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Introduction
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Learning Objectives

After reading this chapter, you should be able to:
Discuss why it is important to study ethics.
Give examples of ethical questions.
Explain what it means to describe ethical reasoning as dialectical.
Describe what practical reasoning is and how ethical reasoning is a form of practical reasoning.

Identify the basic distinctions between utilitarianism, deontology, and virtue ethics.




Socrates’s Question

Section 1.1

It is not a trivial question, Socrates said: what we are talking about is how one

should live.

—Bernard Williams

1.1 Socrates’s Question

In 399 BC, more than 2,400 years ago, a Greek philosopher named Socrates is reported to
have said that ethics concerns no less than how one should live. The philosopher Bernard Wil-
liams (1985) called this “Socrates’s question.” This might seem to be an odd way of defining

ethics for a number of reasons.

First, the question is quite broad: “How one should live” seems to concern the whole of one’s
life. Yet many of us think of ethics as limited to a set of standards or rules, such as those we are
taught by our parents or in Sunday school. Second, “how one should live” seems to mean “how
anyone and everyone ought to live” How can anyone make claims about how others should
live? Moreover, if Socrates and his followers were seeking answers to these types of questions
thousands of years ago, why have we not settled on any answers? Does this mean that there

are no answers or that the answers to such ques-
tions are best left up to individuals to determine on
their own?

These are important concerns that we will examine
in the pages ahead. But before getting into those
details, it is worth considering whether the task of
seeking general answers about how one should live
is a useful endeavor. After all, we raise our children
according to the presumption that certain ways of
life are better than others. When politicians create
laws, they do so because they think certain ways to
live are better than others. Likewise, when we vote
on such laws, we do so because we agree that cer-
tain ideas about how people should live are worth
becoming part of the established code of our com-
munity or nation.

When we express outrage over certain situations—
for example, when a politician takes bribes, a cor-
poration hides illegal activities in order to pad the
pockets of its leaders, a terrorist group beheads an
innocent aid worker, or a friend lies to us—we pre-
sume that something has gone wrong in the choices
these people have made regarding how to live their
lives. Similarly, when we praise the bystander who
risks his or her life to protect others from a gun-
man; admire the work of the nun who devotes her

sedmak/iStock/Thinkstock
The Ancient Greek philosopher
Socrates raised the question of how
one should live, which became the
central ethical question for all that
followed.
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life to caring for the poor, outcast, and diseased; honor the soldier who sacrifices his or her
life to save a wounded comrade; or express gratitude to the family member who has cared
for us unselfishly, we reflect the deep conviction that such actions embody something good
and right.

In doing so, we affirm through our attitudes and responses that there are some things good
and right and other things that are bad and wrong. This is true whether we are referring to
particular actions or choices; general policies, rules, or laws; or values and character. We
may acknowledge that there is widespread disagreement over many views concerning how
one should live. However, it would be extremely difficult to live our lives without supposing
that these questions are worth thinking about and that at least some answers are better
than others.

Here is another way to think about it:
Through each conscious, deliberate choice
we make, we are living out an answer to
Socrates’s question. With every decision,
each time we say “This would be better than
that,” we take a stand on what matters to us,

Going Deeper:
Ethics Versus Morality

Can one define ethics or morality, and is
there a difference between these terms?

whether we realize we are doing so or not.
However, since our choices to do (or not do)
certain things also impact other people and
the world around us, we cannot avoid tak-
ing a stand on what matters in a more gen-
eral sense. When we act selfishly, we imply
that what matters most are our own needs
or interests. When we act generously, we
show that the needs and interests of others
matter. Most of the time, we are not thinking
about our choices from this perspective; we
are just making the decisions that seem best
to us. But as we will see in more detail later,
we have the remarkable capacity to ques-
tion our own or others’ assumptions about
how one should live.

This questioning, and the pursuit of an-

swers, is what “ethics” (or “moral philoso-
phy”) is all about.

Why Study Ethics?

In this book, we will not provide a strict
definition of either of these ideas, and

we will use the terms interchangeably.
Some philosophers have, however, drawn
distinctions between them, and it can be
illuminating to consider them. See Going
Deeper: Ethics Versus Morality at the end
of the chapter for more.

An Inescapable Question

Whether we realize it or not, our lives
are driven by various ideas, values, and
assumptions about what matters in life.
We cannot escape Socrates’s question.
This text gives us a chance to consider it
more deeply than we ever have before.

To sum up, ethics considers how one should live. The question of how one should live plays
into our everyday choices; the general beliefs we hold about how people ought to live, think,
and act; and the specific judgments that we make on the basis of such beliefs. Examining this
broad question and more specific questions at a reflective and systematic level is what we
mean by philosophical ethics or moral philosophy.
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Pursuing answers to such questions can be confusing, tedious, and even distressing (see Going
Deeper: Socrates and the Philosophical Life). However, persisting in the task—and taking its
challenges seriously—is a way to live out those distinctively human possibilities of thinking,
questioning, and inquiring. As such, it can help us live with more integrity, consistency, and
candor, and it can be surprisingly enriching.

Going Deeper: Socrates and
the Philosophical Life

According to Socrates and many others
inspired by his example, philosophical
ethics—and philosophy in general—is
more than just an academic or intellectual
exercise. Rather; in its most fundamental
sense, it is a way of life open to all people.
See Going Deeper: Socrates and the
Philosophical Life at the end of the
chapter for more.

Going Deeper:
Ethics and Religion

Many readers have religious commitments
that inform their ethical views. Is there

a conflict between such religious
commitments and the philosophical

study of ethics? See Going Deeper: Ethics
and Religion at the end of this chapter

for more.

Ethics FYI

Argument

We are continually confronted with ethical
questions, whether we are, like Socrates,
itinerant eccentrics wandering in togas
around the marketplace of Athens, or stu-
dents, parents, spouses, soldiers, mechan-
ics, caregivers, billionaires, minimum-wage
workers, food eaters, or technology users.
Everything we do—from how we spend
our money and relate to our friends to how
we raise and teach children and the profes-
sion we choose—is ethically significant. We
are confronted with issues, dilemmas, and
debates that range from the very personal
to the global, during which we encounter a
seemingly endless number of opinions and
claims.

Studying ethics can give us the resources to
evaluate these opinions and claims. It can
help us recognize the kind of argument
offered when someone makes an ethical
claim. It can also help us discern the values
that are being appealed to or the assump-
tions made about the nature and signifi-
cance of human life. Perhaps most of all, we
can learn how to reason about all of these
matters and intelligently evaluate the rela-
tive merits of different views.

In philosophy, an argument is a set of claims. Some of these claims, called the premises,

serve as support for another claim, called the conclusion. This is different than the ordinary
meaning of an argument as a verbal quarrel or disagreement, often characterized by raised
voices and flaring emotions. One can think of an argument in the philosophical sense as the
methodical and well-researched defense of a position or point of view advanced in relation

to a disputed issue.
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In some cases we may find that certain claims are well supported, while others seem much
less so, even if we are far from absolute certainty. In other cases we may find ourselves more
perplexed than when we started, which calls us to keep the question open and continue to
reflect and search. Either way, we will be less subject to the whims of popular opinion, the
power of persuasion, and attractive personalities and be more capable of forming and defend-
ing our own answers to the question of how one should live.

1.2 Ethical Reasoning

What is ethical reasoning? There are many conflicting answers to this question that reflect
different ethical theories, such as utilitarianism, deontology, and virtue ethics. We will exam-
ine each of these theories closely in the chapters to come. However, some features of ethical
reasoning are common to all of the major theories.

The “Dialectic” Between the Abstract and Concrete

Ethical enquiry involves a dialectic. This term refers to the process of moving back and forth
between abstract judgments—general considerations about values, rules, the purpose of
things, and so on—and concrete judgments—those having to do with particular questions
and problems, such as what’s right to do here and how. This process is undertaken in an
attempt to find what philosopher John Rawls (1971) called “reflective equilibrium” (p. 18).

For example, we might start with a concrete ethical judgment with which most people would
agree, such as that it is wrong to exploit a child to satisfy one’s sexual urges—a form of what
we call child abuse. We would then consider why this act is wrong. s it because it causes great
suffering for the child, both at the time of the abuse and later in life? Is it because it violates a
rule not to treat innocent children as objects of gratification? Is it because it is a corruption of
the role we have of nurturing and caring for the next generation?

Our answer would then have implications for other, more disputed situations, such as whether
it is right to spank a child or to use modern science to change a child’s genetic code. In other
words, on these more disputed questions we are looking for reasons why certain behaviors
or choices might be right or wrong or better or worse. We can sometimes try to find them
by considering the reasons we have for other more commonly accepted judgments of right,
wrong, better, or worse. These reasons are the abstract part of the dialectic, while the specific
judgments are the concrete part.

Similarly, we might start with commonly accepted abstract ideas such as “be honest” or “thou
shalt not kill.” We then consider whether and how “thou shalt not kill” applies to the concrete
situation of soldiers in combat or when one person is threatening another’s life. Or we might
consider whether those we are obliged not to kill include nonhuman animals, human fetuses,
or the terminally ill. Similarly, does “be honest” mean that we must give Aunt Gertrude our
honest opinion when she asks if we like her new dress (and we think it is hideous)? Or that
we must honestly answer a psychopath’s question of where our friend is hiding when doing
so will likely lead to our friend’s murder?
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Such considerations of the concrete application of an abstract value, rule, or principle might
compel us to revise or even reject it in favor of a more refined principle. On the other hand, if
we are convinced that something is wrong and this is explained by some general principle, we
may find that applying the same principle to a case we are less sure about ends up entailing
that it, too, must also be wrong.

Why is this important? If we simply stick with abstract values, rules, and principles (such as
be honest or thou shalt not kill) without looking carefully at how they apply to a variety of
concrete cases, we can become lost in a sea of ideas that leave us confused with respect to
particular questions and choices; or we might be unable to appreciate the challenging impli-
cations these ideas can have for our choices and judgments. On the other hand, if we simply
consider concrete cases and rely on our gut instincts or what we have been accustomed to
believe about them, we will be unable to adequately consider more abstract questions. Such
questions include the following:

e Why do people disagree, and can their disagreements be resolved?

e What assumptions are people making when they express moral beliefs, and are they
legitimate?

e What is valuable and worthwhile, and are there any objective answers to that
question?

Moral theories like utilitarianism, deontology, and virtue ethics deal largely with the abstract
side of this dialectic. They consider questions such as the following:

e What is the nature of morality?

e What principles should guide moral reasoning?

e What rights or obligations should we respect?

e What kind of life is most worth living, and what would be the characteristics of such
alife?

Defending and justifying these abstract ideas will require a person to consider the concrete
implications of one abstract theory compared to another. In other words, while we will exam-
ine the general claims a theory makes about how one should live, and the values and assump-
tions that underlie these claims, we will also consider what that means for our specific lives
and choices.

We might find that while a theory seems plausible in the abstract and helps us make sense
of certain concrete judgments that seem right, on further reflection we might decide that it
also supports other concrete judgments that are questionable or seem wrong. When con-
fronted with such concrete judgments, we must therefore back up and reexamine the theory’s
abstract ideas. If those ideas still seem right, then we might have to reconsider our concrete
judgments. However, if we think there are problems with the theory itself, our task is then to
examine what those might be and whether a different set of principles and values would bet-
ter guide us.
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This process should not be regarded as a matter of merely picking and choosing which theory
to follow when confronted with a moral problem. For instance, after reading Chapters 3 (on
utilitarianism) and 4 (on deontology), one might say, “The utilitarian would say that thus-
and-such is morally right, while a Kantian would say that thus-and-such is morally wrong.” It
may be tempting to add, “One must simply choose which theory to follow when considering a
particular problem and form one’s beliefs and decisions accordingly.”

This will not do, however, because these theories aim for consistency between the abstract
values, principles, and rules that define the theory and the plausibility of the concrete judg-
ments that the theory entails. If utilitarianism, for instance, seems the best way to reason
about one particular case, then it should likewise be the best way to reason about any other
case. If utilitarianism seems to lead to a problem when applied to another case, it suggests
there may be a problem with utilitarianism itself, and it becomes no longer clear that it was
the best way to reason about the first case.

Ethics FYI

Consistency

When the general rules, principles, and values of an ethical theory seem right, and they
support and explain judgments about particular cases that also seem right, there is
consistency between the general and the particular (or the abstract and the concrete, to use
other terms). Inconsistency arises when the general or abstract does not cohere with the
particular or concrete.

For example, someone might hold to the general rule that killing is always wrong, but he or
she may also support the death penalty. This would appear inconsistent because the death
penalty involves killing, and so if one supports it, then one is denying the principle that
killing is always wrong. Therefore, to be consistent, one would either need to reject the death
penalty or revise the principle in such a way so that killing is justified in the case of those
convicted of certain crimes.

If there is an inconsistency or disconnect between the theory and the conclusions it supports,
then further explanation, revision, or rejection is in order. We may need to explain how the
values, rules, and principles of the theory support the concrete judgment that seems most
plausible; we may revise the theory’s principles so they are more consistently applicable to
a range of cases; or we may need to either reject the theory or reject the concrete judgments
that called the theory into question.

The bottom line is that no one who advocates for a certain abstract theory of moral reasoning
believes that the theory will apply in some cases while another theory applies to other cases.
But neither does anyone believe that our particular concrete moral judgments and choices
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are arbitrary, without any reasoning behind
them. We should strive for consistency and
harmony between the particular judgments
and choices that we make regarding con- : o :

) . Ethical reasoning involves moving
crete situations and the general reasons we back and forth between abstract rules

have for making them. principles, and values and concrete
judgments. Click here to read three
example dialogues that illustrate this
process. As you read them, try to notice
when someone is proposing a general

Dialectic

Practical Reasoning

in Everyday Life principle. Also notice when someone is
challenging a general principle by using

Moral reasoning can seem complicated and a concrete example. Does the first person

daunting, and oftentimes it is. However, it modify the principle? Does the person

is not that different from the way we rea- hold on to it but try to clarify it? Are there

points at which one person accepts the
other person’s principle and has to rethink
his or her views about a concrete case?

son about everyday choices—what we call
practical reasoning, or reasoning about
what to do. Consider being a student. How
should one best live out the goals of a stu- See your eBook for videos of these

dent? A student has certain concrete aims, scenarios.

such as passing a class, obtaining a degree,

and learning. There are other consider-

ations involved, such as the financial cost of pursuing these goals and the impacts these pur-
suits have on one’s career and perhaps on one’s family.

Concrete questions might include “What courses should I take?,” “How much time should I
devote to my studies?,” and “Should I cheat on this assignment?” These questions might bump
up against more abstract questions such as “Is it more worthwhile to study philosophy or to
study computer science?,” “Does coaching my son’s Little League Baseball team take priority
over learning about the French Revolution?,” or “Is my goal simply to obtain a good grade, or
does it include becoming educated in a certain subject?” Answering these questions would
then lead to deeper questions about what is most important in life, as the words worthwhile,
priority, and goal indicate.

Moral reasoning works in much the same way and overlaps with these kinds of real-life ques-
tions (note the question about cheating, for example). It may seem that many such questions
pertaining to being a student are matters of personal choice that one must answer for oneself,
as opposed to questions that have objectively right or wrong answers. Moral reasoning, on
the other hand, is commonly thought to deal with a very particular set of concerns, such as
those having to do with the impact of our choices on the lives of others. These are more than
just matters of achieving our personal goals or following our individual desires. As such, is
there a difference between moral reasoning and everyday practical reasoning?

This is a matter of heated debate, and many philosophers do indeed draw a sharp distinction
between “moral” matters and matters of practical concern, often in terms of the degree of
impact our actions have on others. However, this distinction becomes complicated when we
recognize how interconnected our lives are and how many of the choices that we might be
inclined to consider personal or nonmoral are in fact laden with moral significance due to this
interconnectedness.
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Consider the following hypothetical scenario: Imag-
ine you live in the United States in the 1850s, prior
to the Civil War and before the slaves were emanci-
pated. You need a new shirt and can choose between
a cotton one that is nice but a little expensive and
another shirt that seems just as nice but is a fraction
of the cost. However, you find out that the second
shirt is less expensive because the cotton used to
produce it was picked by slaves, whereas the more
expensive shirt was made from cotton picked by
free persons who earned a decent wage.

You strongly believe that slavery is a great evil and
& that Black people have every right to live as freely

Jupiterimages/Stockbyte/Thinkstock @S White people. You may reason that by buying

Would you pay a higher price for the less expensive shirt, you are using your money
your cotton to avoid supporting the to help support this vile and evil industry. Perhaps
institution of slavery? you reason that even though your own individual

choices won’t significantly impact this industry, you
find it important that your choices align with and reflect your values—that as a person of
integrity, you want to put your money where your mouth is, so to speak. On the other hand,
perhaps you may think that, although slavery is evil, it is a necessary evil when compared to
the importance to you of being able to buy cheaper clothing. If clothing was more expensive,
you may find it more difficult to provide adequate food for your children. Or you may not be
able to have as many items of clothing or enjoy the latest fashions. Some reasons for want-
ing cheaper clothing produced by slaves may seem important (even if they don’t outweigh
the evils of slavery), some relatively trivial and selfish. The crucial point is that the choice of
which shirt to buy, though an everyday choice and one you may have thought to be merely
personal or morally neutral, is in fact a choice with moral significance.

We all face decisions like this in our contemporary lives—decisions we may be inclined to
regard as a matter of personal choice, rather than morally significant, but that turn out to
have moral significance after all.

Consider, for example, an everyday activity like eating or shopping for food. Eating at a res-
taurant or having a summer barbeque with friends can be either greatly enjoyable, boring
and mundane, or stressful and hectic. Because of this, we easily overlook the many ways that
our choices involve us in complex and intricate webs, the strands of which have recognizably
moral dimensions.

For example, as we will discuss in a later chapter, the ways that farm animals are commonly
raised would distress many people if they were aware of those conditions. Additionally,
inexpensive produce is often the result of farmers and factories engaging in practices not
too far removed from slave labor: employing undocumented immigrants at a fraction of the
wages that would be paid to legal workers and forcing them to work long hours in danger-
ous, unregulated environments (there is even evidence that some industries still use actual
slave labor; Estabrook, 2011). The crops we eat are often sprayed with chemicals that have
detrimental impacts on the environment. These and other production methods make food
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cheap, convenient, and enjoyable—but arguably in ways that, for many consumers, conflict
with their moral values.

Without getting into these specific debates, the main point to consider is that the kinds of
everyday choices we make about what to eat or buy—whether motivated by cost or desire for
certain kinds of products or simply made without much thought at all—turn out to be morally
significant because our in-store choices connect us (and our wallets) to larger webs.

Similar things can be said of other choices we may regard as morally insignificant or merely
personal. What will my career choice mean for my family? If I look away when individuals are
doing wrong, does this mean [ believe that those individuals’ right to do what they want is
more important than the rights of the people they are harming? Do people’s personal choices
express a certain attitude about the nature and value of certain forms of human life, and what
would be the implications if they applied that attitude to other circumstances? Would we
think it is no longer a matter of personal choice?

Who's to Say?

We will examine many concrete examples of choices, policies, and judgments in the course
of our study. As we do so, undoubtedly there will be times when you will think, “Who’s to say
what’s right or wrong? We should just leave it up to each person to decide.” This will be espe-
cially tempting regarding matters that are very complex or those that feature different and
contentious ideas about what is most worthwhile in life, the nature of humans and the world,
and similar issues. In the next chapter, we will examine philosophical positions that challenge
the idea that moral reasoning can lead to judgments that are objective or true for everyone.
Before looking at these challenges, however, there are a few things to consider that might help
us think more critically about the “who’s to say?” attitude, especially when it seems to release
us from the burden of moral reasoning.

First, the mere fact that there are different
opinions does not mean that each opinion is

equally valid. To be sure, there are cases in GOlng Deeper:

which different opinions are equally valid. “Who Am I to Say?”
For example, if one person feels that cilan- _ _ .
tro is a fresh and bright addition to many Sometimes people refrain from taking a

stand on a moral issue because they do
not think they are yet in a position to do
so, and thus they remain undecided. Or
they may think they cannot or should not
take a stand and thus believe they have to
remain neutral. Is there a difference? See

dishes, and another person finds that it
tastes revoltingly like dish soap, it would be
silly to think that one person is “right” and
the other is “wrong.” This is a matter of taste
(and perhaps genetics; McGee, 2010) and

does not have any moral significance. Going Deeper: “Who am I to Say?”: Neutral
vs. Undecided at the end of this chapter for
However, consider an example in the oppo- more.

site extreme. Suppose Person 1 believes
that Jewish people are a scourge on society
and that we would be better off if they were eliminated, and Person 2 is of the opposite opin-
ion. Clearly this is not like differing opinions on cilantro. Person 2 would, no doubt, insist that

10
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Person 1’s opinion isn’t just different, but wrong. He or she might add that Person 1’s opinion
reveals something perverse or corrupt about his or her way of thinking and feeling.

Second, even if we question the possibility of a clear-cut right or wrong verdict on some moral
questions, we can still maintain that certain opinions on those questions are better and others
are worse. In fact, this is the view that most philosophers take. Few philosophers who work
on moral issues think that every morally significant question can be given a clear yes or no
answer. Many will argue that some questions are cut-and-dried (such as whether it is permis-
sible to enslave people or to sexually abuse a child). However, there are other questions on
which they might believe that one position is better than another, while acknowledging that
the opposing view has some merit. In other words, they maintain that the reasons supporting
one view are, overall, stronger than the reasons supporting another view.

Again, this isn’t much different from the practical reasoning we employ in everyday life. For
example, if [ wish to lose weight, then [ have a good reason to abstain from eating cake. How-
ever, if I'm celebrating my birthday, I might judge that the special circumstances of a birthday,
plus the fact that one piece of cake won’t impact my overall weight, means that the reasons
to enjoy a piece of cake on my birthday outweigh the reasons against it. On the other hand,
[ might be the sort of person who is easily given over to bad habits by indulging even once; |
might feel that my weight-loss goal will be compromised if I am allowed a treat even on one
day. All things considered, it may not be the case that eating a piece of cake is completely right
or completely wrong, but if I am a thoughtful, honest, and careful practical reasoner, I can
come to a conclusion about what the better decision might be, even if it is not the only good
decision.

Something similar can be said about many moral questions. A good moral reasoner will rec-
ognize and appreciate that different answers to ethical questions will be based on various
reasons, some of which are strong and some of which are weak. He or she will strive to dis-
tinguish between those reasons, examine them, and form a judgment of which position has
the overall strongest support. He or she may still admit that some reasons supporting his or
her position are comparatively weak while others are quite strong. However, as we saw with
everyday examples of practical reasoning, this need not prevent him or her from concluding
that the overall strength of one position is greater than another, thus arriving at the judgment
that this position represents the morally right thing to do.

We have seen that the existence of different opinions on ethical issues does not mean that
some opinions cannot be right and others wrong. And even if we are unable to clearly identify
right from wrong, we can still distinguish better judgments and opinions from worse ones.
Moral reasoning helps us make such distinctions. We have seen how this is not much differ-
ent than the process of reasoning about everyday practical matters, many of which have far
more ethical significance than we usually realize. This process involves moving back and forth
between particular judgments we might make about specific cases and the rules, principles,
values, and conceptions that make sense of (or challenge) these judgments.

However, there are some deeper questions that persist. For one thing, how can we be sure
that any process of reasoning leads to the right (or better) judgment about ethical issues?
Even if we acknowledge that there might be some judgments or choices that are right or bet-
ter compared to others, this does not yet mean that there really are such things. The existence

11
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of widespread disagreement among people and cultures both now and in the past might trig-
ger doubts as to whether moral reasoning leads us toward anything like truth. Finally, even if
we suppose that it could, there is a familiar conflict between what morality says we should do
and what we want or what seems best for us at the individual level, which might lead many of
us to question why we as individuals should even care about moral demands.

Such questions open up a range of views that we will call moral skepticism, or doubts about
whether the values, principles, and standards we normally associate with morality represent
objective truths about the way we ought to live our lives. The theories of moral reasoning that
we will focus on in Chapters 3, 4, and 5 try to show that there are objective moral truths, and
in a moment we will provide a brief overview of those moral theories. Before we examine
those theories in detail, Chapter 2 will pay special consideration to the reasons for skepticism
about moral truth.

First, though, let’s get a sense of the landscape of moral philosophy and the theories of moral
reasoning.

1.3 The Landscape of Moral Philosophy

Chapters 3, 4, and 5 will each consider an important kind of approach to moral reasoning,
represented by various moral theories. The theories will propose answers to questions like
the following:

e What is morality?

e How does morality figure into a good human life?

e What rules or principles should guide our decisions?

e What virtues should we respect and cultivate?

e What are our moral obligations in certain kinds of circumstances?
e (Can we have knowledge of our moral responsibilities?

e Why should we be moral?

The first question, “What is morality?,” or broader questions like “What do we mean by good
and bad or right and wrong?,” as well as questions that deal with the possibility of moral
knowledge, are usually regarded as questions for metaethics. Meta, a Greek word, can mean
“behind” or “over and above.” Metaethics thus considers the concepts and questions that
underlie ethical principles and judgments, such as whether values are real, whether moral
beliefs can be true or false, and whether moral standards are universal or relative.

Such questions are often explored independently of the other questions we just listed. For
instance, one might hold that the term good describes a type of property, like color and size.
On the other hand, one might maintain that when we call something “good,” we aren’t identi-
fying a property but expressing an attitude. However, people who disagree on these metaethi-
cal claims might nevertheless agree on fundamental moral principles or what we ought to do
in particular circumstances.

12
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Theories that consider questions about rules, principles, virtues, and the good human life are
all part of what we call normative ethics. This field is called normative ethics because it con-
siders questions that involve “norms” (i.e., standards for how one should live and act). We all
live by norms; it would be impossible not to, since they are part of how we make sense of our
actions. Normative ethics examines norms to
work out their details, consider their strength,
and show why we should respect them.

The third branch of ethics examines the con-
crete moral problems faced in actual life.
Because this task involves applying the more
abstract ideas of the other two branches to
concrete cases, we call this applied ethics.
Arguments about abortion, whether we should
eat animals, whether doctors should lie to
their patients, or whether we should download &
copyrighted material to our computers all fall Highwaystarz-Photography /iStock/Thinkstock
under the category of applied ethics, since they Arguments about the treatment and use of
involve putting into place the forms of ethi- stock animals like these dairy cows would
cal reasoning defended by normative ethical fallinto applied ethics.

theories.

As we previously mentioned, Chapter 2 is devoted to some major metaethical challenges,
though these kinds of questions will also arise as we examine the different normative theories
in Chapters 3, 4, and 5.

Distinguishing the Major Ethical Theories

Historically, there have been three main approaches to normative ethics, which can be roughly
distinguished along the following lines. Ethics obviously concerns human action. If we think
about a typical human action, what are its main components? First, there is the person per-
forming the action—the agent. Second, there is the action itself—what is being done. Third,
there are certain results or consequences brought about by the action.

If we regard human actions as consisting of these three aspects, then the main difference
between these moral theories has to do with which aspect the theory takes to be fundamental
when it comes to moral reasoning and moral value.
The three parts of human action are as follows:

1. The nature and character of the person performing the action

2. The nature of the action itself
3. The consequences of the action

13
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The three major moral theories can be distinguished in the following way:

1. Virtue ethics focuses on the nature and character of the person performing the
action.

2. Deontological ethics focuses on the action itself.

3. Consequentialist ethics focuses on the consequences of the action.

When moral philosophers examine and debate these theories, they ask certain questions.
Among these are the following:

¢ Do these theories, when applied to concrete cases, give us good answers to ethical
questions?

¢ Do these theories reflect and do justice to our best understanding of what it means
to be human and to live a good life?

e Do these theories justify the sense of morality as authoritative or binding (i.e., do
they prescribe how we ought to act regardless of our own interests and desires)? In
other words, do they adequately show why we ought to respect the moral standards
they defend?

By asking such questions, we engage in a dialectic process in which we try to make sense of
the more abstract ideas the theories are defending but do so by considering their concrete
implications. As discussed earlier, a theory that seems right in the abstract or when applied to
some cases might be much more questionable when other concrete implications are consid-
ered. On the other hand, a theory that seems right in the abstract might force us to reconsider
our concrete moral judgments when they conflict. We might also feel compelled to be skepti-
cal about ethics in some way, which is a possibility that we will examine in detail in Chapter 2.

