 
of ethics to theology in  Chapter 6. Those who make such claims a lso seem 
to adm i t  that some other moral principles arc both necessary and avai lable, 
independently of the law of love, for those to whom no special  revelation has 
been made and who have not been reborn . As St. Paul says in  Romans 2 :  14-
1 5, t h e  Genti les who do n o t  know the law of lo,·e sti l l  have a mora l  law 
"wri tten in  thei r hearts. " This seems to mea n that agapism cannot be the 
whole story. Of cou rse, one may ad mit  that the law of love is not the only 
avai lable fonn of moral i ty and yet insist that it is by i tsel f  an adequate 

moral i ty, in  fact, the only adequate or the highest form of moral i ty. This, 
ho\vcvcr, i s  t rue, as I have tried to show, only if pure agapism is  supple
mC'n ted by a pri nciple of j ustice. I am even i nclined to think that the l i fe of 
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pure love, unsupplemented i n  th i s  way, is not the mora l l i fe ;  i t  is not u n 
mora l ,  bu t i t  may be beyond moral i ty! as some theologians say i t  is .  

FU RTH ER I lere w e  ought  to sketch a the017 of mora l  rights  as 
PROBLEMS wel l  as of du ties, bu t we must  contC'nt ou rse lves wi th  

say i ng tha t  t he  same theory tha t  te l ls u s  ou r du ties wi l l  

a l so te l l  u s  our  rights . I n  genera l ,  rights and du t ies a rc corre lat i\·c . \\'hcrc\'er 

X has a righ t aga ins t  Y, Y has a du ty to X. The rc\'erse is not a lways true, as 

we ha\'e seen .  Y ought to be benevolent  to X, but X can hard ly  demand th is 

as h is right .  I n  the case of most k inds of du t ies and obl iga t ions,  however, i f  
Y has a d uty to X ,  X has a right  to be t reated i n  a certa in  way by Y.  Hence, 

for t he  most pa rt ,  the theory of righ ts is s imply the re\'erse s ide of the t heory 
of du t iC's and obl iga t ions ,  a nd r<.'sts on the same general princ ip les . Fu l l er 

d iscussion of 1·igh ts must be left to soc ia l  and pol i t ical ph i losophy.  

One more topic  requi res brief  t reatment here .  \\"e ha\·e been seeki ng the 

gene ral principles for determin ing what  is righ t and what  is wrong. I t  i s 

of ten sa id , however, that one should do what he t h inks is righ t .  \\'e are al l  
fami l i a r  with the fol lowing k ind of s i tua tion . Smi th and Jones a re d i scussi ng 

what i s  1·igh t for Smith to do in a certa in  case . Smith  th inks he ough t to do 
X, but Jones th inks Smith ought to do Y ;  both presen t thei r reasons but 

neither conv inces the other. Smith , howe\·cr, i s  troubled and asks Jmws what 
he shou ld do.  At  this  poi n t  Jones may say, " I  s t i l l  think you should do Y." 

But he may a l so say, "You should do wha t you th ink is  righ t"  or "Do wh a t 

you r  conscience tel ls you . ' '  This suggests that  we migh t ha\'c cut  short ou r 

long explorat ion , saying s imply "Always do what you th ink  is right" or "Let 

your conscience be your  guide." 

Such a short way through our problem is , however, not open to us .  For 

what  one th inks is righ t may be wrong, and  so may what one's  consc ience 

tel l s  h im.  There is somethi ng that  i s  rea l l y  righ t for Smi th  to do and he and 

Jones arc tryi ng to  detenninc wha t  i t  i s .  Smi th  can not dete rm ine th is by 

trying to sec what  he t h i11 ks i s  right .  \\'hen he thinks X is righ t he i s  th in k ing 
X is rea l ly righ t ; but he may be mi staken in th i s ,  as he h imse l f  recognizes by 

ta lk i ng wi th Jones. \\'hat  i s  t roubl i ng is the fact that  Jones says both that  
Smith shou ld  do Y a 1 1d  a l so that Smith should do what he th inks is right  

( which i s  X ) . \\'e need a d is t inction here . J ones holds  tha t  Y i s  the objcc
t i \'ely righ t t h i ng for Smith to do, but lw a l lows that ,  s i nce Smi th  si ncere ly 
bel ieves he should do X even a fter carcf u l  reflection , i t  i s  subjcct i\'c ly  righ t 

for h im to do X .  Or, better, he bcl i c\'CS tha t  i f  Smi th  does X he i s  do ing 
what is wro11g, but  is not mora l l y  bad or blamewort h)'-i n fac t ,  he would 

be blameworthy i f  he fa i led lo do X,  bel i ev ing that  he ought  to do i t . 
I t  needs to be added that  we do not and  ca n not a l ways rega rd an  agent  as 
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free from blame when he docs what he thinks is righ t. \Ve do not and cannot 
si mply excuse the Nazis for their crimes agai nst humanity even if we think 

they sincerely believed that what  they were doing was righ t, partly because 

the wrong is too hei nous and part ly because a man may be responsible for 
his  moral  errors. 

I t  remains true, nevertheless, that a man must in the moment of decision 
do what he thinks is right .  He cannot do otherwise. This does not mean that 
what  he does will be right or even that he wi l l  not be worthy of blame or 
punishment. He simply has no choice,  for he cannot at that moment see any 
discrepancy between what is righ t and what he thi nks i s  right .  He cannot be 
morally good i f  he does not do what he finally bel ieves to be right,  but even 
then, what he does may not be what he ough t to do. The l i fe of man, even 

if he wou ld be moral, is  not without i ts risks. 
Some relativi sts i nsist, of cou rse, that there is no such thing as something 

it is obj ectively right to do, that there is  no distinction between what is 
( really ) righ t and what one thinks is righ t .  In actual moral livi ng, however, 

a man must make such a distinction . Else he cannot even have a question to 

ask abou t what he should do. 



CHAPTE R FO UR 

Moral Value 
and Responsibility 

We have been a long time considering the central question of normative 
ethics, namely, that of the basic principles, criteria, or standards by which we 

are to determine what we morally ought to do, what is morally right or 

wrong, and what our moral rights are. We saw earlier, however, that there 
are other moral judgments besides deontic judgments in which we say of 

actions or kinds of action that they are right, wrong, or obligatory, namely, 

aretaic judgments in which we say of persons, traits of character, motives, 
intentions, etc. ,  and also of "deeds," that they are morally good or bad, 
responsible, blameworthy or praiseworthy, admirable or despicable, heroic or 

saintly, virtuous or vicious, etc. We must, then, say something about the ques
tion on what basis or by what standard we should make such j udgments. In 

other words, we must have a normative theory of  moral value to supplement 
our normative theory of moral obligation, even though we can give relatively 
little space or time to working one out.  

61 
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:MORAL AND 
NONMORAL SENSES 

OF "GOOD" 

�1oral value ( moral good ness a nd badness ) must be 
distinguished, not only from moral obligatoriness, right
ness, a nd wrongness, but also from nonmoral value. 
1v1oral val ues or things t hat are morally good must be 

d istinguished from nonmoral values or things that a re good in a nonmoral 
sense. \Ve must,  therefore, say a l i t t le more t ha n  we did in Chapter 1 about 
the latter distinction. Partly, it is a ma tter of the difference in the objects that 
are cal led good or bad . The sorts of th ings that may be �noral ly.good or bad 
are persons, groups of persons, t ra its of character, disposit ions, emotions, 
motives, and intentions-in short, _p_ersons, groups of persons, and elements of ------ - . -
personality.  Al l  sorts of things, on the other hand, may be nonmorally good 

'�for example : physica l objects like cars a_rid paintings ; �--��-s- like 
pleasure, pain, kno�,;l�dge, and freedom ;  andforms �f government l ike democ-

�--=�. ----- --- - ---r_�I· I t  does not make sense to call  mosCof th ese things morally good or bad, 
unless we mean that it is moral ly right or wrong to pursue them . Partly, the 
distinct ion between judgments of moral and nonmoral ,·a lue is also a matter 
of the difference in the gro u TZ ds on or reaso TZs for which they are made. \Vhen 
we judge actions or persons to be moral ly good or bad we always do so because 
of the motives, intentions, dispositions, or traits of character they manifest.  
\\7hen we make nonmoral judgments i t  is on very different grounds or reasons, 
and the grounds or reasons vary from case to c ase, depend ing, for example, on 
whether our judgment is one of intrinsic, instrumental , or aesthetic val ue .  

Of course, the same thi ng may be both morally good and nonmorally good. 
Love of fel l  ow man is a morally good d isposi tion or emotion ; it i s  normally 
a lso a source of happiness and so is good i n  a nonmoral sense. But the ground 
or reason for its  being good is d ifferent in the two judgments. Consider also 
the  expressions "a good l i fe" and "the good l ife. " \Ve sometimes say of a man 
that he "had a good l i fe" ; we also sometimes say that he "led a good l ife." 
In both cases we are saying that his l i fe was good � but in  the second case we 
are saying that i t  was morally good , or useful ,  or virtuous, while in the first 
we are saying, in effect ,  that it was happy or satisfying, t hat is, that it was 
good but in a nonmoral sense ( wh ic h ,  again,  is not to say t hat it was im
moral ) .  I t  wil l ,  therefore, be com·enien t for our purposes to speak of "the 
morally good l i fe" on the one hand, and of "the nonmoral ly good l ife" on 
the other. Since the la tter expression seems rather odd ,  I shall hereafter use 
the phrase "th e good J i f  e" to mean the nonmorally good life, especially i n  
Chapter 5 .  

l\IORALITI' Our present  i n terest, then, i s  not in moral pri nciples 
AND CULTIVATION nor in  nonmoral  values, but in moral  values, in  what 
OF TRAI TS is morally good or bad .  T h rough ou t i ts history moral-

i ty has  been concerned about the culti,·ation of certai n  
d isposi t ions, o r  traits, among wh ich are "character' '  and such "virtues" ( an 
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old-fash ion�d b u t  s t i l l  usefu l  term ) as honesty,  k i n d ness, and consc ic n t ious-
1 1 css . \ ' i rt ues a rc d ispos i t i ons  or  t ra i ts t l rn t a rc not whol ly  i n na te ; t hey m ust  
a l l  be acquired , a t  lea s t  in pa rt , by teach i ng and pract ice, or,  perha ps .  by 
grace. Thl')' a rc a lso t ra i ts of ' ' characte r," ra t h e r  t h a n  t ra i ts of ' 'pl' rsonal i ty' '  
l ike  c h a rm o r  sh yness, a n d  t hey a l l  i n \'oh-c a tendency to do certa i n  k i nds  o f  
act ion i n  certa in  k i nds  o f  s i t u a t ions,  n o t  j ust  t o  t h i n k  o r  feel i n  ce rt a i n  ways . 
They a rc not  just  a bi l i t ies o r  s k i l ls,  l i ke i n tc-l l ig<·ncc or ca rp<·n t ry ,  which  one 
may h an· wi t hou t us i ng. 

I n  fac t ,  it  has been suggested t h a t  mora l i ty is  or  should be conceived as 

pr imari l y  conn·rned,  not  w i t h  ru les o r  princ i ples as we- h ;wc been suppos i ng 
so fa r,  but  w i t h  the c u l t i\·a t ion of such d ispos i t ions  or tra i ts of  c h a racter. 
Plato a nd A ristot le  se<' l l l  to  concci,·c of mora l i ty i n  t h is way, for t h ey tal k 

m a i n l y  i n  t erms of vi rt ues and the \·i r tu ous,  ra t h e r  t h a n  i n  tl'rms of wha t 
is righ t or  ob l iga tOI)'· I l u me uses s imi lar  terms, a l though he m i xes i n  some 

nonmoral  t ra i ts l i ke c h l'erfu l nc-ss and wit a long w i t h  mora l  ones l i ke bl'ncvo

lence and jus t ice.  � l o re recent ly ,  Lesl i e  Stephen stated the vie\\! in these word s : 

. . .  m o ra l i 1 y  is in t e rn a l .  The m o ral  l a w  . . . has t o  be ex pressed i n  t he fo rm,  " be t h is ," 
not i n  t h e  fo rm,  "do t h is ."  . . . t he t ru e  m ora l law sa ys "hate not ,"  instead o f  " k i l l  
not ."  . . . t he on l y  m ode o f  st a t i n g  t h e  m o ra l  l a w  m ust b e  a s  a ru l e  o f  c h a ra c t e r. I 

ETH I CS OF V I RTUE Th ose who hold this  \·icw a re ad voca t i ng a n  ethics of 
virt u e  or bei ng, i n  opposi t ion to an et h ics  of d u ty,  

pri nciple ,  or doing, and we should note here tha t ,  a l though the e th ica l  theo
ries cr i t ic ized or def en ded in Cha pters 2 a n d  3 were a l l  sta ted as  k i nds of 

e t h ics of duty, t h ey cou ld also be recast as k i nds of C' th ics of  \·i rtuc. The 

notion of an eth ics of  \· ir tuc i s  worth look i ng a t  here ,  not only  bf'causP i t  has 
a long h istory bu t a lso becausl' some' spokesmp n of  " t h r  iw w mora l i ty ' '  seem 
to espouse i t . \\' h a t  wou ld an eth ics of virtue be l i ke ?  I t  wou l d ,  of cou rse , not 
take d l'on t ic  j udgme n ts or  principles as  ba sic in mora l i ty .  as  w e  have been 

doi ng ; i nstea d ,  i t  wou l d  t a ke as basi c a reta ic  j udgme n ts l ike ' 'Th a t  was a 
courageous deed ." ' ' }  l i s  act ion wa s \·i r tuous," o r  "Cou rage is a vir tuf' ," and 

i t  wou l d  i n sist t h a t  dcon t i c  j udgments  a rc e i thl'r deriva t i ve from such a r<' t a i c  

ones or c a n  b e  d ispl'nse<l wi t h  e n t i rely .  :7\f orC'over,  i t  would regard a rC' ta ic  
j udgmc.-n ts a bou t act ions  as Sl'cond ary and as based on a rc t a ic j udgme n ts 
about  age n ts and th e i r  mot i \'cs or t ra i ts .  as H u me docs whl'n he writl's : 

. . .  when we pra i se a n y  :-i c t ion ..,, we rcg:-i rd on l y  t he- m ot i ves 1 h a t  p ro d uct'cl t he m  . . . . 
The ex t e m :-i l  1wrfo n n :-i n c c  h:-is no m e ri t .  . . . a l l  v i rt uous act i o n s  dcr i \·c t he i r  l l l (' ri t 
on l y  from virt uou..; mot i ves.2 

For an e t h ics  of v i r t u e ,  t h e n ,  what  is  bas ic  in mora l i ty is  judgmen ts l i ke 
' ' BC' nl'vole nce i s  a good motive," ' 'Cou rage is a \' i rt uc," "The mora l l y  good 

The Science of Et hics ( �cw York : G. P. Pu t nam's Sons, 1 882 ) ,  pp. 1 55 ,  I 5 8 .  

2 Treat ise of H u man Nat u re, Book I I I , Par t  I I , ope n i ng of Sec . I .  
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man is kind to e\'eryone" or, more si mply and less accurately, "Be lo\'ing ! "
not judgments or princip les about what our duty is or wh at we ought to do. 
But, of course, i t  thinks that its basic instructions will guide us, not only 
about what to be, but a lso about what to do. 

It looks as i f  there would be th ree k inds of ethics of \'irtue, corresponding 
to the three kinds of ethics of duty CO\'ered earlier.  The quest ion to be 
answered is : \Vhat disposit ions or traits are moral \'irtues ? Trait-egoism 

repl ies that the vi rtues are the disposit ions that are most conducive to one's 
own good or welfare, or, a l ternatively, that prudence or a careful concern for 
one's own good is  the cardinal or basic moral virtue, other virtues being 
derh·ative from it. Trait - u tilita ria nism asserts that the vi rtues are those traits 
that most promote the general good , or, al ternat ively, that benevolence is the 
basic or cardinal moral  virtue. These views may be called t rait - teleological, 

but, of course, there are also t rait-deon tological t h eories, which will hold that 
certain traits  are moral ly good or vi rtuous simply as such,  and not j ust be
cause of the nonmoral value they may have or promote, or, al ternat ively, that 
there are other cardinal or basic virtues besides prudence or bene\·olence, for 
example, obed ience to God , honesty, or justice. I f  they add that there is 
only one such cardinal virtue, they a rc monistic, otherwise pluralistic .  

To avoid confusion, i t  is  necessary to notice here tha t we must distinguish 
between virt u es and prin ciples of du ty l ike "We ough t to promote the good" 
and "We ough t to treat people equal ly." A virtue is not a principle of this 
kind ; it is a disposi tion, habit,  quality, or trait  of the person or soul,  wh ich an 
individual either has or  seeks to have. Hence, I speak of the principle of 
beneficen ce and the virtue of be11evole11ce, since we have two words with 
which to mark the difference. In the case of justice, we do not have different 
words, but still we must not confuse the principle of equal treatment wi th 
the disposition to treat people equally. 

On the basis of our earl ier discussions, we may assume at t h is point that 
\'iews of the first two kinds are unsatisfactory, and that the most adequate 
ethics of virtue would be one of the third sort, one that would posit two 
cardinal vi rtues, namely, benevolence and justice, considered now as disposi
t ions or t raits of character rather than as principles of duty. By a set of 
cardinal virtues is  meant a set of vi rtues such that ( 1) they cannot be derived 
from one another and ( 2 )  all other moral virtues can be derived from or 
shown to be forms of them . Plato and other Greeks though t t here were four 
cardinal virtues in  th is sense : wisdom, cou rage, tempera nce, and j ustice. 
Christ ian ity is tradit ionally rega rded as having seven cardinal virtues : three 
"theological" \'irtues-faith,  hope, and love ; and four "human" virtues
prudence, fortitude, temperance, and justice. This was essentially St .  Thomas 
Aquinas's view ; since St. Augustine rega rded the last four as forms of love, 
on ly the first three were real ly cardinal for him.  However, many moral ists, 
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among t hem Schopenha uer , ha\'c ta ken bene\'olence a nd j ust ice to be the 
card i na l  mora l \ ' i rt ues , as  I wou ld . I t  scems to me t h a t  a l l  of t he usual  \' i rt ucs 
( suc h  as lo\'e , cou rage , tempera nce , honesty , gra t i t ude , and considera teness ) ,  
a t  least  i n sofa r  as they :i. re m oral virtues, c:i.n be deri\'cd from t hese two.  

I nso fa r as a d ispos i t i on ca n not  be deri ved from ben evolence a n d  j ust ice , I 

shou ld t ry to :i. rgue e i t her  t h a t  i t  i s  not a m oral \' i rtue ( e .g . ,  J ta ke fa i t h , 
hope , a n d  wisdom to be re l ig iou s or in te l lec tua l . not mora l ,  \'i rtucs ) or that  

i t  is not  a \' i rtuc a t  a l l .  

ON BE I NG AND 
DO I NG : MORAL ITY 

OF TRA I TS 

VS. MORA L I TY 

OF PR I N C I PLES 

\\'c may now retu rn  to t he issue posed by the quota 
t ion from Stt>phc1 1 ,  t hough we ca n not deba te i t  as 
fu l ly as  wc shou ld . 3  To be or to do , t h a t  is  the ques
t ion .  Shou ld we construe moral i ty  as primar i l y a fo l 
lowi ng of certa in  princ ip les or as prima ri ly a cult ivation 
of certa i n  d isposi t ions and traits ? �'lust we choose ? I t  

i s  ha rd t o  see how a mora l i ty of princ ip les can get o ff  t he grou nd excep t 

t h rough the  deve lopmen t of d ispos i t ions to act  in accordance wi t h  its pr inci
p l es . elsC' a l l  mot iva t i on to act on t hem must be of a n  ad hoc k i nd, ei t her 

pru dent ia l  or i mpu ls i \'c ly a l tru is t ic . M oreo\ 'er , mora l i ty ca n ha rd ly be con
ten t with a mere con form i ty t o  ru les , howe\'cr w i l l i ng and sel f-conscious i t  
may be, unless i t  has  no i nterest i n  t h e  spir i t of i ts law but only in the  let ter . 
On the other h a n d ,  on e cannot conce i\'c of t ra i t s  of cha rac te r except as  i n
c lud i ng d ispos i t ion s a n d  tendencies to act i n ce rt a i n  ways i n  cert a i n  circum
s ta nces .  Ha t i ng in\'oh-es bei ng disposed to k i l l  or harm,  bei ng j ust in\'olves 
tend i ng to do j ust ac ts ( a c ts t h a t  con form to the  pr i nc ip le of just ice )  when 
t h e  occasion ca l l s .  Aga i n ,  i t  is h a rd to sec how we could know what traits  to 

encourage or incu lca te i f  we did not subsc ribe to princ ip les , for example, to 

t h e  pri nc i ple of u t i l i ty, or to t h ose of  benevo lence and j ust ice . 

I propose t he refore that  we regard the moral i ty  of d u ty a n d  pri nc ip les a nd 
t h e  mora l i t\· of  ,· i rt ues or tra i ts of cha rac ter not as ri\·a l k i nds of moralitv ' , 
between wh ich we must choose , bu t as two comp lemen ta ry aspects of t h e  
same mora l ity . Then , for every p ri nc i p le there w i l l  b e  a mora l ly good t ra i t , 
of ten goi ng by the same name, consist i ng of a d ispos i t ion or tendency to  act  
accord i ng to i t : a n d  for e\'ery mora l ly good t ra i t  there wi l l  be  a p ri nc ip le 
de fi n i ng t he k ind of  act ion i n  wh ic h i t  is to  express i tse l f . To pa rody a famous 
d ic t u m  of K a n t ' s .  I am i n c l i ned to t h i n k  t h a t  pr inc i ples wi thout tra i ts  a rc 

i m po ten t a n d  t ra i ts withou t pr i nc i ples a rc b l ind . 
E\'en i f  we adopt t h i s  doub le - aspec t concep t ion of  mora l i t y ,  i n  wh ich 

3 For a f u l ler  d i scussion sec my " P richard and the E thics of Vir tue , ' '  Mo11 ist ( 1 9 7 1 ) ,  
'5 4 ,  1 - 1 7 .  
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principles are basic, we may stil l agree that mora l ity does and must put a 
premium on bei11g honest, conscien tious, and so forth .  I f  i t s  sanctions or 
sources of motivation are not to be entirely externa l ( for example , the pros
pect of being praised, blamed, rewarded, or pun ished by others ) or ad\•ent i 
t ious ( for example, a purely instinct ive love of others ) , if  it is to ha\'e 
adequa te "internal sanc t ions," as :Mil l  called them, then moral ity must foster 
the development of such d isposit ions and habits as have been mentioned. I t  
could hard ly be satisfied with a mere conformity t o  i ts principles even i f  i t  
could provide us with fixed principles of actual duty. For such a conform ity 

might be motivated entirely by extrinsic or nonmoral considera tions, and 
would then be at the mercy of these other considerat ions. I t  could not be 
counted on in a moment of trial .  Besides, since moral ity cannot provide us 
with fixed principles of actual duty but only with principles of prima facie 
duty, i t  cannot be content with the letter of its law, but must foster in us the 
disposi t ions that will sustain us in the hour of decision when we are choos ing 
between conflicting principles of prima facie duty or trying to revise our 
working rules of right and wrong. 

There is another reason why we must cultivate certain traits of character 
in ourselves and others, or why we must be certain sorts of persons. Although 
morality is concerned that we act in certain ways, it cannot take the hard 
l ine of insisting that we act in precisely those ways, even if those ways could 
be more clearly defined. \Ve cannot praise and blame or app ly other sanc
tions to an agent simply on the ground that he has or has not acted in con
formity with certain principles . I t  would not be right .  Through no fault of 
his own, the agent may not have known all the relevant facts. \\'hat action 
the principles of moral ity called for in the situation may not ha\'e been clear 
to h im, again through no fault of his own, and he may have been honest ly 

mistaken about his duty. Or his doing what he ough t to have done might 
have carried with it an intolerable sacrifice on his part . He may even have 
been simply incapable of doing i t .  �1ora l ity must therefore recogn ize various 
sorts of excuses and extenuating c ircumstances . All it can rea l ly insist on , 

then, except in certain critical cases, is that we develop and manifest fixed 
d ispositions to find out what the right th ing is and to do it if possible . I n  this 
sense a person must "be this" rather than "do this." But i t  must be remem
bered that "being" involves at least t rying to "do." Being without doing, l ike 
faith without works, is  dead . 

