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PREFACE

The present age is marked by an ominous tension. Human

diversity has never been so prominent, and the need for co-

operation among utterly different people has never been

so urgent. Differences in culture, education, ethnicity, reli-

gion, and lifestyles easily divide people. Can ethics provide

standards of conduct that give everyone a sense of inherent

worth and make it possible to resolve conflicts peacefully?

This is a hope of most major writers in ethics. But they,

too, differ among themselves, and their disagreements have,

in many people, reduced confidence that ethics can provide

standards we can all use in guiding our lives and our relations

with others.

This book describes the most influential kinds of ethical

views and, without neglecting their differences, draws on

what they have in common to formulate moral standards

that can help with some of the major challenges now facing

us—individually and as societies. I divide these views into

four categories. One category is the kind of virtue ethics

found in Aristotle. The other three categories comprise

three kinds of rule-based ethics: the moral theory of Im-

manuel Kant, the utilitarianism represented by John Stuart

Mill, and the common-sense ethics that is associated with the

intuitionism of W. D. Ross, though its origins go back at least

to Aquinas.



The major proponents of these ethical views (all of which

may have been also articulated in some version outside the phi-

losophy of the Western Hemisphere) did not put them for-

ward with the acute consciousness of human differences that

is needed in the contemporary world. I will present the views

with this in mind. Doing this requires considering “relativism,”

a term used in ways that easily confuse. One way I clarify ethi-

cal relativism is by indicating some of the ways in which, de-

spite appearances, ethics is like science. In this light I will show

that major ethical views are universally applicable but also

have a kind of relativity to circumstance that provides a degree

of flexibility they have commonly been thought to lack.

Ethics has always been taken to concern both the good

and the bad (the realm of value) and the right and the wrong

(the realm of obligation). A well-developed ethical view should

indicate how these two realms are related. This is largely a

matter of how what we ought to do is connected with how

we can live a good life. That question, in turn, is central for

the theory of value. Most of what we do presupposes judg-

ments of one or another kind of value. What kinds of judg-

ments are these? And what sorts of things really have value? I

am especially interested in what has value in a sense impor-

tant for diverse people regardless of their particular culture

or outlook.

The first part of the book takes up virtue ethics, Kantian

ethics, utilitarianism, and common-sense intuitionism and for-

mulates a broad ethical position that draws on all of these four

kinds of view. It also proposes a conception of value that is

readily integrated with that broad position. The second part

of the book indicates how the ethical views introduced in

part I might structure the kinds of lives people might lead

regardless of major differences between them. This takes

the reader beyond general and theoretical ethics into practi-

cal ethics. The final chapter goes a good distance into politi-

cal philosophy and addresses some problems of applied
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ethics. It considers a number of ethical challenges we face

today.

All of the ethical views examined in part I can be applied

to these contemporary challenges, but I naturally give promi-

nence to the bearing of my own position in dealing with

them. In a short book, however, it is enough to provide the

basis for dealing with these and related challenges. Solving

the problems is more than any single book can do.

In writing a short, non-technical book I have had to omit

much that I would have liked to include, especially elaboration

of the ethical views presented, discussion of relevant literature,

analysis of argument and counterargument, and citations of

data concerning the ethical challenges detailed in part II.

Some of the gaps are filled in works referred to in the notes.

But my hope is that the book says enough to make compre-

hension easy for those coming to ethics and political philoso-

phy with little or no background in them, and that it is written

with sufficient comprehensiveness and care to make it valu-

able for those with long experience in these fields.

I have also designed the book so that those interested

mainly in general ethics can concentrate on part I, which is

self-contained. Part II, if not entirely self-contained, can be

read without study of part I and can certainly be taught sepa-

rately by instructors familiar with the main ethical positions

presented in part I and preferring to emphasize the questions

of social and political philosophy prominent in part II. Gen-

eral readers and students in introductory college courses can

understand the book throughout; and instructors in those

courses can extend the discussions, in relation to their own

ethical views, in ways that should be fruitful for both their

teaching and their own work.
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1

ETHICAL THEORY AND THE MORAL
FRAGMENTATION OF MODERN LIFE

3

We live in a world of pervasive threats to peace, violence in

homes and schools, global warming and environmental plun-

der, fraud and incompetence, fast-growing population in some

poor countries and starvation in others, and rapid obsoles-

cence in what we build. In many tasks, even people themselves

have become obsolete. The advanced technology by which we

aim to make life better has eliminated jobs that many once

counted on and has contributed to a steep rise in the cost of

health care. It has rendered almost all of us subject to replace-

ment by machines in part of what we do. Technological efforts

to improve our world have made life more difficult for many of

us and more dangerous for all of us.

The contemporary world poses at least two major chal-

lenges to ethics. One of them is practical: to provide prin-

ciples and ideals to guide us in dealing with the problems

just described. We need sound standards for personal, insti-

tutional, and international conduct. The other challenge to

ethics is theoretical. It derives in part from the naturalis-

tic worldview commonly thought to be supported by the

progress of science, the view that the natural word (the uni-

verse conceived as containing no supernatural beings) is the

whole of reality and that scientific method is the only reliable

route to general knowledge of reality. This naturalism seems

to leave no place for value: for what is intrinsically good or



intrinsically bad. Science is in fact supposed to be “value

free,”1 to make no judgments of value beyond those war-

ranted by its own internal standards of evidence used to as-

sess claims to truth in terms of scientific acceptability.

Even for those who do not share the common commit-

ment to the intellectual sovereignty of science as providing

the only reliable routes to knowledge of human nature and

our world, it is easy to be skeptical about values. Values can-

not be seen. We can see a good painting, but its goodness is

not like its colors and shapes and may evade many viewers.

Similarly, we may see someone do a morally good deed, but

its moral goodness is not a visible property of the bodily

movements that meet the eye. Nor is value quantitatively

measurable, or required for scientific descriptions and expla-

nations.2 How, then, can we reasonably affirm standards of

the right and the good as any more than projections of our

own preferences? How is it even possible to find ideals for hu-

man life that we can all respect despite our many individual

and cultural differences and in the absence of a scientific

case for their soundness?

In the light of these and other ethical challenges soon to

be described, some sensitive observers of the contemporary

world may feel alienated, disoriented, and anxious. William

Butler Yeats strikingly foreshadowed these attitudes in “The

Second Coming.” It begins:

Turning and turning in the widening gyre

The falcon cannot hear the falconer;

Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold;

Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,

The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere

The ceremony of innocence is drowned;

The best lack all conviction, while the worst

Are full of passionate intensity.3

My aim is to say something about the practical and theo-

retical problems I have sketched. I begin by outlining some

4 Major Ethical Views and the Dimensions of Value



of the basic resources available to us from ethics (“moral phi-

losophy,” in an older terminology).

Normative ethics—the kind I mainly want to discuss—has

traditionally considered chiefly three related questions. First,

the character question: what is a morally good person? More

specifically, What character traits are moral virtues? Second,

the conduct question: What ought we to do, especially in distrib-

uting benefits and burdens among us—say, health care and

military responsibilities—and in regulating our conduct?

Third, the value question: What things in life are good as ends,
worth seeking for their own sake and not just as means to

something else? Our view of these goods will largely deter-

mine the kind and content of the education we support. It

will also influence what we care about.

Let’s start with four kinds of normative view that derive,

respectively, from stress on these three practical questions:

the questions of the kind of character we should have, of what

deeds we should do, and of what in human life is good.

1. Some Major Types of Ethical View

There are more kinds of ethical views than I can consider,

but the four to be sketched can be extended and combined

in various ways and, singly or in combination, provide a ba-

sis for understanding many other positions in ethics. They

also give us a good basis for understanding the resources of

ethical reflection in general, conceived as a framework for

guiding the solution of myriad contemporary problems.

Virtue Ethics

Among the most acclaimed ethical views are virtue theories.
These demand that one concentrate on being a good—a

virtuous—person. Be honest, just, kind, and honorable, for

instance. Plato and Aristotle developed views of this sort, and

they are currently held in many forms. Aristotle described

Ethical Theory and Moral Fragmentation 5



(for instance) just acts as the kind that a just person would

perform; a just person is not to be defined as one who per-

forms just acts.4 Aristotle apparently took moral traits of

character to be ethically more basic than moral acts. He said,

for instance, regarding the types of acts that are right, “Ac-

tions are called just or temperate when they are the sort that

a just or temperate person would do” (Nicomachean Ethics
1105b5ff). It is virtues, such as justice and temperance, rather

than acts, that are ethically central for Aristotle: “Virtue

makes us aim at the right target, and practical wisdom makes

us use the right means” (1144a).

For a virtue ethics, agents and their traits, as opposed to

rules of action, are morally basic. The idea is that we are to

understand what it is to behave justly through studying the

nature and tendencies of the just person, not the other way

around. We do not, for instance, construct a notion of just

deeds as those that treat people equally, and then define a

just person as one who characteristically does deeds of this

sort. Thus, for adults as well as for children, and in ordinary

life as in the professions, role models are absolutely crucial

for moral learning. The person of practical wisdom is the

chief role model in ethics; such people exemplify all of the

moral virtues and also tend to be good advisors in ethical

decisions.

Aristotle understood the virtues in the context of his

theory of the good for human beings. He says of this good,

“the best good must be something complete,” and he takes

only happiness (flourishing in some translations) to meet this

condition:

Now happiness more than anything else seems complete

[since “choiceworthy in its own right”] without qualifica-

tion. For we always choose it because of itself, never be-

cause of something else. Honor, pleasure, understanding

and every virtue we certainly choose because of themselves,

since we would choose each of them even if it had no

6 Major Ethical Views and the Dimensions of Value



further result, but also choose them for the sake of happi-

ness, supposing that through them we shall be happy.

(1097a–b5)

Happiness, then, stands as our final unifying end: we may

seek other things for their own sake, but only when “through

them” we can achieve happiness. Happiness is not, how-

ever, a passive state. It requires a life in which “actions and

activities . . . that involve reason” (which is our distinctive

characteristic) is central; the “human good,” then, proves to

be activity of the soul [roughly, mind] in accord with virtue”

(1098b214–17).

If, however, we take traits as ethically more basic than

acts, we face a problem: how does a virtue theory tell us what

to do? Ethics largely concerns conduct. How do we figure out

what counts as, for instance, being generous or honorable?

Virtue ethics has resources for answering this, including the

appeal to practical wisdom as applied to the context of deci-

sion. A person of practical wisdom is a paradigm of one hav-

ing virtue, and in a famous passage Aristotle calls virtue “a

state that decides, consisting of a mean, the mean relative to

us, which is defined by reason. . . . It is a mean between two

vices, one of excess and one of deficiency” (1107a1–4). Con-

sider beneficence. If, relative to my resources, I am selfish

and ignore others’ needs, this is a deficiency; if I give so much

at once that I am prevented from doing much more for oth-

ers later, I am excessive. Good ethical decisions, on this view,

may be seen in the light of such comparisons. There is, how-

ever, a contrasting approach that takes acts to be ethically

more basic than virtues of character. The contrast helps to

clarify both approaches.

Rule Ethics

Rule theories—probably now the dominant kind of view in

ethics—generally hold that the primary task of ethics is to

Ethical Theory and Moral Fragmentation 7



provide the right rules of action, though rule theorists gener-

ally grant that the cultivation of virtue is important and must

begin early in childhood. For rule theories, only when we

know the rules that govern, say, generous and honorable con-

duct can we teach or cultivate the virtue of generosity and

honor.

Divine Command Ethics

There are several major kinds of rule views. Among the oldest

and most widely accepted is the divine command view. It says,

in part, that what we morally ought to do is follow the rules

laid down by God.5 The Ten Commandments (Exodus 20:

1–17) and Jesus’ love commandments ( Matthew 22: 37–39)

and Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5–7) are the most fa-

mous representations of divinely ordained moral principles.

The former set, at least, contains a sort of elementary moral

code. Its moral requirements prohibit killing, lying, stealing,

greed, and adultery.6 The love commandments add (among

other things) the highly demanding injunction to love one’s

neighbor as oneself. 

More detailed codes of conduct can be derived from ei-

ther set of commandments. That derivation is no routine ex-

ercise, however. Consider how difficult it can be to say when

lawyers advocating for their clients are “bearing false wit-

ness.” They need not lie to present a biased picture, for in-

stance by destroying the credibility of a truthful witness or by

magnifying the importance of true but misleading statements

by some other witness.

As important as divine command ethics is in certain major

religious traditions, it is normally tied to a particular religion in

a way that prevents its being a universal resource in the way the

other ethical positions considered in this book can be. More-

over, it is commonly connected with those other positions in

constructive ways, and many of its characteristic requirements

8 Major Ethical Views and the Dimensions of Value



coincide with theirs. In part II, it will be taken into account as

we consider the integration of ethical and religious perspec-

tives, but we will concentrate on the other positions.

Kantian Ethics

A second famous rule theory is that of the great eighteenth-

century philosopher Immanuel Kant. His master principle,

the Categorical Imperative, says, in one formulation, that we

are always to act in such a way that we can rationally will the

principle we are acting on to be a universal law:

Act as if the maxim of your action [roughly the principle

underlying it] were to become through your will a univer-

sal law of nature. (422)7

Thus, I should not leave someone to bleed to death on the

roadside if I could not rationally will the universality of the

practice—say, even when I am the victim. We would not want

to universalize, and thus live by, the callous principle: One

should stop for someone bleeding to death provided it re-

quires no self-sacrifice. Similarly, I should not make a lying

promise to repay money if I could not rationally universalize

the underlying principle (say, When I can get money only by

making a lying promise to repay it, I will do this). One way to

see why the imperative apparently disallows this principle is

to note that I count on sincere promises from others and can-

not rationally endorse the universality of a deceitful practice

that would victimize me.

Kant also gave a less abstract formulation of the Categor-

ical Imperative:

Act in such a way that you always treat humanity, whether in

your own person or in the person of any other, never simply

as a means, but always at the same time as an end. (429)

The requirement is that we always treat persons not merely as

means, but also as ends in themselves. In part, the imperative

Ethical Theory and Moral Fragmentation 9



seems to say: Never use people, as in manipulatively lying to

them; instead, respect them. Treating people as ends clearly

requires caring about their good. They matter as persons, and

one must to some extent act for their sake whether or not one

benefits from it.8

This formulation applies to oneself as well as others; it re-

quires a kind of respect for persons, and this includes self-

respect. If we take Kant’s two formulations together (and he

considered them equivalent), then apparently we must not

only treat persons as ends but—as the rational universaliz-

ability of our principles would suggest—equally so. Everyone

matters and matters equally.

Utilitarianism

A third kind of rule theory is suggested by the question: what

good are rules unless they contribute to our well-being—unless

(above all) following them enhances human happiness and re-

duces human suffering? This kind of concern leads to utilitari-
anism, the position of Jeremy Bentham and John Stuart Mill.

For Mill (the greatest English nineteenth-century philoso-

pher), the master principle is roughly this: Choose that act

from among your options which is best from the twin points of

view of increasing human happiness and reducing human suf-

fering. In Mill’s words:

The creed which accepts as the foundation of morals 

“utility” . . . 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 in-

tended pleasure, and the absence of pain.9

If one act produces more happiness than another, it is pre-

ferable, other things equal. If the first also produces suffer-

ing, other things are not equal. We have to weigh good con-

sequences of our projected acts against any bad ones and

10 Major Ethical Views and the Dimensions of Value



subtract the negative value from the positive. Ideally, our ac-

tions would be doubly good, producing pleasure and reduc-

ing suffering.

The ethical aim for action is to find options second to

none in total value understood in terms of happiness.10 For

instance, lying causes suffering, at least in the long run; truth-

fulness contributes, over time, to our well-being—roughly,

how well off we are from the point of view of happiness as the

positive element and suffering as the negative one. Mill ar-

gued similarly in support of other morally required conduct,

such as fairness in dealing with others and non-interference

with other people’s conduct.