As we proceed through this study, many readers will undoubtedly feel skeptical and frustrated
from time to time. After all, brilliant minds have been applying themselves to these questions
for millennia, and yet we seem as far from any kind of consensus or resolution as we ever were.
Moreover, philosophical thinking can be hard, and many of us are not used to it. In today’s
world, we can find it difficult to focus our attention long enough to process arguments and
ideas, especially when we have jobs and chores to attend to, mouths to feed, social media to
check, papers to write, and various forms of entertainment in which we would rather indulge.

However, the persistence of these questions, and the fact that people have been engaging in
this enterprise for thousands of years despite so much disagreement, is something we can-
not ignore, and it might give us hope that there really is something to be gained from it. More
important is the fact that we stressed at the outset: These are questions we cannot avoid,
since all of us are, each day, living out an answer to them.

The aim of this book is to help these questions come alive to you—to compel you to turn off
the TV, close out the Internet pages, remove yourself from the chores and kids, and spend
some time reflecting on the importance of these questions, and the implications of the various
answers, to your own life and the world around us.

However, this task need not—and should not—be solitary. Bring up these ideas at the dinner
table with family or over a beer or coffee with friends. Ask coworkers what they think during
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downtime at work. Immerse yourself in a classroom discussion. After all, the history and cur-
rent developments of philosophical ethics are best seen as an ongoing conversation about
how to live. Conversation is one of the primary ways through which ideas are understood, our
own personal views are formed and solidified, and our distinctive human capacity to question
and enquire is put into practice.

Our Procedure

The following is an outline of the rest of the book.

Chapter 2: Skepticism About Ethics

When we make claims about how one should live, what kinds of actions are right or wrong,
what kinds of outcomes are good or bad, or what it means to be a good person, are these the
kinds of claims that can be true or false? Are moral values real? Do they represent facts about
the world or our lives, or are they something else, like expressions of feeling or attitude? Are
values objective, in the sense that certain things are right or good independent of culture, his-
tory, or individual preference? Or are they relative to such factors, such that something might
be right for one culture but wrong for another? Is a moral life truly the best way for anyone to
live, or can we imagine cases in which we would be better off ignoring such standards?

Such questions confront us with possible reasons to be skeptical of the assumption people
generally make about morality; that is, to doubt whether there are such things as reality, truth,
or objectivity when it comes to answering ethical questions. We will also consider responses
to such skeptical doubts, which will then open up the possibility that the theories and posi-
tions we will consider in subsequent chapters might be capable of rational justification.

Chapters 3-5: Normative Ethics

The next three chapters focus on the three most familiar and influential accounts of how
to reason about moral questions and what justifies answers to them. The chapters give an
account of the norms that should inform our thinking and choices; hence, they are called nor-
mative ethical theories. We will proceed backward from the most recent and perhaps most
familiar theory to the most ancient. By proceeding this way, we can examine any weaknesses
in the older theories that the newer ones have overcome, or conversely, whether there are
important strengths in the older approaches that the newer ones have lost sight of.

Chapter 3: Utilitarianism: Making the World a Better Place

In this chapter, we will examine the first of the three major ethical theories: utilitarianism.
Utilitarianism is an approach to moral questions that distinguishes morally right or wrong
actions in terms of their consequences. In particular, utilitarianism holds that moral actions
are those that lead to the greatest amount of happiness and least amount of suffering for all
those affected. We will spend some time reading and thinking about the defense of this prin-
ciple by the 18th-century British philosopher John Stuart Mill.

15
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Chapter 4: Deontology: Doing One’s Duty

This chapter looks at the second major ethical theory: deontology. This theory argues that we
have certain moral duties that we must respect regardless of our situation, who we are, or
the consequences of doing so. These duties might be central to a culture or religious tradition,
taken to derive from human nature or the nature of the world itself, or regarded as integral
to what it means to make free, rational choices. This last idea is what we will spend the most
time examining by looking carefully at the ideas of the 18th-century German philosopher
Immanuel Kant.

Chapter 5: Virtue Ethics: Being a Good Person

The third major ethical theory that we will examine is virtue ethics. This view holds that the
primary ethical concern has to do with the sorts of people we ought to be and the character
traits (or virtues) needed to be good people. This ancient view has taken many forms, the most
influential of which was inspired by the Ancient Greek philosopher Aristotle, who gave us an
account of what it means to flourish and the kind of character necessary for flourishing.

Chapters 6-10: Ethical Issues

While we will examine concrete examples from time to time as we attempt to understand
and evaluate the normative theories, the last section of the book will examine some of the
most important and challenging ethical issues in our contemporary lives. Chapters 6-9 dis-
cuss some of the most hotly contested debates in detail, while Chapter 10 provides a brief
introduction to many other moral issues, along with a bibliography of readings that explore
them in depth.

Chapter 6: Abortion

Ever since Roe v. Wade legalized elective abortion in 1973, few issues have been as consis-
tently divisive or incendiary. A consequence is that the reasoned arguments for different posi-
tions often get lost in the sea of passionate rhetoric. This chapter will attempt to present and
examine those arguments in such a way that readers will be able to respect and appreciate
differing views, even while maintaining belief in the overriding strength of their own position.

Chapter 7: Assisted Dying

Unlike abortion, on which public opinion has tended to remain evenly divided, the past decade
has witnessed rapid changes in law as well as public opinion on euthanasia and assisted sui-
cide, which are both ways in which medical practice assists with the process of dying, along
with palliative care. Is this trend positive or negative? Should physicians and other medical
personnel directly end the lives of patients or assist patients who choose to end their own
lives? Or should their practice be limited to the activity of healing and providing relief from
pain without crossing over into the provision of life-ending treatments? These questions raise
deeper issues such as the meaning of medicine, human dignity and autonomy, and the signifi-
cance of pain and suffering that impact many other issues beyond assisted dying.
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Chapter 8: Biotechnology

Many of the most challenging contemporary ethical issues we face have emerged as a result
of the rapid growth in our capacity to control and manipulate the biological world, including
but not limited to the human body. Are there limits to the ways that biotechnology should
be used to treat diseases and enhance human lives? For instance, should we clone human
beings? Should we modify the human genetic code in ways that make us smarter or less prone
to disease? Should parents be able to choose certain characteristics of their children such as
sex or eye color? Is it morally permissible to experiment on humans and/or other animals?
We will consider how ethicists have defended various positions on these kinds of questions,
which can serve as a model for how one might approach the many other issues that continu-
ally arise.

Chapter 9: Animals and Eating

Ethics isn’t simply concerned with major hot-button issues like abortion and assisted dying.
It also concerns the kinds of choices we make every day, such as our eating choices. This is
especially so when it comes to eating meat and other animal products. Do humans have ethi-
cal responsibilities toward animals, and are those responsibilities respected or violated by
the ways animals are raised and slaughtered for food? How do these responsibilities extend
toward us as consumers of animal products? We will consider arguments for a range of posi-
tions having to do with the raising and treatment of animals and our ethical responsibilities
as consumers, views that are often at odds with one another on the specific details but agree
that these are matters of profound ethical importance.

Chapter 10: Other Issues in Applied Ethics

The discussions in Chapters 6-9 demonstrate the process of considering arguments on mul-
tiple sides of ethical topics, representing them as faithfully as possible, and evaluating their
strengths and weaknesses, all of which are essential parts of forming a reasoned position on
the questions at issue. This chapter will present brief introductions to a range of other broad
ethical topics, followed by a bibliography with readings that represent a diversity of positions
when possible. This will give you the chance to examine the arguments for yourself. Topics
include our ethical responsibilities toward the environment; the ethics of war, torture, and
terrorism; capital punishment; same-sex marriage; and global poverty.

Going Deeper

Did something in this chapter catch your interest? Want to get a little more in depth with
some of the theory, or learn about how it can be applied? Check out these features at the end
of the chapter.

Ethics Versus Morality

Socrates and the Philosophical Life
Ethics and Religion

Dialectic Scenarios

“Who Am I to Say?”: Neutral Versus Undecided
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Conclusion & Summary

As we have seen, moral philosophy is a reflective and systematic attempt to provide justi-
fied answers to questions concerning the choices we ought to make, the ends that are worth
pursuing, how we ought to treat each other, what kinds of people we ought to be, and many
other issues that fall under the general question of how one should live. These questions have
been pursued by people at every level of society since time immemorial, which suggests that
the pursuit of answers to these questions is a fundamental characteristic of human life itself.

Addressing ethical questions philosophically involves considering abstract principles, rules,
and values, as well as concrete cases, in an attempt to find reflective equilibrium—a process
called dialectic. Moral theories like utilitarianism, deontology, and virtue ethics articulate
and defend accounts of the abstract principles, rules, and values and invite us to evaluate
those accounts by considering their implications for our own lives and our relation to the
world around us.

According to Socrates and many others inspired by his example, philosophical ethics—and
philosophy in general—is more than just an academic or intellectual exercise; more than a
set of abstract theories, facts, or definitions; more than a method of solving problems; and
certainly more than a skill that allows one to win arguments. Rather; in its most fundamental
sense, it is a way of life open to all people (Hadot, 1995). What is this way of life?

e Itis a way of life in which we refuse to simply take for granted what we think we
know.

e Itis a way of life in which we refuse to be content with the way things seem or feel.

e Itis a way of life in which we refuse to unreflectively follow the crowds, do what
others do, or do what we have always done.

e Itis a way of life that prizes honesty, authenticity, and above all, truth.

In short, Socrates considered philosophy to be a kind of life that embodies exactly what the
word philosophy means: the “love of wisdom.” A life that loves and pursues wisdom, truth,
and authenticity can be tedious, uncomfortable, and distressing, but it also provides us with
a depth, richness, and freedom that cannot otherwise be obtained. This text invites you into
that kind of life.

Key Terms
applied ethics The area of ethics that dialectic A process of reasoning that
focuses on concrete moral problems. involves moving back and forth between

abstract and concrete judgments.
consequentialist ethics Ethical systems
that maintain that the moral value of actions metaethics The area of ethics focused on
or policies depends on their consequences. the underlying status of ethical concepts,

such as whether values are real, whether
deontological ethics Ethical systems that moral beliefs can be true or false, and
maintain that the moral value of actions whether moral standards are universal or
depends on some feature of the action itself.  relative.
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moral duties Obligations that one must practical reasoning Reasoning about

respect regardless of the situation, one’s what to do. This is contrasted with moral

identity, or the consequences. reasoning, which is concerned with the way
things are.

moral skepticism Doubts about whether

the values, principles, and standards nor- reflective equilibrium A state of balance

mally associated with morality represent between the general principles we affirm

objective truths. and the particular, concrete judgments we
make.

normative ethics The area of ethics

focused on the kinds of actions that are virtue ethics Ethical systems that focus
right and wrong, the rules and principles we  on identifying and describing the kinds of
ought to follow, the virtues we ought to culti- character traits or virtues that are integral to
vate, and the character of a good human life.  living a good human life.
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trained philosophers do their best to respond to them. To date, it has answered thousands of questions
on dozens of topics.

Ethics Matters (http://ethicsmatterstvseries.com/). An Australian youth-oriented television show that has
12-minute episodes (available online) on some aspect of ethical theory or a contemporary moral or
political problem.

Hi-Phi Nation (https://hiphination.org/). A podcast about philosophy that “turns stories into ideas.”

Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy (http://www.iep.utm.edu/). An excellent scholarly resource for introductions
to many philosophical topics.

Open Culture (http://www.openculture.com/philosophy_free_courses). Links to free philosophy courses that
you can watch or listen to.

Philosophical Installations (https://philinstall.uoregon.edu/). A comprehensive collection of videos on all sorts
of philosophical topics.
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phers on a variety of topics.

Philosophy Talk (https://www.philosophytalk.org/). A radio program, listenable online, featuring philosophers
Ken Taylor and John Perry discussing a wide range of topics with various guests.

PhilPapers (https://philpapers.org/). A massive database of philosophical articles and books. While its size can
be daunting, many topics provide brief overviews of the literature, including suggestions for starting
points.

Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (https://plato.stanford.edu/). Scholarly yet accessible articles on almost
every major philosophical topic and figure, written and peer reviewed by experts in the fields. The best
philosophical resource available online.

The Stone (https://www.nytimes.com/column/the-stone). A regular blog on the New York Times website that
features contemporary philosophers writing on a wide variety of topics.

1000-Word Philosophy (https://1000wordphilosophy.wordpress.com/). Very short (5-10 minute) introductions
to various philosophical topics, including bibliographies. Useful as a starting point for deeper inquiries.

Wi-Phi (http://www.wi-phi.com/). Short, animated videos on a variety of philosophical topics.
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Plato’s Myth of the Cave

514

515

Next, I said, compare the effect of education and of the lack of it on our nature to an
experience like this: Imagine human beings living in an underground, cavelike dwell-
ing, with an entrance a long way up, which is both open to the light and as wide as the
cave itself. They’ve been there since childhood, fixed in the same place, with their necks
and legs fettered, able to see only in front of them, because their bonds prevent them
from turning their heads around. Light is provided by a fire

burning far above and behind them. Also behind them, but on higher ground, there is a
path stretching between them and the fire. Imagine that along this path a low wall has
been built, like the screen in front of puppeteers above which they show their puppets.
I'm imagining it. Then also imagine that there are people along the wall, carrying all
kinds of artifacts that project above it—statues of people and

other animals, made out of stone, wood, and every material. And, as you'd expect,
some of the carriers are talking, and some are silent.

It's a strange image you're describing, and strange prisoners.

They’re like us. Do you suppose, first of all, that these prisoners see anything of them-
selves and one another besides the shadows that the fire casts on the wall in front of
them?

How could they, if they have to keep their heads motionless through-out life?

What about the things being carried along the wall? Isn’t the same true of them?

Of course.

And if they could talk to one another, don’t you think they’d suppose that the names
they used applied to the things they see passing before them?

They’d have to.
And what if their prison also had an echo from the wall facing them? Don’t you think
they’d believe that the shadows passing in front of them were talking whenever one of

the carriers passing along the wall was doing so?

[ certainly do.
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Then the prisoners would in every way believe that the truth is nothing other than the
shadows of those artifacts.

They must surely believe that.

Consider, then, what being released from their bonds and cured of their ignorance
would naturally be like, if something like this came to pass. When one of them was
freed and suddenly compelled to stand up, turn his head, walk, and look up toward the
light, he’d be pained and dazzled and unable to see the things whose shadows he’d seen
before. What do you think he’d say, if we told him that what he’'d seen

before was inconsequential, but that now—because he is a bit closer to the things that
are and is turned towards things that are more—he sees more correctly? Or, to put
it another way, if we pointed to each of the things passing by, asked him what each
of them is, and compelled him to answer, don’t you think he’d be at a loss and that
he’d believe that the things he saw earlier were truer than the ones he was now being
shown?

Much truer.

And if someone compelled him to look at the light itself, wouldn’t his eyes hurt, and

wouldn’t he turn around and flee towards the things he’s able to see, believing that
they’re really clearer than the ones he’s being shown?

He would.
And if someone dragged him away from there by force, up the rough, steep path, and
didn’t let him go until he had dragged him into the sunlight, wouldn’t he be pained and

irritated at being treated that way? And when he came into the light,

with the sun filling his eyes, wouldn’t he be unable to see a single one of the things now
said to be true?

He would be unable to see them, at least at first.
[ suppose, then, that he’d need time to get adjusted before he could see things in the
world above. At first, he’d see shadows most easily, then images of men and other

things in water, then the things themselves. Of these, he’d be able to study

the things in the sky and the sky itself more easily at night, looking at the light of the
stars and the moon, than during the day, looking at the sun and the light of the sun.

Of course.

21



Primary Source

Finally, I suppose, he’d be able to see the sun, not images of it in water or some alien
place, but the sun itself, in its own place, and be able to study it.

Necessarily so.
And at this point he would infer and conclude that the sun provides the seasons and

C the years, governs everything in the visible world, and is in some way the cause of all
the things that he used to see. It’s clear that would be his next step. What about when
he reminds himself of his first dwelling place, his fellow prisoners, and what passed for
wisdom there? Don’t you think that he’d count himself happy for the change and pity
the others? Certainly. And if there had been any honors, praises, or prizes among them
for the one who was sharpest at identifying the shadows as they passed by and who
best remembered which usually came earlier, which later, and

d which simultaneously, and who could thus best divine the future, do you think that
our man would desire these rewards or envy those among the prisoners who were
honored and held power? Instead, wouldn't he feel, with Homer, that he’d much prefer
to “work the earth as a serf to another, one without possessions,” and go through any
sufferings, rather than share their opinions and live as they do?

e [ suppose he would rather suffer anything than live like that.

Consider this too. If this man went down into the cave again and sat down in his same
seat, wouldn’t his eyes—coming suddenly out of the sun like that—be filled with
darkness?

They certainly would.

And before his eyes had recovered—and the adjustment would not be quick—while
517 his vision was still dim, if he had to compete again with the perpetual prisoners in rec-

ognizing the shadows, wouldn’t he invite ridicule? Wouldn’t it be said of him that he’d

returned from his upward journey with his eyesight ruined and that it isn’t worthwhile

even to try to travel upward? And, as for anyone who tried to free them and lead them

upward, if they could somehow get their hands on him, wouldn’t they kill him?

They certainly would.

Source: “Myth of the Cave” from Plato, Republic, translated by G.M.A. Grube, revised by C.D.C. Reeve (Hackett Publishing Company, 1992).
Reprinted with permission from Hackett Publishing Company. All rights reserved.
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Going Deeper

Ethics Versus Morality

In this book, we will use the terms ethics and morality interchangeably, as if they mean the
same thing. This is for simplicity’s sake and reflects the fact that most of our ordinary uses of
the terms do not draw any significant distinctions. It is also because philosophers generally
do not agree on definitions for either of these terms, and there is not a way to distinguish
them that would be standard or uncontroversial. Nevertheless, if we were to survey in detail
the various ways that philosophers have used these terms throughout history, we would find
some notable distinctions. Such a survey cannot be undertaken here, but we can briefly indi-
cate some of the more prominent ways in which such a distinction has been drawn.

First, the terms have different historical origins. The term ethics derives from the Ancient
Greek word éthos, which originally meant something like “character” or “manner of life.”
Morality derives from a Latin word, mores, meaning “custom” or “habit,” which is similar to
what the Greeks meant by éthos but not quite identical. Moreover, the Christian and Jewish
traditions had a strong influence on the Latin language during the Middle Ages, and since
these traditions placed a greater emphasis on notions of law and duty than the Greeks did, the
term morality came to have a much stronger legalistic sense than the original notion of éthos
(Williams, 1985).

We thus find philosophers distinguishing between the notions of ethics and morality by asso-
ciating morality with a set of rules, duties, or obligations, and ethics with a broader sense of
the good at which our lives aim. For instance, we might identify a moral system with God’s
commands, the natural order, the rights and duties we must respect as human beings, or
the best consequences. The duties and obligations are generally regarded as inescapable and
overriding. They are inescapable in the sense that I have these duties regardless of whether I
want to, and they override any other reason I might have for doing something (for instance,
if [ have a moral duty not to lie, then this reasoning will override any possible reason I might
have to lie).

On the other hand, ethics might be associated with the aims and virtues of a flourishing human
life, as it was for the Greeks. Or it may refer to the aims and values characteristically pursued
within a certain area of human life like business or medicine, or those associated with a par-
ticular religious or cultural tradition. Hence, we have terms like medical ethics, Jewish ethics,
or Greek ethics. While this may involve certain rules or obligations, it will generally be much
broader, encompassing understandings of meaning, virtue, value, and good behavior that are
often richer but also less clear and determinate than rules or obligations.

In short, one way to draw such a distinction is to associate morality with what one should do
and ethics with how one should be.

Again, however, neither this nor any other way of distinguishing the terms is definitive or
absolutely correct, when considering all of the ways that philosophers have used them.
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Socrates and the Philosophical Life

When we study ethics formally or simply engage in ethical reflection, we examine our ideas
about right, wrong, good, and bad—the kinds of ideas that lie behind our judgments that
some answers to Socrates’s question might be better than others. Examining these questions
leads us even deeper into questions about who or what we are as human beings; how we
ought to understand the world within which we act; whether there is a God, and what, if any-
thing, this God might have to do with us; whether and how we can have knowledge of any of
these things; what good reasoning involves; and other deep questions concerning human life,
meaning, and truth. In short, pursuing ethical questions involves many other areas of philo-
sophical inquiry, such as the philosophy of mind, the philosophy of religion, and logic.

Naturally, we cannot pursue any of these other topics in detail, but they will surface from time
to time. When they do, and indeed throughout the journey of this text, there will undoubtedly
be parts that are confusing, tedious, and just flat-out unintelligible, not to mention parts that
will be maddening, give offense, or seem plain stupid. Not only can philosophy be difficult, it
can challenge and unsettle us by exposing weaknesses in our convictions. For these reasons,
philosophy has often been regarded with indifference, contempt, and even hostility—at besta
pastime that may be interesting for some people but certainly not for everyone, and at worst
a source of potential confusion and corruption that distracts from more important practical
affairs.

These attitudes toward philosophy are far from new, and to see this, let’s revisit Socrates for a
moment. He sought to engage the people of Athens, his home city, in philosophical argument
and urged them toward ethical reflection. The Athenians found Socrates such a nuisance that
they put him on trial on exaggerated charges and ultimately sentenced him to death. In his
defense during his trial, recorded by his greatest student, Plato (1997a), in a text called the
Apology (which meant “defense” rather than “I'm sorry”), Socrates offers a vision of what
philosophy is, why it matters, and why it is so easy to be dismissive or antagonistic toward it.

For Socrates, philosophy (and philosophical ethics) is not a set of abstract theories, facts, or
definitions; it is not a method of solving problems; and it is not simply a skill that allows one
to win arguments. Rather, for Socrates, philosophy is at its heart a way of life (Hadot, 1995).
What is this way of life?

e [tis a way of life in which we refuse to simply take for granted what we think we
know.

e Itis a way of life in which we refuse to be content with the way things seem or feel.

e Itisa way of life in which we refuse to unreflectively follow the crowds, do what oth-
ers do, or do what we have always done.

e Itis a way of life that prizes honesty, authenticity, and above all, truth.

In short, Socrates considered philosophy to be a kind of life that embodies exactly what the
word philosophy means: the “love of wisdom,” as opposed to the mere love of winning an
argument, the love of making simple things complicated or complicated things simple, or the
love of that which feels familiar and safe.
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A life that loves and pursues wisdom, truth, and authenticity can be tedious, uncomfortable,
and distressing, especially when it leads us to question what we thought we knew, what
makes the most sense to us, or the things we enjoy and with which we are comfortable. It can
alienate us from other people, from our culture and society, and even, in a sense, from our
own selves. However, many of us know that when we love something, we are willing to endure
almost any measure of tedium, discomfort, and distress for the sake of that which we love.

Such was the case with Socrates: The love of wisdom and truth was far more important to him
than any level of ease or comfort and even his own life. This kind of commitment is reflected
in the lives of those of any culture or class, ancient or modern, great or small, who stand for
what is ethically good and right, even when doing so is unpopular or involves great sacrifice.
And it is a commitment any one of us today can embrace, no matter who we are.

In a book called the Republic (Plato, 1997c), Socrates’s student Plato (ca. 429-347 BCE) pre-
sents a dialogue that features Socrates as the main character. Socrates describes this process
of taking up a philosophical life with a myth. In this myth, he describes the unreflective life—a
life that is easiest and most comfortable—in terms of living in a cave wherein we only under-
stand bits and pieces of the way things are but often can’t or don’t want to probe beyond that
and seek “truth,” represented by the sun. Take a few moments to read this myth or watch an
animated rendition of it, narrated by Orson Welles (search “Plato’s Cave” on YouTube).

See the Primary Source section of the chapter for the text of The Myth of the Cave

When we think about the “life inside the cave” and its real-life counterpart—the life that
rests content with the way things seem or feel to us or with what we have always taken for
granted—that life is often easier and more comfortable. However, many of us have experi-
enced being challenged and pulled toward new ways of believing and acting, particularly on
ethical matters. Think for a moment of an example from your own life in which your ethical
beliefs have changed or in which you have come to question the choices you are accustomed
to making. Perhaps this was based on some new information or an experience you had that
challenged you to reconsider your decisions. When we “emerge from the darkness to light”
and begin to question things, it can be difficult, disorienting, and even painful. It can be tempt-
ing to return to the cave and live the way that seems most comfortable, rather than continue
on the journey in pursuit of the light of truth of how one should live.

But as anyone whose life has changed can attest, as we adjust to that light, we find that our
own lives, the lives of others, and the world itself take on new meanings. Sometimes these
new meanings are clear, and we know exactly why our beliefs or choices have changed; but
often they are quite subtle and hardly noticeable, at least for a while. Either way, when our
beliefs and choices change, it is frequently the case that we can no longer be content with the
way things were before, and the “comfort” certain beliefs or ways of life once had are no lon-
ger so comfortable. In this way Plato’s image of the cave represents both the promise and the
peril that come when we reflect on ourselves, our ways of life, and the many related questions
that will inevitably come up.
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Ethics and Religion

Religion, in some form or another, has been around as long, if not longer, than people have
been discussing ethical questions from a philosophical perspective. Therefore, religion has
played a major role in shaping the ethical norms and values of all cultures. Many readers
likely have religious commitments, some quite strong and deep. When confronted with ethi-
cal questions, people with such commitments often express one or more of the following
kinds of ideas:

e “One’s life should be lived according to God’s will.”
o “All of the answers to moral questions can be found in the Bible.”
e “Because I am a Christian, I believe thus-and-such is wrong.”

The philosophical study of ethics is not necessarily meant to contradict any of those beliefs. In
fact, many of the great moral philosophers have also been devoutly religious people, rejecting
the idea that there was any contradiction between religious commitment and philosophical
investigation, and instead maintaining that philosophy can supplement, expand, and deepen
religious views.

Consider that while religious texts like the Bible offer a great deal of moral guidance, ancient
scriptures alone cannot answer all of the moral questions we face today. The Bible was writ-
ten 2,000 years ago (and most of it is quite a bit older than that), long before modern technol-
ogy, contemporary forms of government, cutting-edge scientific discoveries, and so forth. So
while it might offer important guidelines for how to live life, it does not directly address many
of the specific issues we face today.

For instance, the Bible does not mention abortion, euthanasia, factory farming, nuclear war-
fare, or genetic engineering. In fact, the Bible at times supports slavery, polygamy, killing those
caught in adultery, slaughtering women and children in times of war, and other things most of
us do not consider morally just. Few people today even attempt to follow all of the commands
of the Bible, especially those contained in the laws of the Hebrew Bible (what Christians call
the Old Testament). Think of the dietary restrictions (no pork, shellfish, etc.), for example.
Similar remarks could be made about the limitations of other religious scriptures when it
comes to providing moral guidance.

Again, this is not to suggest that a religious text like the Bible is not God’s word or that it
contains errors. Rather; it is to emphasize that everyone, even the most devout believer, looks
beyond religious texts when considering ethical questions and uses reason to evaluate ethical
questions. This book will explore how to do that.

As a final point, there are reasons to suppose that the religious scriptures and traditions
themselves support philosophical study of this sort. For example, here are a few things to

consider from the Christian Bible:

The philosophical study of ethics involves the use of reason, critical thinking, and logic to
examine ethical questions. Jesus himself (whom scripture calls the “Logos” in John 1:1, which
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is the root of the word logic) often used reasoning and logic to show why the Pharisees were
wrong about certain matters, why it was important to be righteous and to love God, and so on.
The Apostle Paul, whose letters make up many of the books of the New Testament, constantly
used philosophical reasoning, and the book of Acts talks of his dialogues with philosophers
(see especially Acts 17). The Apostle Peter said at one point, “Always be prepared to give an
answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have” (1 Peter 3:15).

Moreover, many religious philosophers have maintained that reason is a gift that God has
given us. Those who believe that God created humans “in the image and likeness of God” (Gen-
esis 1:27) often take this to mean that God gave humans an ability to reason so that we can
have knowledge of God and God’s will, something other creatures cannot enjoy. Specifically,
religious philosophers have argued the following:

¢ God created the world and everything in it, which means that it has a rational order
to it that can be grasped (at least in part) by a rational mind.

¢ (God gave humans a rational mind so that they can come to know and appreciate the
world and thereby know and appreciate God’s handiwork.

¢ God gave humans the responsibility not just to love each other and love God but to
use God’s gift of reason to come to a deeper understanding of what such love consists
of.

¢ God is supremely good, and the rational inquiry into the good is thus part of under-
standing God, God’s will, and God’s purposes. Accordingly, the use of ethical reason
to gain insight into what is good can be regarded as an important part of coming to
understand God’s purposes and will, rather than conflicting with that aim.