At least i t  will be clear from this discussion that an ethics of duty or 
principles also has an important place for the virtues and must put a pre
mium on their cultivation as a part of moral educa t ion and development . 
The place i t  has for virtue and/or the virtues is, howe,·er, d ifferent from that 
accorded them by an ethics of virtue. Talking in terms of the theory de
fended in Chapter 3, which was an e th ics of duty, we may say that , if we 
ask for guidance abou t what to do or not do, then the answer is conta ined , a t 
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leas t pr i mari ly,  i n  t wo deo n t i c  pr inciples a nd the i r corol la r ies, namely, t h e  
p r i n c i p les of  be nC'ficence a nd equa l t rea tmen t .  G i ,·en these t w o  deont ic  
p ri 1 1c iples . pl us tht' necessa ry c la r i ty of  t hough t  a nd fac t ua l knowledge, we 
ca 1 1  know wha t we mora l ly ough t  to do or not do .  except perhaps i n  cases of 
co1 1 H i c t  be t ween them.  \\ 'e  a lso k now t h a t  we shou l d  cu l t i va t e  two \' i rtues, 
a d ispos i t ion to  be bene fi c i a l  ( i .e . ,  be ne\'olence ) a nd a d isposi t ion to t reat  
pPople equa l ly  ( j ust ice a s  a t ra i t ) .  But  the  poi n t of acqu i ri ng th ese \' i rtues i s  
not fu rther gu ida nce or i ns truct io n ; t he funct ion of the ,· i rtues in  a n  e t h ics of  
d u t y  i s  not to  tC' l l  us wha t to d o  but to ensu re that  we wi l l  do i t wi l l i ngly i n  
wha te\'e r s i t u a t ions w e  m a y  face .  1 n a n  C' t h ics of  v irt u e , on t h e  o t h e r  hand,  
the  \' i rt ucs p lay a dual  role- t hey must  not  only mo\'e us to do wh a t  we do, 

th<')' must a l so tel l  us wha t  to do. To parody Al fred Lord Te nnyson : 

Theirs  not ( on l y )  t o  do or d i e ,  
The i rs ( a lso ) t o  reason why.  

� IORAL I DEALS This i s  the p lace t o  men tion ideals  again,  wh ich are 
a mong wha t we c a l led the  i ngred ients of mora l i ty . 

One may, perhaps , id e n t ify mora l  idea l s  w i th mora l princi ples, but,  more 
properly spea k ing , mora l ideals  a re ways of be ing ra t h e r  t h a n  of doi ng. Hav
i ng a mora l ideal  is wa n t i n g  to be a person of a cert a i n  sort , wa n t i ng to 
h a n� a certa i n  t ra i t  of cha ra c ter ra ther t h a n  oth ers, for exa m ple, moral 
courage or perfec t i n tegri ty .  Tha t  is why the use of exemp lary persons l ike  

Soc ra tes,  J esus, or � f o rt i n  L u t h e r  King h a s  been suc h a n  importa n t  pa rt of  

mora l educa t ion a nd sel f-de\'e lopment ,  and i t  i s  one of  the  reasons for the 

wri t i ng a nd reading of  b iograph ies or of nm·e l s  a n d  epics  i n  which types of 
moral persona l i t y  a re port rayed , even i f  t hey a rc not a l l heroes or sai nts. 
Often suc h mora l ideals of  persona l i ty go beyond w h a t  can be dema nded or 
rega rded as obl iga tory, belongi ng a mong t h e  t h ings to  be pra i sed ra ther tha n 
requ i red , except as  one may requ i re t hem of onese l f. I t  shou ld  be remem
be red . h O\\'l'\'e r, t h a t  not a l l  pe rsona l  ideals a re moral  ones. Ach i l les, Hercules,  
Xa poleon . and Prince Ch a rm i ng may all  bC" taken as i dea ls , bu t the ideals  
t hey re p resen t  a rc not m ora l ones,  e\'en t hough t hey may not be immora l 
ones e i t he r. Some idea ls .  e .g. ,  t hose of c h iva l ry,  may be part ly mora l and 
part ly  nomnora l .  There i s  e\'e ry reason why one shou ld p u rsue nonmora l  as 
wel l as mora l  idea l s .  but t he re is n o  good reason for con fusi ng t hem. 

\\'hen one has  a mora l idea l ,  wa n t ing to be a cer ta i n sort  of moral  person,  

one has a t  leas t  some mot i\'a t ion to l i \'e i n  a cert a i n  way,  bu t one also has  
someth i ng to  guide h im in  l i \' i ng . I lere t he idea of an e t h ics of vi rtue may 
h a ve a poi n t .  One may, of  cou rse , t::l.ke  as one 's  idea l  tha t of be i n g  a good 
m a n  who a l wa ys does h i s  d u ty from a sense of d u ty, pe rhaps gladly .  a nd 

· pe r h a ps C\'e n goi ng a second m i l e  on occas i on . Then one's gu i da nce clea rl y 
comes e n t i re l y  from one's  ru les ; rnd pr i nc i p les of d u ty.  However, one may 
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also ha\'e an ideal that goes beyond anything that  can be rega rded by others 
or C\'en oneself  as strict duty or obligation, a form or style of personal being 
that may be morally good or \·i rtuous, but is not morally required of one. An 
ethics of \'irtue seems to pro\'ide for such an aspira tion more naturally than 
an ethics of duty or principle, and perhaps an adequate moral i ty should a t  
least contain a region i n  which we can fol low such a n  ideal ,  O\'er and beyond 
the region in which we a re to l isten to the call of duty. There certainly 
should be mora l heroes and saints who go beyond the merely good man, if  
only to ser\'e as an inspiration to others to be better and do more than they 
would otherwise be or do. Granted al l  this, howe\'er, it stil l  seems to me that,  
if  one's ideal is truly a moral one, there will be nothing i n  i t  tha t is not 
co\·ered by the principles of beneficence a nd j ustice conceh·ed as principles 
of what we ought to do in  the wider sense referred to earlier. 

DISPOSITIONS TO BE 
CULTIVATED 

Are there any other moral virtues to be cultivated 
besides benevolence and justice ? No cardinal ones, of 
course. In this sense our a nswer to Socrates' question 

whether virtue is one or many is that it  is two. \Ve saw, howe\'er, that the 
principles of beneficence and equality have corollaries l ike tel l ing the truth, 
keeping promises, etc . I t  fol lows that character traits like honesty and fidelity 
are virtues, though subordinate ones, and should be acquired and fostered . 
There will  then be other such \·irtues corresponding to other corol laries of 
our main pri nciples. Let us call  a l l  of these \'irtues, cardinal  and non-cardi
nal ,  first-order moral virtues. Besides first-order \'irtues l ike these, there are 
certain other moral virtues that ought also to be cultivated, which are in  a 
way more abstract and general a nd may be cal led second-order \'irtues. Con
scientiousness is one such virtue ; i t  is not limited to a certain sector of the 
moral l ife ,  as grati tude and honesty are, but is a virtue covering the whole 
of the moral l ife.  11oral courage, or courage when moral issues are at  stake, 
is  another such second -order virtue ; it belongs to al l  sec tors of the moral l ife.  
Others that o\·erlap with these are integri ty a nd good-wil l ,  understanding 
good-wil l  in Kant's  sense of respect for the moral law. 

I n  view of what was said i n  a previous chapter, we must l ist  two other 
second-order trai ts : a disposition to find out and respect the relevant facts 
and a disposition to think clearly. These a re not just abi l i t ies but character 
traits ; one might have the abi l ity to think intelligently without having a dis
posi tion to use i t .  They are therefore virtues, though they are in tellectual 
virtues, not moral ones. Sti l l ,  though their role is not l imited to the moral 
l ife, they are necessary to it .  :More generally speaking, we should cul ti\'ate the 
\'irtue Plato cal led wisdom and Aristotle  practical ,,·isdom, which they 
thought of as including al l  of the intellec tual abilities and virtues essentia l to 
the moral l ife .  
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S t i l l o the r second -o rd e r  q u al i t ies . which may be ab i l i t ies ra ther  t h a n  \'ir
t ues.  but  w h i c h  m ust b<' r u l t i\'a ted for mo ra l l i\' i ng , and so may, perhaps , 
bC'st be men tioned here ,  a re mora l au tonomy, t he a b i l i ty to make mora l deci

s ions  and to  re\' iSC' one's princ iples i f  necessa ry,  a nd the abi l i ty to rea l ize 

\' i \· id ly .  i 1 1  im agina t ion a n d  fee l ing . the " i n ner l i \'cs" of others .  Of t hese 
scrond -orde r qua l i t ies . the fi rst  two h a\·e bee n refe rred to on occasion and 

wi l l  be aga i n , bu t some th i ng should be sa id about the l as t . 

I f  our mora l i ty is to br more than a con form i ty to i n terna l i zed ru les a nd 
pri n c i p les . i f  i t  is to i nc l ude and res t on a n  u nderstanding of the poin t of 

t h ese rules a nd pr i nc iples . a nd certa i n ly i f  it i s  to i n\'oh-e bei11g a ce rta in  
k i n d  of  pe rson a nd not  me re ly doi11g ce rta i n k inds of t h i ngs , then we must 
somehow a t ta i n  and de\ 'e lop a n  ab i l i ty to be awa re of o thers a s pe rsons, as 
i mporta n t to themsel\'es as we a re to ou rselves , and to ha\'e a l i\'e ly and 

sympathetic represen ta t ion i n i mag ina t ion of the i r  interests  a nd of the effects 
of our a c t ions on the ir  l i\·es . The need for this  i s  particularly stressed by 

Jos ia h Royce a nd \\' i l l iam J ames . Both men po in t out how we usual ly  go our 

own busy a nd se l f-concerned ,..,·ays. w i th on ly an external aware ness of  the 
presence of others. m uc h  as i f  they were th i ngs , and without  any rea l ization 
of the i r inner a n d  pecu l ia r wor lds of persona l expe rience ; and both empha

size the need a nd the possibi l i ty of a "h igher \' ision of an inner sign ificance' '  

which pierces t h i s  ' 'rerta i n  bl i nd ness i n  human be i ngs" a nd enab les u s  to 
rea l ize the existence of others in  a who ll y d i ffe ren t way, as we do our own . 

\\'hat  t h en is t hy neighbo r ?  He too is a m ass of states ,  of experiences,  though ts 
a nd des i res. j u st a s conc rete,  a s  t hou  a r t .  . . .  Dost thou bel ie\'e t h i s ?  A r t thou sure 
what  it m ea ns ? This  is for thee  t h e  t u rning-point of t h y  whole conduct towards 
h i m :4-

These are Royce ' s qua i n t old-fash ioned words.  Here are J a mes's more mod
e rn ones . 

T h i s  h igher \' l s 1on o f  a n  i n n e r  s ign i ficance in what ,  unt i l  t h en ,  \\'e had real ized 
on l y  in t h e dead extern a l  wa y,  often comes O\'c r a person sudden l y ;  and , when 
i t  docs so, i t m a k C's a n  epoc h in  h is h istory.5 

Royce c a l l s  t h i s  more pe rfec t recogn i t ion of our ne ighbors ' ' the mora l ins igh t" 

a n d  J a mes says that  i ts prac t ical  ronsequenre i s  "the wel l -known democrat ic  
respec t for the sac red uess of  ind i\'id ual i ty ."  I t  i s  hard to see  h ow e i ther a 
be ne\'o lc n t ( lo\ ' i ng ) or a j ust ( equa l i t a rian ) d isposi t ion cou ld come to fru i 

t ion wi t hou t i t .  To quote J ames aga i n . 

.J The  Religiou s  A spec t  of Philosophy ( :'\cw York : Harper & Row, Publishers, 1 958 ) , 
H a rper Torc h book edi t io n ,  pp .  1 5 6-5 7 .  Sec se lec t io ns i n  Frankena and Gra n rose, 
C h a p .  I V . 

� O n  Som e  of Life's Ideals ( :'\cw York : Holt ,  R i neh a r t  and Wi ns ton , I nc . ,  1 899 ) ,  
p. 20 .  
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We ought,  all  of us, to real ize each other in  this  int ense, pathet ic ,  and impor
tant way.6 

Doing this is  part of what is involved in ful ly tak ing t he moral point of ,·iew. 

T\VO QUESTIONS \\'e can now deal wi th the quest ion , somet imes ra ised , 

whether an action is to be j udged righ t or wrong be
cause of i ts results, because of the pri nc ip le  i t exemp l ifies , or because the 
mot ive, in tention , or tra i t  of character invoked is mora l ly good or bad. The 

answer, impl ied in wha t was sa id in C hap ters 2 and 3, is  that an action is 
to be judged right or wrong by reference to a princ ip le or set of principles . 
E,·en if we say i t  is right or wrong because of i ts effects,  this mea ns that  i t 
is right or  wrong by the principle of u ti l ity or some other teleological p rinc i 
ple.  But an act may also be said to be good or bad, pra iseworthy or blame

worth)', noble or despicable, and so on, a nd then the moral qual i ty ascribed 
to it wi l l depend on the agen t 's moti\·e, i ntent ion , or d ispos it ion in doing i t .  

Another i mportant quest ion here is : \\'hat  is  mora l goodness ? \\'hen is  a 

person mora l ly good and when are his actions, d isposit ions , mot ives , or inten 

t ions mora l ly good ? Not j ust when he does what is ac tua l ly right ,  for he may 
do what is  right from bad motives, in which case he is not morally good . or 
he may fail to do what is righ t though sincerely trying to do it. i n  which case 
he is  not morally bad. \Vhether he and h is  act ions a re mora l ly good or not 
depends, not on the rightness of what he does or on its consequences, but on 
his character or mot i,·es ; so fa r the statemen t quoted from Hume is certa inly 

correct. But when a re his moti,·es and d ispositions mora l ly good ? Some 
answer that a person and h is act ions are mora l ly good if and only if they 

a re motivated wholly by a sense of duty or a desire to do what  is righ t ; the 
Stoics and Kant sometimes seem to take this extreme ,·iew . O thers hold that 
a man and his actions are mora l ly good if  and on ly i f  they a re moti,·ated pri
mari ly by a sense of du ty or desire to do what is righ t, though other motives 
may be present  too ; st i l l  others contend , with Aristot le . t hat they a re at any 
rate not mora l ly good un less they are motivated at  least in part by such a sense 
or desire.  A more reasonable view, to my m ind , is that a man and his actions 
are morally good if  it  is at  least true that,  wha te\·er his actual motives i n  
acting are, his sense o f  duty or desire t o  d o  t h e  righ t is  s o  strong in h i m  that  

i t  would keep h im tryi ng to do his duty a nyway.  
Ac tua l ly, I find it  hard to bel ieve that no d isposit ions or mot iva tions a re 

good or vi rtuous from the mora l point of ,·ie"•' except those that include a 
wi l l  to do the righ t as such.  I t  is more p laus ible to d istinguish two k i nds of 
mora l ly good d ispos it ions or t ra i ts of character, first , those that a re usua l ly 
cal led moral  virtues and do include a wil l  to do the righ t , and second , others 

6 Life's Ideals, p. 5 1 .  



�loral Value  and Responsibi l i t y 7 1 

l i ke  pure ly  n a tu ra l k i n d l i ness or gra teful ness, w h i c h ,  wh i l e  t h <')' a re nonmora l ,  
a re s t i l l  mora l i t y-support i n g .  s i nce t hl'y d ispose u s  t o  d o  such a c t ions as  
mora l i ty requi res a nd e\·e 1 1  to pe rform dC'eds .  for l'xample,  i 1 1  t h e  case of  
mothe rh· Ion -, which a re wel l  bevond the ca l l  of  d u tv.  , . , 

I t  has  e\T n bee n a l leged t h a t  conscien t iousness or  m o ra l  good n ess i n  t h e  
sense of a d i spos i t ion t o  a c t  from a se nse of  d u t y  a l o n e  i s  n o t  a good t h i ng or  
not  a ,·i rt ue-t h a t  i t  i s  more desi rable to b a n� people  ac t i ng from mot i n•s 
l i ke fr iendsh i p .  gra t i t ude,  h onor. lo,·c . a nd t h l'  l i ke .  t h a n  from a d ry or 
d ri ,·e n se nse of obl iga t ion .  Ther e  i s  some t h i ng to hr sa id  for t h is v iew, though 
i t  ignores the  1 1obi l i t y  of great  mora l cou rage a nd of  t h e  h igher  reac hes of  
mora l idea l i sm.  But  e\·cn i f  consc ient iousness or good wi l l  i s  not  t h e  only 
t h i ng that  i s  u 1 1cond i t iona l ly good . a s  Ka n t  bel ieved . or t h e  grea test  o f  i n t r i n

sica l l y  good t h i ngs.  as Ross though t .  it is sure ly  a good t h i ng from the mora l 

poi n t  of  ,· i ew. For a n  e t h ics of d uty.  a t  a n y  ra te.  i t  must  be desi rable  t h a t  
people do wha t i s  r ight  for i t s own sa k e .  espec ia l l y  i f  t h ey do i t  gl ad ly. a s  a 
gym n a s t  m a y  g lad ly  make t he righ t mo,·e jus t  beca use i t  is rig h t .  

�IORAL 
RESPONS I B I L I TY 

There a rc ma ny other q uest i ons a n d  topics t h a t  should 
be taken u p  here .  hut  we ca n dea l with only one of  
them - tha t of  mora l responsibi l i t y . J n  one of ou r 

many k i n d s  of mora l j u dgments .  we a t t ribute  m o ra l  responsibi l i ty to cert a i n  
agen t s .  There a re a t  least  t h ree k i nds o f  cases i n  wh ich  we d o  t h is .  ( I ) \\'e 

some t i mes say .  in rrcommend i 1 1g  X .  t h a t  he is responsible or is a responsible 
person , me:rn i ng to say some t h i ng mor:1 l l y  frl\'ora ble  a bout h is c h a ra c t e r. ( 2 )  
\\"e a l so say,  where Y is  a past  a c t ion o r  c r i m e .  t h a t  X was a n d  is  responsibl t> 

for i t .  ( 3 ) F i n a l ly ,  we say t h a t  X is responsible for Y, where Y i s  somet h i ng 
s t i l l  t o  be done. mea n i ng t h a t  he  h a s  t h e responsib i l i t y  for doing i t .  

I J e re .  sayi ng t h a t  X i s  respons i b le i u  t h e  fi rst sense i s  rough l y  equ i \'a l e n t  to 
sayi ng t h a t  X can be cou n ted on to ca rry out his responsi b i l i t ies in the th i rd 

sense : rrsponsibi l i ty of  t h is fi rst  sort i s  a no t h e r  of the  second-order , · ir t ues we 
should t ry to n1 J t i,·a te .  To say t h a t  X has ccrta i 1 1  respons ib i l i t i es i n  t h l'  t h i rd 
SC'llSC' is si m p l y  to say t h a t  h e  h a s  ob l iga t ions .  e i t her  bec a use of h i s  office or 
beca use of h i s  p reviou s com m i tmen ts to do cert a i n  t h i ngs . a nd hencC'  i s  a 
s t ra ig-l 1 t  u orm:i t i \'f' j udgm e n t  of obl iga t i o n .  The most i n teres t i ng new p roblem 
comes up i n  co1 1 1 1ect io 1 1  wi th ascri p t ions of  respon s i b i l i ty of t he second k i nd .  
L" n d r r  wh a t  cond i t ions i s  i t  correc t o r  r igh t t o  j u d �e o r  say t h a t  X was 
respons ib le  for Y :1 

Sayi ng t h a t  X was rrspo n s i bl< '  for Y see m s .  a t  fi rs t ,  to be a c a u sa l .  not  a 

mora l .  j udgm£' n t :  a nd one m i g h t .  t h e re fore .  be i nc l i ned to sa y t h a t  "X was 
responsible for Y" s i m p l y  1 1 1 ca 1 1 s  ' "X l' a u secl Y . "  perh : 1 ps wi t h  the  q u a l i fica 
" t ion t h a t  he d id so \'ol u n t a ri l y .  i 1 1 te1 1 t i o1 1 a l l y. e t c .  B u t  to say t h a t  X was 
responsible for Y is not  mere l y  to make a ca usa l s ta teme n t  of a spec ia l  k i n d .  
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Neither is i t  simply a statement that X was a ble to do Y, as the "ible" ending 
suggests . Suffixes J ike "ible" and "able" do not always indicate an abi l i ty. 
They may have a normative meaning. �1 i l l 's crit ics have of ten criticized his 
argument that the way to prove something is desirable is to show i t  is desired, 
just as the way to pro\'e something is audible is to prove i t  is heard . They 
point  out ,  quite rightly, that "desirable" does not mean "can be desired" as 
"audible" means "can be heard" ; rather it means something l ike "good" or 
"ought to be desired ."  Simi larly, it seems to me, to say that X was responsib)e 
for Y is to say something l ike "I t  would be right to hold X responsible for Y 
and to blame or otherwise punish h im." Or, perhaps, saying that X was 
responsible for Y under certain condit ions is simply one way of holding him 
responsible. In the former case, i t  is a normative judgment ; in the latter, it 
is a k ind of act, l ike making an assignment. In either case, i t  is not a causal 
statement even of a special sort. But in either case, we may ask under what 
conditions it  is right to ascribe responsibi l i ty to X. 

It seems clear at once that one of the conditions required is that X was 
able to do it and another is that he, in fact, did it ( i .e . ,  caused i t  voluntariJy, 
intentionally, etc . ) .  These are necessary conditions of h is being responsible 
or being heJd responsible. Are they sufficient ? 

Aristotle held, in effect, that an individual is responsible for his act if and 
only i f  ( 1) i ts cause is internal to him, i .e., he is not compelled to act by 
someone or something external to him, and ( 2 )  h is doing it is not a result 
of any ignorance he has not brought about by h is own previous choices . Then 
and only then can his action be said to be ' 'voluntary." These two conditions 
are c learly among those necessary for responsibility ; we may, in fact, under
stand them to be included in the second of the conditions just l isted . Are 
there any others ? G. E. :Moore, P. H. Nowell-Smith, and others have held 
that a man is not responsible for an action unless he could have done other
wise if he had chosen to do otherwise or if his character and desires had been 
different .  This view is obviously correct ; in fact, it is essentially a restatement 
of Aristotle's posit ion. But i t  is compatible with determinism, for i t  insists 
only that the causes of an action must be internal, not that the action must 
be uncaused . As far as this view is concerned, a man's choice may be deter
mined by his own bel iefs, character, and desires ( which, in turn, may be 
determined by previous causes ) , and yet be free and responsible .  

:Many philosophers and theologians have thought,  however, that th is view 
is not satisfactory and that a man is not responsible for an action unless he 
not only could have done otherwise if he had ch ose TZ but a lso could have 
chosen otherwise. tvloreo\'er, they argue, he could have chosen otherwise only 
if  his choice was not simply the resul t  of previous causes such as his beliefs, 
character, desires, heredity, and em·ironment .  I n  other words, they contend 
that moral responsibi J i ty is incompatible with determinism as i t  is usually 
conceived, and that "freedom of a contra-causal kind" is among the condi-
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t ions of mora l responsibi l i ty.  This  was  Ka nt 's  view, and i t  has recent ly  been 
forcefu l ly  defended by C. A. Campbe l l ,  from whom the words j ust quoted 
we re take n ,  a nd R. � I .  Chishol m.  

On the o t h er  side, some determ i n ists h a\'e mainta i ned not  on ly  t h a t  deter
m i n ism is compatible  with mora l responsibi l i ty, b u t  that mora l responsibi l i ty  
presupposes determin ism , and that  i t  is  real ly i ndeterminism that  is  incom
pat ible wi th mora l i ty .  