Utilitarianism is commonly formulated as the position

that for an act to be morally right is for it to produce “the

greatest good for the greatest number.”11 This misrepresents

the view. Utilitarians are concerned above all to maximize

the good. Some ways to produce good for all concerned, say

by providing education for all children, are no doubt quanti-

tatively better than others because of how many people they

help; but the idea that doing (or producing) good for more

people rather than fewer is not a basic concern of utilitarian-

ism and is not appropriate to defining the position. For in-

stance, if providing public libraries only in highly educated

communities would produce more good (say, in stimulating

innovations and productivity) than providing them equally

to a whole population (where this entails their being of lower

quality), the former, narrower distribution would be pre-

ferred.12

Common-Sense Intuitionism

Suppose one agrees with virtue theorists that there are as

many different dimensions of morality as there are moral

virtues, and with rule theorists in holding that morality

Ethical Theory and Moral Fragmentation 11



demands that we have and act on principles. This may lead

to the kind of common-sense ethical theory set out by the

twentieth-century English moral philosopher W. D. Ross. His

approach—a kind of multiple-rule view—is to categorize our

basic duties (moral obligations). He did this by considering

the kinds of grounds on which moral obligations rest; for in-

stance, making a promise to help you weed your garden is a

ground of an obligation to do it; injuring someone in rush-

ing to a class is a ground of an obligation to make repara-

tions; and seeing someone bleeding by the wayside, as the

Good Samaritan did (Luke 10:30–35), is a ground of an obli-

gation to help, even if not necessarily a predominating

ground. For Ross,

That an act qua [as] fulfilling a promise, or qua effecting

a just distribution of good, or qua returning services

rendered, or qua promoting the good of others, or qua pro-

moting the virtue of the agent is prima facie right, is self-

evident . . . in the sense that when we have reached suffi-

cient mental maturity and have given sufficient attention

to the proposition it is evident without any need of proof,

or of evidence beyond itself. . . . In our confidence that

these propositions are true there is involved the same con-

fidence in our reason that is involved in our confidence in

mathematics.13

This passage affirms moral principles expressing prima facie

obligations. For Ross the basic prima facie obligations in-

clude (as suggested here) obligations to (1) keep promises,

(2) act justly, (3) express gratitude for services rendered, and

(4) do good deeds toward others. Ross also stressed (in the

same chapter) the obligations to (5) avoid injuring others, (6)

make reparations for wrongdoing, (7) avoid lying, and (more

positively) (8) improve oneself. He considered it intuitively

clear and indeed self-evident that we have these eight obliga-

tions: you can see this by simply engaging in sufficiently clear

12 Major Ethical Views and the Dimensions of Value



and deep reflection—a kind of intuitive thinking—on the

moral concepts in question. Hence the name ‘intuitionism’

for the position that morality is to be conceived in terms

of the principles expressing these commonly recognized

obligations.14

Ross knew that prima facie obligations can conflict. Recall

the Good Samaritan. He went to great lengths to help a

wounded stranger. Suppose he had promised to help his

daughter harvest her olives and was unable to do this given

the delay caused by ministering to the stranger. Ross thought

that where two or more duties (his term for obligations) con-

flict, we often need practical wisdom (wisdom in human af-

fairs) to determine which duty is final, that is, which duty is,

all things considered, the one we ought to fulfill, as opposed

to our “prima facie duty,” our duty relative to the moral

grounds in the situation. Here the opposing moral grounds

are a wounded stranger’s need for one’s help and a promise

to one’s daughter. Our final obligation is what we ought to do

“in the end,” and it will be the same as our prima facie obli-

gation if no other such obligation of equal weight conflicts

with that. If I promise to write you and have no conflicting

duty, writing you is what I ought to do.

There is an Aristotelian element in Ross’s common-

sense ethics. Practical wisdom is what Aristotle took to be

essential in determining what kinds of acts express virtue;

and Ross thought, as Aristotle may have, that sometimes it is

intuitive, or even obvious, which of two conflicting obliga-

tions takes precedence. Saving an injured person may be

quite obviously a stronger obligation than keeping a prom-

ise to help harvest olives. By contrast, the choice of one

good candidate over another good one to fill an important

position may rarely be obviously right. Here morality coun-

sels humility—and the constant retrospective self-scrutiny

that helps us both to rectify past mistakes and to avoid fu-

ture errors.

Ethical Theory and Moral Fragmentation 13



Some Ethical Contrasts: The Right, 

the Virtuous, and the Good

To see some respects in which these basic kinds of ethical views

differ, consider a case in which your grandfather (who has out-

lived your parents) puts you in charge of directing his medical

treatment if he becomes incompetent. You have promised to

let him die with dignity if he is suffering, unable to communi-

cate, and clearly terminally ill. His lung disease prevents nor-

mal breathing, and putting him on a respirator is suggested.

He suffers when conscious, cannot communicate or even un-

derstand what is said to him, and is being fed through tubes.

Many facts that such a case presents cannot be filled in here,

but even at this point we can see some differences between the

approaches. Take common-sense intuitionism first, since it

views our promissory obligations as a morally basic kind. Un-

less we find some conflicting obligation of equal weight, we

must do as we promised and decline to allow a respirator.

Imagine, however, that other grandchildren have asked to

come to him one last time and need a day to make the trip.

Here one might have an obligation of beneficence—to do

something good for them—that would favor a respirator if he

would otherwise die too quickly. Suppose one could confine its

use for this short-term purpose. Allowing its use might then be

consistent with the original promise.

A virtue ethics could lead one to a similar decision. The

virtue of fidelity is the one most relevant here. Fidelity to

one’s word is central, but the virtue is broader and encom-

passes loyalty to others. There is a virtue of beneficence as

well, and this would incline one much as the Rossian obliga-

tion of beneficence would. One’s central focus, however,

would be on what kind of person to be in the situation; this

conception is to lead one to the right deed. The procedure is

not to consider types of action and bring rules to bear on

them. It is crucial to see that as different as these approaches
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are, they may, like different ways of building a bridge, take

one to the same destination.

The Kantian and utilitarian accounts both differ strik-

ingly from the positions of intuitionism and virtue ethics.

The former two are each what might be called master principle
theories of right action, whereas the latter are highly pluralis-
tic.15 For the virtue approach, there is a plurality of virtues

central for ethical thinking; for intuitionism, there is a plu-

rality of rules. This is not to imply that the decision you

should make must differ depending on which of the master

principle views is your guide. Indeed, the Categorical Imper-

ative is commonly taken to imply a subsidiary moral principle

expressing a strong obligation to keep promises, as well as a

principle of beneficence calling for doing good deeds. This

makes it like intuitionism in a certain kind of application,

and indeed utilitarians may also formulate principles far

more specific than the master principle quoted from Mill

and (they may argue) derivable from it. But a Kantian would

likely arrive at a decision differently than would someone

guided by one of the other views. We should try to think of a

principle for the case that could be used by anyone in the

same situation, for instance the principle that when a prom-

ised release from suffering and indignity can be carried out

with just a slight delay by accommodating relatives with a

deep and loving concern to be present, the delay is war-

ranted. We might also ask whether the grandfather is being

treated as an end and not merely a means. If we were sure he

would not have agreed to a delay in such a case, we would

likely not think we are treating him as an end (roughly, as

mattering for his own sake); but apart from such an unlikely

factor, we could reasonably think he might have wanted to

have his other grandchildren present. We can then see the

delay in letting him die as treating him as an end.

On the kind of utilitarian view sketched, our focus must

be on the good to be done by making one decision rather
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than another. We might now focus on how much suffering the

grandfather will endure in the extra day on the respirator and

might compare that with the suffering of the grandchildren if

they cannot get to him before he dies. We might also think

about the effects of the example we set if we delay (or if we do

not); being seen as breaking a promise can have very bad con-

sequences. Even the pressure for hospital space and the costs

of the extra medical care will be relevant for a utilitarian.

None of these things need be irrelevant on the other views;

but for utilitarianism, facts are relevant on the basis of their

bearing on the consequences of our options for the happiness

of all affected, not of their bearing on whether we are keeping

a promise, being virtuous, or following a rule that is universal-

izable in the way Kant intended. This difference in approach

is enormous, though one may often reach the same moral

destination on any of the approaches. On the utilitarian view,

we may properly be influenced by the monetary costs much

more than on the other views; we may be thinking of how

much good could be done with the savings. For intuitionism,

by contrast, the obligation of beneficence—which is the over-

arching obligation for utilitarianism—is only one important

moral consideration here; the promise also has moral weight,

and even an obligation of gratitude toward the grandfather

may add to the grounds for adhering to the original promise.

2. Toward Ethical Integration

Two or more of these views can be fruitfully combined; for in-

stance, you might hold that we are to maximize happiness, as

Mill requires, but only within the limits of never treating peo-

ple merely as means, as Kant demands. On this combined

view, you cannot sacrifice an innocent person to harvest or-

gans that will save six others, even if the total resulting happi-

ness would be greater (in which case a purely utilitarian ap-

proach would call for the sacrifice).
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Many who reflect on ethics find something of value

in virtue ethics, in Kantianism, and in utilitarianism. Might

a single wide principle capture much of their content? An

approach I find promising is to combine elements in these

three historically most influential theories in ethics: the

virtue theory, the Kantian view, and utilitarianism. There are

apparently at least three conceptually independent factors

that a good ethical theory should take into account: happi-

ness, which we may think of as welfare conceived in terms of

pleasure, pain, and suffering; justice, conceived largely as re-

quiring equal treatment of persons; and freedom. These are

all reflected on the Rossian list of basic obligations, but for

simplicity I leave out the others, which may in any case be jus-

tifiably affirmed on the basis of these.16

On this approach—call it pluralist universalism—our broad-

est moral principle would require optimizing happiness so

far as possible without producing injustice or curtailing free-

dom (including one’s own); and this principle is to be inter-
nalized—roughly, automatically presupposed and normally

also strongly motivating—in a way that yields moral virtue.

Each value becomes, then, a guiding standard, and mature

moral agents will develop a sense of how to act (or at least

how to reach a decision to act) when the values pull in differ-

ent directions.17

No specific, single standard, however, can be our sole

moral guide. This is especially so in the case of principles

that appeal to different and potentially conflicting elements.

How should we balance these? A priority rule for achieving

a balance among the three values is this. Considerations

of justice and freedom take priority (at least normally) over

considerations of happiness; justice and freedom (presum-

ably) do not conflict because justice requires the highest

level of freedom possible within the limits of peaceful coex-

istence, and this is as much freedom as any reasonable ideal

of liberty demands. Thus, a drug that gives people pleasure
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but reduces their freedom would be prohibited by the triple-

barreled principle (apart from, say, special medical uses); a

social program that makes a multitude happy but is unfair to

a minority would be rejected as unjust. Moreover, although

one may voluntarily devote one’s life to enhancing the hap-

piness (if only by reducing the suffering) of humanity, this is

not obligatory. Thus, coercive force may not be used to pro-

duce such beneficence.18

A subsidiary principle is that moral virtue, understood

partly as a disposition to act on the fundamental principle,

should be taught, by example and precept. Some of the mer-

its of the virtue tradition could thus be preserved, together

with the utilitarian drive to make life better and the Kantian

insistence that persons be treated as free and equal—a stan-

dard of conduct central for treating them as ends. Treating

them as ends requires respecting their freedom; acting on

rationally universalizable principles requires obeying rules

under which basic equality is respected (or those in the dis-

advantaged position could not accept them.) Moreover, intu-

itive moral principles of the kind articulated by Ross can be

taken to be in some way derivable from the fundamental

principle.19 Even apart from that, they express standards of

conduct essential in understanding the practical applications

of that principle.

A Contractarian Approach

One other framework for deriving moral standards should be

considered in this section: contractarianism. The broad idea

underlying this approach in ethics is that when a moral prin-

ciple can be derived from a hypothetical contract that meets

certain conditions, it may be considered to be justified. Early

uses of contractarian thinking include Thomas Hobbes, John

Locke, and Jean-Jacques Rousseau.20 The leading contempo-

rary version of the view is that of John Rawls, who uses a
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contractarian framework as partial justification of two princi-

ples of justice.

On Rawls’s view, we imagine rational persons deciding,

from behind a “veil of ignorance,” on what principles of justice

to live by (the veil is required to prevent those choosing from

being biased in their own favor—say, prejudiced by believing

that they will be unusually high in intelligence or health

needs). He argues that they would choose the following: first, a

principle of liberty, on which “each person is to have an equal

right to the most extensive basic liberty compatible with a sim-

ilar liberty for others”; second, a principle determining justly

allowable differences: “Social and economic inequalities are to

be arranged so that they are both (a) reasonably expected to

be to everyone’s advantage and (b) attached to positions and

offices open to all” under conditions of equal opportunity.21

The contractarian approach to justifying moral princi-

ples is, in a certain sense, not basic: one must at least build

in assumptions about what counts as rationality and what

values are to be preserved by the contract. For Rawls, “The

concept of rationality invoked here, with one special assump-

tion, is the standard one familiar in social theory. . . . A ra-

tional person . . . follows the plan which will satisfy more of his

desires rather than less and which has the greater chance of be-

ing executed” (p. 143), where the special assumption is that “a

rational individual does not suffer from envy” (p. 143). As to

the value assumptions, he takes “primary goods” to provide

substantive standards for decision behind the veil of igno-

rance. These include “rights and liberties,, powers and oppor-

tunities, income and wealth . . . self respect” (p. 62).22

Whether or not one accepts Rawls’s principles of justice

in particular, one can use a contractarian framework similar

to his to provide some justification for various kinds of moral

principles, including the pluralist universalism suggested ear-

lier. Doing this is a major task; but it should be obvious that it

can be executed in a way that supports the various intuitively
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plausible moral principles I am proposing—the Rossian prin-

ciples together with the pluralist universalism that serves as at

least a partial summary of its requirements.

The Decision Problem

Given the richness of all these ethical approaches and the

principles common to them, how, in practice, are we to decide

what we (morally) should do? It would be unrealistic to claim

that any good ethical approach makes this easy in all cases. But

suppose we understand our most general principles—whether

double-barreled, as Kant’s intrinsic end formula is, or triple-

barreled, as the suggested pluralist universalism is—in light

of the commonsensical principles Ross articulated, which are

supported by virtually all the major ethical theories and (in

part for that reason) will be the concrete standards I will

most often treat as a starting point for ethical reflection. If

Rossian principles are taken as a major starting point in

ethics, it is often quite clear what we ought to do.

The idea of taking the common-sense Rossian intuitive

principles as a starting point in ethics may seem to presup-

pose more consensus than there is in moral matters. That is

arguable, but I believe that there is among the great moral

philosophers and other ethical theorists a considerable agree-

ment on what sorts of things we should and should not do: we

are, for instance, not to kill, lie, or enslave; we are to keep

promises, help to relieve suffering, develop our capacities.

Some of the crucial standards, moreover, are reflected in

modern legal documents, such as the U.S. Constitution, espe-

cially the Bill of Rights, which emphasizes freedom and im-

plicitly affirms many kinds of obligation of non-injury. Fa-

mously, the First Amendment affirms both separation of

church and state and religious liberty (both values to be dis-

cussed in chapter 4): “Congress shall make no law regarding

an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise
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thereof . . .” (Amendments, Article 1, passed by Congress Sep-

tember 25, 1789).

3. Ethics and Science: Beyond the Stereotypes

Ethics and science are often considered so different as to have

little in common. But despite their significant differences,

there is an important similarity. Just as scientists give dif-

ferent theories to account for the same experimental data,

moral philosophers propose different principles of ethics to

account for the various—and usually plausible—common-

sense moral judgments they share. The idea is in part this. We

may view scientific inquiry as aiming at an account of percep-

tual (roughly observational) experience and of the apparent

truths our experience reveals, for instance general truths

about the observable behavior of plants and animals, of gases

and metals, of people and their creations. Analogously, we

may regard ethical inquiry as aiming at an account of our

moral experience and of the apparent truths it reveals, for in-

stance intuitively clear truths about the terrible experience

of being oppressed, which we judge to be unjust, about the

richly welcome experience of being cared for when we are

sick, which we judge to be good, and about the reassuring or,

sometimes, satisfying experience of receiving an apology,

which we judge to be owed to us. The idea that justice re-

quires a kind of equal treatment of persons and the idea that

restrictions of human freedom are justified only for self-

defense or protection of the innocent explain the intuitions

regarding the wrongness of oppressive acts (though these

ideas are not the only possible explanations).

Rational Disagreement

Moreover, just as there is moral disagreement, there is scien-

tific disagreement. But at least most moral disagreement
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disappears when the parties to the dispute are liberated from

confusions and come to agree on all the relevant (non-moral)

facts.23 Moral disagreement in complex matters is one place

in which scientific investigation can be crucial for the practi-

cal application of ethics. Consider capital punishment. Does

it deter better than long-term incarceration? Does it ad-

versely affect those who must administer it? Perhaps only

careful scientific inquiry can tell us.

To be sure, capital punishment may be an exception to

the thesis that an adequate grasp of the relevant facts tends,

when the facts are analyzed without confusion, to produce

moral agreement. But certainly factual disagreement on its

effects is a major element in the dispute.24 So is logic: poor

reasoning even from all the relevant facts may account for

disagreements that morally divide people who would other-

wise agree. But there may also be analogous cases in which

scientists agree on the experimental data in a given domain

and differ in the theories they take to explain the data.25 Sci-

ence should not be represented as a realm in which consen-

sus is universal—or even always possible.

Three Kinds of Moral Centering

Whether we combine the great one-factor ethical theories or

not, we learn something from all three kinds. Let me briefly

summarize some of it in relation to the idea that an ethical

view can provide a central focus for raising and, if only grad-

ually, answering moral questions.

Virtue theories tell us to concentrate on developing vir-

tuous character and, in that sense, on being good. For them,

the fundamental question of ethics is, What is it to be a virtu-

ous person? Above all, what are the virtues (excellences) of

character, and—on the practical side—how should we culti-

vate them? These will include justice, honesty, and benefi-

cence, but overall excellence of character will exhibit not

22 Major Ethical Views and the Dimensions of Value



only other virtues but also an integration among them all

that enables us to act morally. For Aristotelian virtue theories,

virtue is a kind of activity concept, and the question of what it

is to be virtuous is inseparable from the question of how one

should live.

Kantian and intuitionist theories (the kind called deonto-
logical, meaning roughly ‘duty-based’) tell us to concentrate

on the quality of our acts—their justice or injustice, benefi-

cence or harmfulness, truthfulness or deceitfulness, and so

on. For them, the fundamental question of ethics is, What

kinds of acts—understood in terms of appropriate principles

of action—are intrinsically appropriate for us as, above all,

free beings with dignity?26 They will include abstaining from

the kinds of abusive and deceitful acts that tend toward treat-

ment of people merely as means, but they will also include

end-regarding acts such as promoting people’s happiness

and enhancing their liberties—the kinds of acts that are char-

acteristically instances of treating others as ends.