Finally, there is no denying that it can be risky to use logic and reason to examine our beliefs,
be they religious or moral; we may end up feeling compelled to change them or give them up.
But if you are coming from a religious perspective, you likely believe that God wants people
to know and love him “with all their mind” (Matthew 22:37; Mark 12:30; Luke 10:27). Do you
think that God would want us to know him with all of our mind and yet not want us to use the
capacity for reason that he has given us?

If you are religious, consider this study as a chance to develop and apply your God-given

capacity for rational thought, specifically in working out the reasons and arguments for those
ethical views that you might, from another angle, think of as God’s will for humanity today.

Dialectic Scenarios

Please see your eBook for video versions of these scenarios.

Carly and Allison

Carly and her sister Allison are having coffee, when Carly confesses that she recently had a
one-night-stand with an old boyfriend. She also reveals that her husband, Grady, had asked if
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anything had happened that night, and she lied and said no. Allison thinks that Carly should
tell him the truth.

Carly: I don’t see why I have to tell Grady. It was just one night; it’s not like it’s an ongoing
thing.

Allison: But you cheated on him, then you lied to him.

Carly: Hey, you know what? [ needed that. It was fun, it felt great, and sometimes I just have to
do something for myself. There’s nothing wrong with enjoying yourself, right?

Allison: But don’t you care about your marriage? About Grady?

Carly: Of course I do, and that’s a big reason why I'm not going to tell him anything. [ guess I
should have said that there’s nothing wrong with enjoying yourself when it doesn’t hurt any-
one else. Grady can’t be hurt by what he doesn’t know, and if I tell him, it’s only going to cause
him unnecessary pain. Besides, our relationship has been a bit rocky lately, and if he knew
about this it would only make things worse. So I was able to have some fun without hurting
anyone else. What’s wrong with that?

Allison: What's wrong is that you lied.
Carly: So?

Allison: Well, how would you feel if he lied to you? Or if I lied to you? When you ask my opinion
on something like a new haircut, you always say that you want the truth, even if it hurts.

Carly: That's a good point. Still, though, if you lied to me and I didn’t know about it, [ wouldn’t
be hurt by that, right? And if nothing bad came out of that lie, like me being embarrassed by a
bad haircut, then I guess it wouldn’t be all that bad.

Allison: What if he finds out? Or what if you got pregnant or caught an STD?

Carly: Trust me, that won’t happen. I'm on the pill and we used protection. The only people
who know about this are you, me, and my ex, and he swore he wouldn’t tell anyone ‘cause he’s
got a wife and kids. And you won'’t say anything, right?

Allison: No, I won’t say anything, though I still think you should. Let’s suppose he never finds
out unless you tell him. Even if you haven’t hurt him by lying, it seems to me that you've
wronged him.

Carly: How do you mean?

Allison: Well, we can do wrong to someone even if they don’t suffer from it. You're acting as if
he doesn’t deserve to be told the truth. But everyone deserves the truth.

28



Going Deeper

Carly: That's another good point. Our parents did raise us to believe that. But do you remem-
ber the time that Aunt Gertrude showed up to Ricki’s wedding with that new dress, and you
leaned over to me and told me how awful you thought it looked? Are you saying you should
have just gone up to her and told her that? That just seems cruel.

Allison: That’s different, since that’s just my opinion, and she didn’t ask for it. If someone asks
you a direct question, then it's always wrong to lie.

Carly: So what if she had asked you what you think? Would you have told her the truth about
her dress?

Allison: Hmm . .. I'm not sure that [ would; actually, I think I probably wouldn’t. Maybe that
makes me dishonest; I don't know. Maybe I could answer in a roundabout way that avoids
lying but also avoids the truth. It does seem like the cruelty of telling her the truth would
somehow override the need for honesty.

Carly: That’s exactly my point! I feel that telling Grady the truth about my fling would be cruel
in the same way that you telling Aunt Gertrude what you really think about her dress would
be cruel.

Allison: I see your point. But it's different when we’re talking about an aunt we hardly ever see
versus your relationship with your husband. Marriages are built on a foundation of trust and
faithfulness. Lying to Grady seems to go totally against what your relationship is all about in a

way that lying to Aunt Gertrude doesn'’t.

Carly: Now I think [ see your point. Though I'm still not sure if something is wrong if it makes
me happy and doesn’t hurt anyone else.

Allison: And I'm not sure if lying is always wrong, or if it depends on the circumstance. It still
feels as if we can wrong someone even if it doesn’t cause them pain, especially when it goes
against our commitments to a person.

Carly: Well, at least this conversation has given me a lot to think about.

Allison: Me too.

Emily and Jeff

It's Comic-Con in San Diego. Emily and Jeff, aficionados of all things fantasy and sci-fi, are
drinking a beer after a delightful day meeting the actors from the Star Wars movies.

Emily: You know, as much as I love Star Wars, the Jedi mind trick has always bothered me.

Jeff: Blasphemy! Explain yourself.
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Emily: Well, the Jedi have this ability to use the Force to make weak-minded people do what
they want.

Jeff: Right.

Emily: Obi-Wan Kenobi used it to convince a Stormtrooper that R2-D2 and C-3PO weren’t
the droids he was looking for. Luke Skywalker used it to convince Jabba the Hutt's man Bib
Fortuna to let him speak with Jabba, but when he tried to use it to convince Jabba to release
Han Solo and Chewbacca from captivity, it didn’t work. And Qui-Gon Jinn wasn’t able to con-
vince Watto, that flying giant insect thing, to sell Anakin to him, but he was able to convince
some guy to stop selling “death sticks,” which I guess were supposed to be space-cigarettes
or something.

Jeff: Yeah, the Jedi mind trick probably saved the galaxy from the evil Empire, got Han and
Chewie rescued, and set that space-cigarette dealer on the right path. Is your problem the fact
that it has limited effectiveness, since it doesn’t work on the strong-minded?

Emily: No! You're missing the point. There’'s something that bothers me about the idea that
someone can just go and manipulate another person, and that’s supposed to be okay.

Jeff: But these are Jedi. They only use their powers for good.

Emily: That shouldn’t matter. Just because the Stormtrooper, Bib Fortuna, and the cigarette
dealer were mentally weaker than Jabba and Watto doesn’t mean it was okay for them to be
manipulated.

Jeff: That misses my point. It was good that the Jedi were able to use it on the weaker people,
and it would have been even better if they had been able to use it on Jabba and Watto as well.
[ still don’t understand the problem here.

Emily: My worry is, what if using that power is wrong in the first place? If it is, then the fact
that they could use it against the weak-minded doesn’t make it okay; in fact, it makes it worse,
since it means that those people were being exploited due to their weakness.

Jeff: Whoa, wait a second. Are you saying the Jedi are evil?

Emily: That's a bit too strong. [ know they had good intentions. What [ question is whether
the methods they used were right. Someone can have good intentions but use bad methods to
achieve them. That doesn’t make them evil, but it also doesn’t make what they do right.

Jeff: But think about what I said before. If Obi-Wan hadn’t used that trick to escape the Storm-
trooper, the droids would have been captured, Obi-Wan and Luke would probably have been
killed, and they would have never been able to defeat the Empire. If Luke hadn’t used it on Bib
Fortuna, he might not have been able to rescue Han, Chewie, and Leia. It's worth being able to
influence people if the outcome is good enough.
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Emily: But this isn’t influencing people. It's more like brainwashing. When you’re trying to
influence someone, they still have a choice. Brainwashing forces people, or aliens or whatever,
to believe or act a certain way. It takes away their power of rational decision-making. It’s like
the Imperious Curse from Harry Potter, but in Harry Potter it's viewed on the same level as
murder and torture.

Jeff: I'm starting to see your point. But when someone is completely bent on doing bad things,
why shouldn’t we use every available means to stop them? I highly doubt that Obi-Wan would
have been able to just reason with the Stormtrooper to allow the droids through. Rational
persuasion only gets you so far. Sometimes, when the stakes are high, you have to use more
extreme methods.

Emily: Ahh, but isn’t that exactly how the Dark Side thinks?

Jeff: Excuse me??

Emily: You say that sometimes we should “use every available means” to achieve something,
even if that means using the Force to exercise power over people and take away their free-
dom. The Dark Side is all about power and control. It thinks that only by using the Force and

whatever else to manipulate and control people can order be achieved. See the connection?

Jeff: Okay, I think I see what you're saying. You are arguing that using power to manipulate and
control people is wrong.

Emily: Yes.

Jeff: The Empire uses the superior forces of weapons and intimidation to control the galaxy,
because they know that most people are too weak to withstand them.

Emily: Right. ..

Jeff: ... and this is no different than the Jedi using the Force to manipulate people’s minds,
especially when the targets are too weak to withstand them.

Emily: 'm not saying it’s no different. But there are some disturbing similarities, yes.

Jeff: ... and so using superior means to subdue an inferior enemy is always wrong.

Emily: Right. Wait, no. If that were the case, then it would be wrong for the U.S. to try to stop
terrorist groups, or in fact for a parent to punish a child! I'm not trying to say that if one per-
son thinks another person is doing something wrong they shouldn’t use superior means to
try to stop that person. I'm just saying there are lines that shouldn’t be crossed. Brainwashing

someone and completely taking away their freedom of choice seems like one of those lines.

Jeff: I get it. That kind of power is scary, and there’s something disconcerting about brain-
washing people for your own purposes. But I'm just not sure it’s never okay, especially when
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the stakes are so high. Like I said before, if Obi-Wan hadn’t used it to save those droids, the
whole galaxy would have been at risk. You think that respecting the freedom of that one
Stormtrooper is more important than the freedom of everyone else in the galaxy?

Emily: I just wonder how someone can stand up for the freedom of all while deliberately tak-
ing away someone else’s freedom. But it is also strange to think that respecting the freedom
of one enemy soldier is more important than saving the galaxy. But what about when Qui-Gon
Jinn used the mind trick on the cigarette dealer? That was just one guy living a lifestyle Qui-
Gon didn’t approve of.

Jeff: So? It was for his own good.

Emily: So if we think that someone isn’t living their life the right way it’s okay to manipulate
them into changing, even if we don’t know the person?

Jeff: Well when you put it that way, it does seem a bit authoritarian.
Emily: Well, then, maybe we can at least agree that some uses of the Jedi mind trick weren’t
right. It’s not right for powerful people to control people’s minds and choices in order to get

them to do what the powerful people want.

Jeff: But you agree that this principle isn’t necessarily watertight when the stakes are really
high.

Emily: Yes, but then the question is, when are the stakes high enough to justify bending this
principle?

Jeff: I don’t know; that’s a tough question. Maybe we should save that for another time.

Steve and Juan

Two U.S. Army soldiers, Steve and Juan, are stationed in Afghanistan. They are having a con-
versation over dinner one day.

Steve: So did you hear about what happened to Dan Quinn?

Juan: You mean that Green Beret who was disciplined for beating up that Afghan police com-
mander? Yeah, but he had it coming.

Steve: Who, Quinn?
Juan: No, the Afghan police commander. I heard he was keeping a local boy as a sex slave.

Steve: I know, but Quinn had orders to look the other way when he saw stuff like that. He
disobeyed his orders.
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Juan: I know we’re supposed to obey orders. Heck, if one of my guys disobeyed my orders he’d
be scrubbing the latrines with his own toothbrush. But this is different. We're talking about
the sexual abuse of a child. You can’t just let that slide.

Steve: But orders are orders. If the Army couldn’t depend on soldiers following orders, even if
they disagreed with them, it would be chaos. There’s no time on the battlefield for question-
ing - lives would be lost.

Juan: But this isn’t the battlefield. This is stuff that's happening on our bases and in the vil-
lages we control. And we know it’s happening, but we just turn a blind eye. Quinn was just
trying to do something about a situation that was utterly wrong, no matter how one tries to
spin it.

Steve: But as [ understand it, Afghan culture doesn’t see things the same way we do. | heard
that it's normal for men in positions of power to take young boys and girls as sex slaves. It’s
like a way of showing their dominance or something. People around here just accept it.

Juan: I'm not sure how normal it is at all; maybe that’s a stereotype. And it definitely doesn’t
seem like everyone accepts it: Apparently Quinn was getting a lot of complaints about this guy
from local leaders. But I don’t care if it’s the local custom or not. It’s just wrong, flat out. We
shouldn’t have to stand for this.

Steve: But who are we to judge? What'’s right or wrong for us isn’t the same for everyone else.
Juan: Then what are we fighting for?

Steve: We're fighting to keep Americans safe. These people want to destroy us, so we're
defending ourselves.

Juan: That’s true, but I thought we were also fighting for freedom and justice, that al-Qaeda,
the Taliban, and groups like them are enemies of humanity, and that we're standing up for all
people, not just Americans. That involves a lot of judging—we’re judging that the way they
oppress people and force others to adhere to their religious and cultural practices is wrong.

Steve: Fair enough. But where do we draw the line? Are we going to start demanding that they
dress the way we do, eat the way we do?

Juan: I admit [ don’t know where we should draw the line. But if anything crosses that line,
sexually abusing children does.

Steve: I agree that we're talking about something awful, and maybe it would be good to try to
put a stop to this practice if we can someday. But even though these child abusers are horrible
people doing awful things, we need them to defeat the enemy. And we can’t change their cus-
toms overnight. So if we're going to form alliances with the people of this area, we might have
to put up with some of their ways, even though they go against what we’re used to.
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Juan: Not just what we’re used to, but what we know to be right.

Steve: Fine. What we know to be right. But sometimes we just have to tolerate it if we’re going
to achieve peace and freedom.

Juan: Now it’s my turn to ask where we draw the line. You're saying that we have to put up
with people doing things that are horribly wrong in order to defeat those who are ... doing
things that are horribly wrong? What makes what the Taliban does worse than what these
pedophile police commanders do?

Steve: I'll have to think about that one. But I'm not sure it matters at the end of the day, because
like I said before, an order is an order, and Quinn violated his orders.

Juan: I suspect he felt that he had a duty to do what’s right that went beyond his duty to obey
orders.

Steve: Well, if that's the case [ suppose [ can admire him, even if [ don’t necessarily agree with
him. I'd hate to see an army in which soldiers can just disobey orders whenever they disagree
with them.

Juan: And I'm not sure [ want to see an army where a soldier gets in trouble for stopping a guy
from using a child as a sex slave.

Steve: Well, I guess no one said being in the Army would be easy.

“Who Am I to Say?”: Neutral Versus Undecided

Think about any of the most hotly contested issues of the past few decades, such as racial
justice, abortion, same-sex marriage, gender equality, animal rights, environmental responsi-
bility, and so on. The difficulty and complexity of these issues may leave individuals unsure of
their own position, and thus they might admit that they are undecided on the moral questions.
They might recognize that there are compelling arguments on multiple sides of a debate, but
they don’t yet feel confident about whether one position is stronger than others, all things
considered. There is nothing wrong with being undecided; in fact, often it can be a sign of
honesty, open-mindedness, and humility.

Sometimes it can be tempting to take a position of neutrality instead. This would be an attempt
to avoid taking a stand on the issues altogether. It's not simply remaining undecided or with-
holding judgment, because one can do so while maintaining that there are better and worse
positions to be sought. Rather, in taking a position of neutrality on a moral issue, one assumes
that one cannot or should not take a side. This attitude is often expressed by the phrase “Who
am [ to say?”

However, on many issues it is not clear that one can genuinely hold a position of neutrality,
for at least two reasons. One has to do with the way that arguments for and against certain
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positions are framed. Many are framed in such a way that certain practical demands follow
from theoretical commitments. In other words, they claim that if [ hold to certain beliefs, then
it follows that people ought to act in certain ways, that certain laws are just or unjust, and so
on. And if one denies these practical demands, then one must either be denying the theoreti-
cal beliefs that support them or denying that these beliefs entail the practical demands.

For example, some philosophers have argued that we have certain moral responsibilities
toward other animals (Regan, 1985) or toward the needy (Singer, 1972) that most people find
extremely demanding; yet according to their arguments, these responsibilities follow from
basic commitments that nearly everyone shares, such as the commitment that one should
never cause unnecessary harm or that one should prevent bad things from happening when
one can do so without a comparatively significant sacrifice. Accordingly, if someone were to
claim to be neutral on the question of whether eating meat is moral or whether we ought to
give to the needy, regarding those as mere personal choices that no one else can judge, one
would be implicitly rejecting the moral arguments of the philosophers who claim otherwise.
In other words, one must either reject these basic commitments or reject the argument that
these commitments mean that we must be vegetarians or that we must give away certain por-
tions of our income. To be supposedly neutral is, in fact, to deny that we must do these things,
which is not a stance of neutrality after all. Most (or perhaps all) moral arguments have a
similar form whereby taking a position of supposed neutrality is, in fact, to reject the claim
that we have certain obligations, and by rejecting this claim, the position is not neutral.

A second reason why neutrality might be dubious has to do with the fact that our lives are
always interconnected with others. We began this study by describing ethics as the endeavor
to answer the question “How should one live?” If our lives are interconnected, then it is never
enough to merely consider one’s own feelings, beliefs, or actions; one has to also consider how
those affect one’s friendships, family, community, fellow citizens, the human race, other ani-
mals, the environment, the Divine, and so on. A position of supposed neutrality may, in fact,
neglect obligations that one has to others in this wide spectrum.

Consider, for example, someone from the 1960s who took a position of neutrality or pas-
sivity on the issue of segregation. In his “Letter From Birmingham Jail,” Martin Luther King
Jr. scolded such people, especially religious leaders in the Birmingham area who remained
passive within “the most thoroughly segregated city in the United States” (King, 1963, para.
6). To be sure, many of them opposed segregation in principle and thus were not neutral in
a theoretical sense, but they were advocating a much more restrained response that avoided
conflict and social unrest. King’s letter (written from jail after he had been arrested for non-
violent protest) powerfully describes the conditions that Blacks in that city and around the
United States had to face on a daily basis. The inaction of the religious leaders in that commu-
nity, he argued, was the equivalent of allowing these atrocities to continue.

If someone were to have remarked, “Who am I to say whether Blacks should be given the
same rights as Whites?,” we can imagine King responding similarly to how he responded to
the religious leaders. By remaining neutral on such a significant question, a person would, in
fact, be an “archdefender of the status quo” (King, 1963, para. 32). Given that, in his words,
“we are caught in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied in a single garment of destiny”
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(King, 1963, para. 4), the decision to remain neutral on the matter is to have a role in allowing
the system to persist and thus to be complicit in its evils.

This does not mean that we must have an opinion or take a strong stand on every issue;
indeed, that would likely mean that one has not given sufficient thought to many of them.
But unlike a position of neutrality, implicit in a position of indecision is the willingness to
continue pursuing the answers to difficult ethical questions.

Read the full text of Martin Luther King Jr’s letter here: https://www.africa.upenn.edu
/Articles_Gen/Letter_Birmingham.html
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Learning Objectives

After reading this chapter, you should be able to:
o Explain what it means to be a moral skeptic.
e Explain the notion of moral relativism and how it differs from moral objectivity.
e Discuss challenges to relativism.
Explain the notion of egoism and how it differs from the notion that moral standards are unconditional.

Discuss Glaukon’s challenge from Plato’s Republic and identify the main claims made in the story.




Introduction to Skepticism Section 2.1

2.1 Introduction to Skepticism

In contemporary usage, skepticism means a doubt that a belief or claim is true. We often use
this word to refer to general doubts about all claims of a particular sort. For example, a reli-
gious skeptic might have doubts about claims pertaining to the existence of God, the possibil-
ity of knowing anything about God, and so on. A global warming skeptic might doubt claims
that human activity is the main cause of average global temperature rise, or a 9/11 “truther”
might be skeptical about claims that the terrorist attacks in New York City and Washington,
D.C., were exclusively the doings of al-Qaida (as opposed to being supported by the U.S. gov-
ernment). Likewise, many people regard the claims of politicians, salespersons, and media
personalities with doubt and suspicion.

Similarly, a moral skeptic—in the way we will be using this term here—will doubt common
beliefs about morality itself. It is important to note that we are not referring to people who
doubt specific moral claims, such as the claim that eating animals is wrong or that abortion is
morally justified. Nor are we referring to those who doubt the truth of certain general moral
theories or principles, such as utilitarianism or deontology. If we recall the discussion of the
landscape of moral philosophy from Chapter 1, claims about concrete moral problems like
eating animals or abortion fall under applied ethics, while claims about the general rules,
principles, and values that should inform our judgments and choices fall under normative
ethics. The kind of skepticism we are discussing in this chapter involves the more basic kinds
of claims that fall under the scope of metaethics.

Specifically, we will consider the reasons one might hold doubts about two commonly assumed
features of morality itself:

1. Moral standards are objective.
2. Moral standards are unconditional.

The forms of moral skepticism we will consider in this chapter raise doubts about those two
features.

1. Relativism doubts whether moral standards are objective, instead maintaining that
they are only true or false relative to a culture or individual.

2. Egoism doubts whether moral standards are unconditional, instead maintaining that
they are only good if they serve an individual’s self-interest, which in turn implies
that it may be better for individuals to act contrary to moral standards if they can.

We will focus a section of this chapter on each of these. First, however, it is important to note
three features common to each form of skepticism.

First, skepticism is not mere doubting or contradicting. One can doubt a claim without hav-
ing any basis for doing so, and one can contradict any claim by merely saying the opposite of
what another person says. Neither of these are worth taking seriously by themselves, because
there is no good reason for those doubts or contradictions.

The kinds of moral skepticism we will examine aim to provide such reasons. Indeed, the

word skepticism itself comes from the Greek word skeptesthai, meaning “to examine” or “to
consider” Since the skeptic uses reason to undermine certain assumptions about morality,
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we have every right to test the strength of his or her reasons. Perhaps doing so will lead us
to question whether the reasons to doubt morality are good reasons (we might even become
skeptical of the skeptics, so to speak). In other words, being skeptical about morality does not
mean that one has abandoned the use of reason in thinking about what morality is, why it
matters, and related issues. We should therefore approach skeptical views with as much criti-
cal thought as a skeptic approaches the views he or she calls into question.

Second, the general features of morality that skeptics question—such as its objectivity and
unconditionality—are ones that most moral systems take for granted. Accordingly, skeptics
of morality generally provide an alternative explanation for why most people take these fea-
tures for granted. A skeptic will have to explain why certain assumptions about morality have
such a grip on us, despite the fact that we are deeply misguided (as they would claim). In
addition, just as we can test the strength of the skeptic’s reasons for doubt, we can test the
strength of his or her alternative explanation.

Third, we mentioned previously that the kind of skepticism we consider in this chapter is not
primarily concerned with applied ethical issues like abortion or eating animals; nor does it
focus on the general principles, rules, and values with which normative ethics is primarily
concerned. Rather, it questions metaethical ideas like moral objectivity or unconditionality.
However, questioning these ideas can have significant implications with respect to norma-
tive and applied ethics.

The relation between metaethics, normative ethics, and applied ethics is comparable to the
way we might think of a house. The strength of the roof depends on the strength of the house’s
framework—the walls, support beams, and so on. But the framework needs a strong founda-
tion if it is to support the roof. If the foundation has serious problems (e.g., the concrete has
major cracks, the ground is giving way), then the support system will be unstable. If the sup-
port system is unstable, then the roof is weak and liable to give way. We can think of concrete
moral judgments as the “roof,” normative theories as the “framework,” and metaethics as the
“foundation.” Moral skepticism questions the strength of the foundation, and, by implication,
the strength of the framework and roof.

As we examine the different forms of skepticism, we should ask ourselves if the skeptic has
provided good reasons to be skeptical of our common beliefs and assumptions about ethics.
Has he or she provided a satisfactory alternative explanation for why we have these common
beliefs and assumptions that adequately accounts for the role that ethics plays in our indi-
vidual lives? And what would be the broader implications of accepting his or her skeptical
claims about ethics?

With these thoughts in mind, we will examine skepticism about moral objectivity.

2.2 The Relativist Challenge

American restaurant goers know that when a waiter or waitress provides good service, he or
she deserves a decent tip; withholding a tip when good service has been provided is usually
regarded as disrespectful. In Japan, however, the opposite is the case: Providing a tip is often
a sign of disrespect. Similarly, consider that most Westerners believe that the way to show
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respect to the deceased is to cremate or bury their bodies, while leaving a body out in the
open is the epitome of disrespect. However, in Himalayan cultures—partly because there is
not much wood for burning and the hard ground makes it difficult to dig graves—it is custom-
ary to leave the bodies of the dead out in the open to be consumed by animals and the ele-
ments, which is regarded as dignifying.

Countless other examples can be raised
about behaviors that one culture regards
as ethical but another regards as unethical,
and vice versa. Over the past century or two,
as contact with other cultures has become
increasingly common, many people have
come to doubt whether their way of behav-
ing and judging is the only “right” way.

Even within contemporary Western culture,
there has been increased emphasis placed Jupiterimages/Stockbyte/Thinkstock
on individual self-determination of the Different attitudes toward giving and receiving
values and principles that guide one’s life, gifts represent one example of how cultures
which leads to doubts about whether any can have different ethical standards.

single set of values and principles should be

authoritative for all. Indeed, bitter and sometimes violent conflicts often arise when one per-
son or group is perceived as imposing its moral views on others. Instead, people commonly
preface their expressions of moral commitment with phrases like “in my opinion” or “in my
personal view”—the implication being that they have no right to suppose that others should
agree.

These factors have contributed to a sense that moral judgments are not true or false in any
objective sense but are instead relative to a culture or individual. Moral objectivity is the
view that at least some moral truths are independent of the beliefs and values of any particu-
lar culture or individual. By contrast, relativism rejects moral objectivity. Instead, relativism
holds that the truth of moral standards depends entirely on the beliefs and values that a cul-
ture or individual subject happens to hold. This means that if a culture or individual believes
or values certain ideas, the associated moral judgments are relatively true (i.e., true for them);
if they lack those beliefs and values, any conflicting moral judgments are relatively false (i.e.,
false for them).

Before examining this more closely, it is important to note that most people who think care-
fully about what relativism means ultimately conclude that it has limits and cannot be entirely
correct. Most people hold many deep beliefs that conflict with the relativist position, and
there are significant ways in which the position itself may be incoherent. Moreover, relativism
is not a normative ethical theory like utilitarianism or deontology; that is, one cannot invoke
relativism as a reason to affirm or deny a particular moral judgment, as if it were an alterna-
tive to, say, the principle of utility or the Categorical Imperative. For instance, one cannot say
something like “According to utilitarianism, stealing this item would be wrong, but according
to relativism it would not be wrong.” Before going into detail, we will look more closely at the
general claims of relativism itself.
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Two Types of Relativism

Thinking back to the examples above, when an American claims that not tipping a waitress,
leaving a dead body to rot in the open, or stoning a woman to death are wrong, one might
suppose itis only wrong according to modern American culture; according to another culture,
these behaviors may in fact be right. Such a view would be considered cultural relativism,
since it acknowledges that within a particular culture, given a set of characteristic beliefs, val-
ues, and customs, certain behaviors might be right or wrong; it denies, however, that the same
judgment can be applied to similar behaviors in another culture with a different set of charac-
teristic beliefs, values, and customs. In other words, it denies that there are any judgments of
right and wrong that extend across all cultures regardless of whether their beliefs, values, and
customs support those judgments. One might also subscribe to subjectivism, which is the
view that matters of right and wrong are ultimately relative to the values that each individual
subject recognizes and affirms.

In either form, relativism can have great appeal. It can be taken as a sign of respect for other
cultures or individuals by refusing to deny or denounce what they find important and mean-
ingful or by refraining from imposing oneself on others. It can help us avoid the conflicts
that can result from disagreeing over ethical matters. It can be an expression of honesty and
humility, in that it helps us presume to know more than we really do about ethical questions.
Finally, it can be a way to acknowledge that much of what we believe and how we think people
should act has been shaped by our own culture and upbringing.

Challenges to Relativism

One can appreciate the appeal of relativism without being a relativist about everything of
ethical significance; as we mentioned above, most people are relativists about some ethical
matters but not all of them. The limits of both cultural relativism and subjectivism become
clear when one considers personal experiences, the implications that relativism has, the con-
sistency and coherence of the relativist position, and the interconnectedness of cultures and
personal lives.