FREE \VILL AND 
RESPONS I B I LITY 

I t  is i n  th is way that  the problem of free wi l l  a nd 
determ i nism comes up in  eth ics . Herc determin ism is 
the view tha t e\'ery e\'ent,  i nc lud i ng human choices 

a nd vol i t ions, is  caused by other events  and happe ns as an effect or resu l t  of 
these other e\'ents .  I ndeterminism denies this, and adds t h a t  some e\·ents, 
among them human choices and \'ol i t ions,  happen wi thout any cause or ex
plana tion.  Part of the problem is whether e i ther  of these \'iews is true ; how
ever, t his  question belongs to metaphysics and must be left to one side.  \Ve 
can on ly  briefly consider the other part of the problem, namely,  whe ther 
determin ism a nd i ndeterm inism are incompatible with moral responsibil i ty. 
The quest ion is not whether X's being free in  doing Y is  a condit ion of i ts  
being righ t ,  wrong, or obl igatory. One docs not ,  when he is  trying to decide 
wha t  he ough t to do, look to see whether or not he is  free.  He assu mes he is .  
The quest ion is  only whether X's  bei ng responsible for Y presupposes h is 
ha\' i ng been free ( a nd i f  so,  free in wha t sense ) i n  doing Y. But then , accord
ing to wha t  was sa id about the second usage of "responsibi l i ty" a l i t t le  wh i le  
ago, w e are real ly asking whether i t  is  righ t to hold X responsible for Y, to  
praise or blame him and possibly to  reward or punish h im,  i f  determinism is 
t rue or if  indetermin ism is  true. \Ve a re asking a quest ion of normative ethics, 
not,  as  i s  usua l ly though t ,  one of logic or meta-eth ics. The question, " I s  
moral responsibi l i ty  compat ible with determ i n ism ( or i ndetermin ism ) ? "  asks 
not whether determ i n ism ( or indeterminism ) is  logically compatible with 
responsibil i ty, blame,  etc . ,  but  whether i t  is morally compatible wi th them . I t  
asks whether we a rc mora l ly  j ust ified i n  ascribing responsibil i ty,  i n  blaming.  
etc . .  i f  we take determinism ( or i ndetermin ism ) to be true . 

.0:ow, a l though phi losophers d i ffer  abou t th is ,  ascribing responsibi l i ty,  
blaming,  punish i ng, and the l ike, may be rega rded as  a cts \\"e may or may 
not perform . \\"c say, for insta nce, "\\'hat  you did was wrong, but  I don' t  
blame you for doing i t . "  But ,  i f  they a rc acts ,  then the  answer to the question 
whether i t  is  r igh t to perform t hem i f  determi nism or i f  i ndeterm i n ism is trne 
depends m 1  one's  genera l norma t i\'e t heory of obl iga tion . that  i s .  on one's 
a nswer to the quest ion of Chapters 2 and 3. Th us. the determinists who have 
held that  determinism is  compat ible with mora l  responsibi l i ty have, in  thei r 
a rguments to show th is,  ge neral ly  presupposed a teleological theory of obl iga-
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tion, usually a u ti l i tarian one. They argue that it is right to hold people 
responsible, praise them, punish them, and the l ike, if and only if  doing so 
makes for the greatest balance of good over e\· i l .  I n  other words, l ike all  
other actions, such acts as  ascribing responsibil i ty, blaming, and punishing 
are justi fied by their resul ts, not by anything in  the past . I f  this view is cor
rect, ascribing responsibil ity, blaming, and punishing may be justified even 
if determinism is true ( some would add only if determinism is true ) , for i t  
wil l  not matter that t h e  agent being blamed was not free in the contra-causal 
sense. All  that matters is whether pra ising or blaming him \\.·ill  or will not 
ha\'e certain results .  

Deontologists ha\'e sometimes been determinists or held moral responsi
bility to be consistent with determinism, for example Ross. Howe,·er, most 
deontologists have denied that morality is  compatible with determinism. 
They deny that ascribing responsibi l i ty, praising, blaming, and pu nishing a re 
made right or wrong wholly by their resul ts, and they insist that it matters 
whether the agent in question was contra-causal ly  free or not. For, if he was 
not, then i t  is wrong to praise or blame him or even to hold him responsible, 
while, i f  he was contra-causally free, i t  is  right not only to hold him responsi
ble, but to praise or blame or otherwise punish or reward him. I t  may e\·en 
be obliga tory to do so. In short, as only a deontologist can do, they take a 
retribu tivist rather than a consequentialist view of the justification of such 
acts as praising, blaming, and punishing, and they inf er that determinism 
is not consistent with moral i ty and i ts sa nctions. 

How one answers the question of the bearing of determinism and indeter
minism on ethics depends, then, on one's view about how such acts as prais
ing, blaming, and holding responsible are to be justified morally ; this in turn 
depends on one's basic pri nciples of right and wrong. Earlier I proposed as 
the most adequa te normative theory of obl igation a form of mixed deon
tological theory in which the basic principles are those of beneficence a nd 
equality of treatment  ( d istributive justice ) .  This theory i s  compatible with 
a retributivist view about responsibil ity and desert, although such a \'iew 
would require us to add a third principle to the effect that it is at least 
prima facie right or obligatory as such to apply sanctions to those who have 
done wrong and to praise or reward certain sorts of right-doing. But, l ike 
Socrates and many others, I find such a retributivist theory of the j ustifica
t ion of pu nishment and other sanctions ( or retributive justice ) quite incred
ible. I t  seems to me they are to be j ustified, i f  a t  al l ,  by their educa tive, 
reformatory, preventive, or encouraging effec ts. This ,·iew is compatible with 
the form of dcontologism proposed earl ier. For according to our theory, as 
well  as on teleological theories, i t  is possible to hold that the function of 
holding people responsible and applying sanctions is not retribu tion but 
education, reformation, preven tion, and encouragement .  All  we need to add 
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to wha t t lw u t i l i t a rians  sa y i s  t h a t  t he i r fu nct ion is to p romote eq uali t y  as  
we 1 1  a s  wel fa re . 

I f  WC' take t h is consequen t i a l is t  pos i t ion a bout  t h e  j ust i fica t ion of  s a n c t ions 
and ascr i p t ions of  rc>sponsibi l i ty.  then , l i ke the tcleologis ts .  wr ca n go on to  
m a i n ta i n  that  t h l'y m a y  be jus t i fied cn·n i f  there is no suc h t h i ng as contra 
ca usa l freedo m .  Al l  t h a t  is necessa ry to j us t i fy t h e m  i s  t h a t  t h ey actua l ly h a ve 
a capaci ty  a nd a tendency to have thC" d<.'si red effrc ts on  people's fu ture 
bd1 av ior.  I n  short .  accord i ng to o u r  t h eory, we may a lso concl ude t h a t  
d<.'tl'n n i n ism i s  compa t ib ll'  wi th mora l rPsponsibi l i ty ,  as  most recen t E ngl ish
s1wa k i ng mora l phi losop hers han'• t h ough t .  

1 l oWC'\·C' r,  i f  we acc<.'pl s u c h  a \'iC'w o f  t h e  j us t i fica t ion of  t he use o f  
responsibi l i ty-a script ions  a n d  mora l sa n c t i ons .  we must m a k e  two assump
t ions . ( 1 )  \\ '(' must  assume that people a rc norm a l l y  free to d o  as t h ey choose . 
I f, by n a t u re .  t h ey we-rl' l i ke a n ts .  bees ,  or  e\·en mon keys, i f  t hey h a d  a l l  been 
thorough ly  bra i nwashed . i f  they were a l l  neurotica l ly or psychotically corn
pulsin• t h roughou t ,  or  i f  thl'y w<.'re a l l  a l ways u nder a consta n t  d i re t h rea t 
from a tota l i t a ria n ru ler  of t h e  .worst k i n d ,  then it wou ld be poi n t less to try 
to i n fl uenc<.' t lwir  bd1 avior in  the  ways t ha t a rc chara c terist ic of moral i ty ( i t 
must be remcmb<.'rc-d t h a t  the  threa t of punishmen t is a lega l ra ther  t h a n  a 
mora l  i ns t ru m en t ,  excep t  i n  t h e  form of blame and the l ike ) . �fora I sanc
t ions , i n te rn a l  or cxterna l .  could not t h en be expec ted to haYe the desi red 
effec ts .  ( 2 )  \\'c must a lso assume t h a t  t h e  choices a n d  actions of people 
norm a l l y  ha,·c reasons and a rc reasonably predictable,  a n d  are not the resul t  
of  such whol ly  c h a nc e  swe rvi ngs as were a t t ributed to t h e  a toms b y  t h e  
E p i curea ns or as  a rc n o w  a t tribu ted to sub-atomic pa rt icles b y  some inde ter
m i n ists  who a ppea l to rC'ccnt  physics in  support of t h l' i r  pos i t ion . Otherwise . 
aga i n .  we shou ld h a,·e to rega rd i t  as gcn<.'ra l l y  poi n t l ess to try to i n fluence 
peopl e  by such methods a s  a rc part of the moral inst i tut ion of l i fr-hold i n g  
t h em responsible , bla m i n g  or p rais ing t h em, i n r u k a t i n g  a sense o f  d uty in  
them, Sl't t i ng them exa mp les,  reasoning wi t h  t hem. a nd so  on . 

The second assumpt ion i s  c l ea rly compa t ible  wi t h  dC'term i n i sm.  The only  
q uC's t ion i s  a bou t t h e  fi rs t .  B u t  a determi nist  can perfec t l y  wel l  a l low that  WC' 
a re often or even norma l l y  frer t o  do as we c hoose.- . a t  l east  i f  we l ive i n  a 
soc iety  t h a t  perm i ts us such frC'C'd om . Tha t i s .  he  c a n  consisten t l y  h old t h a t  
\\"<.' a rc or  a t  leas t m a y  b e  free to  act  a n d  to c h oose i n  a ccord a 11C'C' wi th  ou r 
own desi res , bel iefs,  a nd r h a rac t<.'r .  /\ I I  h e  is  rl'q u i red to insist on is t h a t  o u r  
bel ie fs .  des ires ,  a nd t ra i t s  of c h a ra c t e r  h a ve cnuses.  

I t  is .  howc\·1·r . often a rgued t h a t  the SC'Cond a ssu m p t ion i s  i n com pat ible 
w i t h  i ndeterm i n ism . a nd t h a t  the mora l  i nst i t u t io n  of  l i fe is  thC'rr f  ore i nc o n 
CC"i\·able wi t h o u t  dC'term i n ism . Th is  con ten t i on is  not  l' n t i rcly convi n c i ng .  ( 1 )  
E\'l'n i f  t h cr<.' is soml' indC' term i n ism i n  t h e  h u m ; rn sphC're .  i t  ma y s t i l l  be 
]Jossib lc  t h a t  t h ere a rc s ta t is t ica l  reg u l a ri t ies in h u m a n  beha,· ior  of suc h a 
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sort that our actions arc to some extent pred ictable and influenceable by such 
things as moral  sanct ions. I must confess. howc\'er, to a feeling that indeter
minism makes th ings rather too "chancy" ; it seems to mean that there is an 
element of sheer chance i n  our decis ions and th is hardly seems to be com
patible wi th our being free to do as we ch oose . ( 2 )  There may be a third 
al ternati\'c besides determinism and indeterminism. Some of those who 
believe that moral i ty presupposes contra-causal freedom reject both of these 
opposing theories, for example, Kant ,  Campbel l ,  and Chisholm. They deny 
both that our choices arc always caused by previous events in accordance 
with natural laws and also that they arc in any way matters of mere chance. 
I nstead, they argue for a special k ind of agency ; they hold that a self or 
person is a unique agent capable of a kind of "self-determination" that is not 
a function of previous causes and yet is not a matter of chance but of choice, 
intent, and purpose. Such a \'iew could accept both of the above assumptions, 
yet reject determinism. 

Thus, i t  is possible to make the two assumptions which are necessary for 
moral responsibi l i ty and not to be a determinist. However, for the reason 
indicated, I doubt that indeterminism can be regarded as wholly satisfactory. 
As for the self-determinat ion theory just described, it has not yet ,  in  my 
opinion, been worked out in any satisfactory way,7 and a discussion of i t  
would im·oh·c us  in  metaphysical quest ions we cannot consider here. For this 
reason, it seems best to try to defend the view that determinism is compatible 
with moral responsibi lity, and I have elected to do so, a l though in doing so 
I do not mean to imply that I regard determinism as true or that  self-deter
minism is false. 

There is still another a l ternative. This is to argue, first, that determinism 
is t rue, and second, that it is inconsistent with moral responsibi l i ty and 
possibly with the whole insti tution of moral ity. This view has at  least been 
approximated recently by Paul Edwards and John Hospers and by some 
interpreters of psychoanalysis. If one adopts this position, howe\·er, one must 
be prepared to propose either that the moral insti tution of l ife be radically 
reconstructed or that i t  be dropped altogether and replaced by something 
entirely different. Some such drastic proposal may turn out to be correct, but 
until i ts two premises have been more conclusively establ ished than they have 
been, i t  seems the better part of valor to espouse the posit ion here taken. 

I t  should be pointed out in this connection that determinism does not 
entail fatal ism, the view that what we do is wholly controlled by something 
independent of our choices and desires. That determinism docs entai l fatalism 
is often assumed by i ts opponents, and sometimes by its proponents, as it is 
in  the fol lowing l imerick : 

7 But sec R .  M .  Chisholm, Hu man Freedom and the Self ( Lawrence : The Universi ty 
Press of Kansas, 1 964 ) . Rep rin ted in Frankena and G ranrose, Chap. IV.  
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Th ere u ·as a yo u ng m a n  w h o  said, :'Dam n !  
I t  gric z · es m e  t o  t h ink t ha t I am  
Prcclest i11 c cl t o  m oi ·c  
/ 11 a c irrn mscrib c d  groove,  
/ 11 fac t .  not a b u s ,  b u t  a t ra m ." 
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:\s we s:i w ,  hm,·e,·er .  :i deten n i n is t  may a l low t h a t  we a re norma l ly free to 
do :is  we c hoose . to  act in  accorda nce w i t h  our O\\' ll bel iefs , desi res , a n d  
r h a r:i c t e r. T h u s ,  a l t hough he m a y  b e  a fa t a l ist , h e  need n o t  b e  o n e .  H e  may 
qu i te cons i s ten t l y  rega rd us more as buses t h a n  a s t ra ms a nd more as d ri \'e rs 
t h a n  a s  buses .  Fata l ism does :i ppea r to be i nco ns is te n t  with  moral respons i 
b i l i ty .  but  t h i s  does n ot show t h a t  determi nism i s .  

1 t i s  cru c i a l  for our , · iew to hold that  i n  a ny soc iety with enough soc ia l  
freedom to ha \'£' a moral i ty ,  normal h u m a n  be i ngs a re or at  least may be  free 
to do as they choose in the se nse i n d ica ted ; we must a l so h old t h a t  ou r h a\'ing 
t h is sort of freedom i s  su fficient  for the pu rposes of mor:i l i ty, so that contra
c:i usa l freed om is  not requ ired . For, i f  e i t h e r  of these proposi t ions can be 
shown to be fa l se ,  it is \'a i n  to con tend t h a t  mora l i ty  in the form in wh ich 
we ha \'c k nown i t  h is tor ical ly is cons is tent w i t h  a non- fa ta l i st ic  determin i sm. 

The fi rs t p ropos i t i o n .  h m,·e ,·c r, we may regard as  plaus ible enough for presen t 
pu rposes .  The only serious doubt t h a t  might be cast  on i t  i s  d ue to  t he work 

of the  psychoanalysts  a nd . i f  I u ndersta n d t hem,  e\'en t h ey ho ld t h a t  we may 
be free i n  t h e  sense in  ques t ion . a t  least a fter we ha\'e been successf uJ Jy  
psyc h o a n a l yzed . The second propos i t i on is h a rder to  be su re abou t , a n d  much 

of t h e  deba te centers a ro u n d  i t .  I do not see , howe\'e r , th a t  i t  has been shown 
t h a t  mora l i ty requ i res us to be free i n  a con tra -causa l sense i n  addit ion t o  
be i ng free i n  the  ord i n a ry sense of being free t o  do as  o n e  chooses , free to 

do Y i f one c h ooses . a nd free not to do Y if one chooses not to.  That the 
l a t ter  i s the ord ina ry sense of  ' · free' ' i s  shown by t he fac t that  when I ask 

you , outs ide of a ph i l osoph i c a l  d iscuss ion.  i f  you a rc free or d id some th i ng 
freely,  you do not  l ook about to  see i f  you r dC'c is ions  a rc u ncaused . but  only 
to  sec i f  a ny t h i ng i s  com pel l i ng you or i f  you r  act ions a re a n  c:-.-press ion of 
you r  own des i res a nd c h a racter  i n  the l ight of  you r own bel iefs .  So fa r as  I 
ca n sec . i t  i s  mora J Jy j us t i fiable to hold peop le respons ible , a nd to praise a nd 
blame t hem i f  a nd i nsofa r as they act  freely in  t h i s  sense . prm· idcd , of cou rse, 

t h a t  do ing so i s  i n  accord a nce wi th  t h e  pr i n c i ples of  bene ficence and j ust ice . 
O n  th is subjec t . h owc\'er.  a s  on m ost others i n  ou r prov i ncC' , one must  be 

ca reful not to be dogma t i c .  � l i l ton s a ys t h a t  af ter the ir  fa l l  from hea\·en 

some of the devi l s  

reaso n ed h igh 
Of Providr n c c .  Forekn m.dcdgc,  J l ' ill and Fat e .  
Fixt Fat r ,  free u·ill, fo rc k 11 o :l'ic clgc a bsolu t e .  
A n d  found  11 0 c 11 d, i11 u·a 11 tlcr i11g m a:.cs lost . 
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Their problem was complicated by certain theological questions we have not 

raised, but it is always possible that we are as lost as they-possible, but not 
necessary, for, if earth has any advantage over hell, we can still hope to find 
an "end," even if we have not already found one. 



C H A P T E R  F I V E  

Intrinsic Value 
and the Good Life 

PREL I � l l NARY 
RE!\ I ARKS 

F rancis  Bacon bega n 0/ the Colou rs of Good a 11 d  
Evil with t h e  sentence,  ' · J n  dcl ibcra t i\·cs t he poin t  is ,  
wh a t  is  good a nd what i s  ev i l ,  and of  good wh at i s  

grea ter,  and of evi l  what is  the J ess : ·  I f  we u nderstand "good . . and "evi l . .  
t o  b e  used h ere i n  a non moral sens e ,  w e  too m a y  use t h i s  se ntence to i n t ro
duce our presen t  subjcr t .  So fa r the normat i \'c q u est ions we ha,·c bee n ask 
i ng ha\·c been s t r ic t l y  ethica l  or  mora l : wh a t  i s  moral ly  right ,  wrong, or  
obliga tory ; what  i s  mora l l y  good or  bad : whe n arc we moral ly  responsible ? 
Xow we come to a no ther  k i nd of normat ive quest ion , one t h a t  is not as 
such ethical  or  moral but  is releva n t  to e th ics  and mora l i ty . as we saw i n  
C h a pter 3 .  T h i s  quest ion,  wh ich aga i n  w e  can  t ry to  a nswer o n l y  i n  general  
ou t l i ne .  may be put  in a variety of ways : wha t is desi rable ,  good . or  worth 
wh i le i n  l i fe ?  wha t  i s  t h e  good l i f c as d is t inct  from t h e  mora l ly  good l i fe ?  
wh a t  \·alues should we p u rsue fo r ou rselves a n d  others ?  

The present  ques t io n , a n d  the norma tive theory o f  nomnora l ,·a l u c  t h a t  
see ks to a uswcr i t .  are rclc\·a n t  to mora l  p h i losoph y  bcra use we c a n not or 
shou ld not determine  what is mora l l y  r igh t o r  w rong w i t hou t cons ider ing 
whether what we do or  propose to do w i l l  ha,·e good o r  evi l results, c\·en 

79 
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though we ca nnot determine this simply by bala ncing the quantity of good 
achie\'ed aga inst the e\' i l .  Otherwise, they wou ld not be long to moral phi
losophy. Howe\'er, e\'en i f t hey did not be long to mora l ph i losophy , they 
wou ld  be important for one's genera l phi losophy of l i fe . For, e\'en if one is 
a pure prudential ist , his "deliberat i\'es' '  wil l  s t i l l  center on the questions 
"\Vha t is  good a nd what is  e\' i l ,  and of good wha t is grea ter, and of evil  
what is t he less ? ' '  

Nonmoral evaluations or value judgments may be /Ja rticu la r  l ike  "Tha t  
is a good car," "\•Vasn' t  t h a t  a good concert," or ' ' I t  was good t o  see you' ' ; 
or general l ike "Knowledge i s  good ," "All  that  gl i t ters is not gold ," or ' • I t 
is good for me to draw near to God . "  A pa rt icu lar  \'alue judgment ,  how
ever, is a lways implici tly genera l ; when one says that X is good, one must 
be prepared to say that anything just l ike i t  is good and good in the same 
degree. Also, one must be prepared to gi\'c reasons why i t  is good , and t his  
can on ly be done in the light of more genera l  \'a lue judgmen ts abou t what 

is good or at least prima focie good . For example, i f  one is  asked why that 
was a good concert, one must say someth ing l i ke ,  "Beca use i t  was profoundly 
moving , " which implies t hat bei ng profou ndly mo\' ing is a good-making 

cha racteristic, a t  least from a n  aesthet ic point of ,·iew. In fac t ,  all  e\·alua
tions properly so-cal led a re at  least i mplici t ly  made by reference to some 
standard or to some set of general j udgmen ts about what is good - making 
or prima fac ie good . They a re not simply expressions of desire or emotion , 

though they may be occasioned by an emot ion or a desi re . ::\ f ore wil l  be said 
about thi s  in the next chapter, however .  Just now the point is  that  what we 
are l ook ing for in this  chapter is the standard or general j udgments oy 

which we should make our evaluations. 

"GOOD" AND 

ITS SENSES 

I t  wi l l be c011\"enient to conduc t ou r discussion in 
terms of the question of  what is good , lett i ng i t  be 

understood that  corresponding th i ngs may be said 
abou t wha t is bad, desirable, and so on.  E,·en the term "good" has some
what different uses tha t must not be confused . I t  occurs as a substa n tive in 
sentences l ike, "The good is  pleasure" and "\\' i t hhold not good from them 
to whom it  is due," but i t  a lso has two adjectiva l uses i l lustra ted by "a good 

concert" a nd "Knowledge is good. "  \\'e mu st be careful not to con fuse 
"the good" or "the th ings that  arc good" w i t h good ness or the property of 
being good . The terms "\'a lue' ' and '·, ·a lues' ' arc troublesome part ly because.  
as of ten used, they cover up t h is d isti nction, as wel l  as the d istinction be
tween being good and being t h ought good . 

Howe\·er, since "the good ' '  is cqui\'a lent  to " that  to which the adjec t i\'e 
good applies ,"  we may take the a dject i\'c as cen t ra l  for our d iscuss ion . The 
Oxford English Dictio 11 a ry says, among other things . t h a t . .  good " is : 
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The most genera l adjecl i \'e o f  commendat ion , i m plying t he exist ence i n  a h i gh , 
or a t  l t'::tSI  sa t isfac tory, dcgn'e of characterist ic q u a l i t ies which a re e i t her  ad
m i rable  in  them seln.'"• o r  l l j;efu l  for somc p11 rpos1·. 

This  e luc idat ion poi n t s  om t h a t  saying sonw t h i ng is good is not qu i te pre
scrib ing t ha t  we do i t  or saying that  we ough t to bri n g  i t  i n to exis tence, but  
ra ther  comme nd i ng i t ,  \\' i t h  the  i mpl ica t ion t h a t  one is  doing so on certa i n  
g rou nds, t h a t  i s ,  because of certa i n  fac ts about i t .  \\'hether  t h i s  \· iew i s  
e n t i rely adC'quate  m a y  b e  left to t h e  nt"xt  d1 ; 1 pter. \\' h a t  i s  rC'le\'a n t  now i s  
t h a t  o n e  m a y  commend a t h i ng or s a y  i t  i s  good o n  \'a rious g rou nds.  I f  t h e  
t h i ng i s  a pe rso n ,  mot in', i n tent ion , dC'ed , or tra i t  of  c h a racter, o n e  may 
commend it  on moral grou nds : then . one i s  using · 'good " i n  the mora l sense 

basic to t h e  prC'\' ious c h a pter, but  not under d iscussion here .  One may a lso 
com mend some t h i ng on non mora l g rou nds . a n d  then one may a pply t h e  
term "good ' '  to  a l l  sorts of t h i ngs, not just  to persons a nd the i r  a c ts or d i s
posi t ions .  These nonmora l  grounds ,  rnoreon• r, a re t h emseh-es \'a rious, y ield
i ng a n u mber of d i ffere n t  senses or uses of "good : '  t h e  ma i n  ones of which 
we must now dis t i nguish . ( Perhaps one should ca l l  t hem d i ffere n t  " uses' ' 

ra ther t h a n  "senses" of "good , ' '  since presumably ' ·good ' '  a l ways has  the 
same mea11 i 11g-rough ly that  g i\·en by t h e  Oxford English Dict iona ry-a nd 
i s  only being a ppl ied on d i fferent  gro u n ds or from d i ffere n t  points of view. ) 

I .  One may say.  poi n t i n g  to a s t i ck ,  "Th a t  would make a good l e\·er ."  
Then , one is  sayi ng i t  i s  good s imply on t h e  ground of i ts usef 11 /ness for the 

pu rpose a t  hand,  whether th is  pu rpose i s  a good one or not .  