Utilitarian theories (the main kind called teleological, mean-

ing roughly ‘result-oriented’) tell us to produce as much good—

most important, happiness—as we can. For them, the funda-

mental question of ethics is, What kinds of acts have the best

consequences? These theories are thus consequentialist, a

broader term than ‘utilitarian’ that can be used for views that

call for promoting not human happiness but, say, satisfaction

of basic desires. Utilitarianism is the most familiar kind of con-

sequentialism and asks, What kinds of acts tend to maximize
human happiness? (In some versions the pleasure and pain of

animals is also considered.) Here relief of suffering is as im-

portant as production of happiness; psychological as well as

physical well-being is included; and, insofar as (e.g.) honesty

and justice contribute to happiness in the broad sense, the acts

necessary for achieving honesty and justice are also required.

These three kinds of ethical view give us, then, a charac-

ter standard (virtue theory), a personal, qualitative conduct
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standard (Kantianism and intuitionism), and an impersonal,

quantitative conduct standard (utilitarianism). And plural-

ist universalism stresses all three variables: kind of action,

overall consequences for happiness, and character.27 It is

morally important what kind of action we perform quite

apart from its consequences, but the consequences of what

we do are also morally important; and without good charac-

ter we cannot be counted on do the right things, bring about

good consequences by our acts, or act for the kinds of rea-

sons we can be proud to acknowledge to others. These differ-

ing theories may be compared to differing scientific theories

of a given kind of phenomenon, such as the nature of light.

They can agree about certain moral principles, such as the

intuitive common-sense moral principles calling for honesty,

beneficence, and non-injury, even if, like different theories

of light, they explain differently why the principles hold.

4. Relativism and Objectivity

So far, I have sketched a diverse range of positions in ethics.

These significantly overlap. The diversity they represent may

not preclude a kind of unifying picture of the place of moral-

ity in human life. That diversity may also be consistent with a

set of basic principles and basic values that virtually any ra-

tional person can accept. Diversity need not lead to fragmen-

tation. The characters, subplots, and scenes in Tolstoy’s War
and Peace are highly diverse, but the novel is not fragmentary.

Fragmentation does, however, beset many contemporary dis-

cussions of ethics. Some of the fragmentation is theoretical—

a result of different people’s adhering to conflicting abstract

standards for evaluating action, say a secular welfare stan-

dard and a theologically based vision of life. Some of it is a

matter of disagreements concerning specific issues, such as

legalization of assisted suicide or of certain drugs. This book

aims in part to provide an understanding of both kinds of
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fragmentation—in theory and in application—and to develop

a perspective that helps to overcome it. I want to begin with

a major source of theoretical fragmentation.

Two Types of Relativism

We hear a great deal about the relativism of our age. But what

is relativism? Clearly, what one ought to do depends on, and

is in that sense relative to, circumstances. Normally, we ought

not to slap people; but if someone groggy from sleeping pills

must wake up or die, we may then be obligated to slap quite

briskly. We could call this view circumstantial relativism (cir-

cumstantialism for short): it says that what we ought to do de-

pends on, and so varies with, and must be relativized to, the

relevant circumstances.

Circumstantial relativism is not highly controversial. But

suppose someone said that the principle which I have just

shown to apply differently in two different situations—the

principle that one ought not to slap people—is itself relative,

in the sense that its “validity,” roughly its justifiability as a prin-

ciple of prima facie obligation, depends on the society (or

culture) in which it is accepted. On this relativism, if our soci-

ety does not endorse the principle that one should not slap

people or the principle that one should make an effort to

help injured people, then we have no obligation to abide by

these principles. Call this view status relativism: it says that the

justifiability—the validity status—of moral principles is rela-

tive, for instance relative to custom, and that ethics therefore

has no universally justifiable binding principles.

Circumstantial relativism says that the application and in-

terpretation of moral principles varies with circumstances—

and so, despite the moral prohibition on slapping people,

you may slap someone whose life depends on it. Status rela-

tivism says that the justification of moral principles depends

on circumstances and is not objective, so it is only a matter of,
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say, what is prevalent in your society, whether you have any ob-

ligation not to slap people or to save their lives. By contrast—

status relativists tend to grant—science and mathematics do
have universally justified principles that are not relative to

what prevails in a particular culture.

I believe that circumstantialism is sound and that status

relativism is mistaken. The former is not usually controver-

sial; the latter is often affirmed but rarely taken to its logical

conclusion. It implies that there is no universally valid justifi-

cation for believing that it is wrong to torture little children,

that the Nazis did wrong in massacring Jews, and that lynch-

ing black teenagers for looking at white women is grossly un-

just. These implications are indefensible.

Tolerance

There is far more to say about relativism, but the overall per-

spective I am developing is intended to emerge as a clearly

preferable alternative. Still, one point is immediately evident:

we do not need status relativism to account for tolerance as a

valid ideal. Once that is fully appreciated, there is much less

to motivate status relativism. Relativity of conduct to circum-

stances goes a long way toward grounding tolerance of differ-

ent ways of doing things under different personal, social, and

cultural circumstances. Indeed, tolerance itself is best sup-

ported by the view that there is a universally valid principle of

tolerance, to the effect that people should be allowed as much

freedom as all of us can have without harming others.28 This is

part of what I mean by freedom within the limits of justice.

There is widespread confusion about relativism and

other views concerning the foundations of morality. Not only

do many people tend to think that circumstantial relativity

implies status relativity; many also think that objectivity in

ethics would license an intolerant absolutism. That is a mis-

take. Again, it is helpful to compare ethics and science.
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Science is objective, above all in resting on intersubjective

methods of inquiry, the kind that any competent investigator

can use; yet science is also fallibilist; its standards and methods

presuppose the possibility of error. It is not absolutist, claim-

ing certainty for its conclusions. It develops degrees of evi-

dence for its hypotheses and theories, but it does not pretend

to prove them absolutely or in a way that prevents rational

doubt.

It should be granted that ethics is not quantitative, as

natural science is. We cannot measure obligation as we can

length. But quantification is not required for objectivity, as

the case of the social sciences shows. They can achieve expla-

nation and a good measure of predictive power even using

psychological and social concepts, such as belief, desire, and

value, that do not admit strictly quantitative measurement.29

Indeed, even pure logic, as objective a discipline as there is, is

not quantitative. It is formal, but not quantitative.30

Objectivity, Individuality, and Cultural Identity

If ethics is objective, how can it do justice to human hap-

piness, which is subjective? What makes me happy may not

make you happy, and one culture’s favorite pastime may re-

pel another: think of bullfighting, for instance. The impor-

tant point here is that the view that happiness is good does

not restrict it to any one kind: Aristotle and Mill, for instance,

realized that there are as many kinds of happiness as there

are activities that make people happy. In this way, happiness

is a multicultural value.

Happiness, then, is an objective good—roughly, an actual

good rather than one simply believed to be a good—but it is

subjectively realized: it exists only in one or another life expe-

rience. This point supports a plausible view: a pluralist objec-

tivism. We do have a universal value here, human happiness,

but people can realize this good in their own ways.31 The
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pleasures some get from seeing bullfighting are real goods,

but that does not imply that these goods are or should be re-

alizable in my experience. I would add that the pains suffered

by the bull are also real—and one task of ethics is to help us

weigh what is good against what is bad.

Are we now headed for chaos, allowing all to pursue hap-

piness in their own way (with only the restrictions imposed by

the prohibition of injustice and curtailment of liberty)?32 No.

For one thing, we are enough alike to have overlapping pleas-

ures: normally, virtually all of us enjoy (to some extent) good

food, social activity, the arts, sports, and other cooperative en-

deavors. We are even more alike in what makes us suffer—

and in my view, reducing suffering generally has higher pri-

ority than enhancing happiness.

Suppose, as Mill argued, that some kinds of happiness

are better than others. In this case the pursuit of happiness

can be organized by priorities. For instance, people who

have experienced both the pleasures of playing Beethoven’s

sonatas and those of playing Chopsticks generally prefer the

former. To be sure, Mozart gave us the memorable melody of

“Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star,” and the simple can be incom-

parably beautiful. But even this little gem is enhanced by

variations. The question of qualities of happiness is difficult

and important, and I will say more about it later.

5. Ten Challenges for Contemporary Ethics

If I have been right, there is fragmentation in ethics as a re-

sult of theoretical disagreements about the status of moral

principles. There are tensions among status relativists on one

side and objectivists on another, and there are many people

who are confused about these and other matters. Some peo-

ple in any of these categories can be easy victims of plausible

demagogues or persuasive fanatics. A related source of frag-

mentation is the complexity and divisiveness of some of the
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major ethical challenges of contemporary life. These are too

numerous to address in detail, but let me sketch some of

them. I will keep them in view in the next two chapters but re-

serve for the last chapter a series of proposals for approach-

ing them.

First, there is the religion-politics problem. This is the battery

of questions concerning the proper limits of government pol-

icy as affecting religion. This problem besets any free democ-

racy in which religion is a significant element, and it is spe-

cially acute for societies in which clergy have great power in

government, as in certain Islamic countries. For simplicity,

however, I will often focus on the United States, in which the

Free Exercise clause in the Constitution (quoted above) has

high authority. How much can the state do to accommodate

religion without moving toward favoring one religion in par-

ticular (a significant danger where there is a majority reli-

gion)? May it, for instance, provide vouchers to pay for reli-

gious children to attend private schools? If, even without

intending it, the state favors one religion over another, or

even favors religion as opposed to secularity, does this tend to

establish a religion? And how may a state protect, say, chil-

dren’s rights without impeding the free exercise of someone’s
religion, as when a judge orders a transfusion to save the life

of a child of Jehovah’s Witnesses, whose religion prohibits

transfusions? I think we need a significant measure of sepa-

ration of church and state. But what measure? On what prin-

ciples?

The second problem I will address is very closely related

to the first. Call it the religious sensibilities problem. This is a

problem not for law but for individual conscience. It would

persist even if we had a perfect relation between church and

state at the institutional level. Suppose I disapprove of assisted

suicide and the cloning of human beings because I think that

God has given us a natural way of dying and of reproducing,

and that any other way is irreverent and immoral. Is this
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belief an ethically sufficient basis for trying to dissuade secu-

lar scientific colleagues from trying to clone human beings

or from even supporting this dramatic procedure? More im-

portant, is it an ethically sufficient basis for illegalizing such

cloning? Similar kinds of questions occur concerning the le-

gality of abortion.

The third challenge I will stress is exemplified not only by

cloning but also by numerous other technological possibilities,

such as those that facilitate the invasion of privacy. This chal-

lenge is the gap between ethics and technology—probably a widen-

ing gap. Among the most salient marks of advanced democ-

racies is technological momentum. Technology is driven not

just by the ubiquitous profit motive, but by our natural ten-

dency to want to do things that are novel, striking, glamorous,

or dramatic. This tendency may be indispensable to creativity

and is often admirable. But as we have seen with cloning, tech-

nology sometimes proceeds so quickly that the ethical ques-

tions it raises are not anticipated. Here we need greater moral

imagination and an application of sound moral standards to

technological advances. One way to put the issue is this: Should

technology be on a leash and, if so, how long a leash?

The fourth problem is perhaps the greatest tragedy of the

developed nations: the tendency for the body to outlive the

mind, which may severely atrophy while modern medicine

preserves the body. It might be called the problem of the mori-
bund mind in the living body. It is all too prominent in our nurs-

ing homes, and a great challenge to both our sense of duty

toward the elderly and our ethical standards governing scarce

resources. Much too commonly, mind death precedes brain

death. We sometimes do too much to keep the body alive; we

often pay too little attention to the mind. Or is the main

need, as some think, drugs that prevent mental decay?

The fifth problem is a kind one might expect in certain

societies with widespread prosperity. It is self-indulgence. In

the individual, it is egocentrism—me-centeredness. Its social
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counterpart is the excessive concern with one’s own circle—or

nation, or religious group, or tribe—pretty much regardless of

what happens to outsiders. Typically, this self-indulgence is

combined with little or no resolve to achieve excellence, and it

may contribute to the widespread cheating—in and outside

education—that is disturbingly common.33 Indifference to-

ward the environment or animals or future generations is part

of this problem; languishing on drugs is another. For the self-

centered, others are important not in themselves, but mainly

as means to an end. How can a free society—whose cultural

coercion of ordinary citizens is usually limited to requiring a

minimal education—create the incentives needed to combat

this corrosive pattern? It is widely known that in the past de-

cade America has seen increasing needs for people with ad-

vanced technical training to come from abroad and, corre-

spondingly, an increasing number of foreign graduate students

in mathematics and natural science.

The sixth problem is related to the fifth but is more a

matter of national policies than of individual tendencies: it is

insularity—the opposite of cosmopolitanism. In the individ-

ual, it is ignorance of other times, other places, other ways,

and other cultures. This insularity is often reflected in insti-

tutions and the social fabric. At its worst, it breeds not merely

a neglect of what is different, but a self-satisfied ethnocen-

trism. A primitive form of this excessive centering on one’s

own ethnicity or in-group is tribalism. Again, the problem is

particularly serious for free and prosperous societies: how

much education in the ways of other cultures should we re-

quire, and how much sharing with other societies, particu-

larly those with widespread poverty, should we build into na-

tional policy—and taxation?

The seventh case is the role model problem, one that is par-

ticularly acute from the point of view of virtue ethics. Much

of the world suffers from an insufficiency of good role mod-

els: there are either too few people exhibiting excellence,
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particularly excellence of character, or too few with enough

influence relative to the ubiquitous bad role models, the he-

roes of violence and exploitation, power and ostentation, big-

otry and xenophobia. Even those who confidently vote for

political candidates are often disappointed by their charac-

ter. Famous entertainers commonly lead lives of extravagance

or, often, lives marked by infidelity or legal proceedings. The

image of sports has often been tarnished by steroids and other

violations.

Closely connected with the role model problem is the me-
dia problem. It is manifested especially in dumbed-down, sen-

sationalistic, and stereotypic programming. Our broadcast

and print media, now enhanced by the Internet, are a great

opportunity for education and enrichment. But they are also

a venue for glamorizing violence and sexual exploits. And

the visual media in particular, whether in broadcasts or sim-

ply available on Internet sites, easily favor one-liners over

careful analysis, and the striking image over the balanced de-

scription. One line can tell a lot, and striking images can

spur worthy actions. But images can be powerfully manipula-

tive, and a one-liner can supplant reasoning we sorely need.

We cannot, however, solve the problem by legislating detailed

standards; a free society must use the power of judgment, es-

pecially ethical judgment, to achieve social change without

undermining liberty.

If we widen our perspective from any one society to in-

ternational relations, we quickly find another (ninth) chal-

lenge: the globalization problem, particularly as related to social

justice. One challenge is how the developed nations can do

more to relieve suffering and overcome ignorance. But we

must also prevent atrocities and other disasters, such as the

commodification of children, the sexual slavery of women,

and the continuing spread of AIDS in Africa and elsewhere.

The world is getting smaller and more interconnected; the

have-nots are increasingly aware of what the haves have.

32 Major Ethical Views and the Dimensions of Value



This growing awareness can help to bring down tyrannical

regimes, but it can also undermine democracy and spawn ter-

rorism.

The tenth and final problem I will address is crucial for

all the others. It is the low level of discourse. This is an ethical

challenge both because good ethics in a complex world de-

pends on clear communication and because a free society

must state a cogent rationale for standards that burden its cit-

izens, as do privacy incursions rationalized as protections

from terrorism. The problem is not just poor literacy, but

also its mathematical counterpart—innumeracy. We should be

especially concerned about poor reasoning and uncritical

habits of mind. Too few people can speak or even read at a

high level; too few understand ratios, probabilities, and ele-

mentary statistics. An example of conceptual laxity, which

also illustrates the dumbed-down-media problem, is the up-

roar that began early in 1992 about members of Congress

supposedly writing bad checks. Repeatedly we heard of

checks “bouncing,” but (to my knowledge) few if any of the

checks were returned for insufficient funds. Rather, our rep-

resentatives helped themselves to interest-free loans. This is
unethical—and self-indulgent. But my main point is that one

senior journalist after another—and most members of

Congress—let the inaccurate and morally worse description

of the conduct go uncorrected.

This is a time of powerful challenges to ethics, both theore-

tical and practical. Ethical views are widely misunderstood,

frequently mistrusted, and often thought to be, in compari-

son with scientific theories, subjective or valid only relative

to a culture. Quite apart from the difficulties facing ethical

theory, there are numerous contemporary problems that

challenge our ethical thinking. These include problems cen-

tering on religion and citizenship, on rapidly advancing
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technology, on the extension of human life beyond our years

of vitality, on selfish preoccupation with one’s own pursuits at

the expense of the environment and the future of humanity,

and on the intellectual quality of our discourse, the very fab-

ric of our communal lives.

On the positive side, I have also described major ethical

views that, developed separately or in combination, offer

guidance; and in the very recognition of the theoretical and

practical problems I have described, we can begin to work to-

ward resolutions. A good resolution must be guided by val-

ues. Are there major life-orienting values that we can share?

Can they be connected with sound moral principles in a

way that enables us to agree on how to approach our major

problems? Can we nurture tolerance without indiscriminately

blessing whatever anyone earnestly wants to do? How can we

combine tolerance for diversity with standards of excellence?

Some of these questions of value are perennial, but they are

particularly urgent now. Questions like these and the moral

values and ideals we can rely on in dealing with them will be

the main concern of chapter 2.
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2

THE EXPERIENCE OF VALUE

What Do We Value, and Why Should We Care?

35

Chapter 1 described two kinds of challenges to ethics. There

are theoretical challenges that threaten to undermine the au-

thority of moral standards, and there are practical challenges

that can be met only by standards of morality and value that

earn conviction and inspire conduct. I sketched some major

kinds of moral view: virtue ethics and several rule views—

divine command, Kantianism, utilitarianism, intuitionism,

and a pluralist universalism that integrates elements from all

of these. Pluralist universalism takes justice, freedom, and

happiness to be the central standards in ethics, and it takes in-

tuitive common-sense moral principles to be a good indica-

tion of the day-to-day standards we should abide by under

those three kinds of theory.