Personal Experience

To understand the problems with the relativist position, think about your own experiences
for a moment. Each one of us has a story to tell about how we came to be where we are,
which includes elements such as community, society, religion, family, friends, and many
other factors that influenced and shaped who we are and what we believe. Each of these
elements is quite diverse in and of itself, incorporating many different beliefs and forms of
life (think of the diversity within American society, for instance). To come out of a culture
is thus to have been exposed to a range of different and often conflicting perspectives out
of which we have to form our own identity, values, and moral beliefs. Moreover, none of us
has all of the same beliefs and values that our parents did or that we ourselves had when
we were younger, and these beliefs and values continue to change throughout our lives in
profound or subtle ways.
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At least some of the ways we arrived at the beliefs and values we have is the result of reflec-
tion and experiences that lead us to affirm, reject, or modify aspects of our own prior per-
spectives, the perspectives with which we were raised, and those of our surrounding culture.
That is, our own development was not wholly determined for us by some outside factor like
family or culture, nor was it arbitrary or accidental. Rather, we had some reason indepen-
dent of our culture to accept or reject certain elements of it. Likewise, we had some reason
independent of how we were raised to accept or reject certain elements of our upbringing,
and some reason independent of our subjective perspective would have led us to change that
perspective. In short, our own experiences point to reasons for or against moral convictions
that are independent of culture, upbringing, and personal values and thus not merely relative
to those factors.

We can strengthen this observation, though, by looking more closely at what holding a relativ-
ist position would involve and whether it would have implications that conflict with much of
what we otherwise believe about morality.

Implications of Relativism

First, what are the implications of relativism? When we become aware that different cultures
have different views on whether it is respectful to tip a restaurant server, we may come to
think that there is no objective truth about tipping that applies to all cultures. Let’s assume
this is correct. We might then be tempted to think that all matters of respect or disrespect—or
any other matter of ethical importance—are relative to one’s culture. But do we really think
this? What would such a view imply about other matters of moral significance?

For example, consider an issue such as whether certain kinds of people should be enslaved or
exterminated. During the 1930s and 1940s, German Nazis engaged in the mass extermination
of those they regarded as unworthy and unfit, such as Jews, Gypsies, homosexuals, and peo-
ple with certain disabilities—we call this event the Holocaust. Relative to the beliefs, values,
and customs characteristic of German Nazis, Jews and others deserve no respect, and thus it
may have been true (for that culture) that the atrocities of the Holocaust were not wrong but
necessary, even noble. Similarly, relative to the beliefs, values, and customs characteristic of
southern White culture in America prior to the freeing of the slaves in the 19th century, it was
true (for that culture) that people with dark skin did not deserve the basic freedoms owed to
Whites and thus that slavery was not wrong; in fact, many in that culture regarded slavery as
good and right.

If we accept the cultural relativist position, two important implications follow. First, cultural
relativism implies that we would have to abandon the judgments most of us make about
the absolute rightness or wrongness of certain kinds of actions. For example, since exter-
minating Jewish people, enslaving Blacks, or persecuting and killing those of different faiths
are morally justified relative to the beliefs, values, and customs of cultures that engage in
those actions, we cannot legitimately say that they are wrong, even if our culture disapproves
of them. Likewise, our own rejection of such things cannot legitimately be called right, since
this judgment is merely relative to our culture. However, hardly anyone accepts this: Most
people maintain that regardless of the beliefs, values, and customs of the cultures that engage
or engaged in such actions, their behavior is or was despicable and wrong, period. In that case
one is not a relativist about such matters.
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The Bacha Bazi

Recent military activity by American and other Western forces in Iraq and Afghanistan has
embroiled them in some challenging cultural conflicts. One of the most challenging and
contentious conflicts concerns the practice in Afghanistan of bacha bazi, which those in the
West would call pederasty or pedophilia. In short, bacha bazi involves powerful warlords
and other prominent men taking prepubescent and adolescent boys as their sexual slaves.
This practice seems to have been present in some Asian cultures for centuries, and though it
was officially outlawed by the Taliban, the ouster of that regime by Western forces in 2002
removed the penalties for participating in this practice. Thus, it became more commonplace
among the Afghan warlords and police commanders that the U.S. and allied forces depended
on to secure the nation (Londofio, 2012).

Is the practice of using vulnerable boys as sexual slaves merely wrong relative to our own
culture, or is it wrong no matter the cultural traditions, beliefs, or practices?

One way to frame this question is to ask whether a child has a set of basic human rights that
would be violated by this practice. This is certainly the view taken by the United Nations

and the 196 countries that have signed its Convention on the Rights of the Child, among
which is a provision that protects children from sexual abuse (UN News Center, 2015; United
Nations, 1989). These provisions are based on the “recognition of the inherent dignity and
of the equal and inalienable rights of all members of the human family” (United Nations,
1989, para. 1), which is to say that it recognizes that all people have certain rights above and
beyond particular cultural beliefs and practices, among which is the right of a child not to be
sexually abused.

Now, denying the relativist position and acknowledging such rights does not settle all of the
ethical issues, for there is still the question of how one should respond when confronted with
practices like bacha bazi. The U.S. military’s policy has been to look the other way so as to
maintain good relationships with the Afghan leaders who perpetrate this abuse (Goldstein,
2015). However, there have been several cases of soldiers disobeying such orders and
attempting to prevent the abuse (Goldstein, 2015). Whether they were right to do so is a
question we cannot address here, but surely we can presume that they would not have done
so unless they regarded the actions of the abusers as a violation of objective standards—that
no one should abuse children regardless of whether such abuse is accepted by a culture.

The second implication of cultural relativism is that we must reject any notions of cultural
progress and decline. In addition to no longer permitting slavery, American society no longer
allows the segregation of Blacks and Whites in schools, restaurants, buses, and many other
contexts, as it did long after the end of slavery. American society also once refused women
the right to vote and allowed children to work long hours in mines and factories, but none of
these practices are legal or generally accepted nowadays. Recently, homosexuals have been
given the right to marry and serve openly in the military, more women are being given equal
pay for equal work, and increased efforts are being made to ensure that children and those
with disabilities are protected. There may be controversy regarding whether certain specific
cultural changes represent progress or decline, but in either case, in the words of the philoso-
pher James Rachels (2003), “that is just the sort of transcultural judgment that, according to
cultural relativism, is impossible” (p. 22). In other words, if one were to judge that American
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culture has progressed by outlawing slavery and segregation and by granting women the right
to vote, one must deny cultural relativism. Likewise, if one were to judge that American cul-
ture has declined in certain ways, one must deny cultural relativism. Why?

The reason is that any notion of a culture’s progress or decline must refer to standards that
are independent of the culture as it happens to be. If increased racial or gender equality is to
count as progress, it is because we think that racial or gender equality is good, and so a cul-
ture that has more equality is better than one that has less. Or if we think that a culture has
declined in certain ways, it would be because we regard certain norms as good and judge that
the culture has veered from those norms. Either way, we are judging a culture by standards
that are independent of the beliefs, values, and customs they happen to have. This is contrary
to the relativistic view that there are no such independent standards. If we accept relativism,
then we have no basis on which to hold that cultural changes like the elimination of slavery
or granting women the right to vote is progress or that any changes could represent decline.

Similar problems arise for subjectivism. While we can appreciate that individuals within a
culture have a wide variety of lifestyles and conceptions of what is good and worthwhile and
that a “one-size-fits-all” perspective is often unjustified, most people recognize limits to this
relativistic attitude. For instance, Omar Mateen, who killed 49 people at a gay nightclub in
Orlando, Florida, in 2016, may have acted consistently with his beliefs, as do others who per-
petrate terrible atrocities. But few of us would be content to suppose that the wrongness of
such actions is merely relative to our own personal values. Moreover, as we previously dis-
cussed, many of us have changed our moral views and behavior as we have matured, and we
experience this change as one of personal growth or progress. Just as the notion of cultural
progress is difficult to square with a belief in cultural relativism, the experience of personal
growth in one’s moral convictions and choices is inconsistent with the view that moral truth
is only relative to the beliefs and values that an individual happens to have. The best we can
say is that we had certain beliefs and made certain choices at one point in our lives and sim-
ply changed at a later point. Again, however, most of us experience that kind of change not
as arbitrary, but as one of genuine development. All of this implies that one is not a relativist
about moral matters.

In short, the implications of relativism are that we can no longer sustain judgments that
things such as slavery, genocide, terrorist attacks, rape, child molestation, and others are truly
wrong; nor can we do adequate justice to the notion of cultural progress and the experience
of personal moral development. Thus, we find that while most people are relativists about
some matters of cultural or personal difference, very few people are relativists about all such
matters.

Consistency and Coherence of Relativism

The second set of challenges to relativism has to do with the consistency and coherence of the
relativist position. Think back to the appealing aspects of relativism: It may seem to show
respect for other persons or cultures, can help us avoid conflicts, and can be an expression
of honesty and humility. Notice that each appealing aspect refers to some value that the rela-
tivist position seems to affirm or embody: respect, peace, honesty, humility, and so on. All of
these are adduced as good reasons to adopt a relativist position.
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However, respect for other cultures or for individual choices has a particular value that many
of us affirm but some others may not. Peace is also something that many, but not all, value.
Honesty and humility are generally regarded as virtues, but not everyone agrees. If the value
of respect, peace, honesty, and humility are to count as reasons in favor of relativism, this
value must be independent of whether others recognize it; in other words, they must have
objective value. But if this is the case, then relativism must be false. Thus, what we thought
were reasons in favor of relativism turn out, upon examination, to be reasons to reject it.

To see how defenses of relativism undermine relativism by appealing to nonrelative values
and principles, think about the consistency and coherence of a few common expressions one
might hear in support of relativism:

¢ “We should not pass judgment on other cultures.”
In other words, passing judgment on other cultures is wrong. What should we say
about a culture that passes judgments on other cultures? Are we not saying that
what they do is wrong? By saying that what they do is wrong, are we not still passing
judgment?

¢ “Who am I to say that what someone else does is wrong?”
This saying means that no one has a right to say that what someone else does is
wrong. But what if someone does say that what someone else does is wrong? Doesn’t
that mean that they have done something wrong?

¢ The Bible says, “Judge not, lest ye be judged” (Matthew 7:1).
The Bible seems to indicate that we should not pass judgment on another. But the
Bible also contains a great many ethical teachings that seem to be presented as objec-
tively true. Many of those teachings challenged the prevailing culture and its leaders
to whom Jesus was speaking in this verse. Does this suggest that this verse should be
understood as a warning against the objective wrong of hypocrisy rather than as a
support of relativism?

One can see the inconsistency that arises when phrases like these are used to express or sup-
port a relativist view. There may be contexts in which the sentiment they express is appro-
priate, but the bottom line is that these expressions endorse values or principles that other
cultures or persons may not share or ones that apply in some contexts but not all. In doing so,
they do not support a position of moral relativism but rather one of nonrelativism.

Respect for Others

Not only does the relativist's endorsement of respect, honesty, and humility imply these ideas’
objective value, but their value may even be undermined if we were to adopt a consistently
relativist position. Take respect, for example. As we noted before, a relativist position is often
taken to express respect for other persons or cultures by refusing to pass negative judgment
on their beliefs and practices. However, what does respect really mean? Generally, it means
that we recognize some kind of value or merit in whatever we respect. We are making a judg-
ment that a person or culture is worthy of respect.
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Moreover, as the philosopher Mary Midgley (1981) notes, “To respect someone [or some cul-
ture], we have to know enough about [the person or culture] to make a favourable judgment”
(p- 69). In other words, to show respect requires a certain level of understanding of a person’s
or a culture’s beliefs and practices that allows us to recognize their potential value and merit.
However, the level of understanding that would justify respect and praise has to allow for
the possibility of negative judgments as well. “It is hardly possible that we could praise them
effectively,” Midgley observes, “if we could not, in principle, criticize them” (p. 71). What does
she mean by this?

The popular radio show A Prairie Home Companion includes a regular segment about the fic-
tional town of Lake Wobegon, Minnesota, where “all the children are above average.” The joke
behind this description of the community is that it is impossible: No child can be above aver-
age except in comparison to other children who are average and still others who are below
average. In other words, describing a child as above average requires us to have a standard
for “average” according to which a child can be judged to be at, above, or below. By declaring
that all children are above average, one is essentially saying that no child is above average,
since all are at the same level. Thus, the praise and esteem implied by the term above average
is meaningless.

Just as being above average constitutes a positive judgment about a child, being worthy of
respect is a positive judgment about a person’s or culture’s beliefs and practices. But for the
positive judgment to be meaningful, there has to be the possibility of a negative judgment as
well. Just like the positive judgment that a child is above average must entail that some chil-
dren are average or below average, the positive judgment that cultural beliefs and practices
are worthy of respect must entail that some cultural beliefs and practices are not worthy of
respect. If we declare that all cultural beliefs and practices are worthy of respect, that is just
as vacuous as declaring that all children in a community are above average.

To put it another way, if we refuse to judge other cultures at all, we “are not taking the other
culture seriously” (Midgley, 1981, p. 73), a point that can be applied to judging other persons
as well. It is a powerful idea: Would a positive judgment like “worthy of respect” be meaning-
ful or significant if there wasn’t the possibility of negative judgments, that some things are not
worthy of respect?

Consider this same idea as it pertains to a value like honesty. Imagine you were seeking a
friend’s honest opinion on your new outfit. Would you trust her thoughts if you knew that
she would never say anything negative? If you suspected that she would say you look good
no matter what, would you turn to her if you really wanted to know if the outfit looked good?
Probably not. Genuine honesty, like genuine respect, depends on the possibility of a negative
judgment; otherwise, any positive remark would be empty and meaningless.

In short, by insisting that all value judgments are merely relative, a stance of relativism entails
that we cannot make positive judgments about another culture or individual, including the
judgment that they are worthy of respect. Thus, relativism does not, in fact, show respect for
others, as some defenders maintain.
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Intellectual Humility

Perhaps the most common and familiar way to defend relativist attitudes is by using phrases
like “Who am I to say what'’s right or wrong for someone else?” Such phrases seem to call
us to intellectual humility: How can we pass judgment on others when we know so little of
their circumstances or when we cannot be sure our judgments are well grounded? This is
important, but we can only account for its importance if we reject relativism and accept there
are certain standards by which we can, at least in principle, judge others and ourselves. Why
is this?

As we saw in Chapter 1, acting on the basis of reasons—which is fundamental to human life—
depends on the capacity to judge that certain choices are better than others. It is easy to see
that in many everyday situations, such as deciding on the best car to buy or how to treat
an illness, our own knowledge is limited; we may not have better judgment than someone
else, and we can probably learn a lot from others if we open ourselves up to their judgment
and perspective. Because of these limitations, humility and a willingness to learn from others
seems to be in order.

But this only makes sense if there are, in fact, better or worse judgments on such matters.
Why suppose that we may be limited in our knowledge of how to treat an illness or buy a car
if there were no such thing as better and worse judgments about them? If humility and being
open to learning from others is important, we must suppose that there are some judgments
that are good and others that are not.

In most everyday situations, this is not hard to see: If a doctor recommends a certain treat-
ment for an illness, it would be absurd to suppose that the effectiveness of this treatment is
relative to one’s beliefs and values. Likewise, if humility and an openness to learning from
others are important regarding ethical matters, then we would have to presuppose that there
are some ethical judgments that are good and others that are not. To put it another way, if we
think we might have something to learn from another people or cultures, we have to suppose
that their ethical judgment might be better than ours, but this logically entails that their ethi-
cal judgment might also be worse than ours in certain respects. Both of these possibilities,
however, imply that relativism is false, and phrases like “Who am I to judge?” actually deny
relativism rather than support it.

At this point you might be thinking, “Relativ-
ists don’'t have to suppose that there aren’t

Thinking About Relativism better and worse ethical judgments at all.

They simply maintain that what'’s ‘ethically
Relativism is more than the acknowledg- better or worse’ for one person, culture, or
ment of differences in beliefs; it is the society might not be the same for another”
claim that we have no way of comparing As a factual matter, this is true—individu-

the merits of different ethical beliefs and

als and cultures have many different ethi-
values.

cal beliefs. But remember that relativists do
not simply point out that different people or
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cultures happen to have different ethical beliefs and values; they maintain that we have no
way of comparing the merits of these different beliefs and values. What critics of relativism
argue, however, is that the sense many people have—that we should not be quick to judge and
that we should exercise humility in the face of such differences—is based on the assumption
that there are nonrelative truths on ethical matters about which we may have only limited
understanding. But this seems to call for an honest and open consideration of the different
beliefs and values rather than simply refusing to pass any form of judgment whatsoever.

Cultural and Interpersonal Differences

There is one final challenge to relativism, which is perhaps the most powerful of all. Cultural
relativism seems to rest on the idea that cultures are completely isolated from each other,
such that one culture would be so disconnected from another that they could not understand
each other enough to judge each other’s beliefs or practices. Subjectivism would seem to pre-
suppose something similar about our inability to understand, and thus judge, the values and
beliefs of another person. But is it plausible to suppose that we are disconnected from each
other to such a radical degree?

To suppose so would be to suppose that the beliefs and values of different cultures or indi-
viduals developed and were shaped in isolation, but this is clearly not the case. With very few
exceptions (such as isolated tribes in the Amazon rain forest), all cultures, along with their
beliefs and values, have been shaped and formed by their encounters with others; as Midgley
(1981) puts it, “all cultures are formed out of many streams” (p. 74).

Early human societies had to overcome similar obstacles and challenges in the face of a hos-
tile natural world, despite differences in conditions such as climate and resources. Migra-
tions, wars, and trade brought different cultures into contact, and they had to find ways to
relate to each other. Modern societies are even more interconnected than previous societies
due to technological advances. The notion of a culture that is radically disconnected from oth-
ers is difficult to imagine, and the idea that an individual can be so disconnected as to rule out
judgment on others’ values and beliefs is even more implausible. Thus, there is good reason
to suppose that we may find common, rationally justified grounds for many moral values and
principles, and that a relativist stance is not justified on the grounds of cultural or interper-
sonal differences.

Limited Relativism

We have presented relativism as a form of skepticism about whether values, principles, and
norms are objectively true—that is, true for all cultures and individuals. Relativism maintains
instead that their truth is only in relation to a particular culture or individual, such that what-
ever is true for one culture or individual is not necessarily true for another. It is important to
note that we have been considering a somewhat extreme form of relativism that maintains
that one culture or individual cannot pass judgment on the moral standards of another. Reject-
ing this form of relativism does not necessarily mean that all moral standards are objectively
true; there may be good reasons to suppose that at least some moral standards are relative.
Distinguishing between those that are merely relative, objective, or somewhere in between
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requires critical thought, open-mindedness,
and a willingness to engage in dialogue with

the other. By the same token, immediately Going Deeper: Are

declaring a different moral view as simply Ethical Standards Merely
wrong on the one hand, or merely different Expressions of Attitude?
(i.e, neither right nor wrong) on the other

would be too hasty in most cases and would In addition to relativism and egoism,
fail to demonstrate respect and intellectual some philosophers have questioned the
humility or acknowledge the interrelated- assumption that there are such things
ness of cultures and individuals. as moral properties or moral facts at

all. Instead, they maintain that moral
statements are expressions of feeling or
attitude that are neither true nor false.
One such theory is called “emotivism,”

Moreover, rejecting relativism and accept-
ing that there may be objective moral truths
does not mean we would necessarily expect which you can read more about in Are

all people to accept or acknowledge those Ethical Standards Merely Expressions of
truths. Similarly, we may have good reason Attitude? in the Going Deeper section at

to pass judgment on other cultures’ or indi- the end of the chapter.

viduals’ beliefs and practices, but that should

be distinguished from a judgment about the

specific culture or individual. That is, I may believe that a certain cultural practice is wrong
(perhaps because it demeans women, for example), but that does not necessarily entitle me
to declare that members of that culture or the culture as a whole are bad.

Having concluded this discussion of the relativist’s challenge to morality, we now turn to
skepticism about the other assumption we identified—skepticism about the unconditionality
of moral standards.

2.3 The Egoist Challenge

We all know the feeling: you really want to do something, but you know that it goes against
the moral rules. Sometimes, though, you're pretty sure you could do it and not get caught.
What holds you back?

We have been taught to regard certain kinds of behavior as good and other kinds as bad, and
often these rules stand in contrast to what we feel inclined to do. These claims about good and
bad might come from our parents or teachers, religious authorities, media personalities, and
many others trying to tell us how we ought to live. Are these claims unconditional in the sense
of describing standards for how one ought to live regardless of whether they directly benefit
us as individuals? Or are their rationality and force conditional on this benefit?

One reason for supposing that such behaviors are merely conditional is to regard them as
nothing more than social conventions or sets of rules that society imposes on its members
whose primary purpose is to constrain them from doing what they would otherwise want to
do. Why might we have such conventions? Lots of possibilities spring to mind. Such conven-
tions help maintain social order, for instance. If there was no prohibition on stealing, we could
not be secure in holding on to the things we need to live our lives. Prohibitions on murder
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ensure that our lives are relatively safe, while prohibitions on lying ensure that we can trust
other people, which is vital to most social interactions. These conventions also protect weaker
members from being taken advantage of by stronger ones, and moral values such as generos-
ity and beneficence compel those who have more to share with those who have less. We can
also imagine how certain groups of people might use such conventions to exercise power over
others, in terms of keeping them in line and making them easier to control.

Whatever explanation we might have for why we have these conventions, one thing to notice
is that they are all consistent with the assumption that each individual is and/or ought to
be primarily concerned with his or her own interests and benefit. We call this kind of view
egoism. If egoism were true, we could understand moral standards as social conventions
designed to ensure a certain level of cooperation and to keep us from seeking our own advan-
tage at the expense of others. However, if morality is nothing more, and each of us is com-
pletely self-interested, why should we respect those conventions?

Most social conventions—especially those codified as formal rules or laws—come with sanc-
tions or punishments for breaking them. Therefore, one obvious reason to respect them is
that we do not want to be punished. But what if you could avoid punishment? What if you had
the ability to transgress these moral conventions and not get caught? Would there be any rea-
son to be moral? Therefore, the questions at the heart of the egoist challenge are, do we only
have reason to be moral if doing so benefits us, and would we be better off acting immorally
if doing so had greater self-benefit?

Glaukon’s Challenge

This is not a new question; in fact, humans have been wrestling with the question of “Why
be moral?” for ages. Twenty-five hundred years ago, the great philosopher Plato raised this
issue in his most famous text, the Republic. Plato explored philosophical ideas mostly through
fictional dialogues, many of which featured Plato’s real-life teacher Socrates as a main char-
acter. Prior to the passage we will examine, Socrates had proposed that the person who lives
a just life (similar to what we would call a moral life) is better off than the person who lives
unjustly (or, roughly, immorally). Acting justly isn’t good simply because it happens to fulfill
one’s interests or because it helps maintain social order, Socrates claimed. Rather, he main-
tained that the life of justice is good in itself. In other words, those who act justly live the truly
best kind of life, and so justice is worth choosing even when it might seem that acting unjustly
would be advantageous. This is a familiar idea to us: We often hear about the value of integ-
rity, or doing the right thing even when no one is looking. However, it is this very idea that is
called into question in Glaukon’s challenge.

In the passage, Socrates’s friend (and Plato’s own real-life brother) Glaukon is challenging
him on the concept of integrity. He does so by offering a story designed to question Socrates’s
claim that justice is truly best. It is important to note that Glaukon is most likely playing dev-
il's advocate; there is no reason to suppose that Glaukon actually disagreed with Socrates. In
offering his story, Glaukon can be considered part of a dialectical movement. He is suggesting
a concrete case (though fictional and far-fetched) that forces Socrates to clarify his account
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of why justice is truly good and injustice is
truly bad, despite the fact that we are often

inclined toward injustice. Dialectical Reasoning

Recall that dialectical reasoning involves

As you read the text, try to identify Glau- moving back and forth between abstract

kon’s primary claims and how the story he principles and concrete cases in such a

tells helps him argue for those claims. Read way that the concrete cases challenge

“The Ring of Gyges” in the Primary Source us to revise and refine the abstract

section of the chapter, then return to this principles, leading us to form more

point in the book. refined judgments about the concrete
cases.

In Glaukon’s speech, he puts forth three pri-
mary claims:

1. No one is willingly just.
2. Justice is a social convention that benefits the weak.
3. The best sort of life is that of the unjust person who seems just.

How does Glaukon argue for these claims?

Claim 1: No One Is Willingly Just

Imagine a situation in which you can do anything you choose and not incur punishment or
social condemnation. This is the scenario Glaukon invokes when he tells the story of the Ring
of Gyges. In this story, a poor shepherd finds a ring that can make him invisible by turning
it a certain direction. With this newfound tool, the shepherd realizes that he can get away
with many things that would be considered unjust, now that he no longer risks being caught
and punished. If Socrates is right, finding the ring should make no difference as to whether
the shepherd respects principles of justice. Since justice is good in itself, Socrates claims, the
possibility that one can get away with injustice is irrelevant. In Glaukon’s story, of course, the
shepherd decidedly does not see things the same way and instead engages in murder, seduc-
tion, and other illicit activities.

Ethics FYI

Symbolism in the Ring

Notice that when the ring is facing outward toward others, the wearer is visible to others
and thus must be concerned with how society views him. By turning the ring inward toward
himself, he becomes invisible to society, and thus his true inner condition becomes manifest.
It is this inner condition with which both Socrates and Glaukon are ultimately concerned.
(Author’s note: This interpretation is indebted to one of my students, David Plunkett.)
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Ancient and Modern Fantasy Stories

The Ring of Gyges story contains themes that may be familiar to some readers from literature
and film.

Those who are familiar with The Lord of the Rings by ]. R. R. Tolkien will no doubt recognize
the similarity of that story and Plato’s (indeed, the idea of a magic ring of invisibility is
present in the myths of many cultures). In each myth, there is a ring that grants its wearer
the power of invisibility, but it also corrupts its wearer in some sense. Glaukon would say
that the only corruption is in terms of the standards of society, but that in reality the person
who uses the ring to his advantage is living better than before. Tolkien’s account presents a
different picture, one of not just external but internal corruption.

A similar scenario is presented in the 1993 film Groundhog Day. In the movie, Phil Connors
(played by Bill Murray) wakes up to the same day over and over. No matter what he does, the
day is reset and there are no negative consequences—to himself or anyone else—from his
actions.

When Phil realizes this, he is elated. “It’s the same thing your whole life,” he says. “Clean up
your room. Stand up straight. Pick up your feet. Take it like a man. Be nice to your sister.
Don’t mix beer and wine, ever. And, oh yeah, don’t drive on the railroad tracks” (Albert,
Erikson, White, & Ramis, 1993), after which he proceeds straight onto a railroad track. He
spends the next part of the movie doing things that he would never be able to do because
of society’s rules. Here is a man who, like Glaukon’s shepherd, felt like he had to obey those
rules to remain respectable and avoid condemnation, while deep down he wished that he
could blow them off and have fun. Once the negative consequences are no longer a factor,
he sees no point to the rules anymore, and he can just let loose: “I'm not gonna play by their
rules anymore!” (Albert et al., 1993). As one of Phil’s drunk companions put it when asked
what he would do in such a situation, “I'd just spend all my time drivin’ fast, gettin’ loaded
and gettin’ laid” (Rubin & Ramis, 1992, p. 45).

However, Groundhog Day takes a significantly different turn than Glaukon’s story. After
indulging himself for a while, Phil finds himself in a state of such depression and misery that
he attempts to kill himself over and over, only emerging from that state once he no longer
concerns himself merely with satisfying his own interests and desires. Instead, he pursues
artistic excellence, helps others in need, and finds himself caring for others for their own
sake, not simply for what he can get out of it.

Can The Lord of the Rings and Groundhog Day provide a clue as to how one might respond to
Glaukon’s challenge?

Glaukon suggests that when the shepherd respected and abided by principles of justice before
he found the ring, he never did so willingly. He knew that if he engaged in murder, seduction,
and the like, he would likely be caught and punished and would lose his reputation. The risks
outweighed any benefits of unjust behavior, and so the shepherd acquiesced to the system of
justice in place. We know that he did so unwillingly by the simple fact that once he acquired
the means to avoid such negative repercussions, the standards of justice went out the window.

Glaukon thinks that if we are honest, we will agree that even if a person we would normally
regard as just or moral were to acquire the means to act unjustly without consequence, his
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or her actions would be no different from those of an unjust person; both the just and the
unjust would follow the same path. If this is true, it shows that no one is just willingly, but only
because they are compelled to be. Glaukon seems to be saying that we are interested only in
ourselves—satisfying our own wants and desires and securing our own advantages—which
brings us back to egoism. According to the egoist view, everyone is ultimately self-centered,
which implies that no one is truly just, there are no truly selfless actions, and we only have
reason to respect justice and morality or care about the needs of others when doing so ben-
efits us.