2. One may also say that  some t h i ng i s  good on the grou nd that  i t  is  a 
means, necessary, sufficient ,  or bot h ,  to a good e n d .  as when one says, " I t  i s  

a good i dea to g o  to the dent ist twice a year . "  T h e n  i t  i s  e.\ t rinsically or 
inst rn m e11 tally good , o r  good as a m ea ns. Except for the mise r, money and 
mater ia l  goods ( not  cou n t i ng works of a rt o r  t h i ngs of  n a t u ra l  bea u t y ) a rc 

good only in  t h i s  sense . 

3 .  \\'arks of  a rt and t h i ngs of n a tu ra l  beau ty 1nay a l so be sa id to be good 
on t h e  ground t h a t  one who looks a t  t hem norma ]]y has a good or rewa rd i ng 
expC'rience.  Then,  we may say t h a t  they have i11 h e rr 11 t  good ness. 

4 .  I lowe\·er,  not  all  good ness i s  extr i nsic o r  e\·en i n here n t  in t h ese ways. 
\\'c a lso sometimes say t h a t  t h i ngs a rc good , des irable , or worthwh i l e  i11 

t h emseh:es, as  en ds, i n t rinsically. \\' h e n  someone asks. ' ' \\'h a t  i s  ___ _ 

good for ? ' '  t h e  a n swer may be give n  by t ry ing to exh i b i t  i t s useful ness, 
ext r ins ic  va lue,  or  i n h ere n t  good ness : but one may also t ry to s h ow ( a nd 

here the  fi n a l  a ppea l must  be ' ·Try i t  and see " ) t h a t  it  i s  enjoyable or  oth er

wise good i n  i tse l f. Thus A .  E .  Housma n i n  The J>u rm it of K 11 o<dedgr 

decries t h e  efTort to defend lea rn i ng on u t i l i t a r i a n  or mora l grou nds ,  though 
h e  a d m i t s  i t  does  have u ses a n d  ext ri ns i c  \'a l u es ,  a n d  see ks to j u s t i fy i t  

by i ts own wo rt h a lone .  I n  fa c t ,  i t  i s  h a rd t o  Sl'l' how morlC'y,  c a rs .  a nd ot l 1C'r  
materi a l  pos�essi ons,  e\·e 1 1  pa i n t i ngs, c a n  ha\·e a ny good ness or  \·a lue  a t  a l l ,  
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extrinsic or inherent,  i f  the experiences they make possible a rc not in  some 
way enjoyable or good in themselves. 

5. Earlier I con trasted the morally good l i fe an<l the good l ife in the non 
moral sense (e .g . ,  the happy l i fe ) . I n  view of wh a t  was just said , we may 
cal l  the la tter the i ntrinsical ly  good l i fe .  Then we can also say of certain 
sorts of experience that they are good because they contribu te to the good 
l i fe, or because i f  they are included in one's l i fe they make it intrinsica l ly 
better. One might call  such co1l t rib utively good experiences mea1ls to the 
good life, but it  is bet ter to thi nk of them as /Ja rts of it .  :\ I i l l  does this  when 
he says that money a nd knowledge a re both original ly  sought as means to 
happiness but may come to be sought  for their  own sakes , as i n  the case of 
a miser or a sc ientist ,  when they become parts of happiness. 

The followi ng table wi l l  summarize this accoun t  of the uses of "good. ' '  

I .  Moral \•alues = things that  are good on moral grounds. 
I I .  Nonmoral values. 

A.  Uti l i ty val ues = things that are good because of their  usefulness for 
some purpose. 

B. Extrinsic \·a lues things that  are good because they are means to 
what is good . 

C .  I nherent values = things tha t  a re good because the experi ence of 
contemplating them is good or rewarding in  i tsel f. 

D. I ntrinsic values = things that are good in themseh-cs or good be
cause of their  own i ntrinsic properties. 

E . Contribu tory values = things that are good because they con tribute 
to the intrinsically good l ife or are pa rts of i t .  

F.  Final values = things tha t are good on the whole ( to b e  explained 
in a moment )  . 

I t  should be observed that the same thing can be good in  more than one 
sense, as is knowledge . I n  fac t ,  Dewey sought to break down the distinction 
between what is good as a mea ns and wha t i s  good as  a n  end. partly because 
he real ized that  most of the t h i ngs we do or l i,·e t h rough are both good or 
bad in  themseh·es and good or bad i n  the i r resul ts .  His  prem ise was correc t 
but his  conclusion need not be drawn. All  tha t fol lows is that  we must con
stantly look for both kinds of va lues i n  our act ivi t ies, instead of th inking that  
some are good only  as means and others only  as ends. \\"c must a lso notice 
that the same th ing can be good in one sense and bad in  another. Going to 
a dentist is  good as a means but bad in itself, though in tota l ing up the 
scores we must remember Dewey' s point .  An act ion or experience may c\·en 
be i ntrinsica l ly good, and mora lly bad or wrong.  or vice versa,  as we sh al l  
sec . 

I t  fo} }o,,·s that  we must be careful  if someone says "X is good' '  or asks 
"Is X good ?" \Ve know, of course, that  he is commending X or ask ing if  i t  
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should be commended and favored ; but ,  before we ca n agree or answer, we 
must try to ascerta in  on what grou nd he is saying X i s  good or from wha t 
point  of \'icv• he is asking i f  i t  is good .  Of cou rse , he may be saying that  i t  is 
good on the whole or from a l l  po i n ts of view, or he may be ask i ng if it is 
good in  this sense. But we must find t h i s  ou t .  \\'c find ou t , of cou rse, by 
d iscovering what reasons he gives or is wi l l ing to l i s ten to for his judgment .  
In  fact ,  if someone uses the  word "good ' '  i n  an  unqualified way, as  we 
usually do ( i . e . ,  we do not usual ly put in qual ifiers l i ke "mora l ly," "extrin
sica l ly , ' '  etc. ) , we probably must fi rst take i t  to mean good on the who le , 
un less the context makes c lea r that  i t  does not mean this .  \Ve must then 
wai t  for the discussion to revea l  a ny error on our part. \Ve tend to use the 
word in  a globa l ,  inc lusive way, and to pin our grounds down only i f  we 
ha\'e to.  

Perhaps too, what  we want  to ach ieve, i f  possible, is usually not just a 
j udgmen t abou t a thing' s value in  some one of these senses but a total 
e\·aluat ion of i ts value on the whole .  This is another part of Dewey's crit ique 
of the distinction between extrinsic and intrinsic goodness that is wel l - taken .  
But  i t  st i l l  remains t rue that  in order to  come to  a j udgment about whether 
something is good on the whole or good in any of the other senses, \'\'e must 
first determine what i ts intrinsic value is ,  what  the intrinsic value of i ts 
consequences or of the experiences of contemplating i t  i s , or how much i t  
contributes t o  the intrinsical ly good l i fe .  Our task, therefore, is to determine 
the cri teria or standards of in t ri nsic goodness and badness. \\'hat are the 
grounds on which  th ings, or rather act ivi ties, experiences, and lh·es may 
correctly be said to be good , desirable, or worthwhile as ends or in them
selves ? 

THEORIES ABOUT 

WHAT IS GOOD AS AN 
END : HEDONISM AND 

It  goes without saying that  there have been many 
different answers to this quest ion. Plato presents two 
of them for debate in the Philebus:  the \· iew that 

NON-HEDONISM pleasure i s  the good , the t rue goal of every l iving 
being, and what everyone ought to a im at ; and the 

view that in tel l igence ,  knowledge, and wisdom are better and more excel lent 
than pleasure for al l  who are capable of them. The first of these views i s  
ca l led Jz edoTZism and has had many proponents from the t ime of Eudoxus 
and Epicurus to the present .  

What does the hedonistic theory of \'alue maintain ? Firs t  of  a l l ,  a hedonist 
about the good need not be a hedon ist about the righ t .  To hold that the 
right act is  that which produces at least as grea t a balance of pleasure over 
pain for self or world as any al ternative is to hold a hedonistic teleologica l 
t11eory of obl igation . One may, howe\'cr , adopt a hedon ist ic theory of value 
without adop t ing any such theory of obl iga tion . A hedonist about the good 
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may be a deontologist abou t the  right ; rough ly speaking, But ler, Kant ,  and 
S idgwick combine hedonism about the former wi th deontologism about the 

lat ter. 
Secondly, a hedonist abou t the good says, approximately,  tha t  the good 

is pleasure. Bu t th is is apt to be mis ll'ading. ' 'Pleasure" is ambiguous. I t  
may mean "experiences that  arc pleasa nt" o r  i t  may  mea n the  feel ing or 
hedonic tone of ' 'pleasan tness' '  tha t  such experiences have. Now a hedonist 

about the good is not necessarily defi 11 i11g the term "good . ' '  He need not say 
that "good" mea ns ' 'pleasant" or that goodness is pleasa ntness. He may hold 
th is, but most hedonists have not offered defin it ions in this sense. A hedonist 
does, however, offer an equation of a kind : he asserts that  the good is 
pleasure, or that whatever i s  pleasant is good and vice \·ersa . 

Even this  s tatement is  inaccurate ,  however, and to see just what a hedo
nist about the  good is c la iming we must use a sPries of statements. 

I .  Happ iness = pleasure, or happiness = pleasantness.  
2 .  All pleasures are i n t rinsic a l l y  good,  or  \\'h a tewr i �  p leasant in i t se l f  is  good in 

itself.  A hedonist may a d m it t h a t  some pleasures a re mora l l y  bad or  wrong. 
or t hat some a re bad because of  their results .  

3.  On l y  p leasures a re intrinsica l ly  good , or  \\'ha te\·er  is good i n  i t sel f  is p leasant 
i n  i tself .  A hedon ist may a l low other t h ings, even pains,  t o  be good a s  means 
or  even moral ly  good o r  right . 

4 .  Pleasantness is the criterion of int rinsic good ness . I t  i s wha t makes th ings good 
as ends. It is not  j ust a coincidence t h a t  \\'hat  is pleasant is good in i t self  and 
vice versa . 

All  hedonists about the good accept t hese four proposit ions. Beyond this 

point they may d iffer, howe\·er. They usual ly hold tha t  pleasures differ in 
kind or qual i ty, for example that menta l pleasures are d ifferent from phys
ical  ones. But Epicurus and Bentham hold tha t  such differences in qual i ty 
make no d ifference to t heir goodness or value.  As the lat ter puts i t ,  "Quan
ti �y of pleasure being equa l ,  pushpin is as good as poetry." Non-hedonists 

were shocked at th is ,  but so was �J i l l .  � J i l l mainta ined, therefore. that  d iffer
ences in qual i ty of pleasure entai l  d ifferences in value-that mental plea
sures a re or may be bet ter than physica l ones just because of the kind of 
pleasure involved , whether t hey conta i n  a grea ter quan tity of pleasure or 
not. Thus we must add a fifth sta tement .  wh ich some hedon ists accept and 
others reject : 

5 .  The intrinsic goodness of an acl lnty or experience is proport ion a l  to the 
quant i t y  of  p lea s ur e  i t  conta ins ( or rather  to  t h e  q ua nt i ta t ive ba lance of plea
sure over pain conta ined in i t  or int rinsic to  i t ) .  

Quant itative hedonists accept ( 5 )  : qualitat ive hedon ists deny i t .  Crit ics 
of hedonism often say t ha t  �·l i l l ' s  denying it is inconsistent wi th h is being 
a hedonist ,  but th is is only because they iden t i fy hedon ism wi th quant i ta t ive 
hedonism.  \\'here M i l l  gets into d ifficul ty  is  i n  t ryi ng to formulate the 
principle of ut i l i ty  in non-qtw nti ta t ive terms, a point  we made in Chapter 3. 
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:\s ag:-i i nst  t h i s ,  1z o 11 - h rdo 11 ist s  may hold t h a t  p l t·asu re i s  a good , bu t they 

must a l l  dC'ny tha t  ple:1 surc· i s  thr  good - t hey may a l l ow t h a t  pl easa n t ness 
is : i  good - ma k i ng cha ract er i s t i c .  b u t  t hey must  i ns is t  t h a t  i t  is not t h e  o n l y  
one.  � I on· at-eura te ly .  i n  terms of t he  a bon· p ropos i t ions .  t hey may adm i t  

( l )  and ( 2 )  a nd e\'en ( 3 ) . b u t  m u s t  reject ( 4 )  a n d  ( 5 ) .  Csual l y, howe\'cr ,  
t hey rc-jer t ( l \ .  ( 2 ) . and ( 3 )  as  wel l .  :\s to what i s  good as  a n  C'nd or good
ma k ing .  besides or i n stead of pleasure .  or wha t the c ri ter ion of i n t r ins ic  
,-:due i s .  t hey may and do take a \'a r icty o f  posi t ions, some of which we 
sha l l  i nd ica te as we go a long. 

THE F I RST L I � E  
O F  DEBATE 

Two mam k i n d s  of a rgument ha\'e been used in t h e  
d eba tl' be tween thl'  hedon i st s  a nd the  non-hedonists .  
Firs t ,  t h ere i s  a psychologica l  l i ne of a rgument .  

J lcdonis ts .  qua nt i t a t i , ·e or qua l i ta t i , ·e, ha ,·e usua l l y a rgued tha t  pleasu re i s  
t h e  good i n  i t se l f  becausl' i t  i s  what  we a l l ,  u l t imate ly  at  least ,  desi re- or  a im 

a t .  Thus A ristot le report s Eudoxus as ma i n ta in ing  pleasu re to b e  t h e  good 

because he s:iw a l l  t h i ngs a im ing at i t .  E picu ru s  ust•d the sa me a rgu men t .  
:\ nd � l i l l  wri tes t h:i t  

. . .  i f  human nature i s  s o  const i tmed a s  to desire noth ing which i s  no t ei ther a 
pa rt of  happ ine's rr teasure] or a means of  happiness, we can have no other p roof . 
and '' e requ ire no ot her, that t hese arc the only t h ings desi rable . I  

} le  then :i rgues tha t  human na ture i s  s o  const i t u ted a n d  conc l udes t h a t  
p leasu re a nd pleasu re a lone i s  good �t s an  e n d ,  basica l ly a t  least . 

The pn·mise of t h i s  a rgument i s  :i psychologica l  doc t rine ,  a t heory of 
hum: rn uaturC' ,  which i s  ra i l ed psych ological  h edo ri is m .  The conclus ion,  

howe\·e r.  i s  a \·a lue  judgment .  As a resu l t .  many non -hedonists .  from C .  E. 
� (oorc o n .  ha\'e attacked the a rgument  as i l logica l .  From 

, a J> l easurr and p leasm e a lone i s  desired as an end, 

t hey say one cannot correct l y  i n fer : 

1 c 1 : . P l <'a'urP and p l eamre a lone is good as an end . 

They a re r igh t .  of course . si nce ( c )  con t a i ns terms which a n.' not  present 
in ( a ) . But .\ f i l l  expl i c i t l y  s t a t es t h a t  he does not  rega rd his a rgu ment  a s  a 
lugical  proof.  and  Eudoxus and Epicurus  might  wel l  agree w i t h  h i m .  Hence' .  

t h e  cri t ic i sms o f  .\ l oon· and  h is fol lowers a re beside t h e  poi n t .  � 1 i l l ' s  con
ten t ion is  not th ;H ( r )  fol l ows l ogica l ly from ( a )  b u t  t ha t  ( a )  i s  t ru e  as a 
thcory of h u m a n  na tun.· : a nd t ha t .  i f  human n a t u re i s  so cons t i t u ted as  a l ways 

to a i m <l l pleasure.  t hen  i t  i s  absurd or u n reaso n :-i ble  to  deny t ha t  p lc:-i sure is 
the  good . t'\Tn thou�h i t  i s  logica l l y  poss ibh· .  

I Ut ilit a r ia 11 i� 111 , nea r end  o f  C h a p .  ·L Sci· sc lec t i o n s  i n  F ra 1 1 kcna  a n ti  G ra n rosc,  Chap .  
V.  
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Thus interpreted, the argument seems to me a potent  one, if ( a ) can be 
shown to be true. I n  any case, howe\·er, i t  is easy enough for a hedonist to 
put his  argument in  a form that i s  entirely \'a l id : 

( a )  Pleasure and pleasure a lone is desired as an end.  
( b )  What is desired as an end and only what is desired as an end is  good as a n  end. 
( c ) : . Pleasure and pleasure a lone is good as a n  end . 

Then the only way to attack i t  is to throw doubt on e i ther ( a )  or ( b ) . 
�'!any non-hedonists accept ( b )  and reject ( a ) . Aristot le .  for example . 

says that to cla im that the end at which al l  things aim is not necessarily good 
is to talk nonsense ; in fact, he begins by arguing that the good may be 
defined as that a t  which a l l  th ings a im.  He agrees tha t  a l l  th ings aim at  
happiness but  denies that  happiness is pleasure. Happiness is excellen t act i\·
i ty of the soul ,  he contends ; and for him this  means acti\'i ty in accordance 
with the moral and especial ly the intel lectual  \·irtues or excellences, the latter 
including science, wisdom� and other forms of knowledge . This excel lence of 
activity, he says, i s  what we seek as our end.  not pleasure. Pleasure is an accom
paniment of the achieving and exercising of these excel lences. It i s  not the 
object of our desires, it i s  the fel t  satisfaction we get when we achie,·e what we 
desire .  This  argument is \'ery s imilar to that of Butler aga inst psychological 
egoism, which is  no accident  since such egoism and psychological hedonism 
usual ly go together. The claim is  that the psychological hedonist is putting 
the cart before the horse. \Ve do not desire knowledge and the other excellences 
because they give pleasure ; we obtain pleasure from them because we desire 
them and they satisfy our desires. 

This argument has a good deal of force, though we must remember John 
Clarke's countermo\'e, described in Chapter 2 .  The argument does not prO\·e 
that hedonism is mistaken as a theory of Yalue, even if we accept ( b) , but 
it seems to me to show that psychological hedonism has not been pro\·ed . 
may not be true, and cannot be used as part of an a rgument to establ ish a 
hedonistic theory of \'alue. I f  Clarke's rejoinder does not hold up: i t  eYen 
shows psychological hedonism of the kind in quest ion to be false. In any 
case, i t  i s  very doubtful that we desi re th �ngs in  proportion to the amount 
of pleasure or satisfaction we expect from them.  Another point should be 
mentioned as helping to throw doubt on psychological hedonism. Non 
hedonists of ten point out, again correctly, that i f  we consciously take plea
sure as our end, we somehow miss it ,  while if we pursue and a ttain other 
things for their own sakes, not calculating the pleasure they wil l  bring, we 
somehow gain pleasure. This is  known as "the hedonistic paradox. ' '  

Other non-hedonists fol low Aristotle in  accepting ( b )  and rejecting ( a )  
and ( c ) , but differ with him about what the good is. \\'here h e  stressed the 
intel lectual excel lences, the Stoics emphasized the moral  ones. August ine and 
Aquinas fol low the same general l ine of a rgument but final ly ident i fy the 
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good wi t h  ( ; od or wi t h  com m u n io n  w i t h  God . :'\ic tzsrhe ide n t i fies the good 
wi t h  powe r.  co n te nd i ng t h a t  t h i s  is \\' h a t we a l l  a i m  a t ,  a l t hough by power 
he cl ot's not mean m e re l y  t h e  sort o f  t h i ng :\" a po lcon h a d ,  bu t a l l  k i nds of 
exre l l e nce of t he h u m a n  sp i r i t : :'\ iNzsdw bel i e\·ed t h a t Leo n a rd o  d a  Y i nc i  
h a d  power i n  t h i s  se nse.  T h e  J l ege l i a n  idea l i s ts  l i ke F .  1 1 . B rad le y also hold 
th a t the  good i s  what  we a l l  seek : ho\\'e\Tr. they r l a i m ,  much a s N i e tzsc he 
d oes a l t h ough in a less rad ica l sp i r i t . that  the good \\'C see k i s  sel f-rea l izatio n .  

TH E SECOND L l :\' E  
O F  DEBATE 

:\ I I  of t h ese wri ters agree t h a t  w h a t  we a 1 1n at is t he 
good : a nd they t hen a rgue t ha t  h u m a n  na t u re is so 
cons t i tu t ed th a t we a l l a i m  a t X ( p)pasu re ,  exce l lence , 

( ;od , power. sel f- rea l iza t ion ) .  c onr l ud i ng t h at X i s  the  good or t h e  c ri terion 
of  \\' h a t  i s  good as an end . \\·e can not poss ib l y d i scuss t lw i r  rat lwr specula
t i \·e t h eor ies here .  for  such a d i scussion wou l d requ i re a good deal  of psy
c ho logy a n d some metaphysics .  \\'e sha l l h:we to rc·s t our pos i t ion on the  

second kind of a rgu men t used i n  the  deba tes between hedon ists  a nd non
hedon i s ts . I t  i s  i n teresti ng to  note.  howe\-cr,  t h a t  on the basis of  the fi rs t  

k i nd of a rgument .  two genera l sorts of  th i ngs ha\·e bee n  r l a i med to b e  good 

as e nds : on the  one hand .  someth ing l i ke p leasu re , e nj oyme n t , or sa t isfac
t ion : on t he other , some form of excel l ence o r  se l f-perfect ion . The term 

. .  h a pp i ness . .  has bee n used for bot h .  \\'c sh a l l  ret u rn  to th is po i nt  l a ter .  

� l a ny wri ters, some hedonists  l i ke Sidgwi c k  and some non-hedonists  l i ke 

Pla to,  � f oore .  a nd Ross, reject  the  above k i n d  of a rgumen t on the genera l 
ground tha t a t h i ng i s  not good because ,  or  i f  a nd o n l y  i f ,  i t  is desired . I n 
s tea d , t h est" \\'r i t crs a ppea l to a k i nd of  re flec t i ve re\ · iew of  t he sorts of  t h i ngs 
\\'e seem to t a k e  as ends or  <lS  good i n  t hemseh-es to sec wh i ch ones hol d  
up u nder i nspec t i on a nd whether  o n e  c a n  d i scm·e r a ny c r i ter ia b y  wh i c h  
t h ey m a y  b e  eva l u a ted . S idgwic k . � [ oore . a n d  Ross t h i n k  of t h i s  i nspec t ion 
as a p rocess of i nt u i t ion of sc l f-e\'id c n t judgmen ts , bu t i t  i s  n o t  necessa ry 

to do  so. and i t i s  not c lear  t h a t  Pl a to d i d .  The ma i n  poi n t  is t h a t  t h e  
re\' icw must be rc fl ec t i \·e a nd must  l i m i t  i tsel f, r igorous l y to t he qu es t ion o f  

w h a t  i s  good i n  i tse l f  or  a p<lrt from i ts conseque nces and m o ra l  i m p l ica t ions . 
t h e  q uest ion be i n g  rough ly .  " \ \' h a t  sorts of  t h i ngs i s  i t  ra t ion a l to de-s i re for 
t he i r own sakes ? ' '  

I n  the i r re\' iews s u c h  wr i ters cons ider some or a l l  of  t h e fo i l  owi ng c a n d i 
d a tes.  some times cl i \' i d i ng them i n to ca tegories l i k e  "bio logica l ." ' 'phys ica l ." 
' ' men ta l : ·  "soc i a l ." a n d  ' 'spi r i tu a l " : 

L i fe .  con �c iousn r<..-; ,  and act i\' i t y  
l l c'a l t h  a n d  st rength  
P l f'asu rc ·s and sat i<ifa c t ions o f  a l l  o r  C<'rt a i n  k indo;  
I l a p p i ness , bea t i t ude,  conten t men t ,  etc .  
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Truth 
Knowledge and true opinion of various kinds, understand ing, wisdom 
Beauty, harmony, proport ion in obj ects contemplated 
Aesthetic experience 
Morally good disposit ions or virtues 
Mutua l affec tion , Jove, friendship, cooperat ion 
Just distribution of goods and evils 
Harmony and proportion in one's own l i fe 
Power and experiences of achievem en t 
Sel f-expression 
Freedom 
Peace , security 
Adventure and novelty 
Good reputation, honor, esteem ,  etc . 
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Religious experiences or \'alues, which many rate highest among intrinsic 
goods, are not mentioned separately in this list because they presuppose the 
existence of God and so raise quest ions that cannot be dealt with here. The 
communion with and lo\'e or knowledge of God that Augustine and Aquinas 
regard as the highest good would, howe\'er, presumably come under our 
headings of knowledge and mutual lo\'e , Other intrinsically good rel igious 
experiences would also probably fal l  under these or other headings. 