All of the major ethical views either take some notion of

value—such as the intrinsically good—to be central for moral-

ity or at least give an important place to value. For utilitarian-

ism, value, understood in terms of pleasure and pain broadly

conceived, is central, but every plausible ethics gives these no-

tions an important place. Moreover, the most plausible ethical

views distinguish between what we must do to avoid wrongdo-

ing and, on the other hand, what is supererogatory: good or in

some way praiseworthy, but going beyond the call of duty.1

Value, then, plays at least two guiding roles. First, what is

valuable, for instance liberty and justice, provides a set of



restraints. It must be in some way protected by moral conduct

and so limits what we may do. Second, the realm of the valuable

contains a set of ideals and thereby directs our best energies,

say in art and science. Our corresponding values—our valua-

tional attitudes—express our aspirations and thereby chal-

lenge us to see what we can do; and they determine constraints,
and thereby limit what we may do.

1. Value versus Valuation

One more point is essential before we explore value. I have

been referring to the valuable in the sense of what is good in

itself. This is commonly called intrinsically good or, in another

common terminology, intrinsically desirable. What is intrinsi-

cally good is contrasted with what is instrumentally good:

good, or desirable, as a means—as an instrument, if you like—

for bringing about something else.

Something can be both intrinsically and instrumentally

valuable. Enjoying beautiful music can be both good in itself,

since there is goodness in the experience itself, and also a

means to relaxation, since the enjoyable experience can pro-

duce relaxation. But instrumental goodness is relative and

need not provide any reason for action to realize it. The in-

strumental goodness of a weed killer for destroying a flower

bed does not give us a reason to use it thus; and if the weeds

it is designed to kill cease to be a problem, we may discard it.2

By contrast, the intrinsic goodness of enjoying beautiful mu-

sic provides us with a reason to seek such experience. We are

not in general able to realize all the kinds of intrinsic goods,

but something intrinsically good is never to be cast aside like

an obsolete instrument.3

There are not only things that are intrinsically good, but

also things that are intrinsically bad, intrinsically undesirable

(disvaluable). There is probably more agreement about what

is intrinsically bad than about what is intrinsically good. If
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nearly everyone takes enjoying something (at least some-

thing not hurtful to others) to be intrinsically good, even

more take pain and suffering to be intrinsically bad. The bad

sets important negative standards, such as avoiding the caus-

ing of pain. It also shapes those positive goals that are de-

fined in relation to the bad: for instance, the goal of elimi-

nating, as opposed to simply not causing, fear, disease, and

starvation.

It may well be, as some philosophers hold, that the moral

importance of abstaining from doing evil is—other things be-

ing equal—greater than that of promoting good.4 When

other things are equal, reducing evils that exist is apparently a

more important moral aim than positively promoting the

good. I presuppose this in discussing moral issues, but little I

will say depends on it. Moreover, my concern ranges beyond

moral requirements to the general subject of value, including

many kinds of non-moral value, such as the goodness of art.

It is easy to fall into confusion in thinking about value.

For one thing, it is easy to miss the distinction between in-

trinsic and instrumental value. A good diet is so important

that it might easily be considered intrinsically valuable, as in-

deed the pleasures of consuming it may be. Money can so

readily lead to things good in themselves that it may be taken

to have value in itself. Important goods, then, may still be in-

strumental. Moreover, as a good diet shows, even when things

we do lead to something good in itself, as eating well may lead

to enjoying good health, they may or may not be accompanied
by intrinsic goods, such as the pleasures of eating delectable

foods.

A second distinction is no less important. Given how

often we speak of people’s valuing this or that, and of “hu-

man values,” a different confusion easily arises. Value as a kind

of worth is one thing; valuing, as something close to caring

about, is another. Mixing these up is abetted by how com-

monly what we care about is intrinsically valuable and hence
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has non-instrumental worth—value even apart from any

good effects. Valuing the valuable is fitting; but, as vanity and

hunger for power show, people sometimes care about things

that are neither good in themselves nor lead to anything that

is. Valuing is not always directed toward the valuable.

The notion of the intrinsically valuable is normative and

belongs to ethics and fields that provide prescriptive stan-

dards: roughly, standards indicating what we should do. The

notion of valuing is psychological and is descriptive rather

than prescriptive. Valuing is at least threefold. To value some-

thing is (roughly) to want to experience, possess, or bring it

about; to tend to feel positively toward it; and, in those who

have value concepts, to tend to believe it to be (in some way)

valuable. We value some things, such as good conversation,

intrinsically; others, such as insurance policies, we value in-

strumentally, as means to something further. Both intrinsic

and instrumental value are (in different ways) threefold in

the way just described. But unfortunately we can value, in ei-

ther way, what is not good in any sense. We can also fail to

value what is intrinsically good. We educate the sensibilities,

morally, aesthetically, and in other ways to prevent this re-

garding the intrinsically good (which is the kind of value of

concern here). If we fail in educating them, ethics cannot get

a good grip. This is one reason why, in examining contempo-

rary ethical challenges, we must consider value.

2. The Good and the True

It should help in understanding and tracking the relation be-

tween valuing and value to compare it with the relation be-

tween believing and truth. Valuing is to value much as believ-

ing is to truth.

Truth is in a way the standard for belief: if we believe what

is true, then we are, at least in an objective sense, cognitively

successful—successful from the point of view of what has
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commonly been called “theoretical reason.” If we believe what

is not true, we are in error. This is an objective cognitive failure.

Value—in the form of intrinsic goodness—is quite plausi-

bly considered to be the standard for valuing in much the way

that truth is the standard for believing: if we value, for its own

sake, something that is intrinsically good, then we are, at

least in an objective sense, successful from the point of view of

practical reason, just as we are successful from the point of

view of theoretical reason if we believe, in response to the ev-

idence, what is true. If we value, for its own sake, what is not

intrinsically good—money, domination, weapons—we are in

error.5 Adequately well-grounded valuing of the good is like

adequately well-grounded believing of the true. Both are fit-

ting to their respective grounds and desirable; but, unfortu-

nately, well-grounded valuing of the good can be mimicked

by valuing something bad, as well-grounded believing of the

true can be mimicked by believing something false. Some

bad things can have the appearance of goodness, as some

falsehoods can have the appearance of truth.

Scientific inquiry and other kinds of intellectual investi-

gation, say in mathematics or philosophy, can detect errors

constituted by believing false propositions. It is controversial

whether intellectual investigations can detect errors in valu-

ing things—above all, in valuing experiences and actions.

The kinds of inquiry appropriate for detecting and rectifying

errors in matters of value are important in ethics. Let us ex-

plore some matters of value to see whether there are undeni-

ably good and bad things in life that may help us to articulate

standards of conduct and, perhaps, a related conception of

excellence.

3. The Primacy of Experience

I have said that what is intrinsically good provides a reason for

action. It may also be uncontroversial that whatever else is true
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of the intrinsically good, realizing it (to a sufficient extent) is

what makes life worthwhile. A life with nothing good in it is

not worth living. A thing that cannot contribute to the worth-

whileness of a life is not a candidate to be an intrinsic good.6 It

is in experiences that the basic goods are realized. We can ex-

perience love and beauty, conversation and sports, artistic and

religious expression. We can also experience hunger and dis-

ease, hard labor and crowded living conditions, war and its

carnage. Experience is the raw material of life. It is what we

must build on and enrich if life is to be worthwhile.

I have given examples of good and bad experiences, such

as the enjoyment of good music and the suffering of intense

pain. But are there not basic goods that are non-experiential,

such as a poem or a painting? These are sometimes said to be

intrinsically good, but they are not experiences. Consider

this closely. If you consider certain poems intrinsically good,

what is your aim toward them? It is, say, to read them. But

reading them is an experience. To be sure, a good poem is,

as such, not an instrumental good. This is because the poem

is essential and not merely instrumental to—merely a means

that leads to—the goodness of reading it. An instrumental

good is one among other possible means to something else

(characteristically, to something good in itself ). But there is

no other possible way (“means”) to the good of enjoying a

poem other than experiencing it, say by reading or hearing

the poem. Still, the primary reason for valuing the poem lies

not in the poem itself taken in isolation from readings of it,

but in the rewarding reading of it. I suggest we call things that

are good in this way inherently good and that we call the expe-

riences to which they are essential intrinsically good.7

The main point can be put this way: it is by experience

that we properly determine what is intrinsically good; this

holds whether we say that it is certain experiences that are the

primary bearers of intrinsic goodness or, instead, that such

goodness is also possessed by the objects of those experiences.
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Thus, if you like, you might call inherent goods unrealized in-
trinsic goods and intrinsic ones realized intrinsic goods; the for-

mer are, as it were, waiting to be realized in intrinsically good

experiences.

If we recall the analogy between the (intrinsically) good

and the true, a natural picture emerges. Just as, when we

are functioning properly, our beliefs formed in perceptual

experience—which, we trust, is of the real world—are ra-

tional and tend to be true, so when we are functioning prop-

erly, our valuations and desires formed in pleasurable or

painful experience—which, we trust, is of the good and the

bad—are rational and tend to be sound, that is, to be of some-

thing that really is good or bad.8

This analogy is not meant to imply that we can literally

perceive value. But it does suggest that pleasure and pain are

commonly responses to something in experience, and pro-

vide us with reasons to act, much as sensory percepts (such as

color sensations) are responses to something in experience

and provide us with reasons to believe. More broadly, just as,

normally, the sensory qualities of experience apparently re-

veal truth to us, hedonic qualities of experiences (their pleas-

urable and painful qualities) normally reveal value to us.

Pleasure and pain, however, despite their being as multifari-

ous as these experiences, may not be the only experiential re-

sponses that bespeak value. We can see this by exploring

some of the differing dimensions of value.

4. The Multiple Dimensions of Value

I have suggested that pleasure is intrinsically good and pain

intrinsically bad. Historically, these have been the most com-

mon candidates for basic values. Who would deny the good-

ness of enjoying a cool swim on a blistering day or the bad-

ness of being burned? But what about sadism? Can pleasure

in hurting someone be intrinsically good? We want to say no,
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because such pleasure must not be sought. Yet we may also

say that the pleasure is a good thing in the lives of sadists,

though taken in the wrong object; it might, after all, “make

their day.” But it is not good overall that anyone should have a

good day of that kind.

Hedonic Value

On my view, sadistic pleasure, insofar as we can isolate it, is

what we might call a narrow good, but is also a kind of good

that, being painful to the person it victimizes, is one that

a person should not have. Just as a beautiful painting that

clashes with the wallpaper behind it can make an ugly specta-

cle, the whole state of affairs, the sadistic pleasure taken in

hurting the victim, can be bad overall—indeed, morally re-

volting and an ugly spectacle in our experience. Still, if we

deny that the pleasure is good in any sense, why do we dislike

seeing a sadistic person have it even more than seeing a nor-

mal person who lapses into a sadistic moment have it? We

also properly disapprove of people’s enjoyment of adminis-

tering cruel treatment even if we cannot stop it (say, because

it is legally required punishment). Suppose, however, that the

victim is masochistic and so enjoys being pained. It is now

less difficult to see how the sadist’s enjoyment of causing the

pain is a good in that person’s life. To be sure, we would still

prefer (for reasons to be explained shortly) that the sadist not

enjoy accommodating the victim.

It should be evident that to say that pleasure and pain

are among the basic values—meaning good and bad

things—is not to be specific. For pleasure and pain differ

dramatically across the territories of experience that yield

them. This is particularly so for pleasures, which I will con-

sider more often than pain. The sadistic pleasure is not an

overall good, even if it is taken in actions there is some rea-

son to perform.
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Aesthetic Value

In the aesthetic realm, think of natural beauty or of good

painting, music, sculpture, and literature. Of these, it is only

poetry that I can bring to life right here to illustrate. Here is

Shelley’s telling sonnet, “Ozymandias” (the Greek name of

Ramses II, the Egyptian monarch who, in the thirteenth cen-

tury B.C., had a huge stature of himself erected):

I met a traveler from an antique land

Who said: Two vast and trunkless legs of stone

Stand in the desert . . . Near them, on the sand,

Half sunk, a shattered visage lies, whose frown

And wrinkled lip, and sneer of cold command,

Tell that its sculptor well those passions read

Which yet survive, stamped on these lifeless things,

The hand that mocked them, and the heart that fed:

And on the pedestal these words appear:

“My name is Ozymandias, king of kings:

Look on my works, ye mighty, and despair!”

Nothing beside remains. Round the decay

Of that colossal wreck, boundless and bare

The lone and level sands stretch far away.9

Those last lines spread out in sound to evoke the lonely sands

they depict. In both sound and sense they recall the desola-

tion they describe. We can stop there, with that stark portrait;

but we may also find here a poignant description of the ulti-

mate emptiness of the king’s temporal glory.

In one of Emily Dickinson’s poetic sketches of life, we

find our subject—value, with pleasure and pain conceived as

central—poignantly recognized:

The heart asks pleasure—first—

And then—Excuse from Pain—

And then, those little Anodynes

That deaden suffering.
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And then—to go to sleep—

And then—if it should be

The will of its Inquisitor

The privilege to die—10

Not only does she capture the centrality of pleasure and pain

in the human odyssey; she also portrays death as, at a certain

point, a privilege. There is significance for medical ethics here,

too, but the aesthetic value of the poem goes far beyond its in-

tellectual insight.

It may be evident that not all of the aesthetically good

experiences I have portrayed are necessarily pleasurable. If

there is pleasure in reading Shelley’s sonnet, there is also

something ominous about it; and Dickinson’s “The Heart Asks

Pleasure–First–” is almost painfully melancholy. Consider also

Macbeth’s final, unmitigatedly bitter judgment of his mis-

spent life. We cannot take unmixed pleasure in his scathing

words:

Tomorrow and tomorrow and tomorrow

Creeps in this petty pace from day to day

To the last syllable of recorded time.

And all our yesterdays have lighted fools

The way to dusty death. Out, out, brief candle!

Life’s but a walking shadow, a poor player

That struts and frets his hour upon the stage and

Then is heard no more. It is a tale told by

An idiot, full of sound and fury, signifying nothing.

The value of aesthetic experience may always reside partly in

pleasure, but pleasure is not its only element.11 Indeed, Mac-

beth himself indicates the importance of non-hedonic values

when he describes what is missing in his life. He laments:

My life is fallen into the sere, the yellow leaf,

And all the things that should accompany

Old age—honor, pleasure, troops of friends—

I must not look to have.
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Here honor comes even before pleasure, and friendship is in-

cluded as another good distinct from pleasure. To be sure,

honor provides retrospective pleasure like nothing else. But its

value is not just in the pleasure associated with it, and anyone

for whom the value of friendship lies only in the pleasures it

yields is missing part of its core.

Spiritual Values

In the spiritual and religious domains, too, there are experi-

ences of intrinsic value. There is, for instance, the sense of be-

ing blessed, loved, connected with nature; the experience of

beauty as something created, the joyous feeling of gratitude

sometimes felt for life itself or for its deepest moments. Aes-

thetic experiences, both in nature and through responses to

the arts, including the performing arts, are common sources

of such experiences, but spiritual experience is not reducible

to aesthetic experience or any other kind. It is often accom-

panied by a sense of meaningfulness in life; but that sense

alone does not suffice for it.12

One might think that taking these experiences to be gen-

uinely valuable presupposes the truth of theism. But even

those who think that spiritual experiences, or certain of

them, indicate the presence of God need not claim that,

simply as valuable experiences, they logically require God’s

existence. Some spiritual experiences may be integrated

with or even require faith, or at least a kindred kind of reli-

gious openness, but that is a different point. If there should

be no God underlying such experiences, they would lack a

kind of metaphysical basis; but, as experiences, they need be

no less rich for that.

Value and Emotion

Love is another example of a value whose experience crosses

dimensions, for instance the religious, the aesthetic, and the

The Experience of Value 45



hedonic (the realm of pleasure and pain). Perhaps love has

its irreducible emotional elements of value as well. There are

distinctive ways of feeling that belong to love as felt toward

the beloved. These are different in romantic relationships

from what they are in familial ones or in friendships. They are

sometimes as positive as the perfect attunement of one per-

son to another in activities that give them joy; they can be as

negative as the sight of a loved one pained and dying. They

are a major source of the sense of meaning in life.

Hatred, by contrast, has disvalue across its many dimen-

sions. It can be a kind of suffering and thereby hedonically

bad, a kind of immorality and thereby ethically bad, and a

kind of ugliness, and thereby aesthetically bad. It can embitter

life. This is one reason why forgiveness, which eliminates ha-

tred, is often so liberating. Forgiveness also has its own posi-

tive value. It can restore a good relationship, remove obstacles

to fulfilling our capacities, and enhance our sense of an open

future where we had been preoccupied with wrongs of the

past.

The Realm of Sport

Particularly in America, but increasingly throughout the world,

we must not neglect the athletic realm, conceived broadly

enough to include any physical games. Athletic pleasures are

an important kind, and they should not be taken to include

only physical pleasures or those of winning. The sense of

teamwork can have great positive value; winning is not the

only athletic good. Sports can be blended with friendship as

well as pursued to achieve the pleasures of improvement and

mastery.