[s Glaukon right? Are even the most ethical of people only acting that way to build a good
reputation, avoid condemnation and punishment, and so forth? Naturally, there are people
(perhaps you are one of them) who would insist that they would continue acting ethically
even if they could act otherwise and get away with it. What would someone defending Glau-
kon’s claim say about such persons? Perhaps they are deluding themselves because they are
so used to the idea that acting unethically would be too risky. Perhaps they would feel a strong
sense of internal guilt at pursuing their own advantages at the expense of others.

Notice, however, that the feeling of guilt is itself a form of punishment, albeit one that is
imposed on ourselves rather than by an outside force. If ethical standards are simply con-
straints on what we really want to do, as Glaukon’s account maintains, then a powerful way to
ensure that people abide by them would be to condition them in such a way that they would
punish themselves for breaking those standards. Feelings of guilt would be one such form
of punishment. However, the presence of these feelings does not necessarily mean that the
behaviors one would feel guilty about are wrong. It may only mean that one has been condi-
tioned by society to feel bad about certain behaviors.

Huck Finn and the Guilty Conscience

In Mark Twain’s classic novel Huckleberry Finn, set in the days of slavery, the title character
befriends a runaway slave named Jim. Even though Huck recognizes Jim’s humanity and
regards him as a friend, he is plagued by feelings of guilt over the fact that he isn’t fulfilling
his supposed duty to turn in a runaway slave. At one point, he contemplates turning in his
friend but ultimately decides against it.

Thinking that the decision to not turn in Jim was wrong, morally speaking, Huck says:

I got aboard the raft, feeling bad and low, because I knowed very well [ had
done wrong, and I see it warn’t no use for me to try to learn to do right; a body
that don’t get STARTED right when he’s little ain’t got no show—when the
pinch comes there ain’t nothing to back him up and keep him to his work, and
so he gets beat. Then I thought a minute, and says to myself, hold on; s’pose
you’d a done right and give Jim up, would you felt better than what you do
now? No, says |, I'd feel bad—TI'd feel just the same way [ do now. Well, then,
says I, what's the use you learning to do right, when it’s troublesome to do
right and ain’t no trouble to do wrong, and the wages is just the same? (Twain,
1885/2001, pp. 87-88)

(continued on next page)
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Huck Finn and the Guilty Conscience (continued)

Huck feels a sense of guilt at not turning in a runaway slave. Yet he recognizes that he would
have felt guilty if he had turned Jim in as well, since Jim is his friend. Thus torn, he decides
that if he’s going to feel guilty either way, he might as well do what he wants to do, rather
than what he’s “supposed” to do, given the standards of his society. After all, he figures, he’s a
bad kid anyway, so there’s no point to trying to do what'’s “right.”

Later, still wrestling with this decision, Huck composes a letter to Jim’s owner telling her
where her runaway slave is. Just before sending it, he reflects:

[ took it up, and held it [the letter betraying Jim] in my hand. [ was a trembling,
because I'd got to decide, forever, betwixt two things, and I knowed it. I studied
a minute, sort of holding my breath, and then says to myself: “All right, then,

I'll go to hell”’—and tore it up. It was awful thoughts and awful words, but they
was said. And I let them stay said; and never thought no more about reforming.
(Twain, 1885/2001, p. 192)

Huck was brought up in a society that held to the view that Black people could be the
property of Whites, and if a White person’s property escaped, it was the moral responsibility
of other Whites to return that property to its rightful owner. He regarded his reluctance to
do so as a sign of moral depravity and experienced feelings of guilt at that failure. These
days, we would not consider Huck’s reluctance to betray Jim to be a failure at all. However, it
goes to show that feelings of guilt do not, by themselves, indicate that one’s actions are truly
wrong.

In similar fashion, someone defending Glaukon’s claims might acknowledge that people
may feel guilt at the thought of acting immorally even when they would not be punished

or condemned. However, these feelings would be considered a sign that someone has been
conditioned to regard such actions as wrong. In reality, says someone defending Glaukon’s
claims, the person would be better off overcoming such feelings and pursuing the personal
advantages that come with possessing the ring.

If egoism is right, moral standards constrain the basic motivation we all have to pursue our
individual interests above all else. This implies that we would rather avoid such constraints if
we could, and thus we are not willingly just; rather, we are just only because we fear punish-
ment, whether internal or external. If this is the case, why are moral standards such a power-
ful force in society?

We considered a few possibilities earlier: These constraints help maintain social order, ensure
safety and security, and protect weaker members of society. Notice, however, that these are
good reasons for us to want others to respect these constraints; they aren’t necessarily rea-
sons why we as individuals should respect them. What if we could get away with injustice
while everyone else respected the constraints that maintained social order? If we would ulti-
mately prefer that situation, that indicates that we don’t willingly do what is just, but rather
we do it because we cannot get away with acting otherwise.

In the real world, of course, rings of invisibility do not exist; but we can think of it as repre-
senting the real power some people may have to act unjustly without the risk of punishment.
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All real societies have stronger and weaker members. The stronger members have the means
to obtain more of what they want; they can find ways to secure what they desire through
force, persuasion, or money. They also have the means to prevent others from trying to take
advantage of them, and they have less need for the generosity of others. Weaker members of
society, on the other hand, are those who lack such means. They are thus the ones who would
benefit most when the rest of society complies with standards of ethics and justice. Hence, we
arrive at Glaukon'’s second claim.

Claim 2: Justice Is a Social Convention
That Benefits the Weak

If Glaukon’s egoistic view is correct, no one really
wants to act morally. However, we recognize these
standards because they seem to be good for soci-
ety—it is good for us if people are not murdering
others and stealing things. But who most benefits
from this?

To see Glaukon’s answer, imagine two people: Big
Jim and Tiny Tim. Big Jim is strong, well connected,
wealthy, and charismatic. Tiny Tim is weak, a bit of a
loner, poor, and socially awkward. Both Big Jim and
Tiny Tim are self-centered and want as many per-
sonal advantages as possible, regardless of how that Ryzhi/iStock/Thinkstock
might harm others. For obvious reasons, Big Jim is Glaukon claims that justice is a

much better at getting what he wants than Tiny social convention that helps the

Tim. In fact, when Big Jim goes after something, it disadvantaged compete with those
often ends up harming Tiny Tim in some way. with more wealth and strength.

[s there anything people like Tiny Tim can do to prevent people like Big Jim from doing what-
ever they feel like, gaining all the advantages for themselves, and stepping all over the Tiny
Tims?

What if we established a system of rules that constrained people’s capacity to pursue what-
ever they want for themselves?

People like Tiny Tim are already constrained by their own weakness, especially when com-
peting against people like Big Jim. Such a system of rules would level the playing field a bit
more, which benefits the Tiny Tims when it comes to their capacity to pursue what they want
and avoid harm from the Big Jims. But it hinders the Big Jims, since they wouldn’t be able to
use their superior means as freely as before.

This is what Glaukon seemed to have in mind when he claimed that justice is a convention
that benefits the weak. The 19th-century German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-
1900) conveyed a similar idea by using the image of a bird of prey (like a hawk or eagle) and
a lamb (Nietzsche, 1994). Birds of prey, by their very nature, love to feast on little lambs, and
the lambs cannot do anything to prevent it. But imagine if the lambs and birds of prey were
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rational creatures. We might imagine a world in which lambs established a system of stan-
dards whereby the predatory actions of the birds of prey were considered evil and wrong
and lamb-like behavior was right and good. The lambs, which are naturally weaker and more
vulnerable when it comes to physical capacities, would thereby gain an advantage over the
birds of prey, which are physically stronger by nature.

This image is intended to suggest that the moral standards we take for granted as prescribing
the way that everyone should live are really ways that weaker members of society are able
to reign in the natural tendency of stronger members to assert their dominance. It is not the
case that these moral standards are really the best ways to live, on Glaukon’s critique. Rather,
they are the ways that weaker people would want everyone to live, given their inability to use
their natural powers to gain their own advantage. Therefore, the implicit claim that we are all
ultimately interested in our own advantages still stands.

If we buy the account so far, then a further claim follows.

Claim 3: The Best Sort of Life Is That of the Unjust Person Who Seems Just

We have a system of rules that tells us we have to refrain from seeking our own advantages
when doing so would harm others and that we need to look out for the needs of others, espe-
cially weaker and more vulnerable people. Even if we do not willingly respect these stan-
dards, we can probably all agree that it is good for society as a whole if we have these rules in
place. So wouldn’t it be a great thing if everyone lived by these moral codes?

Everyone else, at least.

Think about it: If everyone else feels compelled to help others (like you, when you need it),
avoid seeking their own advantages (more for you!), and avoid harming others (like you,
when you're vulnerable), then that’s great for you. If we recognize this, we can recognize that
it is good for society as a whole when people abide by these moral rules.

But the fact that something is good for society doesn’t change the fact that sometimes, for
the individual person, lying, stealing, and so on would be a good way to gain more of what is
desirable (so long as society as a whole maintains these standards). As we discussed before,
Glaukon is proposing that no one really wants to be just; we simply want whatever gives us
advantages and satisfies our desires, which are often the types of things that morality con-
strains. If we can somehow gain these personal advantages while enjoying all the benefits of
appearing to be good, upstanding people (that is, those who appear to abide by the standards
set for society as a whole), then that would be the best life of all. Of course, this view com-
pletely undermines the idea that morality and justice are good in themselves; in fact, the view
seems to imply that if we had the power to act unjustly but did not take advantage of it, we
would be making a bad choice from the point of view of what is really best for us.
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Hypocrites and Liars

Even though this dialogue is ancient and the story Glaukon uses is fanciful, it still resonates
with us. There is no shortage of figures that present themselves in a certain way in public
while behaving differently behind closed doors. We call them hypocrites and liars.

Politicians and business leaders constitute some of the most notorious examples, given that
so much of their role involves presenting themselves as attractively as possible to the pub-
lic but using any means necessary to further their own agenda. We also think of religious
leaders who vocally condemn what they regard as immoral behavior while secretly abusing
children, stealing from church funds, and engaging in other types of behavior they publicly
condemn. Some athletes go to extraordinary lengths to convince us that their success is the
result of hard work and talent, while engaging in elaborate cheating schemes that involve
performance-enhancing drugs. Finally, we probably all have had friends and family members
who have taken advantage of our trust and generosity for their own personal gain.

While such cases infuriate us, Glaukon’s challenge forces us to consider whether their mistake
lies in what they do or in the fact that they let themselves get caught. In other words, is what
they did wrong, or were they just not savvy enough to avoid detection? If you could get away
with using backhanded means to gain power and influence, become incredibly wealthy, and
so on, would you?

Responding to Glaukon’s Challenge

If you are like most people, you might find something both compelling and disturbing in
these ideas. You might find yourself thinking, “If I had the ring, I would do all sorts of things
[ can’t do now—rob a bank to get tons of money, spy on people, hop on airplanes and travel
the world for free....” But you may also feel the tug of your conscience, whispering that you
should use this newfound ability not just for yourself, but to help others as well—your fam-
ily, your friends and community, or the broader world. Still others might feel repulsed by the
thought of using this ring to their own advantage, particularly at the expense of others.

These kinds of thoughts point to what we often call moral intuitions—the deep-down sense
we have of something being good or right and another thing being bad or wrong.

As we noted previously (such as with the example of Huckleberry Finn), a person defending
Glaukon’s idea could maintain that these kinds of intuitions have been conditioned in us by
society, since it is good for society as a whole when each of its members has such intuitions.
But if we regard them only as something conditioned in us, such a person would add, these
intuitions have no necessary force or authority over what choices we make as individuals;
they are just feelings or emotions that we should get over if we want to have the best life
possible.
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Still, some of us have the persistent sense that there is something more to these intuitions
than simply social conditioning. We sense there is something about human life itself that sup-
ports them, something that calls into question egoism’s claim that we are ultimately just self-
interested beings. Perhaps there is something about what it means to be human that can
only be fulfilled by abiding by certain standards of conduct regardless of whether they confer
merely egoistic benefits, and if we dismiss or reject them we are living a lesser kind of life,
even if on the surface it seems pretty good.

For the rest of the text, we will consider some of the most prominent and influential attempts
to make sense of these intuitions, to test them, provide justification for them, and often to
challenge them. These are philosophers who, like Socrates, believed that living and acting
ethically is good in itself (not simply because it can benefit you or help you avoid punishment)
and tried to explain and defend that through philosophical argument.

Our task will be to understand and examine those arguments. Have they succeeded in respond-
ing to Glaukon'’s challenge? What might someone like Glaukon say in response? Whose argu-
ments best make sense of what humans recognize as valuable? And, most importantly, how
might a serious engagement with these ideas and arguments challenge and enhance our
response to Socrates’s question of how one should live?

Going Deeper

Did something in this chapter catch your interest? Want to get a little more in depth with
some of the theory, or learn about how it can be applied? Check out this feature at the end of
the chapter.

Are Ethical Standards Merely Expressions of Attitude?
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Conclusion & Summary

In this chapter, we identified two common assumptions about morality: Moral standards
are objective, and moral standards are unconditional. We examined reasons to doubt or be
skeptical about each. Relativism doubts whether moral standards are objective, propos-
ing instead that their truth is merely relative to particular cultures (cultural relativism)

or particular subjects (subjectivism). Egoism of the sort expressed by Glaukon'’s challenge
called into doubt the assumption that moral standards are unconditional by arguing that
we only have reason to respect them when doing so benefits us in some way. Our examina-
tion revealed weaknesses in each form of skepticism, but that alone does not show that the
common assumptions are well supported. To show this, we would need a positive account

of what ethics is and how best to answer Socrates’s question of how one should live. For-
tunately, many great thinkers have offered such accounts, and the following chapters will
closely examine three of the strongest and most influential ones: utilitarianism, deontology,

and virtue ethics.
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cultural relativism A belief system that
denies there are any judgments of right and
wrong that extend across cultures with dif-
ferent beliefs, values, and customs.

egoism The assumption that each indi-
vidual is primarily concerned with his or her
own benefit.

emotivism The theory that we use moral
expressions such as wrong or right to
express our attitudes and feelings about cer-
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When I said this, I thought I had done with the discussion, but it turned out to have
been only a prelude. Glaucon showed his characteristic courage on this occasion too
and refused to accept Thrasymachus’ abandonment of the argument. Socrates, he said,
do you want to seem to have persuaded us that it is better in every way to be just than

unjust, or do you want truly to convince us of this?

[ want truly to convince you, I said, if I can.

Well, then, you certainly aren’t doing what you want. Tell me, do you think there is a
kind of good we welcome, not because we desire what comes from it, but because we
welcome it for its own sake—joy, for example, and all the harmless pleasures that have
no results beyond the joy of having them?

Certainly, I think there are such things.

And is there a kind of good we like for its own sake and also for the sake of what comes

from it—knowing, for example, and seeing and being healthy? We welcome such things,
[ suppose, on both counts.

Yes.

And do you also see a third kind of good, such as physical training, medical treatment
when sick, medicine itself, and the other ways of making money? We’d say that these
are onerous but beneficial to us, and we wouldn’t choose them for their own sakes, but
for

the sake of the rewards and other things that come from them.

There is also this third kind. But what of it?

Where do you put justice?

[ myself put it among the finest goods, as something to be valued by anyone who is
going to be blessed with happiness, both because of itself and because of what comes
from it. That isn’t most people’s opinion. They’d say that justice belongs to the onerous

kind, and is to be practiced for the sake of the rewards and popularity that come from a
reputation for justice, but is to be avoided because of itself as something burdensome.
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[ know that’s the general opinion. Thrasymachus faulted justice on these grounds a
moment ago and praised injustice, but it seems that I'm a slow learner.

Come, then, and listen to me as well, and see whether you still have that problem, for
[ think that Thrasymachus gave up before he had to, charmed by you as if he were a
snake. But I'm not yet satisfied by the argument on either side. [ want to know what
justice and injustice are and what power each itself has when it’s by itself in the soul.
I want to leave out of account their rewards and what comes from each of them. So, if
you agree, I'll renew the argument of Thrasymachus.

First, I'll state what kind of thing people consider justice to be and what its origins are.
Second, I'll argue that all who practice it do so unwillingly, as something necessary, not
as something good. Third, I'll argue that they have good reason to act as they do, for the
life of an unjust person is, they say, much better than that of a just one.

[tisn’t, Socrates, that [ believe any of that myself. I'm perplexed, indeed, and my ears are
deafened listening to Thrasymachus and countless others. But I've yet to hear anyone

defend justice in the way [ want, proving that it is better than injustice. [ want to hear
it praised by itself, and I think that I'm most likely to hear this from you. Therefore, I'm
going to speak at length in praise of the unjustlife, and in doing so I'll show you the way
[ want to hear you praising justice and denouncing injustice. But see whether you want
me to do that or not.

[ want that most of all. Indeed, what subject could someone with any understanding
enjoy discussing more often?

Excellent. Then let’s discuss the first subject | mentioned—what justice is and what its
origins are. They say that to do injustice is naturally good and to suffer injustice bad,
but that the badness of suffering it so far exceeds the goodness of doing it that those
who have done and suffered injustice and tasted both, but who lack the power to do it
and

avoid suffering it, decide that it is profitable to come to an agreement with each other
neither to do injustice nor to suffer it. As a result, they begin to make laws and cove-
nants, and what the law commands they call lawful and just. This, they say, is the origin
and essence of justice. It is intermediate between the best and the worst. The best is to
do injustice without paying the penalty; the worst is to suffer it without being able to
take

revenge. Justice is a mean between these two extremes. People value it not as a good
but because they are too weak to do injustice with impunity. Someone who has the
power to do this, however, and is a true man wouldn’t make an agreement with anyone
not to do injustice in order not to suffer it. For him that would be madness. This is the
nature of justice, according to the argument, Socrates, and these are its natural origins.
We can see
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most clearly that those who practice justice do it unwillingly and because they lack the
power to do injustice, if in our thoughts we grant to a just and an unjust person the
freedom to do whatever they like. We can then follow both of them and see where their
desires would lead. And we’ll catch the just person red-handed travelling the same
road as the unjust. The reason for this is the desire to outdo others and get more and
more. This is what anyone’s nature naturally pursues as good, but nature is forced by
law into the perversion of treating fairness with respect.

The freedom I mentioned would be most easily realized if both people had the power

they say the ancestor of Gyges of Lydia possessed. The story goes that he was a shep-
herd in the service of the ruler of Lydia. There was a violent thunderstorm, and an
earthquake broke open the ground and created a chasm at the place where he was
tending his sheep. Seeing this, he was filled with amazement and went down into it.
And there, in addition to many other wonders of which we’re told, he saw a hollow
bronze horse. There were windowlike openings in it, and, peeping in, he saw a corpse,
which seemed to be of

more than human size, wearing nothing but a gold ring on its finger. He took the ring
and came out of the chasm. He wore the ring at the usual monthly meeting that reported
to the king on the state of the flocks. And as he was sitting among the others, he hap-
pened to turn the setting of the ring towards himself to the inside of his hand.

When he did this, he became invisible to those sitting near him, and they went on talk-
ing as if he had gone. He wondered at this, and, fingering the ring, he turned the setting
outwards again and became visible. So he experimented with the ring to test whether
it indeed had this power—and it did. If he turned the setting inward, he became invis-
ible; if he turned it outward, he became visible again. When he realized this, he at once
arranged

to become one of the messengers sent to report to the king. And when he arrived there,
he seduced the king’s wife, attacked the king with her help, killed him, and took over
the kingdom.

Let’s suppose, then, that there were two such rings, one worn by a just and the other by
an unjust person. Now, no one, it seems, would be so incorruptible that he would stay
on the path of justice or stay away from other people’s property, when he could take
whatever he wanted from the marketplace with impunity, go into people’s houses and

have sex with anyone he wished, kill or release from prison anyone he wished, and do
all the other things that would make him like a god among humans. Rather his actions
would be in no way different from those of an unjust person, and both would follow
the same path. This, some would say, is a great proof that one is never just willingly
but only when compelled to be. No one believes justice to be a good when it is kept pri-
vate, since, wherever either person thinks he can do injustice with impunity, he does it.
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Indeed, every man believes that injustice is far more profitable to himself than justice.
And any

exponent of this argument will say he’s right, for someone who didn’t want to do injus-
tice, given this sort of opportunity, and who didn’t touch other people’s property would
be thought wretched and stupid by everyone aware of the situation, though, of course,
they’d praise him in public, deceiving each other for fear of suffering injustice. So much
for my second topic.

As for the choice between the lives we're discussing, we'll be able to make a correct

judgment about that only if we separate the most just and the most unjust. Otherwise
we won'’t be able to do it. Here’s the separation I have in mind. We’ll subtract nothing
from the injustice of an unjust person and nothing from the justice of a just one, but
we’ll take each to be complete in his own way of life. First, therefore, we must suppose
that an unjust person will act as clever craftsmen do: A first-rate captain or doctor, for
example, knows the difference between what his craft can and can’t do. He attempts the
first but

lets the second go by, and if he happens to slip, he can put things right. In the same way,
an unjust person’s successful attempts at injustice must remain undetected, if he is to
be fully unjust. Anyone who is caught should be thought inept, for the extreme of injus-
tice is to be believed to be just without being just. And our com?pletely unjust person
must be given complete injustice; nothing may be subtracted from it. We must allow
that, while doing the greatest injustice, he has nonetheless provided himself with the
greatest

reputation for justice. If he happens to make a slip, he must be able to put it right. If any
of his unjust activities should be discovered, he must be able to speak persuasively or
to use force. And if force is needed, he must have the help of courage and strength and
of the substantial wealth and friends with which he has provided himself.

Having hypothesized such a person, let’s now in our argument put beside him a just
man, who is simple and noble and who, as Aeschylus says, doesn’t want to be believed
to be

good but to be so. We must take away his reputation, for a reputation for justice would
bring him honor and rewards, so that it wouldn’t be clear whether he is just for the sake
of justice itself or for the sake of those honors and rewards. We must strip him of every-
thing except justice and make his situation the opposite of an unjust person’s. Though
he does no injustice, he must have the greatest reputation for it, so that he can be

tested as regards justice unsoftened by his bad reputation and its effects. Let him stay
like that unchanged until he dies—just, but all his life believed to be unjust. In this way,
both will reach the extremes, the one of justice and the other of injustice, and we’ll be
able to judge which of them is happier.
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Whew! Glaucon, I said, how vigorously you've scoured each of the men for our competi-
tion, just as you would a pair of statues for an art competition.

I do the bestIcan, he replied. Since the two are as I've described, in any case, it shouldn’t
be difficult to complete the account of the kind of life that awaits each of them, but it
must be done.

e And if what [ say sounds crude, Socrates, remember that it isn’t | who speak but those
who praise injustice at the expense of justice. They’ll say that a just person in such cir-
cumstances will be whipped, stretched on a rack, chained, blinded with fire, and, at the
end, when he has suffered every kind of evil, he’ll be impaled, and will realize then that

362 one shouldn’t want to be just but to be believed to be just. Indeed, Aeschylus’ words are
far more correctly applied to unjust people than to just ones, for the supporters of injus-
tice will say that a really unjust person, having a way of life based on the truth about
things and not living in accordance with opinion, doesn’t want simply to be believed to
be unjust but actually to be so—

Harvesting a deep furrow in his mind,
b Where wise counsels propagate.

He rules his city because of his reputation for justice; he marries into any family he
wishes; he gives his children in marriage to anyone he wishes; he has contracts and
partnerships with anyone he wants; and besides benefiting himself in all these ways,
he profits because he has no scruples about doing injustice. In any contest, public or
private, he’s the winner and outdoes his enemies. And by outdoing them, he becomes
wealthy,

C benefiting his friends and harming his enemies. He makes adequate sacrifices to the
gods and sets up magnificent offerings to them. He takes better care of the gods, there-
fore, (and, indeed, of the human beings he’s fond of) than a just person does. Hence
it’s likely that the gods, in turn, will take better care of him than of a just person. That’s
what they say, Socrates, that gods and humans provide a better life for unjust people
than for just ones.

d When Glaucon had said this, [ had it in mind to respond, but his brother Adeimantus
intervened: You surely don’t think that the position has been adequately stated?

Source: “Glaucon’s Challenge” from Plato, Republic, translated by G.M.A. Grube, revised by C.D.C. Reeve (Hackett Publishing Company,
1992). Reprinted with permission from Hackett Publishing Company. All rights reserved.
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Are Ethical Standards Merely Expressions of Attitude?

In the first part of the chapter, we considered the view that certain actions might be true but
only in a way that is relative, such that other cultures or individuals cannot pass judgment
on another culture’s or individual’s ethical standards. However, a further form of skepticism
about morality disputes the idea that moral values and beliefs—or more precisely, claims that
people make about morality—can be true or false at all. Instead, emotivism maintains that
moral expressions like right, wrong, good, and bad are not claims about what is actually true
but expressions of personal attitude.

Emotivism

Think of when you might have been really annoyed by something, when someone did some-
thing you really didn’t like, or when you were overjoyed or impressed by something. There
are many expressions we might use to convey these feelings: words such as wow, dude, OMG,
or any number of more potent swear words. When we utter such words or phrases, we are
not conveying information or making a claim; rather, we are “emoting,” or expressing an atti-
tude or feeling.

There are other phrases that might seem to be claims or statements of belief—and in some
contexts may actually be just that—but which are frequently emotive expressions as well.
Think of a sports fan who says, “The Chicago Cubs are the best.” Sometimes, the person utter-
ing that phrase may believe that the team is the best in the league and is willing to support
that claim. However, people often say such things knowing that their favorite team isn’t really
the best team; they may even admit that the team is pretty lousy. This doesn’t prevent people
from using a phrase like “The Cubs are the best” to convey that this is their favorite team. In
this sense, they are using the phrase “The Cubs are the best” emotively to express their feeling
about the team, rather than to assert a factual claim.

To take another example, consider a statement like “Anchovies are really good.” Someone who
really likes the taste of anchovies may use that statement to convey this, knowing that many
people hate the taste of anchovies and would disagree with that sentiment. Thus, what the
anchovy lover means by his statement may be nothing more than an expression of his taste
preferences. Of course, “Anchovies are good” could be meant to express something true, if one
is talking about health benefits, for instance. In this sense, even someone who hates anchovies
might be compelled to acknowledge the truth of that statement. But insofar as it expresses
taste or attitude, there is no “truth” to that statement at all; “Anchovies are good” is essentially
no different than saying “Anchovies . . . yum!”

Some philosophers have maintained that when we use moral expressions such as wrong or

right or good or bad, we are using them emotively to express our attitudes and feelings about
those kinds of actions, rather than to convey a belief about the way things really are. This view
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of the meaning of moral expressions is called emotivism (Ayer, 1952; Stevenson, 1937). For
example, when we say something like “Murder is wrong,” emotivist theory suggests that what
we really mean is “I don’t like murder” or “Murder makes me sick.” Most people share these
sentiments. However, many people would maintain they mean more than this when they
declare murder is wrong—they would insist there is something true about that statement
and that someone who believes murder is okay is wrong. This is what the emotivist denies.

It is important to note that the emotivist is not suggesting that the statement “Murder is
wrong” might be false. Nor is she proposing a relativist position according to which “Murder
is wrong” or “Murder is okay” might both be true relative to one’s beliefs or commitments.
Rather, the emotivist maintains that such statements are expressions of attitude, equivalent
to expressions such as “Murder ... ugh!” or “Murder ... yeah!” There isn’t any truth to such
expressions at all. They are merely indications of one’s attitude on such matters.

[s this really the best account of what we mean when we use terms such as right or wrong in
the moral sense? It would no doubt strike many people as incorrect, or at least strange, to be
told that statements about murder are no different than statements about anchovies or their
favorite sports team. However, the emotivist has a ready defense.

When we make statements such as “Anchovies are healthy” or “The Cubs’ record makes them
the best team in the league,” these are factual statements that can be verified or refuted. We
might be able to show that anchovies contribute to a healthy diet or that the Cubs have won
more games than any other team this season. But one could admit this while continuing to
maintain that “anchovies are bad” as a matter of taste or “the Cubs suck” as a matter of loyalty
and allegiance to a rival team. The key difference, according to emotivist theory, is that state-
ments of fact can be supported with empirical evidence, while moral statements—and any
statements having to do with value—cannot. This refers to what some philosophers call the
fact/value distinction.

The fact/value distinction was forcefully defended by the 18th-century Scottish philosopher
David Hume (1711-1776). Hume was a champion of empiricism, the view that the only things
we can be said to “know” are things that we can discern simply by using our reason—math-
ematics and other “relations of ideas”—and things that we can observe with our senses. We
can observe things like glass shattering after being hit with a hammer and use reason to con-
clude that, as a matter of fact, the hammer caused the glass to break.