Of course, the i tems l isted overlap and others could be added . Re\'iewing 
such a l ist, philosophers ha\'e come out with \'arious smaller tables of in
trinsic goods or \'a lues. The triad of truth ,  goodness , and beauty, usually 
spel led with capital letters ,  is a classic one. Nicolai Hartmann includes all 
of the things mentioned . :Moore emphasizes certain pleasures, beauty, aes
thetic experience, knowledge, and personal affections. Ross's l ist is much the 
same, but it omits beauty and includes the moral virtues and the just appor
tionment of happiness to desert. He ranks \' i rtue abo\'e knowledge and 
knowledge abo\'e pleasure . Plato, i n  the Plzileb us, argues that the good l i fe 
is a "mixed l i fe," containing the fol lowing ingredients , wh ich 11e ranks in 
the order given : 

a. Measure , moderat ion ,  fitness, etc .  
b. Proportion, beauty, perfec t ion , etc .  
c .  Mind and wisdom 
d. Sciences, a rts, and true opin ion 
e. Pure or painless pleasures of the soul i tsel f. 

All of the men just mentioned are non-hedon ists . Of the fi\·c hedonistic 
theses l isted earl ier, they all deny ( 4) and ( 5 ) . � fost of them deny ( 2 ) ,  
insisting that some pleasures are in trinsically bad , for example� pleasures 
gained by treachery, or those i n\'ol\'ing a morally bad disposition l ike c ruelty 
or malice or the enjoyment of what is evil or ugly. Some wou ld also reject 
( 3 ) , arguing that there are some in trinsical ly good things tha t do not con
tain pleasure, though they may cause or occasion it, for example, beauty, 
truth, and virtue. Plato, l ike Aristot le, would reject ( 1 )  as wel l .  S idgwick, 



Int rinsic Val ue and the  Good Life 89 

on t h e  other  hand , is a hedon ist . I-le a rgues,  i n  h i s re\' iew of pro posed good s.  

fi rs t ,  t h a t  noth ing is  good in i tse l f  except  des i ra b le experie nces or s ta tes of 
consciousness, a n d  second , t h a t experiences or  s ta tes of co nsc iousness a re 
des i ra hll' in t h emselves on ly if  a nd insofa r a s  t h ey eon ta i n  p ll'asu ie _ That  i s , 
he i s  a qua n t i ta t i \'e hedon is t  �rnd a ccepts a l l  fi\'e of t h e  hedon ist  t heses ; for 
h i m  pl easa n t ness, or mon' acc u rate ly .  ba l a nce of pleasure ow·r pa i n ,  i s  t h e  

c ri terion  or s t a n d a rd of  nonmora l \'a lue . 

SO� U: CONCLUS IONS Ref lecti ng o n  t he longer l i st  of  p roposed i n t ri nsic 
\'a l ues mysel f . I come to the fol lowi ng conclus ions .  

I t  seems to m e  that  a l l  of  t hem may be kept 0 1 1  the l i s t ,  a nd perhaps others 
may be a d d c>d , i f  i t  i s  u nd erstood t h a t  i t  is t h e  ex/J(' rie n cc o f  t h t>m t h a t  i s  

good in  i t se l f .  S idgwi ck seems to me to be righ t  on th is  poi n t .  Take t h e  
t rad i t i onal  t ri a d .  for ins tance .  I t  sc>ems to nw t h a t  t ru t h is  not  i t se l f  i n t ri n 
s ica l l y  good . I t  m a y  not  e\·en b e  k nown . \\' h a t  i s  good i n  i tse l f  i s  knowl edge 

of  or bc>l ie f  i n  t h e  t ru t h .  The same poi n t  may be a ppl ied to bc>a u ty,  h a rmony. 
p roport ion . or  the  just  d ist r ibu t i on of goods a nd e\' i l s  ( t he considera t ion of 
the las t  i tc>m bea rs on the  \'a l i d i t y  of u t i l i ta ri a n ism , as  we sa w in  Chapter  3 ) . 
These a re not  t lwmselves i n t ri nsic a l l y  \'a l u able : wha t i s  i n t ri ns ica l l y  good 

is  t h e  co11 templ a t iou or experieuc i n g  of them . I n  t hemseh-es. t h ey a rc i n
here n t  ra ther  t ha n  i n tr ins ic  good s.  As for vir tue - --as A ristot le  sa i d ,  we can 

be \' i r tu ous wh i le  as leep.  when not h i ng of i n t r ins ic  \'a lue  is  goi n g  011 . The 

experic>nrc> of ac t i ng \' i rtuously and o f  feel i n g  mora l l y  good emot ions ,  how

t>n' r. may be i n t ri n s ica l ly good as  fa r as  i t  goes.  I s h a l l  a rgue t h a t  i t  i s .  
\\'e must . I t h i n k ,  d i s t i ngu ish bet wt><.>n p l easu re and h a p p i ness. " Pleasu r<.>" 

suggests ra ther  spec i fic fee l i n gs ,  whe reas ' ' h a ppi n ess" d oes not.  \\'e ran 

speak of · ·pJea s u rt>s" but hardly of  "happi ncss<.>s . " '  ' ' Pleasu re" a lso suggests 
phys ical  or  " l owe r" pleasures mor<.> t h a n  · · h a p p i ness' ' d o<.>s. Aga i n .  i t  suggests  
short - ru n  and super fi c i a l  enjoyment  ra th<.>r  t h a n  t h e  longer s pa n  and mor<.> 
p rofou nd sat isfac t i on ron not<.>d by ' ' h a pp i ness . ' '  F i n a l ly .  ph rases l i ke " t h e  

p leasa n t  l i fe 
. . a nd " a  l i fe o f  pleasure ' '  ra i l  to m i n d  some t h i n g  ra ther  d i ffer

e nt from t h t>  ph rase . .  th<.> happy l i fe ."  I n  fa r t ,  in ord i n a ry d i scou rs<.> , we 
must a nd d o  d is t i nguish a whole fa m i ly of  k i nd s  of sa t isfac tori ness t h a t  
expcrie1 1 res :rncl l i n·s may h a \'e .  Pleasa n t ness i s  on ly  o n e  of  t h e m .  Ha ppi
ness,  ronte n tm<.>nt . a nd bea t i tude  a re o t h ers .  I n  t h i s  sens<.' ,  t he hedonist ' s  

thes is  ( I )  i s  a mistake.  t h ough he is r ight  i n  t h i n k i ng that  h :1 pp i n t>ss i s  a 
k i nd of  sa t i s fartori n <.>ss .  }fr cou l d ,  of  rou rse ,  red e fi ne t h t>  term s  "p leasu rt>" 
a nd ' ' pleasa n t "  to cm·e r a l l  of t hesl' good -mak i ng q u a l i t ies of experience, 
bu t doing this  i s  l i ke t ry i ng to  red <.> fi ne t h t· wo rd " red ' '  to ro,·er  a l l  of  t h e  
col ors. 

· H ed on ists ;uc rig h t ,  I th i n k .  i 1 1  ho ld i ng t hl' i r t hesis  ( 2 ) . namely, t h a t  
e\'<.> ry p l easu re or enjoyment  i s ,  taken as such a nd b y  i tse l f, i n t ri ns ica l l y  
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good . Against th is, as we ha\'e seen, non-hedon ists usually argue that  there 
are bad pleasures-pleasures that are bad, not only because of their con
sequences, but in  th emselves. But, so far as I can sec, the non-hedonists 
ne,·er really show this .  I agree that malicious pleasure and the enj oyment 
of c ruelty a nd ugl iness, if  they real ly occu r, are bad, but a re they bad qua 
pleasures or  enjoyments ? They may be m orall)' bad in  themselves or bad 
because they a re symptoms of some defect or derangement of personal ity, 

but their being bad in  such senses must not be confused with their being 
bad qua pleasures or enjoyments. Non-hedonists ne\'er make clear that they 
are not confusing these kinds of badness. I am sti l l  incl ined to think, t here
fore, that every pleasure has some intrinsic goodness, although, of course, 
an experience that is pleasan t may also ha\'e bad-making features that 
make i ts total score negati\•e, e.g . . a mal icious pleasure.  

\Vhat  about hedonist thesis ( 3 ) : that nothing is intrinsical ly good i f  i t  
does not  contain pleasure ? I f, as  I suggested, we d ist inguish other kinds of  
satisfactoriness besides pleasure, then thesis ( 3 )  i s  not quite true. But  the 
broader and somewha t similar thesis that nothing is  intrinsically -good u nless 
it contains  some kind of sat isfactoriness seems to me to be clearly true. Thus, 
I think that knowledge, excellence, power, and so on, are simply cold,  bare, 
and \'alueless in  themselves unless they are experienced with some kind of 
enjoyment or satisfaction . 

I f  we dist inguish kinds of satisfactoriness, as we ha,·e, then the thesis of 
the quantitati\'e hedonists [ i .e . ,  hedonist thesis ( 5 ) ] must be rejected . For 
then, in trinsic \'alue can not be proportional to quantity of pleasure or to 
balance of pleasure O\'er pain.  Nor can we restate the thesis to say that 
intri nsic val ue is proportional to quantity of satisfactoriness or bal ance of 
satisfactoriness O\'er unsat isfactoriness, for satisfactorinesses, for example, 
beati tude and contentment,  differ in kind and hence are incommensurable.  
There is this much t ruth,  at  least , in :M i l l ' s  doctrine that quality affects 
value. It follows, of  course, that a calculus of intrinsic \'alue in purely 
quantitative terms is not possible, as was hinted in Chapter 3 .  

Again, i f  we d isti nguish kinds o f  sat isfactoriness besides pleasure, then 
pleasantness cannot be the cri terion of intrinsic good ness or the only good
making feature of experiences, a nd hedonist thesis ( 4 )  is false. I n  reply one 
might contend, however, that there a re no good-maki ng qual it ies of  experi
ence except the different kinds of satisfactoriness mentioned and other kinds 
i f  there are any. Then one would sti l l  be a quasi-hedonist ; the standard of 
eval uation would not be pleasure but i t  would be a set of related kinds of 
satisfactoriness. I am not sure this contention is mistaken, but I doubt it is 
t rue. Some non-hedonists l ike Plato, Aristotle, �foore, Ross, and C.  D. 
Broad argue that there a re other good-making featu res of experiences be
sides pleasantness, happiness, etc . ,  other factors that also may contribute to 
the intrinsic value of experiences. For example, they maintain that harmony 
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a 1 1d knowledge a rc such fea t u res . They con tend t h a t j ust  a s  the presence of 
pleasu re makes an experience so fa r good , so docs the p resence of ha rmony 
or of knowledge or u nderst a n d i n g  ma h� i t  so fa r good . And if  an  experience 
con ta ins  bot h  some kind of sat isfactori ness and ha rmony or know ledge, then 
i t  i s ,  or  a t  least may be, i n tr in sica l ly  bet te r  than i t  woul d  be if  i t  contai ned 

only t h a t  k ind of sat isfac tori ness , e\'en if the a moun t  of sa ti sfactori ness 
i n\'oh-cd were the sa me. This  k ind of a rgument is  not conc lusi\'e , but it is 
plausible ; a t  th i s  poi n t  it is  \'cry d i fficul t  to be certa i n  what one must say. 
I f  the a rgume n t  is correc t ,  t hen hedon ist  thesis ( 4) is  fa l se even in i ts quas i
hedonist form . 

I n  fact ,  1 am inc l ined to t h i n k  the non -hedonists  a rc righ t-that there is 
something else besides enjoya bleness or sat isfac toriness t hat makes acti\' i t ies 
a nd experien ces good in themscl\'es, a nd I suggest tha t  th i s  is always the 
presence of some k i nd or  degree of excel lence.  !\fa n y  of our a c ti\' i t ies  and 
experiences i n\'oh-e or a rc in\'ol\'cd in a n  endea\'or to achie\'e excel lence by 
some standard a ppropriate to  t hem, for example, athlet ic  activi t ies, artist ic 
creat ion , and science or h i story. I t  seems to me that wh at  makes gymnastics, 

knowledge,  a n d  aesthet ic cre a t io n  good in thcmselYcs is  not j ust the amou n t  
o f  enj oyment they prm· ide but  a lso the  fact that  t h e y  i nvoh-e the exercise 
of an abi l i ty or ski l l  or the at tainment of some d egree of excel lence by some 
sta ndard ,  and tha t  the same th ing is t rue of many other k i nds of  act i\' i ty 
a n d  experi ence, though the act ivi t ies a nd sta ndards in\'olved may be of very 
differe n t  k i nds,  aesthet ic  ( beau ty ) , i n tel lectual  ( tru th ) ,  a t hlet ic  ( bodily 
sk i l l ) .  moral ( righ tness and moral goodness ) ,  and so on.  

Th us, when I scru t i n ize t h e  i tems o n  our l ist  and exclude those that 
pcrt ::i i n  to what I shall  ca l l  the  form or pattern of the good l ife, i t  seems 
to  me t h a t  they a re made good by the presence in t h em of one or both of 

two factors : pleasure or sat isfac t ion a nd some kind of excel lence.  Simila rl y, 

I wou ld say t h at wha t i s  bad i n  i tse l f  is so because of t he presence either 
of  pa in  or u n h a ppi ness or of some kind of defect or lack of excel lence. I t  
may be , then , t h a t  a n  enjoyable experie n ce i s  made bad b y  t h e  presence of 
some de fec t t h a t  cancels  out the good ness due to its enj oyableness ; the case 
of a malicious pleasu re ,  which involves a moral defect,  may be an example.  

A l t h ough I a m  ready to agree with  the  non-hedonist  to t h is extent ,  I s t i l l  
th ink  t h a t  an experience or  act i,· i ty  is not good i n  i tsel f  unless it  is  pleasan t  
or sat isfa c tory , o r ,  i n  other words, t h a t  some k ind o f  sat isfactori ness is  a 
necessary co n d i t ion of  some t h i ng's bei ng i n t rinsica l l y  good . I t  also seems to 
me t h a t  be i ng enj oyable is  a suffa· ic n t  condit ion of someth ing 's being good , 
a t  least  when i t  is not cancel led ou t by the presence of some defec t ,  for 
exa m plt' , t h e  experience of enjoying a sha rp cheese. To t h is  ex te n t  I am 
ready to go with the  quas i -hedonis t .  How docs excel le nce come i n to the 

pic t u re then ? I wou ld a nswer t h a t  i t  docs so by making experi ences or 
a c t iv i t ies be t ter  or worse t h a n  they would be oth erwise. I n  other wo rds,  I 
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would hold that what is intrinsically satisfying in some way is good in i tself 
and vice ,-ersa; but deny that what is good in  itself is always good only because 
it is satisfying, or that it is good in proportion to its sati sfactoriness . 

THE GOOD LIFE \fhat of the good l i fe .  the life i t  would be rational 
to choose ? If what precedes i s  correc t, the good l ife 

wil l  be a "mixed l i fe; ' as Plato said, consisting of acti,·ities and experiences 
of the kinds listed earlier, that is. of acti,·i ties and experiences that are 
enjoyable or both excellent in  some degree and enjoyable .  \\"e may think 
of these experiences and acth·i ties as making up the con t en t  of the good l i fe . 
\Vith his usual insight, however, Plato insisted that the good l i fe must also 
ha\·e form. By this he meant pat terrz ,  and he thought that, for a l i fe to be 
good, it must be harmonious. \\"e may wish to extend his  conception of 
pattern somewhat, but he was surely right in mentioning i t .  Any l ife wil l  
willy-nilly have some pattern or  other. and it is reasonable to  think that 
some patterns are better than others . D .  H .  Parker. staying close to Plato. 
thought that one�s l ife should ha\·e such features as unity in  ,-ariety, balance . 
rhythm, and hierarchy. A. �- \\'hi tehead , closer to romanticism and evolu
tionism, thought i t  should include nm·el ty and adventure . as well as con
tinuity and tradition, and that it should include them in some kind of 
rhythm of alternation. 

There i s  a ,-i ew abroad today-ever since the romant ic  era-which dis
parages both satisfactoriness and excel lence in fa,·or of autonomy, authentici ty, 
commitment, creati,·i ty. decision, doing your own thing, freedom. self-expres
sion, stri,·ing, s truggle, and the l ike . This ,-iew is not tenable in any l i teral or 
extreme form, in my opinion, but it contains an important truth, namely, that 
the best l ife one is capable of must have form. not just in the sense of pattern . 
but i n  the sense of being inspi red by a certain att i tude. posture. or " ' l i fe-style: ·  
\\"hitehead called this  ' 'subjective form 

. . 
and thought that reYerence should be 

the dominant stvle in  our lh·es. thou�h he ment ioned others. Autonom,· seems " . '- . 

to me to come in here .  as wel l  as the other things just l i sted . but I should want 
to add rationality and related d isposit ions l ike objecti,·i ty and i ntel lectual 
responsibil i ty too. And perhaps this  is  where one should mention lm·e again. 
At least, if psychologists l ike Erich Fromm are right .  then for one·s l i fe to be 
good, not just in the moral but in the nonmoral sense .  one must not be too 
concerned with the goodness of one·s l i fe .  but rather with causes and objects 
outside oneself . 

Just what content . pattern. and subjecti,-e form the good l i fe has wi l l .  
no doubt, Yary considerably from person to  person .  To find the  answer one 
must, to a large extent, depend on one' s own experience and reflection aided 
by that of others with experience and wisdom. I doubt that any fixed order 
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or pa t te rn  can be l a id down for rn·ryon e .  as P l a to a nd Ross t h ough t .  

I J u m a n  na t u re m a y  be much t h e  same cn· ry\\'here ,  a nd I be l i e, ·e i t i s ,  

otherwise psyc h ology woul d  be \· i rt ua l ly i m possible ; h owe\·cr,  h u m a n  n a t u re 
seems to \·a ry too much for a ny fixed conce p t i on o f  i t  to  be d r.a \\'n u p  i n  

det a i l .  E\·cn i f  a l l  o f  t h e  i te ms \ H'  h a ,·c me n t ioned a rc fou nd to  be good . 

to  some exten t a t  lea s t ,  by C\-cryonc.  i t  may a n d .  i n  fac t .  seems s t i l l  to be 
t ru e  t h a t  t h e i r  ra n k ing and a rra n geme n t must  he some\\' h a t re l a t i \'e .  For 
some people the good l i fe see ms to  i nc l ude more peace and secu r i t y a nd 

for oth ers more ad\'c n t u re a nd nO\·cl ty ,  a l t hough C\'ery l i fe should a n d  docs 
i nc lude some of ea c h .  I f  wri ters l i ke R u t h  Bened ic t  a rc righ t ,  t he re l a t i v i ty 
i s  e\·cn more rad i c a l  t h a n  t h is example suggests ; ho,,·e,-c r, e\·cn i f  they go 

too fa r. t h is exa m ple a t  least  shows tha t one  must l ea \ 'c a good deal  of  room 
for \·a riety in  one's  concept ion of  the good l i fe ,  if  no t  in one's  l i st of goods .  

\\'e m ust a l so remember the poi n t  touc hed on i n  ou r d iscuss i on of  j u st ice 
-that people's  needs a nd capac i t i es not only  d i ffer. bu t d i ffe r  in such a 
wa y t h a t  t h e  good l i fe o f  one may not be as  good i n t r i ns ica l l y a s  t h a t of  
a no t he r. I t  may be , for  example .  tha t  A · s  ca pa c i t ies i n  a n  i n te l lectual  way 
a re such t h a t  t h e  best l i fe of wh ich he i s  ca pab le s i m ply c a n n ot i n cl ude 
m uch of some of t he i tems ment ioned . The n ,  other  t h ings being equa l ,  h is 
best l i fe may be , not  only d i ffere n t  from , bu t i n  i tse l f  l ess good t h a n  that  
of wh ich B is capable.  I t  docs not fol low, ho\\'e\'cr, tha t  A must  be t rea ted 
as a second-c l ass c i t izen .  a s  P l a t o  a n d A r i s to t l e  t hough t . l t may s t i l l  be, as 
\\'e held earl ier ,  t h a t  :\ i s  as  good a s  B in t he sense tha t they a rc ,  so fa r  a s 

poss i bl e , to be t rea ted equ a l l y.  l fi rmly bcl ie \'e t h a t  t h e  doc t rine  of  t he equ a l  
i n t ri ns ic \'a )uc  of e\·e ry h u m a n  be i ng as  s u c h  i s  \'a l id .  bu t i t  i s  \·a l id  on l y  
as a pr i nc iple of wh a t  i s  righ t or obl iga tory. I t  i s  n o t  ,·a l id a s  a \'a lue  j udg

ment about the i n t ri ns ic  wort hwh i le ness of  d i fTeren l good l i \'es . 

\ \'e may con nec t t he d iscuss ion of  t h i s cha pter  with  what  was sa id before 
by ma k ing two obse r\'a t ions .  One i s  t h a t  it i s  to t h e  good l i fe i n t h i s  sense 
t h a t  mora l i ty ,  l i ke  e\'eryth i ng e lse .  is or should be a m i n ister. The ot her is 

t h a t  mora l i ty is  not to be a mi ni ster J l lC'rcly to one's own good l i fe but to 

t ha t of others as we l l  a n d .  t h e rc• forc.  may restr ic t one in one's pursu i t of 

wha t i s  good-th rough the pri n c i ples of ben e ficence a nd j us t ice . Vi rtue,  as  

Soc ra tes savs  i n  t he .\ lc n o ,  is  not  the  powe r to a c h il'vc the  good or ob ta i n 
good t h i ngs ; i t  is ac t ing  j ust ly .  honest l y . tem pera te ly . a n d .  we must  add,  
bl'nl',·olen t ly .  

One t h i ng more . :\s was i n d ica ted , mora l l y  r igh t ac t io n  is one k i nd of 
ac t i \'i ty t h a t  sa t is fies a s ta n da rd of  excel le nce , a nd so be i ng mora l l y  r igh t i s  
a k i nd of exce l lence and ma y be one o f  the  fac tors mak i n g  an a c t i \' i t y i n 
t r i ns ica l l y good - n ot j ust  good i n  a mora l  b u t  i n  a non mora l sense. T h us ,  

A l yosha exc la ims  a t  one poi n t  i n  Th e Urot lz r rs /\'ma ma:m · .  " H ow good i t  
is · to do some t h i ng good ! "  Si m i l a rl y , as  i n  t he example o f  m a l ic ious  pica -
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sures, an experience may be made bad or at least worse intrinsically by the 

fact that having it is immoral. If this is so, then for normal human beings 
one's life may be better or worse in itself because it includes morally right 
or wrong action. In this sense virtue is its own reward. It is important to 
remember this when we come to the question of why we should be moral. 



C H A P T E R S I X 

Meaning 
and Justification 

�IETA-ETHICS AND 
ITS QUESTIONS 

Thus fa r, except for Chapter 1 .  we hm·c been engaged 
in normat i ,·e e th ics ,  a l though we ha ,·c a l so inc luded 
a good bit of ana lys is  and  concep tual  c lar ifica t ion . as 

wel l  as some- psychology. I n  other words ,  we have been endeavoring to a rri\-c 
at acceptable principles of obl iga t ion and general judgments of va lue in  thC' 
l igh t of which to  determine wha t  i s  mora l ly  righ t ,  wrong, or obl iga tory. and 
what or  who is  mora l Jy  good , bad . or responsible .  As we saw i n  Chapter 1 ,  
however, eth ics a l so inc ludes another k ind of i nqu i ry ca l led meta -eth ics .  
� l c ta -t" th ics docs not propound a ny mora l  pri n c iples or  goa ls for ac t ion .  
except possibly by  impl ica t ion : as such i t  consists en t i re ly  of ph i losophica l 
a na lysis .  I n  fac t ,  recen t  moral  ph i losophy has concerned i tse l f  very largely 
wi th  meta-e th ical analysis ; i t  has  been pr imari ly i n te rested i n  c la ri ficat ion 
and unders tanding ra ther  than i n  norma ti,·c C' th ics .  thom. :h  i t  has  i nc luded 
some d iscussion of pun ishmC'n t .  c iv i l  d isobC'd iencP ,  wa r ,  e tc . .  a nd much 
deba te abou t u t i l i ta rian i sm.  For a l l  that .  wha t  i t  has  been doing is mos t 
import an t .  s ince any rdlcc t i \T person should ha\'e some u nderstanding of the 
m.ean ing and j us t ifica t ion of h is e th ica l  j udgmen ts .  espec ia l ly i n  th i s  age 
when our general th ink ing abou t princ ip les a nd ,·a l ucs i s  sa id to be in  a 

95 
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sta te of crisis. I n  any case, we oursel \'cs must see what sort of justifica tion, 
i f a ny, can be c la imed for the normat i\'c posi t ions we have taken. 