Athletic pleasures are particularly interesting because of

how readily they are mingled with pain. Just as writers and

other artists experience the pains of creation, athletes en-

dure the pains of exertion. Given this blend of pleasure and
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pain, the overall value of an athletic experience may be diffi-

cult to assess. Running with an injured knee can be so excru-

ciating as to be on balance bad even if one wins the race; but

the pains of swimming the last lap may be a welcome sign of

an unflagging speed that will set a new record. The aesthetic

comes in as well: a tennis game can be elegant; the high jump-

shot that is not even heard entering the basket can make a

beautiful arc.

5. Moral Value

At this point you might easily wonder how moral value fits

into the framework I have been building. Hedonists (such as

Mill) must deny that there is intrinsic moral value. For them,

moral value is simply an important kind of instrumental

value. Actions and traits of character have moral value only

insofar as they contribute in a certain way to happiness: to en-

hancing pleasure or reducing pain or both, i.e., to hedonic

value. Thus, keeping a promise is not morally good as such; it

is morally good insofar as it contributes to happiness (so

some promise-keeping, by producing less happiness than

breaking the promise, is not morally good). I agree that ac-

tions can have a kind of contributory moral value. But are

not some positive and negative intrinsic values distinctively

moral?

Consider, on the positive side, the sense of doing justice

or of overcoming temptation to do something wrong. Doing

justice, whether in designing a policy, in executing a will, or

in determining a set of grades, can be very challenging. The

sense of success here can be a reward of its own distinctive

kind. On the negative side, think of the experience of being

done an injustice or being cheated. Even if we suffer no pain

from these—say, because we do not care about what is at

stake—we may feel a special kind of resentment, revulsion,

or violation that we dislike experiencing. It is unpleasant to
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have these and related experiences, but they need not cause

pain or suffering. What is intrinsically bad in these (or some

essential part of them) is not their unpleasantness but some-

thing like their moral repugnance.

Akin to this unpleasant experience of being done an in-

justice is that of being treated disrespectfully. This can be a

kind of injury, but the distinctive damage is neither hedonic

nor medical nor even emotional. By contrast, there is a wel-

come moral satisfaction in the contemplation of good charac-

ter, especially in our friends and children, or of the kinds of

good intentions Kant thought are crucial in good will.13 Simi-

larly, to uphold standards of honor against the blandishments

of profit or the lure of self-advancement can be morally satis-

fying.

Moral values like these would be possible even where plea-

sure as such is absent. I say ‘pleasure as such’ because moral

satisfactions share with pleasure a welcome positive quality;

and in part for that reason they can contrast with pain and suf-

fering somewhat as pleasure does. Indeed, moral satisfaction

can counterbalance pain or suffering: its positive value can ex-

ceed their negative value. This can tempt one to assimilate

moral satisfaction to pleasure or the value of such satisfaction

to that of pleasure, but neither identification is warranted.

It is also easy to assimilate something else to pleasure: de-

sire satisfaction, understood as the realization of basic desires.

These are roughly desires directed toward things for their own

sake, not toward things as means to something else that is de-

sired. Such desires are most commonly for something, such as

playing a game, for the anticipated pleasure. The frequency

with which pleasure comes from satisfying basic desires leads

to associating it with that. Still, some basic desires are not

for pleasure, and not all pleasure is an effect or even accom-

paniment of desire satisfaction. We can want, for its own sake,

to reduce or avoid pain; neither of these achievements need

be pleasurable. Moreover, we could be neurologically or

48 Major Ethical Views and the Dimensions of Value



hypnotically manipulated to have basic desires for things from

which we anticipate no pleasure, say for long walks in a chill-

ing wind. The mere satisfaction of a basic desire need not,

then, be pleasurable. We can also enjoy new things we had not

wanted: unfamiliar tastes or sounds, the company of someone

we dreaded meeting, a task we were talked into doing.

Equally important, because we can have basic desires for

things whose realization is neither enjoyable nor worthwhile

in any other way, desire satisfaction is not in itself intrinsically

good or otherwise an ideal for human life.14 Fortunately,

much of what we naturally and basically desire, such as eating

good food, having lively conversation, and playing games of

skill, is such that satisfying the desires in question is intrinsi-

cally good. But what we desire cannot be the basis of what is in-

trinsically good; rather, a knowledge of what is intrinsically

good can and should guide our desires.

6. The Organic Character of Value

Given our examples of good and bad things, there should be

little doubt that there really are experiences which are intrinsi-

cally good and others which are intrinsically bad, and that each

kind of experience provides reasons for action. There are pos-

itive reasons to bring about or preserve what is intrinsically

good, and there are negative reasons to prevent or eliminate

what is intrinsically bad. The reasons may not be conclusive. I

may have reason to attend an enjoyable concert, but better rea-

son to stay home. Even the second, better reason may not be

conclusive: I may have a decisive reason to attend a graduation

at the same time.

Some of our examples, for instance that of sadistic con-

duct, illustrate something more. They show that in matters of

value the whole may be more (or less) than the sum of the

values of the parts or aspects. Let me develop this point in

both the moral and the aesthetic realms.
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Consider the moral domain first. Suppose I am indignant

about one person’s wronging a weaker one. (Perhaps a boy

forces his girlfriend to write his paper.) My experience of in-

dignation is intrinsically unpleasant and, on that score, in-

trinsically bad.15 But it is also fitting that I feel indignant at

such exploitation. My reaction is morally fitting and, overall,

can be intrinsically good. Here the moral goodness of the

overall experience can outweigh its badness, which in this

case is its intrinsic unpleasantness.16

A second example illustrates something that is at most im-

plicit in the first: the non-additive, organic character of intrin-

sic value. As ‘organic’ suggests, there are biological analogues.

Suppose we could keep all the parts of a person’s body alive

and assemble them in vats on a laboratory table. The totality

of these parts, even if they remain alive, would not be a hu-

man being. And consider bridge cables. Working together,

their hundreds of slender wires are vastly stronger than a sin-

gle cable of the width of all of them put together. The princi-

ples of composition—or, often perhaps, the intuitions about

composition—by which we determine the value of the whole

from that of the parts are no doubt more straightforward in

the case of the cable than with poems and paintings. But there

is still a complex, and not merely additive, relation between

the properties of the parts and those of the whole.

To see the moral application of organicity, imagine a

hardened malicious murderer unrepentantly serving his

sentence. A good thing, in his life, would be to enjoy televi-

sion in the evenings in an easy chair. But would adding

this good to his life produce a better overall state of affairs?

Precisely because he is malicious and unrepentant, giving

him a special pleasure is unbefitting to his punishment

and would make the overall state of affairs in which he is

central—namely, a malicious unrepentant murder’s enjoy-

ing television in the evenings—worse than the state of af-

fairs that existed before he was given television. If, however,
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intrinsic value were additive, then giving him the good

thing constituted by the experience of television would re-
duce the overall badness of his unrepentant condition. As it

is, adding such a good makes the resulting overall state of

affairs worse: that a malicious murderer is unrepentantly

serving his sentence and enjoying evenings in the way de-

scribed is in itself worse than his simply unrepentantly serv-

ing that sentence.

By contrast, repentance, as a moral emotion appro-

priate to his crime, would be a good that makes the overall

state of affairs constituted by his serving his sentence far

better. His repentantly serving his sentence is a much bet-

ter state of affairs than his unrepentantly doing so. This

fact might well illustrate the organicity of value. The gain in

value may well exceed the value of the repentance taken in

isolation.

The repentance alone, however, may also illustrate the

organicity of value. For suppose, as is not unlikely, that the

discomfort, even painful distress, of his repentance consti-

tutes a negative value that is quantitatively greater than the

positive value of the sense of positive understanding of evil

which is a requirement for genuine repentance. The total

value of the repentance is still positive: even painful repen-

tance can be positively valuable overall despite the negative

value of the pain’s “adding up to” a greater “quantity” of dis-

value than the quantity of value in the (quite ordinary) un-

derstanding of evil that is a crucial element in the repen-

tance. The pain befits the sense of evil in a way that enables

the repentance to have a high degree of value.

The aesthetic realm provides similar examples. Consider

the elements in a beautiful painting. Some that are aesthet-

ically neutral in themselves can be indispensable to the beauty,

hence to the aesthetic value, of the whole. Even a part of a

painting ugly to view in itself can play an important part in

making the whole artwork beautiful.

The Experience of Value 51



With poetry it is different: since each line must be taken in

separately as well as placed in context of the whole, a bad line

is very likely damaging. But in either aesthetic case, the value

of the whole is not necessarily—and is in fact not usually—the

sum of the values of the parts or aspects.

7. Fact and Value

If we treat intrinsic value as organic, and indeed as a special

kind of property not accessible to ordinary scientific investi-

gation, do we make it unacceptably mysterious? Surely not.

To begin with, value is not the only thing that illustrates how

the whole can be more than the sum of the parts. This is evi-

dent, as we have seen, from both biological and engineering

analogues. I grant that (as noted in chapter 1), value is not

“seen” or otherwise observable, as are some of the properties

studied by science. Can anything be said to demystify value

further? Two points should help.

The Objective Anchors of Value

First, though value is not itself a perceptual property (roughly,

one accessible to the unaided senses), it is grounded in what is

perceived or otherwise “objective.” Its base is at least com-

monly in the natural world, even if value is not reducible to

anything therein. The painting is beautiful—and so has aes-

thetic value—in virtue of its colors and shapes and certain re-

lations among them, all of which are perceptible through the

senses by ordinary observation. A deed is morally obligatory

in virtue of being, say, the fulfillment of a promise, where

an act of promising is observable in a quite ordinary sense

that makes ‘promise’ a term appropriate for descriptive so-

cial science. These are properly viewed as genuine facts.

They are simply not the same kinds of facts as those that

ground them. There is no “fact-value gap” constituting a gulf

52 Major Ethical Views and the Dimensions of Value



between valuational facts and natural ones. There are simply

different kinds of facts. Let us continue to explore how they

are related.

Second, given the way value is grounded in what is ob-

jective, if two things or two deeds are exactly alike in their

“descriptive” factual properties, such as those ascertainable

by observation and scientific procedures, then they are also

alike in intrinsic value. A perfect copy of a sculpture would

have the same beauty as the original; a perfect replica of me

would have the same psychological makeup, hence the same

character, hence the same moral virtues (or vices).

Given this anchoring of values in descriptive properties,

such as those characterizing the natural world, the values so

anchored are subject to two kinds of requirements that are

important both in ethics and in everyday appraisals of the

good and the bad. One calls for consistency, the other for a

kind of objective evidence.

The requirement of consistency is this: we must not as-

cribe different values or moral appraisals to things or deeds

that are exactly alike, or even alike in just the relevant re-

spects (this would seem to hold also for any religious or other

“non-naturally” based values, such as pleasing God). This is

why it is wrong to give different sentences to two teenage first-

time offenders who share equally in a robbery and have en-

tirely parallel pasts in regard to extenuating circumstances.

They will differ in some ways, of course, but their color, height,

tastes in music, and countless other characteristics are irrele-

vant to our moral appraisal of them.

Natural Facts as Evidences of Value

The second requirement concerns evidence for judgments of

value. Since non-moral descriptive properties (a factual kind

of property) are the ground of value, we should, with appro-

priate effort, be able to point to at least some such properties
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in justifying a value judgment or a moral assessment. To do

this well takes great skill, but at least in ethics we have all the

kinds of grounds moral philosophers have painstakingly de-

scribed to use as a guide. A positive evaluation of an act that

hurts the agent may be justified by noting that the agent prom-
ised to do it. This is to appeal to a fact relevant because it

grounds a promissory obligation. A judgment that a person

has done wrong can be supported by pointing to the person’s

fleeing an accident in which a child is thrown off a bicycle that

skids on ice, where it was obvious to the fugitive that no one

else could have helped. This appeals to a fact that grounds a

second Rossian obligation, one of beneficence (which is here

unfulfilled). Aesthetic judgments may also be justified by ap-

peal to facts, though of course on different principles. A posi-

tive appraisal of a film, for instance, may be supported by the

fact that large numbers of people who follow the cinema and

are very different in character have enjoyed, avidly discussed,

and emphatically praised the film.

Insofar as citing such descriptive factual grounds justifies

moral and other normative judgments, these judgments are

objective. And insofar as we can agree on what grounds are

relevant, we can communicate the basis of our moral and

other normative judgments. People differ in the abilities

needed here. (To enhance these abilities is a major goal of a

liberal education—perhaps of any sound comprehensive ed-

ucation.) Fortunately, we do tend to agree that lies and bro-

ken promises and injuries are in general wrong; that feeding

the starving, healing the wounded, and preserving the envi-

ronment are right and good; that enjoyable aesthetic experi-

ences are to be sought; and that painful experiences of fire

and ice are to be avoided. There is more clarity in some cases

than in others, but every domain of value admits refinement

of the sensibilities.

The great eighteenth-century philosopher David Hume

expressed the components of this refinement in a memorable
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description of how artworks are to be judged. Of the “Stan-

dard of Taste,” he said, “Strong sense, united to delicate senti-

ment, improved by practice, perfected by comparison, and

cleared of all prejudice, can alone entitle critics to this valu-

able character,” by which he meant, roughly, sound judgment;

“the joint verdict of such,” he continued, “is the true standard

of taste and beauty.”17

To be sure, we do not always agree on the quality of an art-

work, any more than on the moral permissibility of a new re-

search program. But given the intimate connection between

moral and other value properties and their grounds in the nat-

ural world, we can agree on what is relevant to judgments of ob-

ligation and value even if we differ in certain overall appraisals.

This agreement on relevance is of major importance.

Even when it is combined with disagreement in final judg-

ment, agreement on what is relevant facilitates communica-

tion, negotiation, and reconciliation. I might particularly like

the ominous ending of Shelley’s “Ozymandias,” and you

might find it overdramatic, but we would agree on the impor-

tance of the dramatic element, and we could share a view on

how to argue for our different assessments.

It should also be stressed that not all unresolved dis-

agreement hinders the success of human relations. We can

differ about the merits of two current plays and simply each

go to a different one. And sometimes when it is not clear

what option morality requires, that is because two or more

options are equally good. Individual lives can vary both in

the degrees to which they realize a given set of values and in

their differing combinations of values. This is a welcome kind

of pluralism.

We now have the outline of a comprehensive moral view and

a partial account of value. There are overarching standards of

justice, liberty, and happiness; and there are everyday moral
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principles expressing obligations of honesty and fidelity to

promises, of reparation and self-improvement, of gratitude

and beneficence, and of justice and non-injury. There is also a

multiplicity of values: moral, hedonic, aesthetic, spiritual, and

religious. We should be constrained by moral standards and

inspired by values. In both cases, there are standards we can

share, and there are unlimited differences we may cultivate.

The principles and values I have described give us a frame-

work for civilized life, but they do not make every moral deci-

sion easy. We still need to see how a life might be rationally

structured in a way that yields priorities in matters of morality

and value. Even an agreed list of moral principles and values

does not tell us what combination of priorities is best for us.

We must also seek an account of how to achieve those priori-

ties that can be used by different kinds of people living in very

different kinds of cultural circumstances and that can help us

in meeting the ethical challenges described in chapter 1. That

account is the main business of the next chapter.
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3

MORAL PLURALISM AND
CULTURAL RELATIVITY

59

The first part of this book set out some of the major ethical

standards that deserve reflection in the contemporary con-

text. Chapter 1 sketches brief versions of virtue ethics and of

Kantian, utilitarian, and Rossian intuitionist views. It also

proposes, in outline, a pluralist universalism meant to cap-

ture the best elements in some of those major ethical theo-

ries. Chapter 2 explores the concept of intrinsic value and

the domains of human life in which we can realize that value.

I have argued that any sound ethical view must provide ade-

quate standards in three different realms: first, justice in the

distribution of the benefits and burdens of life; second, free-

dom of conduct; and third, welfare, in the broad sense of

‘well-being’, understood chiefly in relation to happiness on

the positive side and suffering on the negative. This chapter

will focus mainly on the kinds of lives we might lead if our

ethical standards are basically of one or the other of the ma-

jor kinds described in chapter 1 and our values incorporate

the kinds of intrinsic goods portrayed in chapter 2.

1. The Diversity of Value

Meeting these or any other sound ethical standards requires

fulfilling a multitude of specific obligations: obligations of ve-

racity, beneficence, reparation, non-injury, and others. But



the minimal fulfillment of obligation as understood in this

pluralistic way—particularly for people who minimize their

commitments to others—does not yield a good life for the

agent. If, in fulfilling my moral obligations, I do only what

morality strictly demands, my life is impoverished, and my

contribution to the flourishing of others is quite limited.

To be sure, anyone who fulfills the demands of morality

for the right reasons—a motivational achievement called for by

all the great moral philosophers—is very unlikely to fulfill

them only minimally. If I keep my word from the virtue of fi-
delity, make amends for my errors with real repentance, and do

good deeds from benevolence, I will try to do as well as I can and

will sometimes do supererogatory deeds. Even when what I

do is a minimal fulfillment of obligation, I will not merely fulfill
my obligation: I will do it from the kind of motivation that

makes me morally creditworthy for my action.1 This kind of

moral conduct, as Kant saw, partly constitutes a morally good

life.

Compare the disparity between thought and deed that

Shakespeare describes so memorably in Hamlet. After his

guilt drives him to attempt prayer, Claudius admits in his so-

liloquy:

My words fly up, my thoughts remain below.

Words without thoughts never to Heaven go. (Act 3, scene 3)

By contrast, if, in the right spirit, I do what morality requires,

I will be manifesting my values; and, to some degree at least,

those values will be sound, that is, their objects will really be

valuable. Morally acceptable conduct that is not rooted in

sound values tends to be in a way fortuitous. Rather as a lucky

guess can sometimes hit the truth, the rightness of such con-

duct is good fortune, not the result of adhering to a sound

guiding standard. Even morally acceptable conduct that re-

sults from a prudent determination to seem good does not

reflect a stable pattern: people who are acting morally for
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appearances will often act otherwise when moral demands

threaten their private projects. But sound values are impor-

tant not only in providing a basis for moral conduct; they are

also essential for a good life.