What we cannot do, Hume claimed, is use observation or reason to discern values, such as
whether a certain outcome is good. For example, when we make a claim like “Eating ancho-
vies will help Bill’s heart function properly” or “Lying to his friend will likely damage Bill’s
relationship,” we can support such claims by appealing to observations and reasoning about
the effects that eating anchovies or lying are likely to have. However, when we bring in a value
term such as ought, as in the claims “Bill ought to eat more anchovies” or “Bill ought not lie to
his friend,” Hume argued that we are introducing something that cannot be observed directly,
nor can we reason to such conclusions from observations. Thus, these claims cannot be mat-
ters of fact.
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Hume famously pointed out that moral arguments typically appeal to factual claims, such
as how certain actions are likely to affect other people and other observations concerning
human affairs. But nothing in that string of factual claims by itself can lead to a conclusion
about what one ought or ought not to do. For example, we can rattle off all the health ben-
efits of eating anchovies, but unless someone cares about those health benefits or wants to
be healthy, there is no way to show him he ought to eat anchovies. Similarly, we can identify
the effects of lying to one’s friends based on observation and reason. But unless one values
friendships, such facts will leave a person cold and unmoved, and it is not compelling to say
that one ought not lie to friends.

Thus, Hume’s crucial claim is that morality concerns how one ought to live, and claims about
how one ought to live appeal to values. Values, in turn, depend on one’s feelings, attitudes, or
in Hume’s terms, sentiments. One does not perceive values, Hume insisted; one feels them.
Since facts have to do with what we can perceive, values—such as moral values—and claims
about how one ought to live are not matters of fact but matters of sentiment or feeling.

This was a revolutionary argument at the time that Hume made it, and it has proved to be
enormously influential ever since. It has also been met with a generous amount of criticism,
but for now let us consider how it helps make sense of the emotivist position that moral state-
ments are expressions of feeling and attitude rather than true/false statements. Recall that a
statement like “Murder is wrong” is essentially the same as “Murder . .. ugh!” We balk at that
idea, because we recognize that if someone does not share the same attitude or feeling about
murder, we can’t really say they are mistaken.

The emotivist would respond by asking how we would support the claim that she is mistaken,
as if she doesn’t have the facts straight. How could we do this? Perhaps we could appeal to
facts about how murder ends a person’s life. Or we might claim that it makes society less
secure, causes pain to the victim’s loved ones, or erases any contributions that the victim may
have otherwise made to the world. These are all factual claims. However, it is only when we
bring in attitudes such as “A person’s life and contributions are valuable” or “Pain and social
insecurity are bad” that we can support the claim that “one ought not murder” or “murder is
wrong.” Considering something valuable or worthy is an attitude, the emotivist would claim,
not the result of observation with the five senses. Therefore, a moral claim like “murder is
wrong” is ultimately an expression of an attitude about murder itself and associated things
like life and pain, rather than a factual claim.

In backing away from technical arguments of this sort, however reasonable they might seem,
it becomes apparent that there is still something amiss about the emotivist’s claim that when
we utter phrases like “Murder is wrong,” we mean “Murder . . . ugh!” We seem to mean some-
thing much stronger, like “I don’t care how anyone feels about murder, it's a truly horrific
crime!” Emotivist theorists try to account for this by adding that moral claims are not only
expressions of attitude, but also attempts to get others to share our attitude. By asserting
“Murder is truly awful” or “Helping others is truly great,” we invoke terms like truly, which
have a powerful effect on people’s attitudes. After all, statements that purport to be factual are
supposed to be independent of feelings and attitudes, and so invoking these terms provides
the assertions with a sense of weight or authority that might sway someone else’s feelings
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and motivate them to act in certain ways. But this line of thought still supposes that when we
say “Murder is truly awful,” we are merely expressing an attitude like “Murder is awful, and
[ want you to feel the same way” or perhaps “Don’t murder!” While we might mean this to a
certain extent, this usually isn’t all that we mean. Rather, we generally mean that this asser-
tion, and the desire that others share the attitude it expresses, is based in a conviction that
the attitude we have corresponds to the truth. Accordingly, critics of emotivism worry that
this account undermines the practice of moral reasoning and argumentation, reducing it from
what appears to be a rational enterprise to little more than acts of manipulation (Maclntyre,
1984).

Finally, there are other uses of value terms that the emotivist doesn’t seem to be able to
account for, since they clearly are not merely assertions expressing one’s attitude (Geach,
1965). For example, one might say, “If killing animals is wrong, you should stick to a vegetar-
ian diet.” This would be a perfectly intelligible use of the word wrong even if the person utter-
ing this sentence was perfectly fine with killing animals; thus, the use of wrong is meaningful
without being an expression of attitude. Instead, wrong refers to something that may or may
not be true of killing animals.

The general term for the view that there cannot be any such things as objective moral facts
is “antirealism,” and some later antirealists have tried to address these kinds of objections.
Some defend a position called error theory (Mackie, 1977), which holds that we talk about
moral values as if they were real when in truth they are not, and in so doing we are commit-
ting an error. Others agree that moral statements are expressions of attitude and thus not
statements that can be true or false, but try to explain why it still makes sense to treat them as
factual statements rather than regarding that treatment as a mere error. These theories often
go by labels such as “prescriptivism” (Hare, 1952), “quasi-realism” (Blackburn, 1998), and
“expressivism” (Gibbard, 1990), and along with emotivism fall under the more general term
noncognitivism (Van Roojen, 2013).

Whether one takes an emotivist view or that of its noncognitivist successors, one rejects the
notion that ethical values are part of the fabric of reality such that we can be factually correct
or incorrect about whether certain things are good, bad, right, or wrong. This raises deep
philosophical questions not simply about morality itself but about what it would mean to
consider something “real” or “true” and how we might learn of such realities and truths if they
exist. For some critics of noncognitivism, their mistake lies partly in their assumption that
the only things that can be real or true, aside from abstract truths like those of mathematics,
are those that can be empirically observed, measured, or tested. Are there realities that fall
outside of these categories, and could moral values be among them?
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Learning Objectives

After reading this chapter, you should be able to:

Explain the basic idea of the principle of utility or the greatest happiness principle.

Explain consequentialist moral theory and what makes utilitarianism a form of consequentialism.
Identify utilitarian moral arguments.

Construct a utilitarian moral argument that applies to a concrete moral problem.

Identify common misconceptions about utilitarianism and explain why they are incorrect.
Explain the notions of impartiality, objectivity, and adaptability as they relate to utilitarianism.
Explain the general objections to utilitarianism.

Describe rule utilitarianism and explain how it differs from act utilitarianism.



Introduction to Utilitarianism Section 3.1

Create all the happiness you are able to create; remove all the misery you are
able to remove. Every day will allow you,—will invite you to add something to
the pleasure of others,—or to diminish something of their pains. And for every
grain of enjoyment you sow in the bosom of another, you shall find a harvest in
your own bosom,—while every sorrow which you pluck out from the thoughts
and feelings of a fellow creature shall be replaced by beautiful flowers of peace
and joy in the sanctuary of your soul.

—Jeremy Bentham

3.1 Introduction to Utilitarianism

In Chapter 1, we discussed what morality is in a general sense and how to approach moral
problems. In Chapter 2, we examined some challenges to the idea that our common moral
values and beliefs are objective and unconditional. We considered whether they are simply
a reflection of the beliefs of a certain culture or individuals. Or maybe they are mere conven-
tions designed to maintain social order and prevent people—especially society’s stronger
members—from pursuing their own interests at the expense of others, but which we would
be better off defying if possible. Each of these views is quite common, yet we questioned
whether they are as plausible as they might appear to be. There are a number of reasons to
doubt that they can adequately make sense of the role morality plays in our individual and
collective lives or whether they are rationally consistent views.

This does not mean that these views are necessarily wrong, of course. However, it gives us
a compelling reason to closely examine the ways that philosophers have tried to provide
an objective account of what morality is and how we should distinguish right from wrong .
One of the most common and familiar of these theories is utilitarianism. In its most general
sense, utilitarianism is the theory that morally right actions, laws, or policies are those whose
consequences have the greatest positive value and least negative value compared to available
alternatives.

Example Scenarios

Before exploring utilitarianism in detail, consider the following moral scenarios:

1. Amber is in a long-term relationship that lately has not been going well. She has
struck up a friendship with an attractive, funny, and caring coworker, and one day he
tells her that he would like to start seeing her outside of work. She knows that if she
starts seeing him she would be cheating on her boyfriend, but she is tempted by the
proposition and wonders whether it would be wrong to do so.

2. Charlie and Davy, 8-year-old and 5-year-old brothers, were out shopping with their
mother. Shopping trips almost inevitably involve them begging for a toy, but their
mother always says no. On this trip, however, they were particularly well behaved
and didn’t say a word when they passed the toy aisle. Impressed and pleased, their
mother, on a whim, decided to buy them a small toy to share. When they got home,

70



Introduction to Utilitarianism Section 3.1

Charlie didn’t want share the toy with his brother. His mother wonders how she can
explain to Charlie that sharing is the right thing to do.

Rachel leads the marketing team for a children’s clothing company. Her bosses want
to pursue a new, edgier marketing strategy that involves putting their female child
models into more sexually suggestive outfits and poses. Rachel worries that this
borders on exploitation of the models, promotes an inappropriate sexualization of
children, and could be demeaning to women in general. Her bosses dismiss these
concerns and make it clear that if she refuses to pursue the strategy, she will be

let go and replaced with someone who will. The job market has been unforgiving
lately, and Rachel is a single mother raising three kids, so she wonders whether the
proposed marketing strategy is wrong after all—and even if it is, whether she has a
responsibility to refuse to go along with it.

For 3 years Bill and Jodi have been saving up for a vacation to Tahiti. They both work
hard, rarely take time off, and desperately need an extended time of rest and relax-
ation. They have finally saved enough to take time off work, fly to Tahiti, and spend
several weeks relaxing on the beach. However, as they are booking their vacation,
they learn that a devastating tornado has swept through Oklahoma, wrecking sev-
eral towns and leaving their inhabitants homeless and desperate. They consider the
amount of money they have saved up for their vacation and wonder whether they
ought to use it to help the tornado victims instead.

In each of these cases, there is the question of which choice would be moral, but there is also
the question of why one choice would be morally better than another. In other words, differ-
ent people might agree that a certain response is morally right or wrong, but they may have
different reasons for coming to that conclusion.

Let’s consider a few possible answers, along with their reasons:

Case 1:

Case 2:

Case 3:

Amber shouldn’t cheat on her boyfriend because he is bound to find out, and when
he does, it will really hurt him.

Amber shouldn’t cheat on her boyfriend because he is bound to find out, and when
he does, he might become angry and physically harm her.

Amber should start dating this new guy because it will make her much happier than
she is now.

Charlie should share the toy with Davy because it will make Davy happy, and there
will be two happy kids rather than just one.

Charlie should share the toy with Davy so that when Davy has something Charlie
wants, he’ll be more likely to share it.

Charlie should share the toy with Davy because if he does not, he will be punished.

Rachel should refuse to pursue the marketing strategy because it is harmful to the
models, other children, and women.
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¢ Rachel should accept the marketing strategy because it will allow her to continue to
provide for her children.

¢ Rachel should accept the marketing strategy because it will likely lead to increased
profits for the company as well as a raise and promotion for herself.

Case 4:

¢ Bill and Jodi should spend their time and money helping the tornado victims rather
than going to Tahiti, because the good they could do for the ravaged communities is
much greater than the pleasure they would receive from basking in the sun for a few
weeks.

e Bill and Jodi should spend their time and money helping the tornado victims rather
than going to Tahiti, because if they don’t, they will be plagued with guilt throughout
their vacation.

e Bill and Jodi should spend their time and money going to Tahiti, because in doing
so they will be able to work more efficiently when they return, which will result in
greater income and thus greater resources to help future victims of natural disasters.

One thing to notice about each of the reasons provided for the best decision is that it appeals
to the results of one choice or another. What will be the outcome of pursuing a relationship,
sharing a toy, pursuing a certain marketing strategy, or spending one’s time and money in a
certain way? In other words, what are the consequences of the different available options?

You might be thinking that there are a number of choices that don’t simply appeal to conse-
quences, such as the idea that it is simply wrong to betray someone’s trust, that we should
not be selfish or greedy, that we should never sexually objectify children, that we should
maintain our integrity, or that we should always strive to be compassionate toward people in
need. These reasons appeal to considerations that are independent of the results of different
actions—considerations such as our rights and duties or important virtues that we ought to
cultivate and exercise.

Utilitarians will usually recognize the importance of most of these other reasons. But for the
utilitarian, what is most fundamental and essential to morality are the consequences of our
actions and, in particular, whether the overall positive consequences outweigh the negative
ones.

Elements of a Utilitarian Theory

To flesh out this idea, let’s review an important point from Chapter 1.

If we regard human actions as consisting of three aspects, then the main difference between
the major moral theories has to do with which aspect the theory takes to be fundamental
when it comes to moral reasoning and moral value. The three aspects of human action are:

1. The nature and character of the person performing the action.

2. The nature of the action itself.
3. The consequences of the action.
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The three moral theories can be distinguished in this way:

1. Virtue ethics focuses on the nature and character of the person performing the
action.

2. Deontological ethics focuses on the action itself.

3. Consequentialist ethics focuses on the consequences of the action.

When we think about the reasons mentioned above for considering certain actions or policies
asright or wrong, we note that they appeal to the positive or negative consequences, outcomes,
or results of each case. The form of moral reasoning that appeals to consequences, results, or

outcomes in determining whether some-
thing is right or wrong is called consequen-
tialist ethics (or consequentialism), and
utilitarianism is a consequentialist theory.

Naturally, there are many different conse-
quences to our actions, and not all of them
will be valuable or morally significant. A
consequentialist view will specify which of
the consequences are most important when
it comes to morality. For instance, some-
one might be fond of polka dots and favor
actions or policies that bring more polka
dots into our world, but that would be an
absurd basis on which to judge the moral
value of someone’s actions. Or more real-
istically, someone might favor people with
lighter skin tones and hold that actions or
policies that favor those with lighter skin
over those with darker skin are best, which
most people today also regard as an absurd
principle even if it once had defenders.

To avoid these kinds of problems, the con-
sequentialist must isolate from among the
various outcomes those that will serve as
the standard for moral evaluation. Polka
dots and skin color cannot serve as this
kind of standard—but what can? Whatever
it is will have to be, like polka dots and skin
color, identifiable. That is, we must be able to
recognize and indicate it in a way that oth-
ers can recognize as well. But unlike polka
dots and skin color, it also has to be intrinsi-
cally valuable (more on this in a moment).
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The Basic Features of
Utilitarianism

Utilitarianism is a consequentialist ap-
proach to moral reasoning. This approach
holds that actions are morally right if they
result in the best consequences relative to
other possible actions. If an action results
in worse consequences than another avail-
able action, then it is morally wrong.

The utilitarian theory identifies the best
consequences as those with the greatest
overall utility.

Utility: Happiness or Well-Being

When we talk about utility, we mean some
measure of well-being. This is usually
happiness, which is often also defined

in terms of pleasure and the absence of
suffering.

Utilitarianism: The Greatest
Happiness for the Greatest
Number

Right actions: actions that result in the
greatest overall happiness when compared
with the results of alternative actions.

Wrong actions: actions that are
performed when another action would
have resulted in a greater overall balance
of happiness and unhappiness.
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Moreover, if we think back to the earlier scenarios and consider the reasons given for the
different responses, they all compared results in terms of how much good or bad each action
would produce. If we are going to distinguish between more or less of something, whatever
we are comparing has to be measurable. So when we are distinguishing between “more of
something good” or “less of something good,” we have to be able to quantify and compare dif-
ferent amounts of “something good.”

Finally, there are countless things that people find “good” or “bad,” and comparing them might
seem like comparing apples to oranges. It’s not enough to quantify the results of our actions;
we must be able to reduce good or bad things to a common intrinsic value. Intrinsic value is
the value that something has in itself, as opposed to instrumental value, which is value that
something has because it brings about something good or prevents something bad. And this
intrinsic value must be a common feature of the outcomes we wish to compare so as to pro-
vide a standard for the comparison.

Can we identify a standard for comparing consequences that meets these criteria? Utilitar-
ians identify this standard to be something called utility (hence the name utilitarianism). On
this basis, the utilitarian maintains that we should act in ways that result in the most utility
compared to the alternatives. But what, exactly, is utility, and does it satisfy the characteristics
just described? To see how utilitarians have tried to answer this question, let’s turn to a bit
of history; in particular, Jeremy Bentham’s and John Stuart Mill’s claims that utility—the ulti-
mate value by which we compare the outcomes of actions—is happiness or, more specifically,
pleasure and the absence of pain.

Bentham'’s Utilitarianism

Jeremy Bentham (1748-1832), a British philoso-
pher and the founder of utilitarianism, offered a
view of value known as hedonism, which means
that we whittle down all value to happiness or
unhappiness, all happiness to pleasure (good) and
the absence of pain (bad), and unhappiness to pain
and the absence of pleasure. Doing so, he main-
tained, would give us the needed basis for distin-
guishing good from bad consequences. Every action
or policy produces a certain amount of pleasure and
pain among the various individuals affected by it, so
pleasure and pain would serve as the common value.
If all values reduce to pleasure and pain, and if there
are no more basic goods than pleasure and no more
basic bads than pain, then pleasure is intrinsically
good and pain is intrinsically bad.

Pleasure and pain, Bentham thought, can be iden- Photos.com/Thinkstock
tified and measured (like we measure flour for Jeremy Bentham was the founder of
baking). Thus, if we add up all the pleasure that’s utilitarianism.
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Common Standards

We have said that to meaningfully compare the value of different consequences, we have to
find some kind of standard or unit of measurement common to all of the outcomes.

There is an old fairy tale that illustrates this principle:

A man and his wife have one possession, an old milking cow. Times are hard, and they decide
that they have no choice but to sell the cow so they can have some money for food. As the
man is leading the cow toward the market to sell, he passes by a peasant carrying a pair

of chickens. “Say, that’s a fine cow you have there,” says the peasant. “I don’t suppose you
would like to trade your one cow for two whole chickens.” The man thinks to himself, “Two is
more than one, as everyone knows. This is a deal that can’t be passed up!” He quickly agrees
and leaves the cow with the peasant, taking the two chickens instead. By and by he meets a
woman selling loaves of bread, who offers him three loaves of bread in exchange for the two
chickens. Again the man reasons, “Three is more than two, as everyone knows. This woman
must not be very clever to be willing to take only two chickens in exchange for three loaves
of bread!” So he makes the exchange and continues on his way. A while later, he comes across
an old beggar with four beans spread on a blanket. “What say you exchange those three
loaves of bread for these four beans?” suggests the beggar. The man thinks to himself, “It’s no
wonder that he’s a beggar if he doesn’t even realize that four is more than three! I have never
had such luck!” Just before he arrives home with his beans, he passes by a young boy playing
with some rocks. The young boy spots the beans and offers the man five pebbles in exchange
for the four beans. Quickly agreeing, the man runs home and excitedly proclaims to his wife,
“I set off with just a single cow, and instead of selling it in the market, I traded that for two
chickens, which then fetched me three loaves of bread, for which I then got four beans, and
now I have five pebbles! You have, indeed, the cleverest husband in the world.”

(A particularly amusing version of this tale is the poem “Smart” from Shel Silverstein’s 1974
book, Where the Sidewalk Ends, which can be found here: https://www.marketplace.org
/2009/04 /27 /life /poetry-project/poem-smart-shel-silverstein).

What is wrong with this person’s reasoning? Clearly, he failed to realize that quantity isn't
everything: Just because a decision will result in a larger quantity of things doesn’t make
that decision a good one. How should he have compared, say, four beans with three loaves of
bread? Some common standard would have to be invoked according to which the four beans
would be considered more, less, or equal to the three loaves. Without that common standard,
the decision comes down to a matter of sheer numbers, which in this case proved to be
ridiculously foolish, no matter how clever the man took himself to be.

Similarly, when people disagree about whether certain actions or policies would have better
results than the alternatives, is there a common standard of moral value according to which
such disagreements could be resolved? If there are not, what implications might this have for
a utilitarian approach to these kinds of decisions?

produced by an action and subtract the pain, we can calculate a certain value for every sit-
uation that would result from the available choices. The action that produces the greatest
overall value is the morally right action. This form of moral reasoning is called hedonistic
utilitarianism.
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Many moral disputes involve dilemmas over how we should balance the positive and nega-
tive results of actions or policies. The ability to resolve them in an objective way, if we are to
follow Bentham'’s procedure, depends on how well we're able to identify and measure the
overall pain and pleasure that are produced, assuming that pain and pleasure are to serve as
our basic standard, as Bentham proposed. As we will see later, utilitarians following Bentham
came to question this assumption about pain and pleasure, but the core idea underlying utili-
tarianism remains the same:

Determine how much pleasure (or other positive value) minus pain (or other negative value)
will result from the available actions spread across all the people affected by the actions and do
that which produces the greatest overall good.

Mill’s Utilitarianism

While Bentham was the founder of utilitarianism
and set out its basic form, those who followed in his
footsteps would modify and refine the theory. Per-
haps the most well-known and influential of these
was another 19th-century Englishman, John Stuart
Mill. In his 1861 text, Utilitarianism, Mill adopted
Bentham’s ideas and tried to communicate and
defend them in a way that was simple and straight-
forward and addressed the most common criticisms
made of utilitarianism.

Read the sections “The Definition of Utilitarianism,”
“The Greatest Happiness Principle,” and “Summary Photos.com/Thinkstock
of the Utilitarian View” and come back to this point. John Stuart Mill, utilitarian philosopher.

Mill begins with a definition of morality that clearly sets out the utilitarian account of the dif-
ference between right and wrong actions.

The creed which accepts as the foundation of morals “utility” or the “greatest
happiness principle” holds that actions are right in proportion as they tend to
promote happiness; wrong as they tend to produce the reverse of happiness.
By happiness is intended pleasure and the absence of pain; by unhappiness,
pain and the privation of pleasure. (Mill, 1861/2001, p. 7)

The first question we should consider when we read this definition is “Why suppose that hap-
piness, defined in terms of pleasure and the absence of pain, should be the standard of value
when distinguishing right from wrong?” Mill answers this by offering a general theory of life,
which is his primary justification for the utilitarian theory of morality. It reads: “Pleasure and
freedom from pain are the only things desirable as ends; and . . . all desirable things ... are
desirable either for pleasure inherent in themselves or as means to the promotion of pleasure
and the prevention of pain” (Mill, 1861/2001, p. 7).
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In other words, Mill argues that when we consider what we value, desire, or aim at, we find
that it is either pleasurable in itself or it leads to pleasure or to the prevention of pain. Gaining
pleasure and avoiding pain is the ultimate purpose of everything we do, according to Mill. You
are reading this text, ultimately, because of pleasure or pain. Reading this text may not bring
you pleasure immediately, the way that reading a gripping novel, an amusing comic strip, or a
friend’s birth announcement might do. And it may even be painful at times, perhaps because
you find it confusing, boring, or problematic. Still, you're doing so for a certain reason, such as
to fulfill a course requirement.

In turn, there may be many reasons why you are taking the course, and if we go far enough
along the road of considering why you're doing so, eventually it’s the prospect of pleasure
and relief from pain that drives you (so Mill says). The same goes for when you go to church,
get married, raise your kids, help a neighbor, vote for a certain candidate, or tie your shoes.
Basically, when we ask the question “Why did you do that?,” the answer always comes down
to gaining pleasure or avoiding pain. So ultimately, on Mill’s account, that’s what happiness
is: The more pleasure and less pain we have in our lives, the happier we are, and we all want
happiness more than anything else.

If this is true, then it may seem that we have that common, intrinsically valuable feature of
the consequences of our actions that we need to measure different outcomes and distinguish
between right and wrong. As we have discussed in the previous chapters, there are countless
ideas about what is good and worthwhile, what happiness is, and so on. But according to Mill,
despite the differences we might have on such matters, everything comes down to pleasure
and pain, and we don’t pursue pleasure and avoid pain for the sake of anything else. Thus,
it follows that by determining the amount of overall happiness (pleasure minus pain) that
results from our actions, we can determine which consequences are best, and thus which
actions are objectively moral. To put it another way, Mill thinks that the pursuit of pleasure
and the avoidance of pain unites us in spite of our differences and can serve as the basis of a
general, objective morality that can apply to all people.

On reading this account, many readers will no doubt protest, “Sure, a lot of what I do is for the
sake of pleasure or avoiding pain, but not everything. Often [ sacrifice my own pleasure or will-
ingly take on pain for the sake of others.” For instance, parents often sacrifice personal plea-
sures for the sake of their kids without a single thought given to the pleasure they might gain
later. Great historical figures like Martin Luther King Jr., Gandhi, or Jesus are known for having
willingly endured tremendous suffering for the sake of a greater cause. Does this undermine
the utilitarian account of moral action by challenging Mill’s claim that happiness is the ulti-
mate aim of our actions?

Perhaps this is so if we suppose that it's only our own happiness that matters to us, but this
isn’t what Mill means. Mill recognizes that we can often be motivated by the prospect of
greater happiness (i.e., greater pleasure or less pain) overall. In other words, he argues that
happiness itself can motivate our choices. This can be our own happiness, but it can just as
well be the happiness of others. Indeed, this is exactly what we would expect if the utilitarian
account of morality were true.
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Remember that utilitarianism holds that if
we are to live morally, we should be choos-
ing the actions with the best overall out-
comes. If the “best outcomes” means those
that contain greatest overall happiness
compared with the outcomes of alterna-
tive actions, then we would expect that
the kinds of actions that we call noble or
praiseworthy are motivated by this aspira-
tion toward the happiness of all, even when
that requires the sacrifice of one’s personal
happiness.

Therefore, Mill thinks that the example of
self-sacrifice supports his account, rather
than undermines it. Happiness—whether
our own or that of others—is the ultimate
end of our actions, and thus it is the feature
of consequences by which we compare the
moral value of actions. This leads us to the
original version of the utilitarian principle
of morality:

Section 3.1

Going Deeper: Higher and
Lower Pleasures

Jeremy Bentham maintained that all
pleasures and pains were equal in value
and the only question is how much
pleasure and pain is produced from each
action. This led some critics to complain
that, on the utilitarian view, a world with
more pleasure is superior to a world with
less pleasure, regardless of where that
pleasure comes from. Does this entail
that utilitarianism promotes a life of
animalistic indulgence as superior to one
that pursues more noble and distinctively
human endeavors? John Stuart Mill did
not think so, defending his position by
drawing a distinction between “higher”
and “lower” pleasures. See Going Deeper:
Higher and Lower Pleasures at the end of
this chapter for more.

Do that which results in the greatest happiness for the greatest number.

Ethics FYI

John Stuart Mill

John Stuart Mill was born in 1806 into a philosophical family. His father, James Mill, was a
philosopher and a friend and disciple of Jeremy Bentham. James Mill and Bentham were
dissatisfied with the educational system of the time and wanted to reform it so that children
were raised and educated according to strict utilitarian principles.

John Stuart became a kind of experiment in such an education, and he became a child
prodigy: He was helping his father edit a history of India at age 3; had read half of Plato by
age 6; was fluent in several languages; and knew advanced mathematics, science, and history

by the time he was a teenager.

But at age 20, as he was editing one of Bentham'’s works, he had a nervous breakdown from
working so hard on it. By his own account, John Stuart emerged from this condition partly
by reading the poetry of William Wordsworth, and this experience led him to depart in an
important way from Bentham'’s theory, as described in Going Deeper: Higher and Lower
Pleasures. Afterward, Mill became notable not just as a philosopher but as an educator and
politician, and he was an influential early advocate for women'’s rights.

You can read more of his own compelling and illuminating autobiography here:

https://www.utilitarianism.com/millauto.
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3.2 Putting Utilitarianism Into Practice

To review, utilitarianism maintains that morality is a matter of striving to make the world a
better place by making choices that bring about the greatest overall happiness. This is a com-
mon and familiar form of reasoning in everyday life. For example, if a child shares a toy with
his brother, two children will enjoy playing with it rather than just one, resulting in more
overall enjoyment (and avoiding the unhappiness of the child who wouldn’t get to play with
it), and so we teach children to share with others. We are often compelled to help those in
need even if it means a sacrifice on our part, because we recognize that our sacrifice pales in
comparison to the benefits to those in need. This might involve donating time and money, but
it might be something as simple as giving up one’s seat on the bus to an elderly or disabled
person.