As usua l ly  roncci\'cd , meta-ethics asks the fo l lowing quest ions . ( 1 )  "'hat is 
the mean ing or dC'fin i t ion of ethical terms or concepts l ike "right," "wrong," 
"good , ' '  "bad ' ' ?  \\'hat is the nature, mean i ng, or function of judgments in 
which these and s imi lar terms or concepts occur?  \\'hat arc the rules for the 
use of such terms and sentences ? ( 2 )  How arc mora l uses of such terms to be 

d i st i ngu ished from nonmoral  ones, moral j udgments from other normative 
ones ? \\'hat is  the meaning of "mora l"  as contrasted with "nonmoral" ? ( 3 )  
\\'hat  is the ana lysis or meaning of re la ted terms o r  concepts l ike "action ," 
· ·consc ience," "free wil l ," " intention," ' ;pron1ising," "excus ing," "moti,·c," 
"responsibi l i ty,' ' "reason , ' '  "voluntary" ? ( 4 )  Can ethical and value judg
ments be pron.•d, just ified , or shown valid ? I f  so, how and in what sense ? Or, 
what  is the logic of moral reasoning and of reason ing about value ? Of these 
( I ) and ( 4 )  a rc the more s tandard problems of meta -eth ics ; but ( 2 )  and 

( 3 )  ha,-e been receiv ing much attent ion lately. \Ve have touched a l i tt le on 
all of them, but will now concentrate on ( 1 ) and ( 4 ) . 

Of these two problems, i t  is ( 4 )  that is  primary. \Vhat we mainly want to 
know is whether the moral and value judgments we accept arc just ified or 
not ; and if so, on what grounds. Quest ion ( 1 )  is not in i tsel f  important in the 

same way. Apart from conceptual understanding-which is important to the 
pure philosopher-we need to be concerned about the meaning or nature of 
eth ica l and \'a luc judgments only if  this helps us to understand whether and 
how they may be justified , only if it helps us to know which of them are 
acceptab le or \'a l id .  I shall  therefore state and d i scuss the main answers to 

question ( 1 ) i f  and when they are relc\'ant  to the discussion of question ( 4 ) . 

I t  is not easy to classi fy a l l  of the d iff ercnt theories of the meaning of eth ical 
and value terms and judgments, but they seem to fa l l  under three general 
types : defin ist theories , in t u itio n ism or 1z o 1z - n a t u ralism,  and rz o1l cogn itive or 
n o n descriptivist theories . I shall expla in  them as they become rele\•ant .  

For the purposes of such discussions as these, mora l judgments and non
rnoral normati\'c judgments a re usua l l y  lumped together. This i s  a risky 
procedure, for it may be that ra ther different accounts must be given of the 
meaning and justifica t ion of the two kinds of j udgments. Ne\'crthclcss, for 
com·en iencc, we too shall adopt th is procedure in our re\'icw of the \·arious 
meta-eth ical theories .  and use the expression "eth ical judgments" to co\'er all 
relc\'ant  normati\'c and value judgmen ts , not just mora l ones . 

THEORIES OF One way of putting quest ion ( 4) is to ask whether our 
JUSTIFICATION basic eth ica l judgments can be justified in any objecti\'c 

way s imi l a r  to those in which our fac tual judgments 
can be jus t ified . I t  is ,  therefore. by a natura l impulse that many philoso
phers ha\'e sought to show tha t certa in ethical judgments are actual ly 
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rooted i n  fact  or ,  as i t  used to be put ,  in  ' ' the n a t u re of t h i ngs' ' as t h is is  
re\'ea led ei ther by empirical  i nqui ry, by metaphysica l  construct ion,  or  by 
di\' ine re\'e lat ion .  How else, they ask . could one possibly hope to j us t i fy them 
a s  aga i nst ri\'a l  j udgments ?  I f  our chosen e t h ica l  j udgments arc not based on 
fac t, on the natures a nd relat ions of t h i ngs, then they must be arbi tra ry and 
capricious or at best con\'en t ional  and relat i \'e . One who fol lows this l i n e  of 
though t,  howe\·er, seems to be comm i t ted to c la iming that eth ical j udgments 
can be deri n'd l ogical ly  from fac tual ones, emp i rical  or nonempi rical . Oppo
nen ts ha\'e therefore cou ntered by contend ing t h a t  t h is cannot be done, 
s i nce one cannot  get a n  Ought ou t of an I s  or a \ 'a l ue out of a Fac t .  

l\'ow, we do someti mes seem t o  just i fy an ethica l j udgmen t  b y  an appea l 
to fac t .  Thus� we say t h a t  a certain act  is wrong because i t  i nj u res someone, 

or that  a certa i n  pa i n t i ng is good because it has symmetry. llowe\'er, i t  
becomes c lea r o n  a moment 's  t h ough t  t h a t  our conclusion does not rest o n  
o u r  fac tual  premise alone.  I n  t h e  fi rst case, w e  a re tac i t ly assuming that  
i njurious acts  are wrong, wh ich is  a moral  pri nciple ; and i n  the  second, that  
pa int ings with symmet ry a re good , wh ich is  a \'a lue j udgmen t.  In  such cases, 
then, we a re not just ifying our origi n a l  eth ica l j udgment by reference to fac t 

alone but a lso by reference to a more basic ethical  premise. The question is  
whether ou r most basic ethical  or va lue premises c a n  be deri\'ed logi cal ly  
from fac tual  ones a lone.  

This  wou ld mea n that conclusions wi th  terms l ike "ough t" a nd "good" i n  
t hem can b e  logical ly  i nferred from prem ises, none of  wh ich con ta in  these 
terms ; th i s  s imply can not be done by the rules of ord i n a ry i nduct i\·e or 
deduct i \'e logic . To t ry to do so i s  essent ia l ly  to argue that A i s  B, : . A is  C, 
without i n t rod ucing a ny prem ise connecting B and C.  I n  this sense, those 
who insist  that  we cannot go from Is to O ugh t or from Fact to \'alue a re 
correc t .  Such a n  i n ference is  logica l l y  i m·a l i d  unless there i s  a spec ial  th ird 
l ogic permitt ing us  to do so. I t  has,  i n  fac t .  been suggested by some recen t 
writers tha t t h ere is such a special  logic sa nct ion i ng ce rta i n  d i rec t in ferences 
from factual  p rem ises to conclusions about wha t is r ight or good , tha t is ,  a n  
ethical  log i c  wi th  ' ·rules o f  i n ference" l ike ' ' I f X is  i nj u rious, then X i s  
wrong." But  the t heory a n d  the  rules of such a logic ha\'C not yet been 
sat isfactori ly worked ou t ,  and u n t i l  t h ey a re we can h ard ly take t h is poss i 
b i l i ty  seriousl y .  In  a ny case.  i t  is hard to see how such a "rul e of i n ference· � 
d i ffers in  substa nce from t he "prem ise" that  in jurious acts are wrong, or how 
i ts j usti fication w i l l  be d i fferent .  

DEFINIST THEOR I ES, 
NATURALISTIC AND 
�IETAl>HYSICAL 

Th ere is .  howe\'er ,  one poss ibi l i ty that  must be taken 
seriously .  Th is is the d e ft n ist  \ ' iew that  Ough t ca n  bl' 
defi ned i n  terms of I s .  a nd \ · a l u e  in terms of Fac t .  For 
i f  such defini t ions  a re acceptable. then ,  by ,· i rtue of  

them,  one can go logical ly  from I s  to Ough t or from Fact  to Value .  For 
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example , i f  "\'\'e ought to do . . .  " means "\'\'e a re required by society to 
do . . .  ," then from "Society requires that we keep promises," it  fol lows that 
we ought to keep promises . It will not do to rep ly , as some have, that no 
such defini tions are possible since we cannot get an Ought out of an I s, for 
that is to beg the quest ion. \Ve must, therefore , take a closer look at definist 
theories . 

According to such theories ethical terms can be defined in terms of non
ethical ones, and ethical sentences can be tra nsla ted i nto nonethical ones of 
a factual kind. For example , R. B.  Perry proposes such definitions as these : 

"good" m eans ' ·being an obj ect of fa\'orable interest ( desire ) ," 
"right" means "being conduci\'e to harmonious happiness. ' ' l  

For him, then , to say that X is good is simply another way of saying that i t  
is an object of desire, and to say that  Y is right is just another way of saying 
that it is conducive to harmonious happiness. A theologian might c laim that 
"right" means "commanded by God" : according to him, then ,  saying that Y 
is righ t is merely a shorter way of saying that i t  is commanded by God. On 
all  such views, ethical judgments are disguised assertions of fact of some 
kind. Those who say, as Perry does, that they are d isguised assertions of 
empirica l fac t  are cal led eth ical natu ralists, and those who regard them as 
disguised assertions of metaphy5ical  or theological facts are called meta
physical moralists.2 � fany different theories of both kinds are possible, de
pending on the defini tions proposed. I n  each case, moreover, the definit ion 
presented may be advanced as a report ive one, simply expl icating what we 
ordinarily mean by the term being defined, or as a reforming proposal about 
what  i t  should be used to mean. Perry's definitions are offered as reforming 
proposals, since he thinks our ord inary use of "good" and "right" is con
fused and ,·ague. F. C. Sharp, on the other hand, offers the fol lowing as 
reportive definit ions : 

"good" means "des ired upon reflect ion," 
"right" means "desired when looked at  from an i mpersonal point of  view."3 

In offering definitions or translations of ethical terms and judgments, a 

definist also tells us how such j udgments are to be justified. For example, 
when Perry tells us that "good" means "being an object of desire," he a lso 
tel ls us that we can test empirically whether X is good simply by determining 
whether i t  is desired or not. In general ,  on a natural istic theory, ethical 
judgments can be justified by empirica l inquiry just as ordinary and sc ient ific 
factual statements can : and on any metaphysical theory, they can be justified 

1 Realms of Value ( Cambridge, Mass. : Harvard Uni\'crsi ty Press , 1 954 ) ,  pp. 3, 1 0 7 ,  
1 09 .  Sec selections in Frankena and  Granrose, Chap. V I .  
2 Most wri ters today use "natural ism" to  co\'er a l l  kinds of definism. 

3 Ethics ( New York : The Century Co., 1 928 ) , pp. 1 09, ·f l 0- 1 1 .  
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by wha ten·r methods onC' can use to j us t i fy metaphysica l  or theologica l  
proposi t ions .  E i t her way they a rc rootPd in  the na ture of th i ngs. 

Opponent s of such theories.  fol lowi ng C. E. � l oo n>, accuse them of com
mi t t ing . .  the na tura l is t ic  fa l lacy ." s i nce thC'y iden t i fy an e th ica l  judgmen t 
with a fac tua l  one. To ca l l  th is a fa l l acy,  howe\'cr, wi thout  first showing tha t  
i t  is  a mistake .  as is sometimes done, is s imply to beg the quest ion . The cri t ics 
a l so c l a im .  therc>forc , that  a l l  p roposed defin it ions of  "good ' ' and "right" in 
noncth ica l terms ca n be shown to be mistakPn by a \'c>ry s imp le a rgument ,  
sometimes re f  erred to a s  t i l l� ' 'open quest ion" argumen t .  Suppose that  a 
definist  holds tha t  "good" or  "righ t"  means ' 'ha\' ing the  propert y P, ' '  for 
example ,  "being dPsi r<>d ' '  or "being conduci\'e to the  grea test general happi
ness . ' '  Then .  the a rgmnC'n t is that we may agree that someth ing has P, a nd 
yet ask sign ificant ly .  "But  is i t  good ?" or " I s i t  righ t ? ' '  Tha t is ,  we can 
scnsibly say .  ' 'This  has P, but is  i t  good ( or righ t ) ?' '  But i f  the proposed 
defini t ion were correc t .  then we could not say t h is sensibly for it would be 
equ i\'a lent to saying,  "This has P, but has it P ?' '  which would  be s i l ly .  
Like,,·ise . one ca n say. ' 'This has P but i t  is  not good (or  right ) ,"  without 
contrad ic t ing onese l f ,  which could not be the case if the defi n i t ion were 
correct .  Therefore the  defin i t ion cannot be correct .  

To th i s  argumen t sta ted i n  such a simple form, as  i t  a lmost a lways i s ,  a 
dcfinist may make sew·ra l repl ies. ( I ) He may a rgue that  the meaning of 
words l ike ' ;good ' '  and "right ' '  in  ord inary use is  \'c ry unclear, so tha t when 
a c lari fying defini t ion of one of them is off cred , it is a lmost  certa in  not to 
reta in a l l  of what we \'agucly associate with the term. Thus, t he subst i tute 
cannot seem to be ent i rely the same as the origina l ,  a nd yet may turn out 
to be a n  arcPptablc defi n i t ion . ( 2 ) He may point out that t he term being 
defined may ha\'c a number of d ifferent uses, as we saw in  the case of "good ." 
Then P may be correct a s  an  account  of one of i t s  uses, eYc-n though one 
can s t i l l  say, "This has P, but is  i t  good ?" For one can agree, say, that X i s  
good i n tri nsica l ly, a nd s ti l l  ask sensibly i f  i t  is  good extr insica l ly, mora l ly ,  or 
on the whole. ( 3 ) \\'ha t  we mea n by some of our terms is often \·ery hard to 
formu late ,  as Socra tes and his i n terlocutors found . This mea ns that  one who 
doubts a certa in formulat ion can a l ways use the open quest ion k ind of an  
a rgument , bu t  i t  does not mean that  no defin i t ion can possibly be  correc t .  
( 4 )  A defin ist  l i ke  Perry may  reply tha t  the  open quest ion a rgument  docs 
show tha t  the  proposed dC'fini t ions arc not arrura te accounts of what  we 
mean by "good ' '  and "righ t" in ord i nary d iscourse , but that  it s t i l l  may be 
des irable to adopt them, all th ings considered . ( 5 )  A definis t  l i ke  Sharp ,  who 
th inks t h a t  h is defini t ions do express wha t  we actua l ly  mean .  m igh t C\'C'll say 
tha t  we cannot rea l ly  ask sign ificant ly ,  " I s  wha t we des ire on reflection 
good ? ' '  or ' ' I s  wha t  we appro\'e when we take an  im per:\onal  poi nt of  \ ' ie,,· 

' righ t ?' '  I -l i s  defin i t ions arc j ust  plausible enough to gi\'e such a rep ly  con
siderable force. I n  a ny case,  howe\'er, a l though his  c ri t ics may st i l l  be right ,  
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they will  merely be begging the question i f  they rest their case on the open 
question argument. 

The open question argument as usually stated, then, is i nsufficient to refute 
all definist theories. I ts users almost never, in fact, make any serious effort to 
see what definists might say in reply or to consider their definitions seriously, 
as some of them certainly deserYe to be. We cannot ourselves, however, try 
to consider sepa rately all  of the more plausible definitions which have been 
proposed. Even after studying them I find myself doubting that any pure 
definist theory, whether naturalistic or metaphysical, can be regarded as 
adequate as an account of what we do mean. For such a theory holds that an 
ethical judgment simply is an assertion of a fact-that ethical terms consti
tute merely an alternative \'Ocabulary for reporting facts. It may be that they 
should be reinterpreted so that this is the case.  I n  actual usage, however, this 
seems clearly not to be so. When '"''e are making merely factual assertions we 
are not thereby taking any pro or con attitude toward what we are talking 
about ; we are not recommending it ,  prescribing it ,  or anything of the sort . 
But when we make an ethical judgment we are not neutral in this way ; it 
would seem paradoxical if one were to say "X is good" or "Y is right" but 
be absolutely indifferent to i ts being sought or done by himself or anyone 
else. If he were indifferent in this way, we would take him to mean that it 
is generally regarded as good or right, but that he did not so regard it him
self. \Ve may be making or  implying factual assertions in some of our ethical 
j udgments-when we say, "He was a good man," we do seem to imply that 
he was honest, kind, etc .-but this is not al l  that we are doing. 

It  might be replied, by Perry for example, that we ought to redefine our 
ethical terms so that they merely constitute another vocabulary for reporting 
certain  empirical or metaphysical facts ( perhaps on the ground that then 
our ethical judgments could be justified on the basis of science or meta
physics ) . Then we would have to consider whether we really need such an 
al ternative way of reporting those facts, and whether we can get along with
out a special vocabulary to do what we have been using our ethical terms to 
do-which at  least i ncludes expressing pro or con attitudes, recommending, 
prescribing, evaluating, and so on . 

I t  seems doubtful, then, that we can be satisfied with any pure definist 
theory of the meaning of moral and other value judgments. It also seems to 
me that such theories do not suffice to solve the problem of justification. I f  
we accept a certain definition o f  "good," or "right," then, a s  w e  saw, we wil l  
know just how t o  j ustify j udgments about what i s  good or right.  But this 
means that the whole burden rests on the definition, and we may still ask 
how the definition is justified or why we should accept i t .  As far as I can 
see, when Perry tries to persuade us to accept his definition of "right," he is 
in effect persuading us to accept, as a basis for action, the ethical principle 
that what is conducive to harmonious happiness is right. He cannot establish 
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h is d e fi n i t ion fi rst  a nd then show u s  tha t t h is pri n l.'. i p l e  i s  \'a l id because i t  is  
t ru e  by defi n i t io n .  I J e  c a n not est abl ish his de fi n i t ion u n l ess he c a n  con\' i nce 
us of the p rinc iple .  

Th is  may seem ob\' ious,  s ince  Perry·s defi n i t ion i s  rnC'a n t  as a recom mend a 
t i o n .  H u t  a d e fi n i s t  who rega rds h is defi n i t ion as  rcport i\ 'e, a n d  n o t  reform i ng, 
would presumably  rejo in  by sa y i ng tha t  h is defi n i t ion is just i fi ed s imply  by 
t he fac t  t h a t  it  exp resses wha t WC' ordina r i ly  mea n .  j ust as d ict ion a ry defin i 
t ions a rc jus t ified.  I t  h a s  been c l a i med t h a t  the  not ion of  obl igation a s  wr 
know it was not prcsl' n t  in G reek t i mes a n d  is due to the J udea-Ch rist ian 
th eology. I t  might  be held . t hen .  that  "ough t , "  as  i t  i s  actual ly used in our 
mora l  d i scourse, mea ns  "comma nded by God . ' '  a nd many people would 
accept th i s as a n  accou n t  of  wha t they mea n .  1 f we ask such a report i,·e 
t h eologica l defi n ist why we ough t to do wha t God commands ,  he wi l l  p roba
bly a nswe r, if he u nderstands us to be a sk i ng for a j ust i fica tion and not for 
mot i\'a t ion , t h a t  we ough t  to do t h i s  because "ough t ' '  s imply mea n s  "com
ma nded by God . "  Bu t th is ,  i f  true , would only show that his eth ica l  princ ip le  
had become enshrined i n  o u r  morn) discourse ; i t  woul d  not show why we 
shou ld  con t i n u e  to gi\'e adherence to his  principl e,  a nd t h is is the question . 

I n  other word s,  to ad,·ocate the  adoption of or cont i nued adherence to  a 
defi n i t ion of a n  eth ical  term seems to be tantamou n t  to tryi ng to j usti fy the 
correspo n d i ng mora l pri nc ip le .  Appeal i ng to  a defi n i t ion in support of a 
pr inc iple  i s  not a sol ut ion to t h e  probl em of just ifica tion , for the d e fi n i tion 
needs to be j us t ified ,  and j ust i fying it  i m·ol\'cs the sa me p roblems t h a t  j ust i fy
i ng a pri nc ip le  docs . 

I f  t h i s  is t ru e ,  then our basic e th ica l  n orms and ,·a lucs can not be j ust ified 
by g rou nding t hem i n  the  n a ture of th ings i n  a n y  stric t ly  logical  sense.  For 
t h is ran be done l ogica l l y  only if  "righ t , "  ' 'good : ·  a nd "ought' ' can be 
defi ned in noncth ical  terms.  Such defi n i t ions ,  howc\"cr, turn ou t to be d is
gu ised e t h ica l  pri nci ple!-. tha t  ca nnot  the mselves be ded uced logical l y  from 
the  n a t u re of  t h i ngs. I t  fol lows t h a t  ethics docs not depend logically on facts 
about man a nd the worl d ,  empirica l  or nonc mpir ica l .  scien t i fi c  o r  t heologica l .  

I t  s t i l l  m a y  be  t h a t  t here i s  some 110 11 -logical sense i n  wh ich o u r  basic 
norms and ,·a lue judgments can be j u s t i fied by a ppea l to the n a t u re of  t h i ngs . 
\\'c hm·e a l ready seen t h a t  e t h i c a l  egoists seek to j us t i fy the ir  theo ry of obl iga 
t ion by a rguing tha t  hum;-i n  n a t u re i s  so cons t i tu ted t ha t  each of  us a l wa ys 
pursues o n l y  h is own good . and t h a t  � l i l l  and other  h edon ists t ry to j usti fy 
t h e i r  t heory of \'a l u c  by sh owi ng t h a t  h u ma n n a ture is so cons t i t u ted as to desire 
not h i ng bu t pleasure or the  m e a n s  to pleasure.  �ei ther  the  egoists nor the 
hedo n is t s  c l a i m  that  the i r a rgument a fTords n s t ric t logical  proof .  I han· also 
ind icated tha t such ii rgu men ts  neve rt heless h a w'  a w ry considerable force ,  
p rovided the i r  premises a rc correc t .  Bu t we sa w reason to q uest ion the  
p rem ises of  the  psyc hological  n rgume n ts for t'go ism a nd hedonism , and hence 
must take them as i nadeq uate .  In any case , howe\'er , it is doubtfu l t h a t  one 
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could find any simila r "proofs" of principles like beneficence, j ustice, or util ity . 
�Jany people hold that morality depends on rel igion or theology-that 

ethical principles can be j ustified by appeal to theological premises and only 
by appeal to such premises. To those who hold this  we must reply, in ,·iew of 
our argument,  that  this dependence cannot be a logical one. They may, of 
course, still maintain that moral i ty is dependent on religion in  some psy
chological way, for example, that no adequate motivation to be moral is 
possible without rel igion. This, I think, is true, if at a l i ,  only in a very 
qualified sense ; hdwever, even if rel igious bel iefs and experiences a re neces
sary for m otiva tion,  it does not fol low that the justificat io n  of moral princi
ples depends on such beliefs and experiences . Theologians may also contend 
that the law of love or beneficence can be rational ly j ustified on theological 
grounds, even if  it cannot rest on such grounds logica lly.  They may argue, 
for i nstance, that if  one fully believes or unquestionably experiences that God 
is love, then one must, if he is rational ,  conclude that he, too, should love. They 
may say that, although this conclusion does not fol low logica lly, it would be 
unreasonable for one to draw any other or to refrain from drawi ng it. In this 
belief they may well  be righ t ; for all  that I have said, I am inclined to think 
they are right .  However, i t  does not follow tha t the principle of beneficence 
( let  alone that  of equality )  depends on rel igion for its justification e\·en in 
this non-logical sense.  It  may be that i t  can also be justi fied in some other way. 

INTUITIONISM \'Ve must, then, give up the notion that our basic 
principles and values can be j usti fied by being shown 

to rest logically on true proposit ions about man a nd the world.  \Ve may a lso 
have to admit  or insist that they cannot be j usti fied sa tisfactorily by any suc h 
psychological arguments as are used by egoists and hedonists. But now an
other famil iar a nswer to the question of  justifica tion presents itself-the view 
that our basic pri nciples a nd value judgments are intuitive or sel f-evident 
and thus do not need to be j ustified by any kind of argument,  logical or 
psychological, since they are sel f-justifying or, in Descartes's words, "clearly 
and distinctly true ."  This view was ,·ery strong until  recently, and is  held 
by many of the wri ters we have men tioned : Butler, Sidgwick ,  Rashdall ,  
Moore,  Prich ard, Ross, Carritt, Hartmann, Ewing, and possibly even by 
Plato. I t  is sometimes called int u itionism, sometimes 11 0 11 -natu ralism.  