If the range of values I have described—including moral,

hedonic, aesthetic, spiritual, and religious values—is represen-

tative, I think that this point will be obvious: a life without plea-

sure, or beauty, or social activities, or broadly spiritual rewards,

or moral satisfaction is a kind that scarcely any thoughtful ra-

tional person would want to live. This is not to suggest a for-
mula for a good life. I have argued that value is realized in ex-

perience, but not that any highly specific range of good

experiences is required for a rewarding life. There is a plural-

ity of good and bad things, and different good lives can realize

and combine these diverse goods in many different ways.

Plurality, however, is not fragmentation, and pluralism is

not “relativism.” Why not, one may wonder, given how many

different ways of living pluralism allows? Relativism, like so

much else, comes in different kinds. Pluralism goes well with

one plausible kind: circumstantialism, the view that what we

ought to do in a given situation varies with, and is in that
sense relative to, our circumstances. Neither view implies sta-

tus relativism, the position that, even when circumstances are

taken into account, the justifiability of moral principles is rel-

ative and hence there are no universal normative standards

and the validity of moral judgments is relative to culture or

circumstance.

That there are many kinds of goods, as pluralism affirms,

does not entail that it is unimportant which goods one real-

izes or, especially, that whether to realize them at all, and

whether some are superior to others, is not an objective mat-

ter. The good and the bad, like the right and the wrong, are

grounded in facts about the world—including facts of human

psychology—and both the good and the bad can be rationally

appraised.2
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Suppose you agree with what has so far been said about

the plurality and objectivity of matters of morality and value.

You might still doubt that there is anything beyond intuition or

even a kind of personal taste to be appealed to in determining

just how to structure one’s life in relation to prioritizing cer-

tain values or certain moral demands on us. Since intuition

and personal taste can be educated—for instance by experi-

ence, comparison, practice, and the elimination of prejudice,

as Hume stressed in describing the “Standard of Taste”—it

would not be a disaster for ethics if that doubt were warranted.

But there is far more to be said about value and its role in guid-

ing civilized life.

2. Human Sociality

Ethics is applicable mainly to interpersonal conduct, and the

values we can realize in life require social relations. The ma-

jor moral standards are realized chiefly in social contexts:

right and wrong apply above all to our interpersonal conduct.

It is true that value is realized in individual experiences, but

this point is deceptive. For many of our best experiences are

social or, if not strictly social, then socially grounded, as where

we think of our audience as we write, or of the game we are to

play as we practice alone.

Friendship and Love

There is also a connection between moral soundness and val-

uational success. Those whose lives do not include sound in-

terpersonal values—valuations of intrinsically good things

involving others—are less likely to be morally sensitive. Con-

sider friendship. It is the kind of relationship that builds

in those who share it such moral virtues as fidelity. Without

these virtues it would be at best difficult to understand and

fully respect others. Central to friendship are love and fidelity;
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and in a good friendship there is pleasure in doing things

together.

Love deserves special emphasis here. Loving others en-

tails wanting their good for its own sake (hence intrinsically

caring about it). And it is when we want the good of others

for its own sake that we most easily and most effectively act

morally toward them and, even in non-moral relations with

them, take the greatest pleasure in their successes and joys. If

we love our friends, we want them to enjoy life, and we want

this because we value it for its own sake. Love for them does

not make us want them to enjoy life because, for instance,

they are better company when they are happy (though love

does not rule that out as an independent reason for the de-

sire). The goodness of their enjoyable experience is a good

reason to value it and justifies that; valuing it is a good moti-

vator of contributing to it and can explain our doing that;

and contributing to the enjoyable experiences of others—

providing company, resources, and support, for example—is

a good way to do what is morally right in the relationship and

can constitute both expressing the virtue of fidelity and fulfill-

ing the obligation thereof.

Anyone who knows Kantian ethics should be reminded

here of Kant’s injunction (cited in chapter 1) that we must

treat persons never merely as means, but also as ends. Friend-

ship and love are a bulwark against treating persons merely

as means, and they are constituted partly by attitudes that con-

duce to treating others as ends. If you are my friend, I must

care about you non-instrumentally. Even benevolence, in the

sense of goodwill toward you, is not enough, for I could want

you to flourish because it will reflect well on me, as unfortu-

nately some parents may want their children’s success in or-

der to live, or shine, through it. Instead, a measure of altru-
ism is required for genuine friendship: I must want your

good for you.
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Ethical Prohibitions and Moral Freedom

This is an interesting place to observe the limits of even cir-

cumstantial relativity. Consider violence to persons, which is

generally wrong. Violence that is necessary for self-defense,

however, and is no more damaging than required for that

end, may be justified. If in certain circumstances an inher-

ently bad thing can be justified, in other circumstances what

is generally good may fail to be desirable: beautiful music is

not an inherent good for the tone-deaf. But none of this im-

plies that there are not objective limits on what can count as

the good of a person. Even if someone reflectively asks me

for a flogging, or to be my slave, I am not entitled to con-

clude that these things are for the person’s good.3

The plurality of value allows that we may choose almost

without restriction what pleasures to pursue and what talents

to cultivate in order to realize one or another kind of good in

our activities; but it does not allow us to deny the value of

freedom, the badness of pain, or the moral wrongness of de-

stroying normal human capacities. In a normal friendship,

none of this need even be said. Like unconsciously internal-

ized grammatical rules that guide us without our even being

able to state them, these ethical constraints form part of our

framework of governing standards. But as with some of the

rules for clear expression, some standards of morality and

value should be articulated and discussed.

I have not meant to imply that without friendships in the

ordinary sense a person cannot be truly moral. Consider fam-

ily relationships, and suppose (controversially) that these

need not be, even in a broad sense, cases of friendship. Fam-

ily relationships normally embody the same kind of caring

for the good of the other for its own sake as do friendships.

That caring is indeed a defining property of parental affec-

tion. If family relationships are unhealthy—or, as may be
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more common in the future, set aside in favor of upbringing

by institutions or the state—can we reasonably expect the

development of true morality? I doubt it, unless the insti-

tutional context is one in which there is something like

parental affection or at least a climate favorable to develop-

ing friendship.

Many people hope that there will be increasing free-

dom from the burdens of child rearing. If this occurs, and,

as we might expect, people become more wrapped up in

their own pursuits, the needs and rights of children and

the social support for morality will become ever greater

concerns. It is in part because of children’s needs and rights

that cloning of human beings is objectionable. A cloned

embryo would enter the world with only one “direct” bio-

logical parent. Even on the assumption that those who might

allow production of a child from their genes will take

responsibility for the child, the intimate relation to the

“parent”—and the lack of any other parent—creates a sit-

uation presenting special and unpredictable ethical chal-

lenges. The problems will be different, and might be even

worse, if artificial creation of adult persons becomes possi-

ble.4 It is clear that, at least until these and other moral

questions about cloning of persons are resolved, the artifi-

cial creation of persons goes beyond the ethically permissi-

ble uses of technology.

3. The Plurality of Integrated Lives

Let us suppose that the framework I have proposed is a good

basis for understanding the demands of morality and the di-

mensions of value. And let us assume that we want to remain

social beings. How should we try to structure a morally good

life so that it is optimal in overall value—a life of genuine

flourishing?
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Virtues as the Fabric of Good Lives: Aristotle

For Aristotle, the good for human beings is flourishing, which

in turn is achieved by our realizing the human virtues—the

“excellences,” as they are also called in some translations of

Aristotle. (The word ‘flourishing’ is used for Aristotle’s cen-

tral term ‘eudaimonia’, which is also translated by ‘happi-

ness’.) There are many virtues, and virtues are to be exercised,
not merely possessed. This is not the place to try to list all

the virtues. My aim is just to sketch an Aristotelian integra-

tion of values as one ideal to serve as a guide in setting pri-

orities. In doing this, I am not trying to do justice to the

letter of his monumental Nicomachean Ethics, but only to its

spirit.

The Aristotelian picture of the good life portrays a unity

of the virtues under the guiding light of practical wisdom,

wisdom in practical matters as opposed to theoretical ones

such as those central in philosophy and mathematics, or

physics and chemistry. Aristotle also posits a hierarchy in

which some virtues are superior to others. In a famous

passage, he calls contemplation activity characteristic of the

highest virtue.5 This is also given the high-brow translation

‘philosophic contemplation’ and the middle-brow transla-

tion ‘study’ (by W. D. Ross and Terence Irwin, respectively).

In either case, we may need to remind ourselves how practi-

cal Aristotle was before we bristle too much from the aura of

high-handed elitism. This is where we might concentrate on

the spirit of his enterprise. Let us ask, then, how he distin-

guished higher from lower values and activities.

Perhaps his main principle of hierarchy is this: the high-

est excellence is the one proper to our most distinctive ca-

pacities.6 He took these to be our rational capacities. We can

agree that these operate at their best in intellectually de-

manding activities; but as much as I respect philosophical ac-

tivity as demanding the use of reason, I cannot emphasize
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too much that the intellect functions in myriad other activi-

ties: scientific, aesthetic, religious, and indeed athletic (sports

are not just physical exertions). If this is so, then given our

different talents, some normal people might best achieve the

highest excellence they can by concentrating on the intellec-

tual and so pursuing a research field; but others might do

better—even in using their rational capacities—by concen-

trating on excellence in, for instance, art, medicine, law, ser-

vice, or (contrary to certain stereotypes) business. All of these

require the use of reason and are fulfilled best when it oper-

ates at a high level. But suppose I have no aptitude for re-

search fields. I may then be better able to use my rational ca-

pacities in a service profession in which my intellectual

energies are focused on helping others.

How does pleasure come into the Aristotelian picture?

For Aristotle, pleasure is not a sensation or even a psycholog-

ical state of positive tone. It is, in the main sense, what he

called a “supervening completion” of the successful exercise

of human excellences: we take pleasure in doing well the

things that express human excellence. We should aim not

specifically at pleasure but at excellence in the activity in

question, whether intellectual or artistic or social or athletic;

but pleasure naturally comes with achieving excellence. Plea-

sures, then, come with flourishing; and the higher and more

constant our realized virtue, the higher and more constant

will be our pleasures.

Can anyone today live with this hierarchical, rather intel-

lectualist Aristotelian picture? Some people can, as long as it

is tempered by the pluralism that is in any case inevitable.

The Aristotelian approach to ordering one’s life does not

dictate a rigid hierarchy. Indeed, to adopt a rigid hierarchy

might bespeak failure to find, relative to our own character

and capacities, a mean between excess and deficiency, as Aris-

totle’s principle of the mean requires. Practical wisdom may

be used—as it must be in any structuring of life’s goals—in
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determining one’s priorities. And what better principle for

choosing a plan of life is there than one that bids us assess

our talents in the light of our probable success in using

our rational capacities in their exercise? For some, this

means putting the things of the intellect first—philosophy

or science or mathematics, for instance. For some, a life in

social service may be the field of greatest flourishing. For still

others, their talents best suit them for business, the arts, or

sports.

Pleasure as the Basic Good: The Hedonism of Mill

If you recall the hedonistic notion of value central in Mill,

you will find at least one contrast with the Aristotelian view of

value. Aristotle’s view does not make pleasure and pain cen-

tral. Nor does it call for maximizing pleasure or minimizing

pain. It allows us to maximize pleasure, but that is only be-

cause doing this can be compatible with or even a conse-

quence of realizing our excellences. It also allows us to mini-

mize pain, but this is mainly because doing so realizes an

excellence (say in medical science) or because pain inter-

feres with our realizing our capacities.

Mill knew Aristotle’s ethical work, however, and he was at-

tracted to the idea that the best ideal gives activities employ-

ing reason top priority. Mill’s strategy for doing justice to the

Aristotelian picture was to distinguish between higher and

lower pleasures and to argue that the higher, qualitatively su-

perior ones are those engaging our most complex faculties.7

He took this into account in interpreting his call for maxi-

mizing the good. His actual test for hedonic superiority, how-

ever, is empirical and even lends itself to survey research:

Some kinds of pleasure are more desirable and more [in-

trinsically] valuable than others. . . . Of two pleasures, if

there be one to which all or almost all who have experi-

ence of both give a decided preference, irrespective of any
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feeling of moral obligation to prefer it, that is the more

desirable pleasure . . . the rule for measuring it [quality]

against quantity, being the preference felt by [all or almost

all?] 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 com-

parison.8

This method of comparison and weighting is attractive to

some people because it is empirical, in the sense (very roughly)

that it proceeds by attention to what is indicated by observa-

tion or inference from what is observed, rather than just by

reasoning about the matter. If you want to know whether

enjoying Bach is better than enjoying rock or vice versa (or

neither), start by learning to appreciate both and then see

which pleasures—under the appropriate conditions—you pre-

fer (you may prefer neither, since they could be equally desir-

able). Since you may not be representative, however, you

must see how the comparison turns out for a fair sample of

others as well.

Suppose Mill would have thought that the delightful con-

trapuntal variations in Bach would, in the special compara-

tive circumstances he describes, appeal more than the less

varied, often uniformly loud melodies of rock. Would he have

to be heavy-handed or culturally imperialist here? Surely not.

He would grant that some people do not have the ear for

Bach and that some who do would, in some moods, enjoy far

more (and hence could rationally prefer) the pleasures of

hearing graphic lyrics belted out to rhythms that vibrate the

very bones.

Mill’s view calls for a democratic society that insists on

education sufficient to enable people to make the needed

comparisons—I suspect that nothing short of a good under-

graduate education available to all will satisfy this criterion—

but once we can sample the diverse pleasures of which we

are capable,9 we are free to pursue the life of pleasure in
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accordance with practical wisdom. That life is characteristi-

cally found through the preferences of “those who in their

opportunities of experience, to which must be added their

habits of self-consciousness and self-observation, are best fur-

nished with the means of comparison.” Whether this stan-

dard is sound or not, any plausible theory of the good life will

need some appeal to practical wisdom. Mill is not alone in

giving it a major role.

How does ethics fit into Mill’s picture of the good life?

Perhaps in part because he was influenced by Aristotle’s case

for the happy life, including friendship as an essential ele-

ment in human flourishing, Mill took it that we can find

much pleasure (and presumably pleasure of a high quality)

in doing beneficent deeds. Here, as in comparing solitary

with social pleasures, Mill was committed to being quanti-

tative. We must all judge the pleasures of self-realization in

comparison with those produced by service, such as bringing

happiness to others; for their pleasure is as good as ours, and

we must try to enhance it. We again find a significant role for

practical wisdom in determining a plan of life.10

A Kantian Integration

If we turn to a broadly Kantian approach to unifying the

quest for a good life, we find, as in other matters of obliga-

tion and value, a strong contrast with Mill and indeed with

Aristotle as well. (By a broadly Kantian approach, I mean

one that reflects major elements in Kant; it need not take

account of all of his work, and my points will center on a

reading of the theory of practical reason presented in his

Groundwork.) Thus, good will must be taken as chief among

the valuable things; Kant called it the only thing good with-

out qualification,11 and he took it to be above all directed

toward doing the kinds of deeds required by the Categorical

Imperative.
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For a Kantian view, treating persons as ends, and avoiding

treating them merely as means, will be essential for having

good will and for living a good life. We are all ends, however—

beings for whose sake positive things should be done and neg-

ative things avoided—and Kant took us to have obligations

(duties) of self-improvement as well as obligations of benefi-

cence. We are not, then, prevented from focusing our efforts

on our own projects so long as we fulfill our other obligations.

Moreover, non-moral value can be accommodated. We can re-

alize it in our own lives, as when we pursue the arts and sci-

ences; and we should try to enhance it in the lives of those for

whom we do beneficent deeds.

Kant often makes his position sound like a pan-moralism:

a view which demands that all our intentional actions be

morally motivated, at least in the broad sense of ‘moral’

which includes obligations of self-improvement and of gen-

eral beneficence. Recall that in one form, Kant’s Categorical

Imperative says, “Act only on that maxim which you can will

to be a universal law” (emphasis added). But must we always

be acting on a maxim (a principle of action)? I think not,

and I doubt that Kant is committed to thinking otherwise.

More likely, in introducing this form of the imperative, he

presupposed that its main application concerns situations

that call for a moral decision. He may also have been con-
structing the reasoning one would do to explain or justify a

moral decision retrospectively, as opposed to the perhaps

semi-automatic process by which, in the ongoing world of

human affairs, we act as practiced moral agents.

To be sure, Kant may also have taken the moral realm, es-

pecially as contrasted with that of self-interest, to be primary

in the sphere of value. He may have conceived it as the do-

main where the most important values are realized or be-

trayed. He also seems to have held, consonantly with this,

that moral reasons are always supreme.12 This should not be

said for Aristotle, though he probably did not think that a
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person of true practical wisdom would ever be forced to

choose between fulfilling moral obligation and doing some-

thing that is, overall, rational from the point of view of other

values. This point is connected with his controversial view

that the virtues are unified, roughly in the sense that to have

one implies both having all of the others and having a capac-

ity to avoid irreconcilable conflicts between the demands of

one and those of any other. On Mill’s utilitarianism, of course,

hedonic values are supreme; and if we properly pursue their

fulfillment, morality can only applaud.