Moreover, we find this kind of reasoning invoked in politics, business, and science. Think about
how many political arguments appeal to the prosperity and well-being of the majority of citi-
zens as the reason to be for or against cer-
tain policies. Much of science and medicine
proceeds with the aim of bettering our lives

ing D r:
Going Deepe and the world, and we find people question-

The Trolley Problem

What if you could save five lives in a

way that results in the death of a single
person? If the overall consequences were
the same, would it matter if you were
intentionally harming that person or not?
This problem is raised by the philosopher
Philippa Foot (2002c) in her famous

ing the value of scientific research when
its utility isn’t as apparent. In economics,
especially in capitalist societies, utilitarian
approaches often assume that individuals
and businesses will pursue their own suc-
cess and profit and that we need certain
rules and regulations to ensure that this will
benefit society as a whole.

“trolley problem.” See Going Deeper: The
Trolley Problem at the end of this chapter
for more.

As we will see shortly, the familiarity of
utilitarian reasoning and its conformity to
many of our intuitions of what morality is
ultimately all about are among its greatest
strengths. Still, it’s not the only form of moral reasoning we encounter or employ (which will
become apparent in later chapters), so it’s helpful to clarify more precisely what distinguishes
a utilitarian moral argument and correct some common misconceptions.

How Can I Recognize or Construct a Utilitarian Moral Argument?

Typically, an argument that says “This is the right thing to do because it will lead to good
results” is a utilitarian argument. So is one that says “This is wrong because it will bring about
bad results.” This isn’t always the case, since other ways of thinking about ethics often appeal
to the value of the consequences. The difference is that for the utilitarian, the appeal to the
good or bad results is the primary or overriding reason for regarding some action, law, or
policy as right or wrong. Moreover, we should consider whether the argument is taking into
consideration the good or bad results overall among all those affected (rather than the good
or bad results for an individual or a particular group). This involves comparing the positive
and negative utility of alternative actions and determining what the overall balance is among
those alternatives.
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When we encounter these arguments in real life, people will usually appeal to positive and/
or negative consequences as the reason for or against an action or policy, but often they won’t
carefully compare the positive consequences with the negative ones, or vice versa. This is
what we, as people who care about the reasons for certain actions and policies, might have
to fill in.

Examples From Political Debates

In the following examples, we can see utilitarian reasoning at work in justifying a certain
action or policy (in red) by appealing to the overall balance of good or bad consequences (in
blue).

“Same-sex couples should be allowed to marry because it makes them happy and doesn’t hurt
anyone else.”

This argument looks first at the happiness gained by same-sex couples if they are allowed to
marry and assumes that the only reason they should not be allowed to marry is if the negative
consequences outweigh that happiness. If they don’t, then according to the utilitarian, there
is no reason not to allow them to marry.

“All nations need to work together to combat climate change; otherwise, the devastation will
be severe and far-reaching.”

In this example, the argument does not appeal directly to any particular consequences like
happiness or pleasure; we need to fill in those details. The implication is that according to
some standard that we all share, climate change will have severely negative consequences, so
nations have an obligation to minimize those negative consequences.

Examples From Everyday Life

“I should make sure that the lights are turned off before I leave my home to conserve energy.”

Someone reasoning in this way might only be concerned with her electric bill, but she might
also be thinking of the impact that her actions have on the community, nation, or planet. Either
way, the reasoning behind turning off the lights is similar: If I turn off the lights, I'm contrib-
uting to the overall reduction of my electrical bill, even if this particular instance won’t make
much of an impact on my monthly statement. Likewise, if I turn off the lights, 'm contributing
to the overall reduction of climate change, even if this particular instance won’t make much
of an impact.

In both cases the idea is that if I'm to contribute to the best overall consequences, I should do X.
Utilitarianism maintains that we have an obligation to choose those actions that contribute to
the best world overall, so if turning off the lights contributes to the reduction of global warm-
ing (even if the contribution is minimal), then I have an obligation to do so (unless leaving the
lights on has positive consequences that outweigh this contribution).
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“Don’t cheat on your boyfriend, because it will really hurt him if he finds out.”

The reasoning might be that the potential pain the boyfriend might experience if he finds out
outweighs the pleasures gained through cheating.

“Share that toy with your brother so that when he has something you want, he’ll share with

”

you.

We might give this instruction to encourage a child to look beyond the immediate satisfaction
he could enjoy by hogging a toy and consider the fact that, in the long run, both children will
be happier if they share their toys.

Examples From Science, Medicine, the Military, and Business

The following statements offer a sampling of reasons frequently given for or against various
actions and policies in other areas of life that, when considered as the primary, overriding
argument, would characteristically represent utilitarian moral reasoning. It's important to
note that there are many other considerations regarding the consequences of various pos-
sible actions that may need to be examined, and including them might lead some utilitarians
to disagree with these conclusions. Therefore, these statements do not necessarily represent
what all utilitarians would think, and a full utilitarian defense of certain actions or policies
would need to be more drawn out.

Moreover, as we said before, those who are not utilitarians will often use reasoning that
appeals to the best outcomes, the difference being that these reasons aren’t decisive as they
are for the utilitarian; as you read these, you may think about nonutilitarian reasons and
considerations that seem important. With that in mind, think about how the kinds of argu-
ments offered here embody the sort of moral reasoning defended by Bentham, Mill, and other
utilitarians.

“Genetically modifying crops and animals will allow farmers to produce more food on less
land, with less expense, and using fewer toxic pesticides, fertilizers, and antibiotics.”

“Genetically modifying crops and animals will introduce more problems into the food system
than it would alleviate.”

“If we perform medical experiments on animals, it can lead to medical breakthroughs that
would benefit millions of people.”

“The suffering caused to animals as a result of cosmetic testing outweighs the pleasure that
people will gain from wearing those cosmetics, especially when there are alternative means

of testing that have similar benefits with less suffering.”

“Using drones to take out the families of terrorists will demoralize the terrorists and force
them to surrender more quickly, thereby saving many more lives.”
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“Using drones to take out the families of terrorists will inspire others to join the terrorists’
cause, thereby prolonging the conflict even further”

“By outsourcing labor to other countries, a business can earn a greater profit and provide jobs
to people in countries that are much poorer than we are in America.”

“Outsourcing labor to other countries results in loss of jobs and tax revenue at home and
tends to provide significant benefits only to those who are already wealthy.”

3.3 Common Misconceptions

Now that we have a better sense of how utilitarian reasoning works, let’s address two com-
mon misconceptions about utilitarianism.

Misconception 1: The Good of the Individual Doesn’t Matter

Does utilitarianism maintain that an individual’s good is less important than that of the
majority? Not quite. First, a crucial feature of utilitarianism is an emphasis on equal consid-
eration: Any particular person’s happiness or suffering is no more important or less impor-
tant than that of anyone else; both are to be counted equally. Everyone experiences happiness
and suffering, so the crucial question is how much there is overall, not whose it is.

However, when we are considering all the people affected by an action and how they are
affected, we might find that the experiences of a particular individual are outweighed by those
of others, whether another individual or a larger group. Again, it’s not that the others matter
more; rather, when everyone’s experiences are counted equally and added up, the numbers
often work out in favor of the majority.

It's similar to the way we think of money. All dollar bills have equal value, but if one action
results in 10 dollar bills gained and 1 lost, and another action results in 1 dollar bill gained but
10 lost, then that first action is better from a financial standpoint. But we don’t believe that
the dollar bill we lost is “less valuable” than any of the others.

In similar fashion, if Action A results in happiness for 10 people and unhappiness for 1 person,
and Action B results in happiness for 1 person and unhappiness for 10 people, then Action A

will usually be the right choice.

But is this always the case? This brings us to the second misconception.

Misconception 2: The Majority Always Rules

Does utilitarianism always require that we sacrifice the good of the individual or minority for
that of the majority? No. While it’s true that this is sometimes the case (and can be a source
of worry about utilitarianism), moral choices are not always a “majority rules” kind of matter.
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‘ 4

Remember that we’re concerned with the greatest
f happiness (and least suffering) overall. There might
be situations in which an action brings a relatively
trivial amount of pleasure to a large number of peo-
ple but a great deal of suffering to a few. It might
be the case that the suffering of the individual or
minority is so great that it outweighs the value of
the happiness gained by the majority.

For example, the practice of slavery might have been
advantageous to the White majority, but overall the
tremendous suffering experienced by Black people
outweighed those advantages, even though Black
people were in the minority. The only way to justify
slavery, then, would have been to accord less weight
or no weight at all to the experiences of Black peo-
ple, violating the principle of equal consideration.

In modern times, farm laborers and factory work-
ers in America and other countries often have to
work in wretched conditions for little pay so that
the majority of others can obtain cheaper food and
merchandise. This raises the question of whether
the pleasure the majority might experience from
inexpensive food, gadgets, toys, and so on outweighs
the suffering experienced by those on whose labor
these items depend. Or, to take a positive example,
members of a community may sacrifice a portion of
their time, money, and possessions to help a family
devastated by illness or a disaster, recognizing that
the small sacrifice of many is far outweighed by the
great benefit to that one family.

DuxX/iStock/Thinkstock
A common misconception regarding
utilitarianism is that the majority
always rules, but this is not the case.
For instance, even though the majority
might benefit slightly from cheaper
berries, that does not necessarily
justify the larger amount of suffering
experienced by mistreated or
underpaid laborers.

As we will see in later chapters, some would argue that the reasons to oppose slavery, pay a
little extra for products produced in humane conditions, or help a neighbor in need are not
primarily utilitarian but reflect other forms of ethical reasoning. Be that as it may, the impor-
tant point here is that when utilitarians say we ought to aim at the greatest happiness, they
insist that the interests and experiences of all should be counted equally, which may lead to
the judgment that the happiness or suffering of the minority outweighs the happiness or suf-
fering of the majority.

3.4 Strengths of Utilitarianism

Few people would object to Jeremy Bentham’s admonition at the beginning of the chapter
to strive to bring about as much happiness and remove as much misery as we can. More-
over, since the earliest days of recorded human history, philosophers, cultures, and religions
have accorded a central place to human happiness and well-being. It's hard to deny the
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corresponding idea that a world with more happiness is better than a world with less. Three
other features of the utilitarian approach to moral reasoning are often touted as important
strengths of this approach; namely, its impartiality, its affinity with scientific objectivity, and
its adaptability.

Impartiality

As we have already discussed, there are
many accounts of what happiness and well-
being actually mean, and these differences
have led to discord, oppression, and vio-
lence. More generally, cultures and societ-
ies have clashed for ages over ideas about
how people should live, what kinds of things
are required or prohibited, and so on. This
brings us to a notable strength of utilitarian-
ism: its impartiality. That is, utilitarianism
offers us an account of morality that does
not give preference to the beliefs, values, .
or interests of any particular individual or Rawpixel/iStock/Thinkstock
group when it comes to moral judgments or One of the strengths of utilitarianism is that it
decisions; rather, these judgments and deci- is impartial; it attempts to be independent of
sions are based on something commonto all. individual or cultural beliefs.

Mill (1861/2001), for instance, attempts to reconcile religious views of morality with secular
ones by proposing that “if it be a true belief that God desires, above all things, the happiness
of his creatures, and that this was his purpose in their creation, utility is not only not a godless
doctrine, but more profoundly religious than any other” (p. 22). Mill’s thought is that utilitar-
ian theory expresses a standard of conduct that is common to all religions as well as to those
without religious convictions and that is common to all cultures and societies more generally;
namely, that we should do what we can to increase happiness and minimize suffering in the
world.

This holds particular attraction to us today. We live in a world that is increasingly globalized,
in which confrontation between cultures around the world, diversity within particular soci-
eties, and awareness of different belief systems is greater than ever before. It is ever more
incumbent on us to seek a way to reconcile these differences and find solutions to problems
that appeal to all. Or, more modestly, we should strive to find ways forward that, even if they
don’t appeal to everyone, are not simply attempts to foist the ideals of one culture or belief
system on another but can be justified independently of particular customs, belief systems,
or points of view.

As we saw in Chapter 2, a stance of relativism about moral value cannot adequately address
the dilemmas that arise in a world in which increasing contact between different value sys-
tems call for concrete decisions about which ends and values should prevail when regulating
our common life. Utilitarianism endeavors to articulate a standard by which we can distin-
guish right from wrong and just from unjust without favoring one set of religious or cultural
convictions over another.
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Objectivity

This endeavor aligns utilitarianism with another common contemporary ideal; namely, its
objectivity, or more specifically, its conformity to scientific rationality. As we know from
debates over evolution, climate change, genetically modified foods, and similar controversial
issues, not everyone agrees with the conclusions of mainstream scientific research. But even
those who contest the findings of the majority of the scientific community on such issues
typically try to defend their views in conformity with scientific standards, suggesting that
such standards have a special kind of authority when it comes to justifying claims about what
is or is not the case. This is partially because modern science employs certain procedures of
investigation that are aimed at eliminating bias and prejudice.

Utilitarianism aims to mirror scientific objectivity by offering a theory of morality grounded
in empirical observation (e.g., how much happiness and suffering is produced or eliminated
by an action) and governed by an objective procedure (e.g., maximize happiness or minimize
suffering). This can ground claims that a moral judgment is objectively true or false regardless
of what others believe. For example, in a utilitarian view an action may be objectively right
if that action in fact results in the greatest overall good, even if someone makes a different
judgment. Following such a procedure can be an important way to ensure that our ethical
judgments are based on evidence and good critical thinking, rather than merely expressing
personal attitudes, cultural biases, and the like.

The attractiveness of this possibility is not hard to appreciate. When we consider the conflicts
that cause the most strife in our contemporary world (as well as those throughout history
that have led to suffering, death, destruction, and impeded progress), we can see how biases
toward one’s own kind (race, religion, gender, social status, etc.) and prejudices in favor of
one’s own form of life (including the rules and standards by which it is governed) play a cen-
tral role. A theory of moral judgment that aims to reduce or eliminate such biases and preju-
dices would hold great attraction in our contemporary world, and by basing its approach to
moral questions on the approach of the natural sciences, utilitarianism makes a strong claim
to be an effective way of achieving that aim.

Moreover, biases and prejudices toward one’s own kind aren’t restricted to differences among
humans: Utilitarians are especially noteworthy for extending the scope of our ethical con-
cern to other animals, as we will see in detail in a later chapter. Animals experience pleasure
and pain, form relationships, and are capable of flourishing or suffering. If (as the utilitarian
would say) the standard for how we ought to live involves maximizing positive experiences
and minimizing negative ones regardless of who experiences them, then we have reason to care
about the experiences of nonhuman animals and accord them equal weight to our own when
determining the optimal action.

Adaptability

One final attraction to note is utilitarianism’s adaptability: Utilitarianism seems to allow us
to adapt our moral judgments to particular circumstances in a way that a more rigid system
of moral rules would not. For example, most of us recognize a general moral duty not to lie.
However, there are circumstances in which lying may seem to some people to be the morally
right thing to do.
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Suppose, for instance, that you are a Christian living in Europe during the time of Nazi activ-
ity and knew that the Nazis were rounding up Jewish people for torture and extermination
in concentration camps. Your Jewish friend and his family are hiding in a secret room in your
house, and some Nazi soldiers knock on your door asking if you know where any Jews might
be hiding. If you told them the truth, your friends would be sent off to one of those barbaric
concentration camps.

Most people would say that the right thing to do in such a circumstance is to tell the soldiers
no to protect your friends from such horrors, even though it would involving lying. The utili-
tarian can say that even though lying normally leads to bad consequences, in this case it would
lead to better consequences than telling the truth and thus would be the right thing to do. In
more general terms, the utilitarian can say that no two circumstances are exactly the same,
and thus no rule or moral standard will necessarily apply in all cases. Basing morality on the
consequences of an action allows us to judge each circumstance on a case-by-case basis.

In short, utilitarianism holds strong appeal, especially in the contemporary world in which we
have to make decisions and set policies that affect people with different religious and cultural
views; place trust in the standards of empirical, scientific rationality; and are often forced to
make difficult choices that require flexibility in how we judge particular circumstances.

Does this show that utilitarianism provides the best account of how we ought to live and the
decisions we should be making, whether as individuals or as a society? Many philosophers
have said no, and we now turn to examine a few of their main reasons.

3.5 Objections to Utilitarianism

For all the strengths of the utilitarian approach to moral reasoning, there are several signifi-
cant objections that need to be considered before determining whether it is the best way to
approach or justify responses to moral problems.

General Objections

We can start by looking back at the conditions a consequentialist theory like utilitarianism
must satisfy that we introduced at the beginning of the chapter. If we're going to distinguish
right and wrong actions in terms of their consequences in the way utilitarianism does, we will
need to identify what it is about the consequences of our actions that matter morally. What-
ever this is must be measurable so as to allow for meaningful comparison, must be a common
feature of the different outcomes we’re comparing, and must be intrinsically valuable. Many
critics of utilitarianism object that it does not or cannot satisfy one or more of these condi-
tions. Let’s look at a few examples.

Start with the most familiar form of utilitarianism—that morally right actions produce the

most happiness and least suffering relative to the alternatives. The questions that need to be
addressed include the following:
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1. What are happiness and suffering?

Can we objectively identify and measure happiness and suffering?

3. Why are these the most important things? Are they intrinsically valuable, and if so,
are they the only things that are intrinsically valuable?

N

The difficulty with question 1 is that people provide very different answers to it, if they can
provide an answer at all (many people are unsure of what these terms actually mean). As
we remember from a previous discussion, when we’re considering the amount of happiness
that results from an action, especially one that affects many people, we need to be able to
make meaningful comparisons with the amount of happiness that results from alternative
actions—which means the comparison has to be about the same thing in multiple cases. But
if happiness means one thing to one person and another thing to another person, are we
capable of making that kind of comparison? Let’s call this the problem of pluralism about
happiness.

If we can provide an account of happiness that is based on something common to all of the
different views, this could be seen as a strength of the utilitarian theory. This is why Bentham
and Mill defined happiness as “pleasure and the absence of pain.” If we are to suppose that
for all the variation in people’s views about happiness, everyone ultimately desires pleasure
and the absence of pain for its own sake rather than for the sake of anything else, then we can
solve the problem of pluralism about happiness. But were Bentham and Mill right?

We might worry that the same problem of pluralism that pertains to happiness pertains to
pleasure as well. Even Mill believed that there were different kinds of pleasure, some of them
inherently higher than others. What's more, some would argue that pleasure is always con-
nected with a particular kind of activity, and it’s not clear that we can isolate from those activi-
ties some common feeling or experience that is the same no matter where we find it. Is the
pleasure associated with sexual activity the same kind of experience as the pleasure associ-
ated with watching a disturbing but well-made movie, and is either of these the same as the
pleasure some people associate with mowing the lawn, watching their child’s piano recital,
or figuring out a solution to a difficult problem at work? Even though we might associate the
term pleasure with such a diversity of experiences, it’s not clear that this term refers to a feel-
ing or emotion that is common to all of them.

Even less clear is how we should measure the quantity of pleasure. Is it measured in terms of
how intense it is, how long it lasts, or some other factor? How do we determine what these
quantities will be among all of the people affected by an action?

Even if we could isolate some common feeling or emotion to determine how pleasure should
be measured, it’s not clear that this would represent the intrinsically valuable feature of con-
sequences that the utilitarian needs. Intuitively, the mere fact that someone finds a certain
kind of pleasure good does not mean it actually is good. We need only consider the pleasure
of a rapist or pedophile or the pleasure that someone gets from torturing animals to question
whether pleasure is always good, or we may even, with Mill, suppose that simple or “swine-
like” pleasures are not as valuable as those associated with our higher faculties.

We may express this by saying that “desired doesn’t mean desirable.” In other words, the fact
that someone happens to desire something does not make it worthy of desire; that is, good.
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Indeed, many have argued that when we
consider the values and goods that we rec-
ognize as deeply important to human life, it
would be a mistake to reduce them to any
single quality or characteristic, much less to
pleasure and pain.

For reasons like this, many philosophers
(including some utilitarians) have concluded
that “happiness” is too varied or pluralistic
to allow for meaningful comparison of the
value of different consequences. Defining
happiness as pleasure and the absence of
pain does not solve this problem; indeed, it
makes the problem more difficult. Now, you
might be thinking, Why not just leave it up to
the individual to determine what happiness
means and compare how much happiness—
however each person defines it—is brought
about by the action? This is an attractive
option that some utilitarian philosophers
have favored, choosing to use the term pref-
erences rather than happiness to identify
what should be maximized by our actions
(for which reason such a view is often called
preference utilitarianism; Singer, 2011).

However, preference utilitarianism is open
to the kind of worry just described: The
mere fact that people have certain prefer-
ences does not make those preferences
good. If the majority of people in a commu-
nity prefer the subjugation of a certain race
or religion, would that be enough to justify
laws that enforced this subjugation? Or
should those preferences be disregarded or
accorded less weight? If so, on what basis do
we make this judgment, if the ultimate stan-
dard for moral judgment is people’s prefer-
ences themselves?

Section 3.5

Going Deeper: Desired
Versus Desirable

Is the fact that people desire something
enough to show that it is desirable, as
Mill claimed about happiness? Or to put
it differently, do some things have value
in themselves independent of whether
people happen to value them? This is an
ancient question, and one of the earliest
and most famous versions was raised by
the Ancient Greek philosopher Plato in a
dialogue called the Euthyphro. See Going
Deeper: Desired Versus Desirable at the
end of the chapter for more.

Preference Utilitarianism

Recall that Jeremy Bentham initially
proposed that utility meant happiness,
which he further defined as pleasure
and the absence of pain. John Stuart Mill
accepted this basic idea but distinguished
between higher and lower pleasures on
the basis of what most people would
prefer if they had experience of both
kinds of pleasure. Some utilitarians have
taken this further by maintaining that
people’s preferences themselves should be
what moral actions ought to bring about
as much as possible. The result is a view
called preference utilitarianism. This is
the idea that morally right actions are
those that allow as many preferences to
be satisfied as possible.

Moreover, critics might say that basing our standard of conduct on preferences excludes from
consideration the good of those who cannot have preferences. Consider young babies; people
with severe mental impairments; and most animals, plants, and nonliving things—none of
these can be said to have preferences in the way intended by preference utilitarianism, but we
frequently speak of them as having dignity or value in themselves, independent of anyone’s

feelings or preferences.
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If we ought to be maximizing preferences,
what should we say when people’s prefer-
ences involve the degradation or destruc-
tion of beings that don’t have preferences?
What if a person would prefer to use a work
of art as a doormat, a group of people’s
preference for a shopping mall requires the
destruction of an ancient forest, or a person
would prefer not to have the burden of an
unwanted baby or an incapacitated parent?
Since works of art, ancient forests, babies,
and incapacitated adults cannot have pref- Aletopus/iStock/Thinkstock
erences (or at least preferences like those Some critics of preference utilitarianism

of normal human adults), it may seem that object that it fails to consider the good of
preference utilitarianism commits us to the entities that don’t have preferences, such as
view that their good is less worthy of con- the environment.

sideration, a conclusion that strikes some

critics as disturbing and wrong.

We've considered the objection that there is no single, unitary feature by which we can eval-
uate the relative value of different consequences because the proposed candidates either
cannot be objectively identified and measured (as in the case of pleasure or happiness) or
are not obviously valuable in themselves (as in the case of mere preferences or personal
conceptions of happiness). Utilitarians and other consequentialists have offered a wide vari-
ety of alternative ways to characterize the best consequences of our actions, and indeed few
contemporary philosophers follow Mill and Bentham in maintaining that pleasure, or even
happiness, is the exclusive good that we should seek to bring about. However, if there is no
well-defined and justified account of the best consequences, reasoning that proceeds along
the lines of maximizing utility may lead to conclusions about our moral responsibilities that
appear, intuitively, to be wrong. In particular, this approach may seem to neglect or under-
mine certain core features of our moral lives; namely, respect for persons and the irreducible
plurality of values.

Respect for Persons

Earlier in the chapter, we noted that an attractive feature of utilitarianism is that it doesn’t
designate certain specific actions as always right or always wrong but allows for some flex-
ibility, depending on the outcomes of the actions. Thus, an action like lying, which is normally
wrong, might be right when it's done to save someone from much greater suffering, as in the
case of lying to a Nazi soldier in order to save your Jewish friend.

However, while this flexibility can be an attraction, it can also be a possible weakness. Con-

sider a case in which following utilitarian reasoning may justify something that, to many peo-
ple, would seem wrong.
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Suppose five people are brought to a hospital with a life-threatening condition, and each
requires an immediate transplant of a different organ to survive (one needs a kidney, another
needs a lung, etc.). If they don’t receive their transplant soon, they will die. There’s not enough
time to wait for any donated organs to come in, and the hospital doesn’t have anything on
hand, so if the hospital doesn’t locate five healthy replacement organs in the next few hours,
five people will die.

It just so happens that Sally has come in to have a broken arm fixed. The doctor knows of the
situation with the five people, and after running Sally’s vitals, he concludes that Sally’s organs
would serve perfectly to save the lives of the five people. If he harvests Sally’s organs, he could
save the five lives, but Sally would die. But suppose the doctor is a committed utilitarian and
reasons that “five lives saved and one life lost is a better outcome than one life saved and five
lives lost.” In other words, he reasons that the best overall happiness would result from killing
Sally, taking her organs, and saving the lives of the five people.

Ifit's true that killing Sally to save the five lives results in more overall happiness than not kill-
ing Sally and allowing them to die, does this mean that the doctor’s actions are morally right?
Most people would say no. However, if we are to simply consider which outcome contains the
greatest happiness for the greatest number, then what would stop us from saying yes?

This particular scenario might seem far-fetched, but the general sort of dilemma it describes
is not. Many ethical dilemmas involve choices between ordinary moral standards and the
greater good, including cases in which achieving the greater good requires us to harm or even
end someone’s life. If this raises a problem for utilitarianism, how might we specify what that
problem is?

One response might be to say that while killing Sally to harvest her organs would save lives,
it goes against morality. The thought might be that morality involves respecting certain rules
like “don’t kill an innocent person,” and since killing Sally would violate that rule, doing so is
wrong even if leads to a greater overall outcome.

However, we must remember that utilitarianism is an account of what morality and moral
reasoning actually is. One cannot simply object that utilitarianism fails to respect moral rules,
because utilitarians claim that an account of morality centered on consequences is superior
to one centered on rules. Rather, we might indicate what is troubling about a case like Sally’s
by suggesting that utilitarianism fails to respect the value of individual persons.

Earlier in the chapter, we considered the worry that by making happiness the standard of
moral action, we undermine the sacrifice of happiness displayed by many people we admire,
such as Gandhi or Jesus. The utilitarian response emphasized that it's not any particular indi-
vidual’s happiness that matters but the happiness overall, which is why we admire the sacri-
fice of figures like Gandhi and Jesus.

However, when we consider the difference between Sally, on the one hand, and Gandhi and
Jesus on the other, an important distinction emerges: The sacrifice of people like Gandhi and
Jesus was voluntary, whereas Sally’s sacrifice was not. Some critics of utilitarianism maintain
that morality requires us to always respect the dignity and autonomy of individual persons
and that this overrides the value of good consequences when the two come in conflict.
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To take another example, suppose that a military unit is in a battle and a grenade lands in
the middle of a group of soldiers. Jesse sees the grenade and immediately throws himself on
top of it, shielding the other soldiers from the blast while sacrificing his own life. We would
consider this to be an act of the highest valor and honor, and Jesse would be remembered and
esteemed long after. Suppose, however, that Jesse is standing next to Drew. Jesse has a wife
and four kids, while Drew has no family. Drew is also a bit of a liability at times—clumsy, not
terribly bright, and rather unreliable—while Jesse is a model soldier with great prospects in
the military. When the grenade lands, Jesse reaches over and throws Drew on top of the gre-
nade, which again shields the other soldiers but kills Drew. Would we honor Jesse for this act
the same way we would if he had thrown himself on the grenade? After all, the outcome was
the same in both cases—one person died, and the rest survived. Indeed, it was probably better
in the case where Jesse sacrificed Drew instead of himself, given the broader circumstances.

Most people would not honor Jesse for this deed but instead maintain that he did something
terribly wrong or cowardly. But if it’s not the consequences that account for this difference in
judgment, what does account for it? Again, many would suppose that Jesse fails to respect the
value of Drew as an individual person, particularly Drew’s right to choose for himself whether
to sacrifice his life in this way. In similar fashion, some have argued that by fixating on the
consequences alone, utilitarianism does not adequately respect the rights, dignity, and value
of individual persons themselves.