I ntuit ionism involves and depends on a certain  theory about the  meaning 
or nature of ethical j udgmen ts. Definist theories imply that ethical terms 
stand for properties of things, like being desired or being conducive to 
harmonious happi ness, a nd that ethical j udgments are simply statements 
ascribing these properties to things. I ntuitionists agree to this, but deny that 
the properties referred to by words l ike "good" and "ough t" a re definable in 
nonethical terms. In fact,  they insist that some of these properties a re inde-
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fi nablc  or s imple and unana lyzable ,  as ye l l owness a nd p leasa n tness a re .  Sidg
wick  hold s t h a t  "oug h t "  sta nds for such a pro p<'rty ,  � l oon· that  "good " d oes :  
and Ross tha t bot h do .  These propl' rt i <'s a re not . therefore .  u n i n te l l igible 
or  u n k nown , a n ymore than p le a sa n tness and yel l owness a rc .  Bu t they a re 
not n a t u ra l or emp i r ica l  p roperties a s  a rc plea sa n t ness a nd yel lowness. They 
are of  a \'ery d i ffe re n t  k i n d ,  bei ng non - na tu ra l  or nonempirical  and,  so to 
spea k ,  normat i,·e ra ther tha n fac tua l-d i fferen t in k i nd from a l l  the prope r
t i es d reamed of in the  phi losoph ies of the d d i n ists .  Accord i ng to th i s  \ ' icw: 
as for the definis ts , eth ica l  judgments  a rc t ru e  o r  fa lse : but they arc not 
fac t u a l  a nd can not be j usti fied by empir ical  obse r\'a t ion or metaphysical  
reasoni ng . The bas ic ones ,  pa rt icu la r  or gene ra l ,  a rc se l f-c\ ' iden t a nd can 

onl y  be k nown by intu i t ion ; t h is fol lows , i t  is m a i nta i ned ,  from t he fac t t ha t  
t he propert ies i n\'oh·cd arc s imple a n d  non - na t u ra l .  

On t h is \ ' iew, eth ical  j udgments  m a y  b e  a n d  a re sa id t o  b e  rooted i n  th e 
natures a n d  rel a t ions of t h i ngs. bu t  not i n  the sense that  t hey can be deri ved 
from propos i t ions a bout man a nd the worl d ,  as the  ,·iews previously d i scussed 
hold . They a re based on the na t ures and re l a t ions of t h i ngs in the sense t h a t  
i t  i s  sel f-e\'idcn t t h a t  a t h i ng o f  a cl' rt a i n  nature i s  good , for example,  that  

wh a t  is  p l easa n t or h a rmonious i s  good in i tse l f ;  or that  a be i ng of a certa i n  
natu re ought to t reat a nother be ing of a cert a i n  n a t u re i n  a cert a i n  way, for 
example,  t h a t  one man ought to be j ust , kind,  a n d  truthful towa rd a nother 
m a n .  

There a rc a n umbe r of reasons w h y  i n tui t ion ism ,  for al most two centu ries 
the sta ndard \' icw a mong moral ph i l osophers , now finds few supporters .  

First  of a l l ,  i t  ra i ses sc\'e ra l on tological  and e pistemological questions.  An 
i n tu i t ionist  must bel ieve in si mple i ndefinable properties,  prope rt ies th a t  a rc> 
of a pecu l i a r  non - natura l or norma t i \'c sort , a priori or nonem p i rica l  con 
cepts .  i n tu i t io n ,  and scl f-c\' ident  or syn t h e t i c  necessary propos i t io ns . Al l  of  
these bel iefs arc h a rd to def end .  Do o u r  eth ical  te rms poi n t  to d is t inct  a nd 
indefinable prope rt ies ? I t  i s  not easy to be sure �  and many phi losophers 
cannot find such properties i n  t h e i r  experience.  I t i s  a lso ,·c ry d i fficult  to  
u nderstand wha t a non - na tu ra l prope rty i s  l i ke ,  and i n tu i t ion i s ts h ave not 
been \'cry sa t i sfy i ng on this  point .  � lorco\'er ,  i t  i s  \'cry d i fficu l t  to de fend the 
bel ief  i n  a priori conce p ts and sel f- c,· i den t  t ru t hs  i n  e t h ics .  now that  m a the 

m a t i c i a ns ha\'e ge nera l ly  gi\'en u p  the bel ief  th a t  there a rc such conce pts  
and tru ths i n  thei r fiel d .  

I n t u i t ionism is  a l so n o t  easy t o  sq uare w i t h  pre\'a i l i ng t h c>orics i n  psy
chology a nd a n t h ropology, e\·c n if we d o  not r<'gard rc la ti\ ' ism as proved by 
them. a po i n t we wi l l  take up l a te r. :\n e nr ich('d view of the meani ngs o f  
mea n i ng and of the funct ions a nd uses of  l a nguag<' l i kewise casts doub t o n  
the view th a t  eth ica l  j u dgments a rc pri m a ri ly  property-asc r ibing a sse rt ion s . 
·as i n t u i t i on ists ,  l i ke d c fi n ists ,  be l ic\'c . 

l n tui t ionism may s t i l l  be true in  sp i te  of  suc h considera t ions .  But t he re a re 
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two a rguments against i t  that many ha\'e rega rded as decisi,·e . Both are used 
by noncogni t ivists or nondescripti\' ists and,  in terest ingly enough, the first is 
s imilar to the open question a rgumen t used against definists by intuition ists 
themselves. Let us suppose, it  is  sa id,  that there a re such bra\'e non-natural 
and inde finable p roperties as the intui tionists talk about .  Let us also suppose 
that  act A has one of these properties, P. Then one can admit that A has P 
and sti l l  sensibly ask, ' 'But why should I do A ?" One could not do this i f  
" I  should do A" means "A has p· • ; hence i t  does not  mean "A has  P" as 
i ntui t ion ists think.  

I do not find this a rgument con\' incing. ' " \\'h y  should I do A ?" i s  an 
ambiguous question.  One who asks it  may be asking, " \\'ha t moti\'es are 
there for my doing A ?" or  he may be asking, "Arn I really morally obl igated 
to do A ?" That is,  he may be asking for motivatio Tl or he may be asking for 
justification .  Now, of course, one can admit that A has P and sti l l  sensibly 
ask , "\\'hat moth·es are there for my doing that which has P?" But this, an 
intuit ionist may say, is irrele,·ant, s ince he is proposing a theory of j ustifica
t ion and not a theory of moti\'ation,  al though he is also ready to provide 
a theory of motivation at  the proper t ime .  Therefore, the question is whether 
one can adm it  that A has P and st i l l  ask sensibly. "Ought I real ly to do A ?" 
Here we must remember that  the intuit ionist holds that " I  ought to do A" 
means "A has P'' or, i n  other words, that P is the property of obligatoriness. 
Hence, he can answer the a rgument in its relevant form by saying that if "I 
ought to do A" does mean "A has P, ' '  then one cannot sensibly say, "A has 
P but ought I to do i t ?" His cri t ic  may still  insist that he can sensibly say 
this, but not i f  he first admits that "I ough t to do A" means "A has P ."  For 
him simply to assert that i t  does not mean "A has P" i s  to beg the quest ion ; 
however, his a rgumen t  does not prove his  concl usion , but assumes i t .  I f  there 
is a property of obligatoriness, as the intui tion ist holds, then one cannot 
sensibly admit that A has this property and ask, "But is i t  obligatory ?. , 

The second argument,  wh ich comes from Hume, is used against many 
kinds of definism as wel l  as intuit ionism, and has to do with motivation 
rather than j ustification . It begi ns with an i nsistence that ethical judgments 
are in themselves motivating or "pract ical "  i n  the sense that, i f  one accepts 
such a j udgment, he must have some motivation for acting according to i t .  
I t  then contends that , i f  an ethical judgmen t  merely ascribes a p roperty, P, 
to something, then,  whether P is  natural or non-natural ,  one can accept the 
j udgment  and st i l l  have no moti,·ation to act one way rather than another. 

I ntuitionists ( and definists ) also have a possible answer to this  argumen t. 
They can maintain that we are so constituted that,  i f  we recognize X to be 
righ t or good ( i .e . ,  that X has P ) , this will  generate a pro atti tude toward 
X in  us, e i ther by i tself  or by way of an innate desire for what has P. One 
may, of course, question their psychological claims, but one must a t  least give 



Meaning and Justification 1 05 

good reasons for thinking these arc false before one takes th is argument as 
final .  

On the whole, howe\'er, i n tui tionism stri kes me as implausible e\'en if  i t  
h a s  not been d ispro\'ed . A s  was ind ica ted earl ier, e th ical  judgments do not 
seem to be mere property-ascribing statements,  natural or non-natural ; t hey 
express fa\·orable or unfavorable a t t i tudes (and do not merely generate t hem) , 
recommend, prescribe, a nd t he l ike.  Of cou rse, one could maintain that  they 
do this and also ascribe s imple non-natural propert ies to actions and th i ngs, 
but such a \' iew st i l l  i n\'ol\'es one in the difficult ies mentioned a moment ago. 
The main poi nt  to be made now is that  the bel ief in self-evident eth ical 
truths, and all  that goes with it ,  is so difficult to defend that  i t  seems best to 
look for some other answer to the problem of justification.  

NONCOGNITIVE OR 
NONDESCRIPTIVIST 
THEORIES 

The third general type of theory of the meaning or 
natu re of ethical judgments has no \·ery satisfactory 
label . However, it has been cal led noncognit i\'ist or 
nondescriptivist because, as against both definists and 

i ntui tionists, i t  holds that eth ical judgmen ts are not assertions or statemen ts 
ascribing properties to ( or denying them of ) actions, persons, or things, and 
insists that  they have a very different  "logic," meaning, or  use. I t  embraces 
a wide variety of views,  some more and others much less extreme. 

1. The most extreme of th ese arc a number of views that deny ethical 
judgments, or at  least the most basic ones, to be capable of any kind of 
rat ional or object ively valid just ification. On one such view-that of A. J .  
Ayer-they are simply expressions o f  emotion m u c h  l ike ejacu lations.  Saying 
that ki l l ing is wrong is l ike sayi ng, "Kil l ing, boo ! "  I t  says nothing true or 
false and cannot be j ustified in any rat ional way. Rudol f Carnap once took 
a similar view, except that  he in terpreted "Ki l l ing is wrong" as a command, 
"Do not ki l l ,"  rather than as an ej aculat ion . Bertrand Russel l  held that  
moral j udgments merely express a certain kind of  wish . Many existent ialists 
l ikewise rega rd basic eth ical j udgments,  particu far or general ,  a s  arbi trary 
commi tments or decisions for wh ich no just ificat ion can be gi\'e n .  

I should point ou t here that  such irra tionalistic views about et h ical j udg
ments arc not held only by atheistic posit i\' ists and existen tial ists .  They arc 

also held by n t  least some rel igious existent ia l is ts  a nd by other t heologians.  
For example,  a theologian who maintains that  the basic principles of e th ics 
are divine commands is taking a posit ion much l ike  Carnap's .  If he  adds that  
God's  comma nds are arbitrary and cannot be j ust i fied ra t ional ly, then his  
pos i t ion is no less extreme. If  he holds that  God's  commands arc ,  a t  least  in 
principle, ra tionally defensible, then his  posit ion is l i ke the less extreme ones 
to be described . 
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2 .  C.  L. Ste\'enson's form of the emoti\'e theory is somewhat less extreme 
than Ayer's. He a rgues that ethical j udgments express the speaker's att i tudes 
and e\·oke, or seek to e\·oke, s imilar att i tudes in  the hearer. But he real izes 
that  to a very considerable extent our att i tudes are based on our bel iefs, and 
so can be reasoned about .  For example, I may fa\'or a certain  course of 
action because I be]ie\'e i t  has or wiB ha\'e certain results .  I wil l  then 
advance the fac t that it h as these resuhs as an a rgument in  its fa\·or. But 
you may argue that i t  does not ha\'e these results,  and if  you can show th is, 
my attitude may change and I may withd raw my judgment that  the course 
of action in question is righ t or good . I n  a sense, you ha\'e refuted me. But, 
of course, th is is only because of an underlying att itude on my part of being 
i n  favor of certain resul ts rather than others .  Stevenson goes on to suggest 
that ou r most basic attitudes, and the ethical judgments in  which we express 
them, may not be rooted in bel iefs of any kind, in which case they ca nnot be 
reasoned abou t in a ny way. He is open-minded about this, howe\'er, and 
aUows a good deal of room for a kind of argument and reasoning. 

3. � fore recently, from a number of Oxford philosophers and others, we 
ha\'e had stiB less extreme \'iews. They refuse to regard eth ica l judgments as 
mere expressions or evocations of feel ing or at t itude, as mere commands, or 
as arbit rary decisions or commitments.  Rather, they regard them as evalua
t ions, recommendat ions, prescriptions, and the l ike ; and they stress the fact 
that such judgments imply that we are wi J l ing to general ize or universalize 
them and a re ready to reason about them, points with which we have agreed . 
That is,  they point  out that  when we say of something that i t  is good or right, 
we imply that  there are reasons for our judgment which are not purely per
suasive and private in their cogency. They arc en·n ready to say that such 
a j udgment may be cal led true or false, though i t  is \'cry d ifferent from "X 
i s  ye1 low" or "Y is to the left of Z." For them ethical j udgments a rc essen
tiaBy reasoned acts of e\·aluating, recommending, and prescribing. 

The arguments for such theories-the open question argument against 
definists and the two arguments against intuition ists-wc ha\'c found to be 
Jess condusi,·c than they a rc thought to be. To my m ind, nc,·erthe]css, t hese 
theories, or ra ther the least extreme of them, arc on the righ t track.  The kind 
of account the lat ter gi,·e of the meaning and nature of ethical j udgments is 
acceptable as far as i t  goes . Such judgments do not simply say that something 
has or does not ha\'e a certain property. Neither are they mere expressions of 
emotion, wiB, or decision . They do more than j ust express or indicate the 
speaker's attitudes. They evaluate, instruct,  recommend, prescribe, ad,·ise, 
and so on ; and they daim or imply that  what they do is rationa1 1y j ustified or 
j ustifiable, which mere expressions of emotion and commands do not do.  The 
more extreme \'icws, therefore, arc mistaken as a description of the nature of 
ethical judgments.  �foreover, i t  is  not necessa ry to agree with them that such 
j udgments cannot be justi fied in any importa n t  sense. They general ly  assume 
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that if  suc h j udgmen ts arc not sclf-e\' iden t a n d  cannot b e  pro\'ed i nd uc t i\'ely 
or ded uc t i\'e l )' on the bas is  of  emp i ri ca l or nonemp i rical  fac ts , as we ha\'e 
seen to be the case, then i t fo l lows tha t they a rc pu re ly arbi tra ry.  B u t  th is 
do�s not fol low. I t  may be t ha t t h is concep t ion of  ra t ion a l just ificat ion i s  too 
n a rrow, as I ha\'c a l ready i nt i ma ted in d iscuss i ng psychologica l  egoism a n d  
hl"don ism . .'.\ l i l l  may b e  r igh t w h e n  he says, n ea r  the e n d  of Chapter I of 

U t i/it a ria 11 ism ,  

\\'e are not  . . . t o  infer t h a t  [ t he acceptance o r  rejec t ion o f  a n  e t h i ca l  fi rs t  pr in
c iple] m ust  depend on blind i mpulse, or arbit rary choice.  There is  a larger  mean
ing of t he word "proof," in  wh i c h t his quest ion i s  . . .  a menable t o  i t . . . The subject  
is w i t h i n  t h e  cogn izance o f  the rational  fac ulty ;  and neither does t h a t  fac u l t y  dea l 
wi t h it so l e l y  i n  the  way of i n t u i t ion. Considerations m a y  be p resented capable 
o f  de te rm i n ing the intel lect eit her t o  give or wit hhold i t s  assent . . .  

Here , .\{ i l l  i s  wi th the l ess extreme of the recent n ondescripti\'e theories, as  

against the defin ists. the i n tui t ion i sts , a nd the more extreme nondescri p t ivists.  
Al l of these share the concep t ion of j ust i fica t ion as  consist ing e i ther  in sdf
e\·i denrc or in  indurt i\'C or  dcductin· p roof. Only the defi nists and in tui

t ionists bel i eve tha t ethica l judgments can be j ust ifi ed i n  one or  the other of 
these ways, whi le posit i\' ists and existen t ial ists deny that  ethical judgmen ts 
can be j ust i fied a t  al l .  .'.\ l i l l  and the less extreme recent phi losophers, on th e 

other ha nd , agree with intui t ion ists and dcfinists that  they can be j ust ified i n  
some rational sense or in some " larger mean i ng o f  t h e  word 'proof' ," though 
they ha\'c d i ff  ercn t a nd various Yiews abou t the n a tu re of suc h j usti fica t ion . 

At this  poi n t ,  i t  may help to notice tha t e\'en such th i ngs as "mere" expres
sions of feel i ng and commands may be j usti fied or unj usti fied , ra t iona l or 
i rra t ional .  Suppose that A is a ngry at B, bc l ie\' ing B to ha\'e insu l ted h im.  
C may be able to show A th a t his  a nger i s  unj ust i fied ,  since B has not actua l ly 
insul ted him a t  a l l .  I f  A simply goes on bei ng angry , a l though he n o longer 

has any reason, we should regard his  a nger as  qu i te i rrational .  Again ,  if a n  
officer comma nds a pr i\'a te t o  c lose t h e  door, bel i e\'ing i t t o  b e  open when i t  
i s  no t ,  i t  i s  reasonable for the pr i\'a tc t o  answer, ' ·But ,  s i r , the door i s  c losed ,' '  
and i t  wou ld be qu i te i rra t ional i f  the officer were seri ousl y to comma nd the 

pri\·a tc to close i t  a nyway. Emotions and commands, general ly  a t  least , h a\'e 
a background of bel iefs and arc j ust i fied or u nj us t ified , rat ional  or irra t iona l , 

depend i ng on whether these beliefs themsel ves arc so . 

APPROACH TO AN 
ADEQUATE THEORY 

l n my opm1on,  c\'cn t h e  less extreme of recen t non

dt"sc ript i \' i st theories ha\'c no t gone fa r enough . They 

ha\'e been too ready to a d m i t  a k ind of basic re la -

t i \'ism after a l l .  They i nsist t h a t  eth ica l  j udgments  imply the p resence of,  or 

· a t least the poss ibi l i ty of givi ng , reasons wh ich j us t i fy them. But they a lmost 
inva riably al low or even ins ist th a t the  va l id i ty of these reasons is  u l t i ma tely 
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relative, ei ther to the i ndi,· idual or to his  cul ture, and,  therefore , confl ic ting 
basic judgments may both be justified or justifiable . Now, i t  may be tha t in  
t h e  end one must agree wi th t h i s  view, but most recent  d iscussions ent ire ly 
neglect a fact about ethical j udgments on which Ewing has long i nsisted , 
namely, that they make or somehow imp ly a c laim to be object ively and 
rationally justi fied or val id . In other words, an ethical  judgment cla ims that  
i t  wil l  stand up under scrutiny by oneself  and others in the l igh t of  the most 

careful thinking and the best knowledge, and that riva l j udgmen ts  wil l  not 
stand up under such scrutiny . Hume makes the poin t nicely, though on ly for 
moral judgments : 

The notion of morals implies some sentiment com mon to a l l  mankind, which 
recommends the sam e  object to general approbat ion . . . .  \\'hen a man denom inates 
another his ene my, his rival, his antagon ist, h is adversar}', he is understood to 
speak the language of self-love, and to express sentiments, peculiar to himself, and 
arising from his particular circumstance and situat ion. But when he bestows on 
any man the epithets of vicio us or odious or depraved, he then speaks another 
language, and expresses sentiments , in wh ich he  expects all  his audience are to 
concur wi th him.  He must here . . .  depart from his prh·ate and particular situation , 
and must choose a point of view, common to himself with others . . . . 4 

And, he must claim , Hume might have added , that anyone else who takes 
this point of view and from it reviews the relevant  facts will  come to the 
same conclusion . In fact, he goes on to suggest tha t precisely because we need 
or wan t a language in which to express, not j ust sen timents pecu l iar to our
seh·es but sentiments in which we expect a l l  men a re to concur wi th  us, 
another language in which we may claim that our sentiments are j ustified 
and valid, we had to 

. . . im·ent a pecul iar set of terms, in order to express those universal sentiments of 
censure or approbation . . . .  Virtue and ,· ice become t hen known ; morals are 
recognized ; certain general ideas are framed of human conduct and beha\'ior . . . . 

This kind of an account of our norma t i,·e discourse str ikes me as eminen t ly 

wise . I t  is a language in  which we may express our scntiments-apprO\·a ls . 
d isapprovals , e\·alua t ions, recommendat ions , addce. instructions. prescrip 

tions-and put them out into the public arena for rational scrut iny and dis
cussion , claimi ng that they wi ll  hold up u nder such scrut iny and d iscussion 
and that al l  our aud ience wil l  concur with us if they will  a lso choose the 
same common point of ,·iew. That this is so is ind ica ted by the fact tha t i f  A 
makes a n  ethical j udgment abou t X and then,  upon being chal lenged by B. 
says, "\Vei l .  at least I ' m  in favor of X,' '  we th i nk he has backed down . He 
has shifted from the language of public dia logue to that  of mer� sel f-revela
tion . This view recogn izes the c la im to objec t in· valid i ty  on which i ntuition
ists and definists al ike insist,  but i t  also recognizes the force of much recen t 
c rit icism of such views.  

4 An Enquiry into the  Principles of Morals, pp. 1 1 3- 1 4 .  
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RELATIVISM Aga ins t a ny such new i t wi l l  be argued , o f  course , 

t h a t  this  c la im to be objec t ive ly and ra t iona l ly jus t i fied 
or val id ,  in the sense of ho ld ing u p  aga inst  al l  riva ls th rough a n  i mpa rt ia l 
and in formed examina t ion, is s im p ly mistaken and must be given up .  Th is is  
the con ten t ion of the relat i\'ist and w e  must consider i t  nO\\\ a l though we ca n 
do so on ly briefly. 

Actua l ly , we must d ist i ngu ish at least th ree forms of rc lat i ,· i sm. Fi rs t , t h ere 
is \vha t may be cal led desc ript ive relativis m .  \\' hen carcf ul ,  i t  docs not say 
mere ly that the ethical  j u dgments of different people a nd societies a rc difTcr
cnt. For this wou ld be true e\·en i f people and societ ies agreed in the ir bas ic 
ethical j udgments and d iffered only in the i r derivative ones . \\' h a t  cardul 
descripti,·c rela tivism says is  t h a t  the basic e th ica l beliefs of diff crcnt people 
and societies are d i ffere n t  a nd e\·en confl ict i ng . I stress this  because the fact 
that in some pr im it ive societies c h i ldren be l ie\'e th ey should put their parents 
to dea th befo re they get o ld , whereas we do not, docs not prove descrip t i\'e 
relat i\'ism. These prim i t ive peoples may bel ie,·c this because they think their 
pa ren ts wil l be better off in the hereafter i f  they enter it  while st i l l ablc
bod icd ; if th is  is the case , their ethics and ours arc a l ike in that they rest on 
the precept that chi ldren should do the best they can for the i r  paren ts . The 
d i\'ergcnce, then,  would be in fac tua l , ra ther tha n in eth ica l ,  be l iefs .  

Second , there is meta-et h ical relativism,  wh ich is t h e  v iew we must  con
s ider . It holds that ,  in the case of basic ethical judgmen ts , th ere is  no objec 
tively ,·al id,  rat ional way of j ust ifying one agai nst another ; consequen t ly , two 
confl ict ing basic j udgments may be equal ly val id .  

The third form of relativism i s  no rmative relativis m .  \'\'h i le descrip tive 
relativism makes an a n thropologica l or soc iolog ica l assertion and meta - e th ica l 
relativism a meta-ethica l one, th is form of relat ivism puts forward a norma
t ive principle : what is righ t or good for one ind i\' idua l or society i s  not righ t 
or good for another, even i f  the s i tua t ions involved a rc s imi lar , mea n ing not 
merely that what is though t righ t or good by one is not though t righ t or  good 
by another ( th is is j ust  descr ipt ive rel ativism over again ) , but that  wh a t  i s  
real ly righ t or good i n  the one case i s  not so in  another. Such a n ormat ive 
pri nc iple seems to v io late the requ i rements of consistency and universa l iza
tion mentioned ea rl ier.  \\'c need not con s ider i t  here ,  except to poi n t ou t that  
i t  cannot be j ust ified by appea l to  e i ther  of the other  forms of re lat iv ism a n d  
does n o t  fol low from them . One can b e  a re la t ivist o f  e i t h e r  of the other 
sorts wi thou t bel iev i ng that  the same kind of  cond uc t is righ t for one person 
or group a nd wrong for a nother. One can,  for examp le , bel ic\·e that  c\·eryone 
ough t to trea t people equal ly,  though recogn i z ing tha t  not c\"eryonc  adm i ts 
this  and hold ing tha t onc"s  be l ief c a n not be j us t ified . 