What is perhaps most distinctive about a Kantian integra-

tion of life is the stress on respect for persons as rational be-

ings with a special dignity and, in the light of the require-

ments for respecting this dignity, on internalizing principles

that we can rationally will to be universal. We must treat

persons, including ourselves, with a certain kind of concern

for their well-being, including their happiness; and we must

treat them equally. We may not treat even ourselves as mere

means, not even as means to such lofty ends as improving the

lives of others—which, on a utilitarian scheme applied to a

sufficiently suffering world—might be the end that most de-

serves our energies.13 Indeed, “To assure one’s own happiness

is a duty.”14

The Kantian demand to treat persons as ends need not

be understood to entail that we should approach every deci-

sion with a set of rules from which we select one or more to

apply to the situation at hand. It is to internalize the Categor-

ical Imperative—together with general principles sanctioned

by it—in such a way that, at least for moral decisions, a uni-

versalizable principle can be formulated that represents the

underlying structure of our practical reasoning or operative

motivation.15 Even this internalization view, which allows that

many moral decisions be properly made spontaneously with-

out deliberation or reflection, strikes many (including me) as

too intellectualist, at least if applied to non-moral decisions.
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There is room for reasonable disagreement, however, about

the proportion of life’s decisions that are moral in the first

place or otherwise come under the requirement of universal-

izability. In any case, some will find the Kantian framework

compelling. Many who do not will find one or another aspect

of it appealing; and any thoughtful study of it will yield re-

wards.

Theological Integration and the Ethics of Love

There is one more way of setting priorities in life that I want

to consider here. It is indeed the most common and, for

many people, the most compelling way to frame values. It is

broadly theological. One might think that this kind of inte-

gration would interest only religious people. But even for the

non-religious, there is value both in seeing how theological

ideals can structure a life and in viewing life from the point of

view of an ideal observer, which (among many other things)

God can be taken to be. I cannot consider even one theology

in detail; and for any major one, there will be significant de-

nominational differences. There will also be room both for

individual interpretations of key elements and for a range of

ethical views, especially as they bear on non-religious matters.

To fix ideas, let us presuppose a monotheism with the

classical triad of elements in Western theism (the theism of

Christianity, Judaism, and Islam): God’s omniscience (knowl-

edge of all truths), omnipotence (being all-powerful), and om-

nibenevolence (perfect goodness). And let us assume that a

highly developed religion will have scriptures, such as the

Bible, as well as religious authorities who interpret them.

We can make the picture more concrete by adding a def-

inite, widely familiar theological supposition. Imagine that I

am a “traditional” Christian with a commitment both to my

denominational standards and to the basic authority of the

Bible, especially the New Testament. Clearly, I am enjoined
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to love God with all my heart and my neighbor as myself; and

I am committed to some version of the Ten Commandments.

We could speak here of an ethics of love. But although there

are acts of love, love itself is not an action, and no one kind of

act is required for its expression. There are many ways to de-

velop and express love. Moreover, in saying that we are to

love our neighbors as ourselves, Jesus made clear—as Kant

and other moral thinkers have—that we may (in some sense)

love ourselves.16

It may be that the force of requiring us to love our neigh-

bors as ourselves is to get us to use our pattern of self-concern

as a model for treatment of others. We seem to need little if

any external incentives, even if we do need a certain kind of

upbringing, to pursue our own good. Moreover, where there

is the kind of love central in the ethics of love portrayed in

the New Testament, there tends to be something else ethically

fundamental, particularly in the Kantian tradition. Could we

love our neighbors in the relevant sense without respecting

them as persons? Surely not.

The Ethics of Love and Virtue Ethics

The ethics of love also has a strong connection with virtue

ethics. Love (in the sense of lovingness) is not only a good

thing, but also, if it is not a virtue in the usual sense of an ex-

cellence of character that operates through mastery of stan-

dards or skills, it is at least the kind of trait that can account

for the development of virtues.17 Moreover, love leads to a

comprehensive range of actions, attitudes, and emotions in a

way that might suggest that if a person is sufficiently loving,

then given appropriate knowledge and opportunity the per-

son will either develop the other virtues if they are absent or,

more likely—since one could hardly be a loving person with-

out some of the other virtues—will act and feel in ways appro-

priate to those virtues. I am inclined to construe love as
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indeed a virtue in a person; but perhaps it is a higher order

virtue that is not domain-specific in the way the moral virtues

tend to be. It applies in every domain of human life, not just

that of, say, communication (where veracity is a central virtue)

or acknowledgment of what is done for us (where gratitude is

a central virtue).

It is possible, however, for love to be both a higher order

virtue and the most comprehensive virtue, yet not the “mas-

ter virtue” in the sense that implies grounding all the other

virtues. Consider first whether, in order to be a loving person,

one must have certain other virtues. Kindness, for instance,

would seem to be required, and perhaps also a degree of gen-

erosity. But I do not see that being loving entails being hon-

est, even if it limits the range of cases in which one would de-

ceive, say ruling out cases in which deceit can be seen to be

cruel. Love might, in some people, increase the tendency to

lie for the apparent good of those they love, for instance to

protect the future of their children. It could turn out, how-

ever, that love is the most important single virtue, even if it is

not the master virtue. This would give it great importance

both in ethics and as a central basis for structuring human

life.

Like the virtue of lovingness, the love commandments

have a correspondingly broad scope. They also provide lati-

tude to pursue quite different kinds of lives. In addition to

leaving much room to interpret the Scriptures (the com-

mandments occur in both the Old and New Testaments) to

determine what is required of us, these principles leave open

many concrete priorities. Granted, Christians who want to

know what kind of life best fulfills the commandments must

read the Bible with the teachings of Jesus foremost in their

minds, with close attention to him as a role model, and with a

serious effort to understand other parts of the New Testament

and indeed the Old as well. To do all this is very difficult; but,

within certain limits, it allows for many kinds of lives. Many
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different careers are possible; many kinds of relationships—

within the constraints of love of others—may be cherished;

and (as chapter 4 will bring out), varying sociopolitical struc-

tures may be favored. The same kinds of difficulties and op-

tions are likely to characterize other rich religious traditions.

The diversity of lives compatible with Christianity does

not imply that there are no required priorities for Christians.

A commitment to action to relieve suffering and a respect for

human rights will be high priorities for any Christian, as for

many others.18 But a plurality of good lives will be open to

Christians; a wide variety of lifestyles, careers, charities, and

avocational pursuits will be consonant with Christianity, as

with Judaism, Islam, and Eastern religions. Let me suggest,

however, something that can help in determining both what is

consistent with various kinds of religious commitments and,

for religious people, in setting priorities in life.

Theology and Ethics

Recall the assumption that, for at least Christianity, Judaism,

and Islam, God is omniscient, omnipotent, and omnibenevo-

lent. And note that this world is plainly one in which there is

so much evil that even some who conscientiously try to find

God, or evidences of divine sovereignty, fail. If we take the

world to be created by God conceived in terms of these three

attributes, it is reasonable to think that God would provide

ways by which, using reason, such conscientious people can

discover at least basic moral and other normative standards

necessary for civilized life. These include standards for loving

others as oneself. I have argued elsewhere that this discovery

is possible in any case, but my point here is that theists (who

see God as omniscient, omnipotent, and omnibenevolent)

should expect it.19 Why is this so?

It seems at best unlikely that a perfectly good God would

create a world in which some good people conscientiously
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try to find God or evidences of divine sovereignty and fail, yet

there is no way for them to discover basic moral truths and

other normative standards essential for civilized life. To cre-

ate such a world would be to compound the incalculable loss

of failing to recognize one’s creator with the tragedy of lack-

ing an adequate guide in conducting one’s secular life in a

way appropriate to creatures of God. If such moral and valua-

tional knowledge is possible independently of theology—and

made possible by God—then as a religious person I should

realize that non-religious people can acquire it, and I should

myself be interested in ascertaining the relevant grounds for

such important knowledge. Through this effort I can achieve

a theo-ethical equilibrium: an integration of my religiously in-

spired ethical views with the ethical views I find reasonable

on the basis of the secular reflection possible for all rational

beings.

Achieving this integration may lead me to revise either

my theology or my secularly developed ethics. Neither domain

need automatically have priority in one’s thinking, though if

basic moral principles are, as Ross held, self-evident, this will

tend to give them a certain kind of priority.20 Equilibrium

may be achieved by any number of different combinations of

theologically grounded and secularly grounded views. Suppose

I take the position, as have St. Thomas Aquinas and many

others, that basic moral truths are the necessary kind that,

like mathematical truths and the moral truth that (apart from

a few exceptions such as self-protection) we should not kill,

cannot fail to hold.21 These may be taken to be inherent in

the divine mind; they are thus in God, not above God. They

are constants in divine thinking in the same way mathe-

matical truths are, and hence hold in any world God might

create.

On the view I am sketching, one may sometimes properly

think that ethical inquiry can illuminate theology at least as

much as theology can illuminate ethics. In this way, a fruitful
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interaction between secular reflection and religiously in-

spired thinking—and indeed religious experience—is achiev-

able. The secular thinking may, up to a point, be Aristotelian,

Kantian, utilitarian, or intuitionist. We again find that differ-

ent approaches can be combined in a variety of ways. This is

not because there are no universally valid normative stan-

dards. It is because those there are, such as morally and theo-

logically basic principles, can, within limits, be interpreted

differently in different situations and with different overall

theories of their integration.

4. The Challenge of Cultural Differences

and Clashing Worldviews

Does the pluralism I affirm amount to status relativism all

over again? Must we countenance just any coherent set of pri-

orities? No: certain basic elements must figure in any good

life—or at least any life that is both morally permissible and

social rather than solitary.22 First, in any such life, certain

moral standards must be respected, particularly minimal

standards of justice, freedom, and happiness (where the no-

tion of happiness is understood broadly and is close to that of

well-being). Second, obligations must be met, and here I reit-

erate the Rossian duties as including most of our central

moral obligations: obligations of fidelity and veracity, benefi-

cence and non-injury, gratitude and self-improvement, and

reparation and justice. Third, at least a substantial proportion

of basic values must be realized to some degree. Among these

values I count at least these kinds: hedonic values (constituting

a wide spectrum with pleasure at the positive end and pain at

the negative end), moral values, intellectual values, aesthetic

values, spiritual and religious values, social values, emotional

values, and athletic values.

I have spoken of most of these values and indicated that

they overlap. There is often pleasure in, for instance, listening
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to Mozart’s Jupiter; but there could be aesthetic value in lis-

tening to it even if that were not pleasurable (and perhaps

even if it were to some degree unpleasant). In calling a value

basic I mean only that it is not reducible to any other value or

to combinations of others, not that its realization cannot be

combined with that of others.23

If we reflect on this list of values, we can see why a good

life, though it must realize some of them to a substantial de-

gree, need not realize all of them. One could have a good life

without realizing values that are properly termed athletic and

arguably without realizing values properly termed intellectual.
But this point about the intellectual and the athletic is a mis-

leading truth. For even if there can be a good life without real-

ization of one or the other of these values, a life in which, other

things equal, they are both realized is far better. In general, the

best life is one that realizes as fully and as coherently as possi-

ble the entire gamut of values accessible to us. This broad ideal

needs clarification.

First, I speak of values accessible to us to frame a realistic

ideal. Some people have no capacity to enjoy sports; others

lack sight and cannot enjoy painting. Nearly everyone has

some significant limitation in regard to experiencing one or

another form of goodness. Second, in speaking of the fullest

possible realization of values, I have in mind a roughly quanti-

tative notion: the more we have in the way of pleasures, intel-

lectual rewards, aesthetic satisfactions, loving relationships,

and so forth, the better, other things equal. We have to say

‘other things equal’ because pleasure can be outweighed by

pain it may cause; the rewards of love may be smothered by

the bitterness of hate it may arouse in someone hurt by an

abandonment; and the satisfactions of contemplating beauty

in art may be discolored by the revulsion of ugliness one

must endure on the way to the gallery.

We also have to say ‘other things equal’ for another rea-

son. This brings us to coherence. The goodness of a life, like
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the beauty of a painting, is organic: the value of the whole can

be more or less than the sum of the values of the parts or as-

pects.24 In an optimally good life, the parts hang together;

they befit one another. We want our loving relationships to

be with good people, our aesthetic satisfactions to be taken

in activities we do not morally disapprove of, our moral grati-

fications to come in doing the positive things we take to be

significant and not just in preventing evils.25

Given how much we differ, and given the diversity of cul-

tures in which people live, one could say that what consti-

tutes a good life is relative to the kinds of people we are talk-

ing about and to their opportunities in life. What we have

here is not a deep relativity, but a large set of options. Choice

among these is significantly relative to personal grounds. If

one is fond of the idea of relativity, one could speak of prefer-
ential relativism: the view that where there is a range of equally

meritorious permissible options (options permitted by sound

moral standards), choice among them may reasonably be de-

termined by personal preference.

Great diversity, however, is compatible with recurring

strands in the fabric of the different lives we pursue. Given

how much alike we are in potential to realize the basic kinds

of value, one could also say that there are certain basic, uni-

versally valuable constituents of a life of human flourishing—

a good life, in other terms—and that we simply realize them

in different ways. This is pluralism. There are universal val-

ues, but they are realizable in a multitude of ways. Different

cultures favor different combinations and weightings among

them; but it is difficult, if possible at all, to find any culture in

which the values I have listed do not have a significant place.

If there should be a culture in which a significant number

did not, it would not constitute a civilization.

A civilization, as opposed to a mere group of people liv-

ing together in a coordinated social structure, is marked by
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some significant degree of education as well as by institutions

and other products of creative invention. The greater the

prevalence of an education in the arts and sciences—a liberal

education—the richer the civilization tends to be. The point

of such an education is in part to widen understanding of the

elements that contribute to a life of flourishing and to en-

hance the capacity to live that life. The rationale for a free

democracy is in part to allow people to achieve their own inte-

gration of values without undermining the social harmony—or

at least stability—needed for people of radically different pref-

erences to do this. Democracy works best where liberal educa-

tion is widespread and where a kind of basic equality among

persons is upheld. But equality is not uniformity. Like happi-

ness, which is a cross-cultural good that is realized in multiple

cultural forms, our equal right to liberty is exercised in a mul-

titude of different pursuits.26

There is much more to say about how the ethical standards

and the theory of value I have presented can work in a free

democracy. It is particularly difficult to find a way to make

room for conflicting religious worldviews without making it

too easy for the expression of one—or its legal imposition if

its members become a dominant majority—to abridge the

freedom to express another religious worldview. It is also not

obvious how the evaluative framework I have developed can

help us with the numerous challenges to ethical thinking that

the current world presents: not only problems concerning

church and state and, more broadly, the religious and secular

in individual conduct, but the gap between ethics and tech-

nology; the self-indulgence and insularity of so many people;

the insufficiency of good role models, especially in the media;

and the associated problems of a low level of discourse, of

the atrophy of the mind in some of the elderly, and, on the
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international scene, of global injustice. All of these difficulties

and challenges must be faced if the kinds of good lives I have

sketched are to be achievable in the future. Some important

ethical standards for dealing with them have now been set out.

My aim in the final chapter will be to propose some strategies

for meeting the major challenges in question.
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4

HUMAN DIVERSITY AND
DEMOCRATIC INSTITUTIONS

83

I have so far represented human reason as capable of re-

vealing basic moral principles, experience as the raw mate-

rial of life from which patterns of value develop, and indi-

viduals as the central concern of ethics. But individuals do

not flourish as isolated atoms. We do best living in commu-

nities, guided by each other and challenged by institutional

demands. Like individuals, institutions vary greatly, even

when they operate fully within the constraints of morality

and sound values. But just as pluralism at the individual

level does not imply that there are no universally valid stan-

dards of individual conduct, institutional pluralism is com-

patible with universally valid principles of social ethics and

of political obligation.

I am particularly interested in the kinds of institutions that

are or, historically, have tended to be central in free democra-

cies: universities, churches, the press and other media, and the

main branches of government, especially the legislative and

judicial. I can address only a few of these institutions; but it is

important to consider some normative standards that apply to

them, as well as standards that apply directly just to individuals.

Even if individual ethics is more basic than institutional ethics,

we cannot structure our lives as individuals or function as

morally responsible citizens without taking account of institu-

tional ethics.



1. The Nature of Institutions

Modern life is pervaded by institutions: educational, cultural,

religious, legal, financial, and many other kinds. Any of these

may influence huge numbers of people, and they are essential

elements in dealing with the ethical challenges of contem-

porary life. Some of them, such as educational or religious in-

stitutions, are central in the lives of some people. Many insti-

tutions have the potential to endure indefinitely. This gives

them a special importance in an age in which many people

are not religious. For some, institutions offer the only hope of

lasting remembrance. Colleges and universities, scholarships

and lecture series, and libraries and museums can endure for

centuries—in principle, forever. Through their entire history,

they can carry the names of donors and those they honor, and

for as long as they exist, they can keep some of their founders’

concerns or ideas alive.

What is an institution? Universities are paradigm cases,

but an institution can be more abstract than a university.

Think of the two-party political system in the United States,

which has no property or equipment, or the institution of le-

gal punishment, which can exist for indefinitely long periods

on the basis of its recognition rather than its actions. One in-

stitution can also be part of a larger one, as a branch of a uni-

versity is part of the larger multi-campus university system or,

perhaps, as a neighborhood church or synagogue or mosque

is a local institution belonging to the wider one constituting

its denomination. An institution may be as small as a founda-

tion with two employees. Institutions might also include cer-

tain political parties and probably certain corporations, such

as the BBC or perhaps even IBM, provided they have certain

sorts of social roles.