The worry, in other words, is that in the utilitarian view, moral value has to do with something
about a person—how much happiness or suffering he or she experiences, how many prefer-
ences he or she is able to satisfy, and so on. The person himself or herself does not have value
except as a source of these experiences and qualities, either as the one experiencing them or
the one producing them. This stands in contrast to systems of morality, like the one we will
consider in Chapter 4, that consider the individual to have a special value or dignity indepen-
dent of any characteristics, experiences, or potential to contribute to the overall good.

Irreducible Plurality of Values

One way of expressing the objection to the utilitarian view that we just considered is by claim-
ing that the value of human life itself is incommensurable with the value of pleasure, happi-
ness, or whatever other basic unit of utility that we identify. That is, the value of human life
cannot be measured in a way that’s comparable to some quantity of overall pleasure or hap-
piness, because they are irreducibly different kinds of value. In similar fashion, some critics of
utilitarianism have maintained that there are many sources of value that humans recognize
that provide meaning and purpose to our lives and place moral demands on us (Taylor, 1985).
None of these can be reduced to any of the others for the purposes of objective measurement
or calculation, and respecting these values isn’t simply a matter of trying to bring about as
much or as little of something as one can.

Some of these values may include relationships like friendships, families, and communal ties;
arenas of human excellence like crafts, the arts, knowledge, invention, and discovery; per-
sonal qualities like virtue, honor, and integrity; aesthetic values like beauty; and the many
values related to religion and spirituality. While it’s true that many of these provide pleasure
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and happiness, for most people that’s not the source of their value, as if they would no longer
be valuable if they no longer gave pleasure or made people happy. Similarly, according to
many people, the value these things have doesn’t lie in the fact that people happen to find
them valuable; rather, they would insist that people find them valuable because they have
value. Therefore, to reduce them to one common value in a way that would allow for objective
calculation and comparison of consequences would be to greatly misconstrue how we under-
stand the value of these features of our lives and the world.

To be sure, we frequently have to weigh these values against each other and against pleasure,
suffering, and the like. These are often agonizing decisions that bring in questions of identity,
purpose, meaning, authority, and many others—questions to which we often lack clear answers
and in some cases suspect there are no absolute, objective answers. Therefore, such questions
stand in contrast to the kinds of questions and dilemmas that are faced in science and mathe-
matics, where we assume that with enough effort and ingenuity, we can find an objective answer.

If we recall from our earlier discussion, a strength of utilitarianism is that it aims to bring to
morality a similar kind of objectivity and neutrality of judgment that characterizes the natural
sciences, where certain procedures help eliminate and overcome bias and prejudice. And surely
some of the values and goods that we have been identifying as supposedly irreducible, like one’s
ties to a community or those associated with religious and cultural traditions, have been and
continue to be sources of bias and prejudice, not to mention oppression and subjugation.

This presents us with some difficult questions that cut to the heart of the basic question of
ethics: How should one live? To see how this might make a difference to our moral decision
making, consider an ordinary case in which someone must decide what to do with a sudden
increase in income (perhaps she has been given a substantial raise or received a significant
inheritance). Suppose she had been living comfortably before this windfall. What would be
the moral thing to do with the extra money?

One option might be to consider only one’s own needs and desires. One might use the money
to pay off debts, buy a bigger house and nicer cars, go on vacation, throw a lavish party, and so
on. Another option would be to benefit people and causes one cares about: Establish a fund for
one’s kids’ college educations; donate to one’s church or a local homeless shelter or clinic; or
donate to an art museum or college, a favored political candidate, or an organization that sup-
ports causes one believes in like the National Rifle Association, Planned Parenthood, or Doc-
tors Without Borders. Or one might do extensive research to determine how this money might
best be used to eliminate poverty, cure diseases, or promote justice and spend the money to
support that goal regardless of whether it benefits oneself or someone one knows personally.

Most people would be inclined to say that some combination of all of these would be a legitimate
way to make use of the extra money. But would that be the case if one was to reason in terms
of utilitarian morality? It's certainly not clear if any of the uses that primarily benefit oneself
would be morally justified. Clearly, the money one uses to buy a bigger house or throw a party
would not contribute to the greatest overall good when compared to the suffering that the same
amount of money could alleviate. But matters become even more difficult when we compare
using the money to alleviate suffering to using the money to benefit the arts or to send one’s
kids to college. Or what if we were to determine that while giving money to a local homeless
shelter will help alleviate suffering in one’s own community, giving the same amount money to
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an orphanage or aid organization on the other side of the world would have similar outcomes
for a much greater number of people? Would we be morally obliged to opt for the latter?

This is the conclusion that some utilitarians have defended on the grounds of strict equality
and impartiality, which we noted earlier as a strength of utilitarianism. In Bentham’s formula,
“everybody [is] to count for one, nobody for more than one” (as cited in Mill, 1861/2001, p. 62),
to which Mill (1861/2001) himself adds, “as between his own happiness and that of others,
utilitarianism requires him to be as strictly impartial as a disinterested and benevolent specta-
tor” (p. 17). More recently, the utilitarian philosopher Peter Singer (1972) has argued that

it makes no moral difference whether the person I can help is a neighbor’s
child ten yards from me or a Bengali whose name I shall never know, ten thou-
sand miles away. ... If we accept any principle of impartiality, universaliz-
ability, equality, or whatever, we cannot discriminate against someone merely
because he is far away from us (or we are far away from him). (pp. 231-232)

The claim seems to be that when we consider our moral responsibilities, we must adopt a point
of view in which we leave aside anything particular about ourselves—our interests, desires,
relationships, and so on—and assume the role of a spectator that objectively measures the good
and bad results from different actions and calculates which action will have the overall optimal
outcome. If, from this point of view, we judge that giving a certain amount of money to an aid
organization in India or Rwanda will eliminate more suffering overall than giving that money
to an aid organization in our own community, then that’s the moral choice. And if the suffering
alleviated by this action outweighs the happiness generated from giving to an art gallery or
sending one’s child to college, then again, one’s moral obligation is to do the first.

Some people find this to be an attraction of utilitarianism, while others find it disturbing or
dehumanizing. Part of being human, a critic may argue, is having an identity constituted in
part by commitments and relationships that we nurture and support, producing and enjoying
the arts, gaining knowledge and understanding for its own sake rather than its usefulness,
and much else besides. Does utilitarianism end up reducing this picture of humans as having
complexity and depth to a picture of humans as calculating machines?

3.6 Varieties of Utilitarianism

[t should be emphasized that utilitarians have addressed such worries in various ways, some-
times by arguing that these problems do not actually follow from utilitarian theory, some-
times by modifying utilitarian theory in ways that avoid them, and sometimes by arguing
that these implications of utilitarian theory are not problems with the theory but problems
with our assumptions about what a moral theory should conclude or imply. Examining these
responses would take us beyond the scope of this chapter. Suffice it to say that utilitarianism,
and consequentialism more broadly, is a theory of morality with many variations that have
emerged as defenders of its basic form—identifying moral action with bringing about the
best outcomes—have sought to address and meet the kinds of objections we have been dis-
cussing, as well as others we were unable to cover. Here is a brief sampling of some of these
variations:
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Some philosophers have distinguished between a standard of right action and a
guide to action, maintaining that while utilitarianism represents the correct stan-
dard by which to distinguish right from wrong, it shouldn’t be the guide that we use
when making decisions. Indeed, some have gone so far as to argue that we are more
likely to bring about a better world when most people don’t accept or act on utilitar-
ian principles (Sidgwick, 1907).

Many philosophers propose a variety of values other than utility as that which we
should be aim to bring about, such as justice, virtue, or a simple and irreducible
property of goodness (Moore, 1903/1993).

Some utilitarians maintain that the standard of right action should be the actual
consequences produced by our actions, while others hold that it should be the
expected or foreseen consequences that make actions right. If someone acts in a way
that he reasonably expects to have the best results but actually does not, we could
still regard his action as morally right if it's just the expected consequences that mat-
ter. However, if the actual consequences matter, his action would be morally wrong
(though we may think we shouldn’t blame the person for that).

Utilitarians often disagree on how far-reaching the consequences for which we

are responsible should be. Does moral responsibility pertain only to the immedi-
ate effects of one’s action, to effects that are far-off and remote, or somewhere in

between?

So as we can see, there are many ways in which we might refine and revise the theory, espe-
cially in light of problems that are raised. However, there is one final variation that is promi-
nent and influential enough to be worth highlighting as we close out this chapter.

Rule Utilitarianism

One of the objections against utilitarian-
ism is that it would seem to permit or even
demand actions and policies that appear
to be unjust, such as the subjugation and
oppression of minorities, the sacrifice of
innocent lives for the sake of the greater
good, or some other action or policy that
intuitively seems wrong even if it is for the
sake of the greater good. Some utilitarians
agreed that this is a problem worth taking
seriously and have responded by forming a
distinction between act utilitarianism and
rule utilitarianism.

Act utilitarianism, which is the form that
we have been considering throughout the
chapter, maintains that our moral respon-

Rule Versus Act
Utilitarianism

An important distinction within the
utilitarian approach to moral reasoning

is between act utilitarianism and rule
utilitarianism. Here is the basic difference:

Act utilitarianism: the morally right
action is the one that leads to the greatest
happiness for the greatest number in each
particular circumstance.

Rule utilitarianism: the morally right
action is the one that would lead to

the greatest happiness for the greatest
number when followed as a general rule.

sibility is to do those particular acts that produce the greatest overall good for the greatest
number, given the available alternatives in each circumstance. Rule utilitarianism, by con-
trast, proposes that we should do those acts that produce the greatest good when followed
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as a general rule. In other words, instead of asking which action here and now would have the
best consequences, we should be considering which rules society should adopt to maximize
overall utility. If everyone would be better off by adopting a particular rule than by not adopt-
ing it, then our moral responsibility is to act in accordance with that rule.

Consider, by way of example, certain actions taken in war. Suppose that we go to war to
overthrow a brutal regime that engages in torture, kills innocent civilians, has no respect
for political authorities or boundaries, and so on, and that stopping these atrocities is the
reason we are going to war. Suppose further that the quickest, most efficient means of achiev-
ing victory—the means that minimize casualties, damage, and costs—is by engaging in some
of those very activities that we are striving against, such as torture and targeting innocent
civilians.

For the act utilitarian, if torturing a person or killing an innocent civilian here and now is the
best way to ensure fewer people are tortured and killed in the future, then that’s the morally
right thing to do. But for the rule utilitarian, the fact that we are trying to prevent these things
shows that a world without torture or the killing of innocents would be best, and so we ought
to follow the rule that prohibits them; that is, we shouldn’t do them ourselves (Brandt, 1972).

While rule utilitarianism may help address problems like the ones we discussed, it has not
been widely endorsed. Part of the reason, critics argue, is that it undermines the essence of
utilitarianism itself, which is to aim at doing the most good and bringing about the best conse-
quences through one’s actions. Rule utilitarianism limits us to those actions that would have
the bestresults if everyone acted accordingly, but of course, not everyone does act accordingly.
What we are left with is a standard of action that is motivated by the aim to bring about the
best consequences but that often requires us to deliberately act contrary to that aim. Because
of this, some philosophers have argued that rule utilitarianism is not really utilitarianism at
all (Smart, 1956).

If that is the case, what kind of moral view would it be? That will be the subject of our next
chapter, which focuses on deontological or rule-based theories of morality.

Going Deeper

Did something in this chapter catch your interest? Want to get a little more in depth with
some of the theory, or learn about how it can be applied? Check out these features at the end
of the chapter.

The Trolley Problem
Higher and Lower Pleasures

Desired Versus Desirable
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[t is important to reiterate at this point that utilitarianism is probably the most familiar and
widespread form of moral reasoning that we find today, at least in the West. The idea that our
fundamental moral obligation is to bring about the most good in the world is quite attractive.
Utilitarianism’s attempt to base the notion of “the good” on factors that can be empirically
observed and measured independently of personal values, culture, religion, and the like holds
great appeal. It fits nicely into a contemporary world increasingly reliant on such indepen-
dent forms of evaluation to bridge cultural gaps as the world continues to shrink and as tradi-
tional sources of meaning, value, and standards of conduct have less sway.

The impartiality and equality at utilitarianism’s core reflect the key values of modern West-
ern societies, values that are catching on in the rest of the world. At the same time, there
are questions as to whether utilitarianism does justice to the broader range of values than
those at its core, like pleasure, happiness, personal desire, impartiality, and equality. There
is also the related question of whether it adequately reflects what it means to be human, and
thus whether it adequately addresses the fundamental ethical question of how one should
live. While utilitarianism may ultimately be able to answer those challenging questions, the
questions compel us to consider alternative ways of thinking about ethics. The first of these
speaks to that intuition that motivates rule utilitarianism—the idea that certain kinds of
actions are simply required or prohibited, regardless of circumstances or outcomes. It is to
such deontological approaches to ethics that we now turn.

Key Terms
act utilitarianism The branch of utili- hedonistic utilitarianism The form of
tarianism that holds that the morally utilitarianism that identifies utility as plea-
right action is the one that produces the sure and the absence of pain or suffering.
greatest overall utility in each particular
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determining the best outcomes of an action;

that is, no one’s interests should figure more intrinsic value The value that something
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or prevents.

hedonism The view that pleasure is the

most basic positive value, and pain is the preference utilitarianism The form of

most basic negative value. utilitarianism that identifies utility as the
satisfaction of individual preferences.
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rule utilitarianism The branch of utili- consequences contain the greatest positive
tarianism that holds that the morally right value and least negative value compared to
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ultimate standard of value in utilitarianism.
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cal theory that holds that morally right and the absence of suffering, or the satisfac-
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Chapter 2: What Utilitarianism Is, from Utilitarianism by John
Stuart Mill (1863)

A PASSING remark is all that needs be given to the ignorant blunder of supposing that those
who stand up for utility as the test of right and wrong, use the term in that restricted and
merely colloquial sense in which utility is opposed to pleasure. An apology is due to the phil-
osophical opponents of utilitarianism, for even the momentary appearance of confounding
them with any one capable of so absurd a misconception; which is the more extraordinary,
inasmuch as the contrary accusation, of referring everything to pleasure, and that too in its
grossest form, is another of the common charges against utilitarianism: and, as has been
pointedly remarked by an able writer, the same sort of persons, and often the very same per-
sons, denounce the theory “as impracticably dry when the word utility precedes the word
pleasure, and as too practicably voluptuous when the word pleasure precedes the word util-
ity” Those who know anything about the matter are aware that every writer, from Epicurus to
Bentham, who maintained the theory of utility, meant by it, not something to be contradistin-
guished from pleasure, but pleasure itself, together with exemption from pain; and instead of
opposing the useful to the agreeable or the ornamental, have always declared that the useful
means these, among other things. Yet the common herd, including the herd of writers, not
only in newspapers and periodicals, but in books of weight and pretension, are perpetually
falling into this shallow mistake. Having caught up the word utilitarian, while knowing noth-
ing whatever about it but its sound, they habitually express by it the rejection, or the neglect,
of pleasure in some of its forms; of beauty, of ornament, or of amusement. Nor is the term thus
ignorantly misapplied solely in disparagement, but occasionally in compliment; as though it
implied superiority to frivolity and the mere pleasures of the moment. And this perverted use
is the only one in which the word is popularly known, and the one from which the new gen-
eration are acquiring their sole notion of its meaning. Those who introduced the word, but
who had for many years discontinued it as a distinctive appellation, may well feel themselves
called upon to resume it, if by doing so they can hope to contribute anything towards rescuing
it from this utter degradation.

The Definition of Utilitarianism

The creed which accepts as the foundation of morals, Utility, or the Greatest Happiness Princi-
ple, holds that actions are right in proportion as they tend to promote happiness, wrong as they
tend to produce the reverse of happiness. By happiness is intended pleasure, and the absence
of pain; by unhappiness, pain, and the privation of pleasure. To give a clear view of the moral
standard set up by the theory, much more requires to be said; in particular, what things it
includes in the ideas of pain and pleasure; and to what extent this is left an open question.
But these supplementary explanations do not affect the theory of life on which this theory
of morality is grounded—namely, that pleasure, and freedom from pain, are the only things
desirable as ends; and that all desirable things (which are as numerous in the utilitarian as in
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any other scheme) are desirable either for the pleasure inherent in themselves, or as means to
the promotion of pleasure and the prevention of pain.

Higher and Lower Pleasures

Now, such a theory of life excites in many minds, and among them in some of the most esti-
mable in feeling and purpose, inveterate dislike. To suppose that life has (as they express it)
no higher end than pleasure—no better and nobler object of desire and pursuit—they desig-
nate as utterly mean and grovelling; as a doctrine worthy only of swine, to whom the follow-
ers of Epicurus were, at a very early period, contemptuously likened; and modern holders of
the doctrine are occasionally made the subject of equally polite comparisons by its German,
French, and English assailants.

When thus attacked, the Epicureans have always answered, that it is not they, but their accus-
ers, who represent human nature in a degrading light; since the accusation supposes human
beings to be capable of no pleasures except those of which swine are capable. If this supposi-
tion were true, the charge could not be gainsaid, but would then be no longer an imputation;
for if the sources of pleasure were precisely the same to human beings and to swine, the rule
of life which is good enough for the one would be good enough for the other. The comparison
of the Epicurean life to that of beasts is felt as degrading, precisely because a beast’s pleasures
do not satisfy a human being’s conceptions of happiness. Human beings have faculties more
elevated than the animal appetites, and when once made conscious of them, do not regard
anything as happiness which does not include their gratification. I do not, indeed, consider
the Epicureans to have been by any means faultless in drawing out their scheme of conse-
quences from the utilitarian principle. To do this in any sufficient manner, many Stoic, as well
as Christian elements require to be included. But there is no known Epicurean theory of life
which does not assign to the pleasures of the intellect, of the feelings and imagination, and
of the moral sentiments, a much higher value as pleasures than to those of mere sensation. It
must be admitted, however, that utilitarian writers in general have placed the superiority of
mental over bodily pleasures chiefly in the greater permanency, safety, uncostliness, etc., of
the former—that is, in their circumstantial advantages rather than in their intrinsic nature.
And on all these points utilitarians have fully proved their case; but they might have taken the
other, and, as it may be called, higher ground, with entire consistency. It is quite compatible
with the principle of utility to recognise the fact, that some kinds of pleasure are more desir-
able and more valuable than others. It would be absurd that while, in estimating all other
things, quality is considered as well as quantity, the estimation of pleasures should be sup-
posed to depend on quantity alone.

If I am asked, what I mean by difference of quality in pleasures, or what makes one pleasure
more valuable than another, merely as a pleasure, except its being greater in amount, there is
but one possible answer. Of two pleasures, if there be one to which all or almost all who have
experience of both give a decided preference, irrespective of any feeling of moral obligation to
prefer it, that is the more desirable pleasure. If one of the two is, by those who are competently
acquainted with both, placed so far above the other that they prefer it, even though knowing
it to be attended with a greater amount of discontent, and would not resign it for any quantity
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of the other pleasure which their nature is capable of, we are justified in ascribing to the
preferred enjoyment a superiority in quality, so far outweighing quantity as to render it, in
comparison, of small account.

Now it is an unquestionable fact that those who are equally acquainted with, and equally
capable of appreciating and enjoying, both, do give a most marked preference to the manner
of existence which employs their higher faculties. Few human creatures would consent to
be changed into any of the lower animals, for a promise of the fullest allowance of a beast’s
pleasures; no intelligent human being would consent to be a fool, no instructed person would
be an ignoramus, no person of feeling and conscience would be selfish and base, even though
they should be persuaded that the fool, the dunce, or the rascal is better satisfied with his
lot than they are with theirs. They would not resign what they possess more than he for the
most complete satisfaction of all the desires which they have in common with him. If they
ever fancy they would, it is only in cases of unhappiness so extreme, that to escape from it
they would exchange their lot for almost any other, however undesirable in their own eyes. A
being of higher faculties requires more to make him happy, is capable probably of more acute
suffering, and certainly accessible to it at more points, than one of an inferior type; but in spite
of these liabilities, he can never really wish to sink into what he feels to be a lower grade of
existence. We may give what explanation we please of this unwillingness; we may attribute
it to pride, a name which is given indiscriminately to some of the most and to some of the
least estimable feelings of which mankind are capable: we may refer it to the love of liberty
and personal independence, an appeal to which was with the Stoics one of the most effective
means for the inculcation of'it; to the love of power, or to the love of excitement, both of which
do really enter into and contribute to it: but its most appropriate appellation is a sense of dig-
nity, which all human beings possess in one form or other, and in some, though by no means
in exact, proportion to their higher faculties, and which is so essential a part of the happiness
of those in whom it is strong, that nothing which conflicts with it could be, otherwise than
momentarily, an object of desire to them.

Whoever supposes that this preference takes place at a sacrifice of happiness—that the supe-
rior being, in anything like equal circumstances, is not happier than the inferior—confounds
the two very different ideas, of happiness, and content. It is indisputable that the being whose
capacities of enjoyment are low, has the greatest chance of having them fully satisfied; and a
highly endowed being will always feel that any happiness which he can look for, as the world
is constituted, is imperfect. But he can learn to bear its imperfections, if they are at all bear-
able; and they will not make him envy the being who is indeed unconscious of the imperfec-
tions, but only because he feels not at all the good which those imperfections qualify. It is bet-
ter to be a human being dissatisfied than a pig satisfied; better to be Socrates dissatisfied than
a fool satisfied. And if the fool, or the pig, are a different opinion, it is because they only know
their own side of the question. The other party to the comparison knows both sides.

[t may be objected, that many who are capable of the higher pleasures, occasionally, under the
influence of temptation, postpone them to the lower. But this is quite compatible with a full
appreciation of the intrinsic superiority of the higher. Men often, from infirmity of character,
make their election for the nearer good, though they know it to be the less valuable; and this
no less when the choice is between two bodily pleasures, than when it is between bodily and
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mental. They pursue sensual indulgences to the injury of health, though perfectly aware that
health is the greater good.

It may be further objected, that many who begin with youthful enthusiasm for everything
noble, as they advance in years sink into indolence and selfishness. But I do not believe that
those who undergo this very common change, voluntarily choose the lower description of
pleasures in preference to the higher. I believe that before they devote themselves exclusively
to the one, they have already become incapable of the other. Capacity for the nobler feelings
is in most natures a very tender plant, easily killed, not only by hostile influences, but by
mere want of sustenance; and in the majority of young persons it speedily dies away if the
occupations to which their position in life has devoted them, and the society into which it has
thrown them, are not favourable to keeping that higher capacity in exercise. Men lose their
high aspirations as they lose their intellectual tastes, because they have not time or opportu-
nity for indulging them; and they addict themselves to inferior pleasures, not because they
deliberately prefer them, but because they are either the only ones to which they have access,
or the only ones which they are any longer capable of enjoying. It may be questioned whether
any one who has remained equally susceptible to both classes of pleasures, ever knowingly
and calmly preferred the lower; though many, in all ages, have broken down in an ineffectual
attempt to combine both.

From this verdict of the only competent judges, I apprehend there can be no appeal. On a
question which is the best worth having of two pleasures, or which of two modes of existence
is the most grateful to the feelings, apart from its moral attributes and from its consequences,
the judgment of those who are qualified by knowledge of both, or, if they differ, that of the
majority among them, must be admitted as final. And there needs be the less hesitation to
accept this judgment respecting the quality of pleasures, since there is no other tribunal to
be referred to even on the question of quantity. What means are there of determining which
is the acutest of two pains, or the intensest of two pleasurable sensations, except the general
suffrage of those who are familiar with both? Neither pains nor pleasures are homogeneous,
and pain is always heterogeneous with pleasure. What is there to decide whether a particular
pleasure is worth purchasing at the cost of a particular pain, except the feelings and judg-
ment of the experienced? When, therefore, those feelings and judgment declare the pleasures
derived from the higher faculties to be preferable in kind, apart from the question of intensity,
to those of which the animal nature, disjoined from the higher faculties, is suspectible, they
are entitled on this subject to the same regard.

The Greatest Happiness Principle

[ have dwelt on this point, as being a necessary part of a perfectly just conception of Utility or
Happiness, considered as the directive rule of human conduct. But it is by no means an indis-
pensable condition to the acceptance of the utilitarian standard; for that standard is not the
agent’s own greatest happiness, but the greatest amount of happiness altogether; and if it may
possibly be doubted whether a noble character is always the happier for its nobleness, there
can be no doubt that it makes other people happier; and that the world in general is immensely
a gainer by it. Utilitarianism, therefore, could only attain its end by the general cultivation of
nobleness of character, even if each individual were only benefited by the nobleness of others,
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and his own, so far as happiness is concerned, were a sheer deduction from the benefit. But
the bare enunciation of such an absurdity as this last, renders refutation superfluous.

Summary of the Utilitarian View

According to the Greatest Happiness Principle, as above explained, the ultimate end, with ref-
erence to and for the sake of which all other things are desirable (whether we are considering
our own good or that of other people), is an existence exempt as far as possible from pain,
and as rich as possible in enjoyments, both in point of quantity and quality; the test of quality,
and the rule for measuring it against quantity, being the preference felt by those who in their
opportunities of experience, to which must be added their habits of self-consciousness and
self-observation, are best furnished with the means of comparison. This, being, according to
the utilitarian opinion, the end of human action, is necessarily also the standard of morality;
which may accordingly be defined,

the rules and precepts for human conduct, by the observance of which an exis-
tence such as has been described might be, to the greatest extent possible,
secured to all mankind; and not to them only, but, so far as the nature of things
admits, to the whole sentient creation.

Objection and Replies

Objection 1: Happiness Is Unattainable

Against this doctrine, however, arises another class of objectors, who say that happiness, in
any form, cannot be the rational purpose of human life and action; because, in the first place,
it is unattainable: and they contemptuously ask, what right hast thou to be happy? a question
which Mr. Carlyle clenches by the addition, What right, a short time ago, hadst thou even to
be? Next, they say, that men can do without happiness; that all noble human beings have felt
this, and could not have become noble but by learning the lesson of Entsagen, or renuncia-
tion; which lesson, thoroughly learnt and submitted to, they affirm to be the beginning and
necessary condition of all virtue.

The first of these objections would go to the root of the matter were it well founded; for if
no happiness is to be had at all by human beings, the attainment of it cannot be the end of
morality, or of any rational conduct. Though, even in that case, something might still be said
for the utilitarian theory; since utility includes not solely the pursuit of happiness, but the
prevention or mitigation of unhappiness; and if the former aim be chimerical, there will be all
the greater scope and more imperative need for the latter, so long at least as mankind think
fit to live, and do not take refuge in the simultaneous act of suicide recommended under cer-
tain conditions by Novalis. When, however, it is thus positively asserted to be impossible that
human life should be happy, the assertion, if not something like a verbal quibble, is at least
an exaggeration. If by happiness be meant a continuity of highly pleasurable excitement, it is
evident enough that this is impossible. A state of exalted pleasure lasts only moments, or in
some cases, and with some intermissions, hours or days, and is the occasional brilliant flash
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of enjoyment, not its permanent and steady flame. Of this the philosophers who have taught
that happiness is the end of life were as fully aware as those who taunt them. The happiness
which they meant was not a life of rapture; but moments of such, in an existence made up of
few and transitory pains, many and various pleasures, with a decided predominance of the
active over the passive, and having as the foundation of the whole, not to expect more from
life than it is capable of bestowing. A life thus composed, to those who have been fortunate
enough to obtain it, has always appeared worthy of the name of happiness. And such an exis-
tence is even now the lot of many, during some considerable portion of their lives. The pres-
ent wretched education, and wretched social arrangements, are the only real hindrance to its
being attainable by almost all.

The objectors perhaps may doubt whether human beings, if taught to consider happiness
as the end of life, would be satisfied with such a moderate share of it. But great numbers of
mankind have been satisfied with much less. The main constituents of a satisfied life appear
to be two, either of which by itself is often found sufficient for the purpose: tranquillity, and
excitement. With much tranquillity, many find that they can be content with very little plea-
sure: with much excitement, many can reconcile themselves to a considerable quantity of
pain. There is assuredly no inherent impossibility in enabling even the mass of mankind to
unite both; since the two are so far from being incompatible that they are in natural alli-
ance, the prolongation of either being a preparation for, and exciting a wish for, the other.
It is only those in whom indolence amounts to a vice, that do not desire excitement after
an interval of repose: it is only those in whom the need of excitement is a disease, that feel
the tranquillity which follows excitement dull and insipid, instead of pleasurable in direct
proportion to the excitement which preceded it. When people who are tolerably fortunate
in their outward lot do not find in life sufficient enjoyment to make it valuable t