Our ques t ion is about the  second kind of re la t i\ ' ism . Tht• usu a l  a rgume n t  
· used t o  establ ish i t  rests on desc rip t ive rc lat i\' ism. Now. descr i p t ive rcl at i ,· ism 
h as not been i ncon tro\"ert ib ly establ ished . Some cultura l  a n t h ropologists a n d  
social  psycho log ists ha\"e e\'en question ed i ts truth ,  for exa mple ,  R a l p h  Lin ton 
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and S.  E .  Asch.  However, to prove meta-ethical relativism one must prove 
more than descriptive relativism. One must a lso prove that people's basic 
ethical j udgments would differ and conflict even if they were fully enlight
ened <lnd shared all the same factual beliefs.  It is not enough to show that 
people's basic eth ical j udgments are different, for such differences might all 
be due to differences and incompletenesses in thei r factual beliefs, as in the 
example of the primitive societies used previously. In this case, it would sti l l  
be possible to hold that some basic ethical judgments can be j ustified as valid 
to everyone, in principle at  least, if  not in  practice. 

It is, however, extremely difficult to show that people's basic ethical judg
ments would stil l  be different even if they were fully enligh tened, concep
tually clear, shared the same factual beliefs, and were taking the same point  
of view. To show this, one would have to  find clear cases in which a l l  of  these 
conditions are fulfilled and people still  differ. Cultural  anthropologists do not 
show us such cases ; in all of thei r cases, there are differences in conceptual 
understanding and factual belief. Even when one takes two people in the 
same culture, one cannot be sure that all  of the necessary condi tions are 
ful filled. I conclude, therefore, that meta-ethical relativism has not been 
proved and, hence, that we need not, in our ethical judgments, give up the 
claim that they arc objectively valid in the sense that they wil l  be sustained 
by a review by all  those who are free, clear-headed, fully informed, and who 
take the point of view in question . 

A THEORY OF 

JUSTIFICATION 
\Ve now have the beginnings of a theory of the mean
i ng and justification of ethical j udgments. To go any 
farther, we must distinguish moral  judgments proper 

from nonmoral normative judgments and say something separately about the 
justification of each . How can we distingu ish moral from other normative 
judgments ? Not by the words used in them, for words l ike "good" and 
"right" all have nonmoral as well as moral uses. By the feel ings that accom
pany them ? The difficulty in  this proposal is that i t  is hard to tell which 
feeli ngs arc moral except by seei ng what judgments they go with. It i s  of ten 
thought that moral j udgments are simply whatever judgments we regard as 
overriding all  other normative judgments in case of conflict, but then 
aesthetic or prudential j udgments become moral ones if we take them to have 
priority over others, which seems paradoxical .  It seems to me that what 
makes some normative j udgments moral, some aesthetic, and some prudential 
is the fact that d i fferen t points of view are taken in the three cases, and that 
the point  of view taken is indicated by the kinds of reasons that arc given. 
Consider th ree j udgments : ( a )  I say that you ought to do X and give as the 
reason the fact that X will help you succeed in business ; ( b )  I say you should 
do Y and cite as the reason the fact that Y will  produce a striking contrast of 
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colors ; an d ( c )  I say you should do Z and g ive a s  the reason the fac t  tha t Z 
wil l  keep a promise or  help someone. Herc the  rea son I give re\'eals the po in t 
of \' icw I am taking and the k ind of j udgme n t I a m  ma k ing . 

Now let  us take up the just ification of  nonmora l normat i\'c j udgments . \\'c 
a rc i n terested primari ly  in  j udgmen ts of intrinsic \'a lue such as were d iscussed 
in the prc\'ious chapter, for such j udgmen ts a re releva n t  to eth ics because . 
th rough the principle of beneficence,  the question of wha t  is good or bad 

comes to bear on the question of wha t is  righ t or  wrong. Besides , i f  we k now 
how to just i fy j udgments of i n t rinsic \·a l uc , we wi l l  know how to j ust i fy j udg
men ts of extrinsi c and inheren t va lue , for judgments of the latter sorts 

presuppose j udgments of the former. It i s  true, as  we have a l ready see n ,  th a t  
we cannot prove basic j udgments o f  i n t ri nsic \·a luc i n  a n y  strict sense of 
proof, but this fac t  docs not mean that  we cannot j ust ify them or rea sonably 
claim them to be j ustified. But how can we do th is ? By ta king wha t  I shal l  
cal l  the  c\'a luath·c poi n t  of \' iew as suc h ,  unqual ified by a ny such adjcct i ,·c 

" h " " " l "  " d  " l " d i  
. 

h " d  as aest ct ic ,  mora , or pru cntta , an t 1cn trymg to see w at JU g-
mcn t we are led to make when we do so, considering the thing in question 
wholly on the basis of i ts in tri nsic charac ter, not i ts consequences or cond i
tions. \\'hat i s  i t  to take the nonmora l ly  C\'alua tive poi n t  of \' icw ? It  i s  to be 
free, informed , clear- headed , impart ial ,  wi l l ing to u ni\'e rsal ize ; in genera l , i t  is  
to be "calm" and "cool , ' '  as But ler would say, i n  one's considerat ion of such 
i tems as pleasu re, k nowledge, and lo\'c , for the question is  simply what i t  is 
rational to choose. This is wha t  we tried to do in Chapter 5 .  I f one considers 
an i tem in  this reflect ive way and comes ou t in  favor of i t ,  one is ra tional ly  
justified in judging i t  to be i n trinsical ly good, c\'en i f  one cannot  pro\·e one's 
j udgment .  In doing so, one c laims that everyone else who does l i kewise wi l l  
concu r ;  and one's j u dgment  is rea l ly  j usti fied i f  th is c la im i s  correct .  which . 
of cou rse, one can ne\'cr k now for certai n .  I f  others who also c la im to be 
calm and cool do not concur, one must reconsider to sec i f  bot h sides arc 
real ly taking the cvaluati,·c poi n t  of \' icw, considering only i n trinsic fea tu res . 
clearly understand ing one another, and so on .  � l ore one can not do and.  i f  

d isagreemen t persists, one may st i l l  c la im t o  b e  righ t ( i .e . , tha t others wi l l  
concur e\'cn tual ly  i f  . . .  ) ; but one must be open- m i nded a nd tolera n t .  I n  
fac t, we saw in Cha pter 5 that  one may h a\'e to admit  a certa i n  rc la t i \' i ty i n  
the rank i ng of th ings l isted a s  i n trinsica l ly good , al though possibly not in  the 
l ist ing i tsel f. 

\\'hat  abou t the j ust ification of moral judgme n t s ?  A l ready in  C h a p ters � 
and 3 we have,  i n  cff cct ,  said someth i ng abou t the j us t ifica t ion of  j udgmen ts 
of righ t ,  wrong, and obl igation . \\'c argued t h a t  a part icu l a r j udgmen t esse n 
t i a l l y  en ta i ls a genera l o n e ,  s o  tha t o n e  cannot rega rd a part ic u l a r  j udgme n t 

as justi fied unless one i s  a lso w i l l i ng to ac cep t the  en tai led gene ra l one , and 
\' ice versa . T h i s  is true whether w e  a rc spea k i ng of  j udgmen ts o f  ac tua l o r  of 

prima facic d u ty. \\'c ha\'c a lso seen tha t j udgmen ts of actual  duty,  whe ther 
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pa rticu lar j udgments or rules, cannot simply be deduced from the basic 
principles of beneficence and j ustice, e\'en with the help of factual  premises, 
since these must be taken as prima facic principles and may conflict  on occa
sion . Thus, we ha\'e two questions : fi rst ,  how can we just i fy judgments of 
actual  duty, general  or part icular, and second, how can we justify basic 
principles of prima fade duty ? The same answer, howc\'cr, wi l l  do for both.  
I t  seems fa ir  to assume that  i t  wil l  also do for the question of j ustifying judg
ments of moral \·a lue. 

First,  we must take the moral point  of \' iew. as Hume indica ted , not that  
of self-lo\'e or aesthetic judgment,  nor the more general point  of \'iew in
voked i n  judgments of i n t rinsic \'a lue.  \\'e must also be free, impa rtial,  
wi l l ing to uni\'ersalize, conceptually c lea r, a nd informed about all  possibly 
relc\'ant  facts .  Then we a rc j ustified in j udging that  a certain act or k ind of 
action is righ t ,  wrong, or obl iga tory, and in  c la iming that our judgment is  
obj ect i\'ely \'al id,  at  least as  long as no one who is  doing likewise disagrees. 
Our j udgment or princ iple is really just ified if  i t  h olds up u nder sustained 
scru t iny of this sort from the moral  point  of \'iew on the part of e\'eryone. 
Suppose we encou nter someone who cla ims to be doing t h is but  comes to 
a different conclusion . Then we must do ou r best, through reconsiderat ion 
and discussion, to see if  one of us is fai l ing to meet the condit ions in some 
way.  I f  we can detect no fai l ing on either side a nd st i l l  d isagree, we may a nd 
I think st i l l  must each claim to be correc t, for the cond itions ne\'er arc 
perfec tly fulfilled by both of us a nd one of us may turn out to be mistaken 
after a l l .  If what '"'as said about rel a t ivism is true, we ca nnot both be correct .  
But both o f  u s  must b e  open-minded a nd tolera nt i f  we a rc t o  go o n  living 
within the moral i nst itution of l i fe and not resort to force or other immoral 
or nonmoral devices. 

If this l ine of thought is acceptable, then we may say that  a basic moral 
judgment, principle, or code is j ustified or "true" if  i t  is or will be agreed to 
by e\·eryone who takes the moral point of ,· iew a nd is clearheaded and 
logical and knows al l  that is relevan t  about h imself, mankind, a nd the uni
\'ersc. Arc our own principles of beneficence a nd j ustice j ustified or "true" 
i n  this sense ? The a rgument i n  Chapt.:-rs 2 and 3 was essential ly a n  attempt 
to take the moral point  of view and from it  to review va rious normat i\'c 
theories a nd arrive at one of our own. Our principles h ave not been pro,·cd , 
bu t perhaps i t  may be c la imed that  they will  be concu rred i n  by those who 
try to do l ikewise . This c la im was impl ici tly made i n  presenting them. 
\\'hethcr the claim is  true or not must wa i t  upon the sc ru t iny of others.  

The fact  that moral  judgments claim a consensus on the part of others 
docs not mean that  the indh·idua] thi nker must bow to the j udgment of the 
majority in his society. He is not claim ing an act ual consensus. he  is c la iming 
that in the end-which nc\'er comes or comes only on the Day of J udgment 
-his  posit ion wil1  be concurred i n  by those who freely and clear-headed ly 
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re\' iew the  rde\'a n t  fnc t s  from the mora l po i nt of \' iew. I n  other words,  he is 
claim i ng an ideal consensus t h a t  tra n scends majori t i es a nd actual  soc iet ies. 
One's soc iety and i ts code a n d i ns t i t u t ions may be wrong. Herc en ters t h e  
a u tonomy of t he morn l agen t-he m u s t  ta ke t h e  mora l poi n t  of  \' icw a nd 
must  c l a i m  a n  e\'en t u a l  consensus wi th  others who do so, bu t he must j udge 
for h i mself .  He may be> mistaken,  bu t ,  l i ke L u t h C'r, he c a n not do otherwise. 
S i m i l a r  rema rks hold for one who ma kC's nonmora l  j udgments .  

THE ;\IORAL POINT 
OF V IEW 

\\'hat  i s  t h e  mora l poi n t  of \' iew ? Th is i s  a c ruc i a l  
quc>st ion for the  \'iew w e  h a \'c suggested . I t  i s  also one 
on whic h t h e re has been much cou tro\'crsy late ly .  Ac

cord i ng to one> t hc>ory. one is  ta k i ng the moral poi n t  of \' iew if a n d  only i f  
one i s  wi l l i n g  to uni,·ersal ize one's ma xims.  K a n t  would probably accept t h i s  
i f  he were a l i\'e .  B u t  I poi n t ed o u t  t h a t o n e  may b e  wi l l i ng t o  u ni\'ersa l ize 
from a pru d ent i a l  poi n t  of \' icw : a nd a lso t h a t  what  one i s  wi l l i ng to u n i 
n'rsa l izc i s  n o t  necessa ri ly a mora l  ru k'. O t h e r  suc h formal c haracteriza tions 
of the mora l poi n t  of  \' iew h a\'e been proposed . A more p l ausible c h a rac ter
iza t i on to my m i n d ,  howe\'C'r, i s  that  of K u rt Baier. He holds t h a t  one is 
t a k i n g  the mora l poi n t  of  \' iew if one is  not bei ng egoist ic ,  one i s  doing t h i ngs 
on pri nc iple�  one is wi l l i ng to  uni\'ersa l ize one's  principles, and i n  doing so 
one c onsiders t h e  good of e\'eryonc a l ike.5 

H ume though t t h a t  the mora l poi n t  of \' icw was t h a t  of sympathy, and it 
seems to me he was on t h e  right wa\'clcngth . I have a lready a rgued that the 
poi nt of \' iew i n \'olvcd i n  a j udgment  can be iden t i fied by the k ind of reason 
t h a t  is gi,·e n for t h e  j udgment  when it is made or i f  i t  is chal lenged.  Then 
the  mora l poi n t  of \ ' icw can be iden t i fied by determining what sorts of facts 
a rc reasons for mora l judgments or moral reasons .  Roughly fol lowi ng Hume, 
I now wan t  to suggest that  moral reasons consist  of  facts  abou t wha t  act ions,  
d isposi t ions,  and person s do to  the l i\'cs of sent ient  beings, i nc luding bei ngs 
ot her than the agent  in quest ion,  and t h a t  the mora l poi nt  of \ ' icw is t h a t  
wh ich is  conc erned about surh facts .  �ly owu posi t ion,  t h <' n ,  is  t h a t  o n e  i s  
t a k i n g  the moral poi nt  of  v iew if  aud only i f  ( a )  one i s  m a k i ng norma t i\'c 
judgments  abou t ac t ions ,  desi res . d isposi t ions , in tent ions,  mot i\'es.  pC'rsons, or  
t ra i t s  o f  c h a racter ; ( b )  one is  wi l l i ng to u n i\'ersal ize one's  j udgme nts ; ( c )  
one's  reasons  for one's j u dgmC'nts consist of fac ts about wh a t  t h e  t h i ngs 
j udged do to  the l i \'es of  sen t ient  be ings in terms of promo t i ng or d ist ribu t i ng 
nonmoral good a nd e\' i l ; a nd ( d )  whC'n the j u dgm e n t  is abou t oneself  or  
one's  own ac t ions ,  one's  reasons i nc lude such fact s  abou t what one's  own 
ac t ions a nd d i sposi t ions do to t h e  l i \'C'S of other sen t i e n t  bt' i ngs as such , i f  
others arc a ff  ec tl"d . OnC' has  a mora l i t y  or mora l  a r t i ou-gu ide on ly  i f  a n d  

5 The  Moral /'oint  of  View ( New York : Random House, 1 965 ) ,  Chap. 5 .  
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i nsofar as one makes normative judgments from this poin t of view and is 
guided by them . 

\VHY BE :MORAL? Another problem that remains h as been mentioned 
before. \-Vhy should we be moral ? \\Thy should we take 

part in the moral institution of l i fe ?  \Vhy should we adopt the moral poin t 
of view ? \Ve have a lready seen that the question, "\Vhy should . . .  ?" is 
ambiguous, and may be a request either for motivation or for justification . 
Here, then, one may be asking for ( 1 ) the motives for doing what is moral ly 

righ t, ( 2 )  a justification for doing what is morally right, ( 3 )  motivation for 
adopting the mora l  point  of view and otherwise subscribing to the moral 
i nstitution of li fe , or ( 4 )  a j ustification of moral i ty and the moral point of 
view. It is easy to see the form an answer to a request for ( 1 )  and ( 3 )  must 
take ; it wil l consist in pointing out the various prudentia l and non-prudential 
motives for doing what is right or for participating in the moral institution 
of l ife. �1ost of these are familiar or readi ly thought of and need not be 
detailed here. A request for ( 2 )  migh t be taken as a request for a m oral 
justification for doing wh at is right.  Then, the answer is that doing what is 
mora l ly right does not need a j ustification, since the j ustification has a lready 
been given in showing that i t  is right.  On this interpretation, a request for 
( 2 )  is l ike asking , "\Vh y morally ough t I to do what is moral ly right ?" A 
request for ( 2 )  may also, however, be mea nt as a demand for a nonmora l 
j usti fica tion of doing what is moral ly right ; then, the answer to i t  wil l  be like 
the answer to a request for ( 4 ) . For a request for ( 4 ) , being a request for 
reasons for subsc ribing to the moral way of thinking, judging, and l iving, 
must be a request for a nonmoral justification of moral ity . \Vhat will  this 
be l ike ? 

There seem to be two questions here. First, why should society adopt such 
an i nstitution as morality ? \Vhy should i t  foster such a system for the 
guidance of conduct in addi tion to convention , law, and prudence ? To this 
the answer seems clear. The cond itions of a satisfactory human l ife for people 
l iving in groups could hard ly obtain otherwise. The al ternatives would seem 
to be either a state of nature in which all  or most of us would be worse off than 
we are, even if  Hobbes is wrong in thinking that l ife in such a state would be 
' 'sol itary, poor, nasty , brutish, and short" ; or a levi athan civil state more 
totalitarian than any yet dreamed of, one i n  wh ich the laws would cover all  
aspects of l i fe and every possible deviation by the individual would be closed 
off by an effec th·e t h rea t of force. 

The other question has to do wi th the nonmoral reasons ( not j ust motives ) 
there are for an in dividual's adopting the moral way of thinking and l iving . 
To some exten t ,  the a nswer h as just been given , but only to some extent .  For 
on reading the last paragraph an individual might say, "Yes. This shows that 
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soci ety requ i res mora l i ty a nd e\'cn t h a t  i t  is to  my ad\'an tagc to  h a \'e others 
adopt the mora l  way of l i fe.  R u t  i t  docs not show t h a t  I should a dop t i t , 

�md cert a i n ly not t h a t  I should alzc·ays ac t accord ing to  i t .  A n d  i t  is no use 
a rgu i ng on mora l grou nds t h a t  I should .  I wan l  a nonmoral j ust ificat ion for 
t h i n k i ng I shou l d . ' '  :'\ow, if t h is means t h a t  he wa n ts to be shown that  it is 
a l ways to his acka n tage-that  is, t h a t  h is l i fe wi l l  i n\'a riably be better  or, a t  
least , n o t  worse i n  the p ru de n t i a l  sense of bet ter a n d  worse-i f h e  thorough ly  
a dopts t h e  mora l wa y of l i fe ,  then I doubt t h a t  h is dema nd can a l ways be 
me t .  Th rough the  use of \'a rious fami l i a r  a rguments,  one can show that  the 
mora l way of l i fe is  l i kely to be to his ad\'antagc, but  it  must be adm i t ted i n  
a l l  honesty t h a t  o n e  w h o  ta kes t h e  mora l  road may b e  ca l led upon to  make 
a sacri fice a nd ,  hence,  may not  ha\'e as  good a l i fe i n  the  nonmora l  sense as 
he wou ld othe rwise h ave h a d .  

T h e  poi n t  made a t  the  e n d  o f  Chapter 5 m u s t  b e  recal led here, namely, 
tha t mora l ly good or righ t �1 c t ion is  one k i n d  of excel len t ac t i \· i ty and hence 
i s  a prime candida te for elect ion as part of any good l i fe ,  especia l ly  s i nce i t  

i s  a k i n d  of excel lent a c t i \' i ty  of which a l l  normal people a rc capable. I t  
docs seem to m e  t h a t  t h i s  i s  a n  i mportant considera t ion i n  t h e  answer to  our 
prese n t  question. E \'en if  we add i t  to  t he usual a rguments, howe\'er, we st i l l  
d o  not  ha\'c a concl usive proof that  e\'ery indi\'id ual  should,  i n  the nonmoral 
sense u nder d iscussion , a l ways do t he moral ly  exce l lent  th i ng. For, as far as 
I can sec.  from a pru d e n t i a l  poi n t  of , · iew, some i nd i\'iduals migh t ha\'c 
n onmora l ly  better l i \'es if t hey somet imes d i d  wha t is  not mora l ly excel lent, 
for exa mple i n  cases i n  which a consi derable sel f-sacri fice is moral ly  required.  
:\ TY spea ker once sa id  of h i s  subjec t ,  "He was too good for h is good,"  and 
i t  seems to m e  that  t h i s  may someti mes be t rue .  

I t  docs not  fol l ow tha t  one ca nnot j ustify the  ways of moral i t y  to a n  i ndi
, · idua l ,  a l t hough i t  may fol low that  one cannot j us t i fy mora l i ty to  some 
i nd iv iduals .  For nonmora l j usti ficat ion is  not necessari ly egoist ic or pruden
t ia l .  I f :\ asks R why he, A,  should be mora l ,  B may reply  by ask i ng A to try 
to decide i n  a ra t ional  \\'a y  what k i nd of a l i fe h e  wishes to l ive or wha t k i n d  
of a person he wishes to be. Tha t i s ,  B m a y  a s k  A wha t  way o f  l i fe A would 
c h oose i f  he  were to  choose ra t ional ly, or i n  other words, freely,  impa rtial ly, 
a nd in ful l knowledge of wh a t  i t  i s  l i ke to l i \'c the \'a rious al terna t i \'e ways of 
l i fe ,  inc lud i ng the moral one.  R may then be able to conYi nce A ,  wh en he is 
c a l m  and cool in th is way, t h a t  the way of l i fe h e  prefe rs , all  t h i ngs con
s idered , i n cl udes t h e  mora l  wa y of l i fe .  I f  so. then he has j ust i fied the moral 
way of l i fe to  :\ . A may c\'c n ,  when he consi ders ma t ters i n  such a way, 
prefer  a l i fe tha t inc ludes sel f-sac ri fice on h is pa r t .  

Of course , A may ref use to b e  ra t iona l ,  c :i l m ,  a nd cool . H e  m a y  retort ,  
' ' B u t  why should I be ra t ional ?" Howc\'er, i f  t h is  was h i s  pos t u re in  origi nal ly 

· ask i ng for j u st i fi c a t ion , he had no busi n ess ask ing for i t .  For one can o n ly 
ask for j ust i ficat ion i f  one is wi l l i ng to be ra t ional .  One c a n not  consistent ly 
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ask for reasons unless one is ready to accept reasons of some sort.  EYcn i n  
asking, "\\Thy should I b e  rational ? ' '  one i s  implicitly commi tting oneself to 
rational i ty, for such a commitment is  part of the connotation of the word 
"should." 

\\That kind of a l ife A would choose if  he were fully rational and knew 
al l  about himself  and the world wil l ,  of course, depend on what sort of a 
person he is ( and people are differen t ) , but if psychological egoism is not 
true of any of us, it may always be that A would then choose a way of l i fe 
that would be moral . As Bertrand Russel l  once wrote : 

\Ve ha,·e wishes wh ich are not purely personal . . .  The sort o f  l i fe that most of us 
admire is one which is guided by large, impersonal desires . . .  Our desires are, in 
fact,  more general  and less purely sel fish than many moral ists imagine . . .  6 

Perhaps A has yet one more question : I s  society j usti fied in demanding 
that I adopt the moral way of l i fe ,  and in blaming and censuring me if I do 
not ?" But this is  a moral question ; and A can hardly expect it to be a llowed 
that society is justified in doing this to A only if it can show tha t doing so is 
to A's ad,·antage . Howe\"er, if A is asking whether society is morally justified 
in requiring of him at least a certain minimal subscription to the moral 
institution of l i fe, then the answer surely is that society sometimes is justified 
i n  this, as Socrates argued in the Crito .  But society must be careful  here . For 
it is itself moral ly required to respect the indiYidual's autonomy a nd liberty, 
and in general to treat him j ustly ; a nd i t  must remember that moral i ty is 
made to minister to the good li\"es of indiYiduals and not to interfere with 
them any more than is necessary. � loral ity is made for man, not man for 
morality. 

6 Religion and Science ( New York : Henry Hol t and Co. ,  1 935 ) , pp. 2 5 2-54.  
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