Even apart from the problem of the vagueness of the no-

tion of an institution, definition is difficult.1 An institution

must have some purposive unity, and this commonly involves
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its relating to people outside it, whether they are a kind of

constituency or not. Think of a university or a church. We

might conceive an institution as, very roughly, a historically

established rule-governed social structure with a unifying pur-

pose of a certain kind and some degree of autonomy.2 Some

unifying purposes are complex. Some purposes also unify

those who share them better than others do. In any case, an

institutional structure is purposive (teleological), at least in

the sense that there is a central goal or set of goals. The ful-

fillment of these goals determines how successful the institu-

tion is, and the degree to which they unify its rules deter-

mines how well unified it is.3

This rough characterization calls for comment. The re-

quirement of historical establishment reflects the realistic as-

sumption that institutions are founded or, occasionally, simply

grow from the fertile soil of cooperative activity that ulti-

mately yields the requisite structure and rules.4 The historic-

ity requirement is needed to distinguish institutions taken in

the abstract—as rule-governed structures of roles and pur-

poses, which we might call institution concepts—from institu-

tions in the concrete, which constitute instantiations of those

abstract structures. It is the historical realizations in space

and time that we have in mind when we ordinarily speak of

institutions; and if an institution concept has no such realiza-

tion, then it is preferable to speak simply of the relevant insti-

tution in the abstract.5 Such abstractions are not historical

entities.

A university, for example, is instantiated by—though not

identical with—faculty, students, and other role-players, and it

normally has physical resources, such as buildings. Compare a

statue composed of marble having a certain shape. If, over

time, as the statue is moved and damaged, all the marble is re-

placed bit by bit, we have the same statue composed of differ-

ent marble. A university, however, is not constituted (or even

composed) by its members and their relations. It has reality
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apart from them. It can cease to be instantiated (or “embod-

ied”) after its founding, as where all its members die and its

buildings are destroyed, but the relevant documents for re-

opening remain. A university and its ideas can live forever. In-

stitutions need not remain where they are or even on earth

(the future may show that the universe, not the sky, is the

limit). Not only can a university exist, like a disassembled

watch, with its parts temporarily separated and their functions

suspended; unlike a watch, an institution can exist wholly dis-

embodied. (This may sound like theology, but it’s really just

metaphysics.)6

An institution, then, is not identical with its members and

its physical embodiment operating together under its consti-

tutive rules. But—and this point is morally crucial—its actions
are grounded in those of representative members. If an insti-

tution is in one sense—the conceptual sense—essentially an

abstract structure, institutions as established in the world have

concrete elements, and their actions are essentially concrete

deeds. People are its base; it has no agency apart from them.

Its actions are their actions as performed in accordance with

the appropriate rules.

People are also characteristically the proper beneficiaries

of institutional activities. In all of this, an institution is like a

corporation and unlike a mere collection of people or even a

structured group with common purposes, such as a profes-

sion: even when all the members of such a group do some-

thing, this does not thereby count as a social action in the

way that a university official’s admitting students counts as

its accepting them. Even if all teachers contributed to envi-

ronmental causes, this would not count as the teaching pro-

fession’s acting officially; a teacher’s professional association
could perhaps do that, but mere unanimity in environmental

support would not count as such.
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2. Institutional Ethics in Pluralistic Democracies

Precisely because institutions act through individuals who ap-

propriately represent them, they are capable of good and

bad conduct and, implicitly, of both virtue and vice. In addi-

tion, in a free democracy many kinds of institutions—and

perhaps all the “public” ones—are citizens, crucial citizens,

though they lack a political vote in the ordinary sense.7 We

can thus expect that there should be such a thing as institu-

tional ethics and indeed institutional citizenship. What this

requires will vary with type of institution.

In part because institutions act through the persons who

play certain roles in them, institutional ethics mirrors individ-

ual ethics. For instance, negatively, institutions have obliga-

tions of non-injury, including the avoidance of injustice and of

unwarranted restriction of liberty. Positively, they have obliga-

tions of fidelity to promises, of honesty, and (in my view) of

beneficence. These in turn imply an obligation of those who

control an institution to live up to the appropriate institutional

purposes: not to do so would be faithless or dishonest or both.

It is in the application of obligations that we find the chief

difference with the individual case: moral obligations apply

only indirectly to institutions, via the duties of relevant role

players. This point helps us to see the difference between in-

stitutional vice and institutional virtue. In an ethically sound

institution, there is an interactive spirit of moral commit-

ment; role players have a sense of duty regarding their own

institutional domain and some sense of how roles related to

their own should be played; and their attitudes and behavior

bear an appropriate relation to the overall purposes of the in-

stitution. Ideally, there is teamwork or at least mutual sup-

port. In an ethically unsound institution, by contrast, there is

self-seeking, rationalization when immorality occurs, passing

the buck to some other role player, and much else that is fa-

miliar from the history of corrupt institutions.
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An important ethical implication of these points is that we

must educate people for their roles in institutions and not just

to govern their conduct as individuals. Institutional conduct is

crucial for solving the kinds of major problems besetting the

United States and many other countries today. Moreover, even

if other “collectives,” such as civic organizations, sports teams,

and active communities are not always institutions, they share

a similar kind of moral responsibility. Sections 3 and 4 will de-

velop the general idea of institutional ethics and citizenship

and, against that background, we can consider the major prob-

lems sketched in chapter 1 that pose challenges to ethics.

3. Institutional Citizenship and Political Responsibility

Private as well as public institutions have moral obligations,

particularly negative obligations such as not to kill, injure,

lie, or break promises. But if an institution is public and

paid for by taxes, as in the case of public radio and TV and

many universities, positive obligations, especially to do cer-

tain good deeds, are prominent, and they may be owed to a

wide public. Indeed, in a complex modern economy, almost

any institution may have public support at least in the form of

tax relief.

Where institutions have public support, it will often be by

virtue of their commitment to playing a certain socially ap-

proved role. Consider public radio. It is likely to have both a

mission statement and enabling legislation that partly deter-

mine its obligations to the public. Something similar applies

to public educational institutions. Churches, however, gain

tax relief (hence public support) in a different way—in part

because they are charitable and in part because taxing them

would potentially restrict their activities in a way that a free

society is reluctant to do. In their case, then, obligations to

the public are chiefly internally defined. Some of the implica-

tions of this special position will be considered shortly.
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Even if institutions had only negative obligations, there

would still be a sense in which they are citizens. They are gov-

erned by and benefit from the protections of an ordered

society—indeed, one might posit a kind of tacit social con-

tract here as a way of determining obligations on both sides.

Perhaps more important, institutions are mainly constituted

by citizens who have all the normal moral obligations to oth-

ers implied by ordinary citizenship. But where institutions are

either publicly funded or play a major public role, citizenship

becomes an even more important aspect of their function.

There is one dimension of this citizenship I particularly

want to explore. Citizenship in a free democracy implies play-

ing a potential role in public discourse, particularly discourse

important for public policy and political decision, and a readi-

ness to play such a role. This role can be seen to be ethically

appropriate on any of the major ethical views we have consid-

ered. Recall the intuitive obligations stressed by ethical intu-

itionism. These include the obligation to contribute to human

happiness, though the pluralism of any common-sense intu-

itionism makes this only one among other obligations. Utili-

tarianism makes it central. The Kantian demand that we treat

persons as ends and avoid treating them merely as means also

applies to institutions. Sound institutional ethics is essential for

any society and particularly for free democracies. With the

news media, the need is constant. Let us explore it.

4. News Media

An essential element in the role of the news media in free

democracies is reporting on government. A central problem

in journalistic ethics is how the press should balance merely

providing information about government and, on the other

hand, giving the government in its own country blanket

approval, or uncritically supporting a particular political

party, whether or not it is in power. In Aristotelian terms, in
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informing the public about politics and government, news

media must find a mean between the excesses of the fero-

cious bloodhound and the deficiencies of the somnolent

watchdog. A good theory in social-political philosophy should

provide at least the main normative standards appropriate to

solving this problem of balance.

In part, the solution is for the press to preserve a division of
function. The reporting function is one thing and the editorial

is another, though the two are related and must be coordi-

nated. The reliability of a newspaper’s reporting should not

depend on its politics. The same holds for radio and TV sta-

tions. In editorials, however, the press may appropriately have

a political voice. On some accounts, it should, or even must,

have a political voice, perhaps on the ground that a democracy

needs media with opposing political views. On another view,

the press should see that opposing views are appropriately

represented but refuse to be closely identified with any of

them. In any case, to have a political voice is not to be one. The

press must not be just a political instrument.

The standard is different for the news office of an educa-

tional institution, and branches of government may also

have press offices. But the major function of the press in a

free society should not be subordinate to any government

agency and preferably not even to a major institution whose

main purpose is non-journalistic, as is, for instance, the pro-

motion of a labor union or of one or another industry. Jour-

nalists should never be summed up by their politics. They

must preserve their autonomy in and beyond the political

realm.

This is one reason why great care must be taken in struc-

turing a system of government support for news media. Pri-

vate support—particularly from advertising revenue—can

also be a threat to journalistic independence. But, other

things equal, it seems better that support be private than that

it be governmental, and that the private sources be more
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rather than less diverse. If a radio station is dependent on a

single donor, how independent can we expect it to be? If,

however, there are competing stations each supported by a

single donor or category of donors, this may offset the imbal-

ance there would otherwise be. That source of balance is lim-

ited, however, by the distribution of wealth in a society. This

distribution may be such as to make government support—

of a non-partisan kind—desirable or even necessary.

The news media, and indeed the wider media, can play a

major role in dealing with the moral problems of our age.

Some of these problems concern their own functioning; the

media, like individuals, may and should be self-critical. I will

return to such problems in discussing contemporary ethical

challenges.

5. A Framework for Approaching Moral Problems 

in Free Democracies

In the context of the overall ethical perspective now set out,

I want to address the ten pressing contemporary ethical

problems sketched in chapter 1. I do not claim that no oth-

ers are equally serious. But these are quite enough to discuss

here; and for those who want to probe further, each of them

suggests a number of other problems. All of these problems

are connected with institutions: where they are not largely

problems of institutional behavior, they are treatable within

the scope of activity of many institutions, particularly those

in the media.

My own ethical view has a number of implications for these

problems. In the most general terms, it implies an obligation

to enhance the quality and quantity of human happiness in a

framework of scrupulous liberty and justice. In less general

terms, it affirms, as guiding us in fulfilling this obligation, the

intuitive Rossian obligations: above all, non-injury and justice,

fidelity and reparation, beneficence and self-improvement, and
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gratitude. I cannot now systematically derive the implications

of this ethical position, but I will make a number of points in

the hope of generating constructive thinking about the chal-

lenges to be addressed.

Religion and the State

This problem concerns the proper balance between govern-

mental and religious institutions. Since preservation of reli-

gious liberty is a main concern of free democracies, the state

should not interfere with churches—by which I mean reli-

gious institutions in general. I propose three principles: first,

a liberty principle—implicit in the pluralist universalism for-

mulated in chapter 1—which says that (within tolerant lim-

its) the state should permit the free exercise of religion; sec-

ond, an equality principle, which says that the state should give

no preference to one religion over another; and third, a neu-
trality principle, which says that the state should be neutral

with respect to religion. Here are a few points of rationale.

The liberty principle is needed to protect citizens against

governmental coercion in religious matters, though it does

allow some state restrictions, such as prohibitions of human

sacrifice. A free democracy is not morally bound to allow ma-

jor harms to persons in the name of religion. The equality

principle is needed to protect citizens against governmental

discrimination, as where a majority religion is allowed to dom-

inate certain kinds of public office—something possible even

given religious liberty. The neutrality principle is needed to

prevent governmental favoritism of the religious over the non-

religious.

Favoritism can occur even if no one religion is pre-

ferred over any other. Indeed, even if there is nothing that

would be uncontroversially called discrimination against the

non-religious, a measure of favoritism of the religious is possi-

ble. Suppose, for instance, that the religious have preference
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in certain government appointments provided other things

are equal. Thus, if a religious person is as well qualified for

such an appointment as a non-religious person, the former

would be appointed. Then competition may be free and—

some would argue—in a certain sense not unfair, since a non-

religious person better qualified than a religious competitor

would never fail to be preferred over the latter. Still, the for-

mer would not have an equal chance of appointment, and this

seems unfair given our assumption that the qualifications for

the appointment are not religious. The point holds, though

with less force, even if the favoritism operating when others

things equal ceases once a limited proportion of the appoint-

ments are filled by religious people (say the proportion they

represent in the population).8 Similar issues arise for certain

affirmative action policies, where some degree of preference

is given to minority or female candidates, but I do not have

space to pursue that issue separately.

The liberty and equality principles are reflected in the

First Amendment of the U.S. Constitution, which prohibits

Congress from establishing a religion or prohibiting free ex-

ercise of religion. The liberty principle is essentially stated

therein; the equality principle is arguably the main underlying

standard supporting the establishment clause.9 Let us assume

that the Founders who wrote the Constitution were wise to

prohibit an established church. This prohibition does not en-

tail religious neutrality in the sense of governmental neutrality

toward the religious and the non-religious, but it does indi-

rectly support such neutrality. Should a free democracy ob-

serve the neutrality principle as well as the liberty and equality

principles? This issue is very much alive in the United States

today and is also important for other democracies.

It is partly in the name of neutrality that many in the

United States (religious as well as non-religious) resist requir-

ing or even allowing the idea of intelligent design to be in-

troduced in science education as an alternative to the theory
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of evolution in explaining the biological development of the

human species. Supposing (controversially) that this idea is

theistic, giving it required space in the curriculum still need

not breech the equality principle; but, as involving govern-

ment in teaching or promoting religion, it would breach the

neutrality principle.10 In fact, however, many religious peo-

ple believe that the requirement would in effect favor funda-

mentalist denominations and hence violate the equality prin-

ciple. This view cannot be assessed here, but it has enough

plausibility to indicate that, in practice, observing the equal-

ity principle is at best difficult without observing the neutral-

ity principle.

For a contrasting case of great contemporary interest,

consider the government’s providing vouchers to enable stu-

dents who object to public schooling to attend private schools

that charge tuition. Arguably, this practice is consistent with

neutrality in that it applies equally to religious and non-

religious students: the state simply provides funds for any stu-

dent to attend a private school, whether religious or secular,

that meets normal educational standards.

There is a related church-state matter not addressed by

the Constitution. If, as one might expect proponents of the

First Amendment to hold, the state should not interfere with

the church, it is also true that the church should not interfere

with the state. This is not only because one religious group

might, at least if it represents a majority of the citizens, dom-

inate other religious groups. It is also because the institu-

tional integrity of churches is best preserved if their spiritual

and moral missions are not diluted by political preoccupa-

tions. Here, then, I suggest a principle of ecclesiastical political
neutrality: In a free democracy, churches committed to being

institutional citizens in such a society have some obligation

(a prima facie obligation) to abstain from supporting can-

didates for public office or pressing for laws or public poli-

cies that restrict human conduct (this of course includes most
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laws). This principle does not hamper moral or spiritual lead-

ership. Granted, there is no sharp distinction between the

political and the moral, but many clergy in the United States,

at least, voluntarily follow this principle.

Religious Sensibilities and Individual Citizenship

Related to the church-state problem is one that arises for in-

dividual citizens, as opposed to institutions such as churches

and branches of government. In light of what I have said

about individual and institutional ethics, and about the plural

grounds of values and of moral standards, it is appropriate to

begin with four further points about the relation between

ethics and religion.

First, moral principles like the kind formulated in chap-

ter 1 can certainly receive support from religious scriptures

and institutions, though I do not think that they must receive

such support in order to deserve allegiance. Certain moral

principles can be seen to be reasonable in the light of non-

religious arguments, even if they could gain wider and dif-

ferently grounded support from certain religious considera-

tions.11 This is not to say that we may always expect people to

be adequately motivated to be moral without the help of reli-

gious commitments; I believe many can be, but how many

kinds of people and under what conditions are empirical

questions on which we need more data. Certainly religious

commitments have often been a source of strong motivation

to be moral, but, just as clearly, there are rigorously moral

people who are not religious.

Second, the support between ethics and religion can in

fact be mutual: secular moral argument can also confirm reli-

giously commanded moral principles and can enhance the re-

solve to abide by them. Indeed, on the assumption that God is

omniscient and omnibenevolent—all-knowing and all-good—

any cogent argument, including an utterly non-religious one,

Human Diversity and Democratic Institutions 95



for a moral principle is in effect an argument for God’s know-

ing, and hence (as wholly good) mandating (though not com-

pelling) conformity to, that principle. Why would God not

(in some sense) mandate or require our conformity to a true

moral principle?12

A third point is that the overall, triple-barreled moral

principle I have suggested and the everyday principles of ob-

ligation I have affirmed as falling under it are quite consis-

tent with the main ethical teachings of at least the Hebraic-

Christian tradition. This is in part because those teachings

articulate some of the universally valid moral standards that

(I would argue) any fully rational person can arrive at with

sufficient information and adequate reflection.

A fourth point emerges when we consider cases in which a

morally mature religious tradition goes beyond secular ethical

principles in requiring more from us. When this happens, the

standard is often consistent with those principles. Take the

Christian emphasis on extensive giving to the poor. Living

up to this requires meeting a high standard of conduct that,

though consistent with universally respected secular moral

standards, is not entailed by them. Suppose, however, that a re-

ligious command prohibits conduct that secular morality al-

lows, such as using contraceptives. A free, democratic society

will have principles of separation of church and state that, on

the one hand, respect such a prohibition for those who believe

in it but, on the other hand, disallow imposing the prohibition

by law.

What about the sometimes tragic case of an individual

caught between a religion that prohibits a deed, such as as-

sisted suicide, and a reasonable morality that permits it?

Given the unlimited possibilities for dealing with such oppos-

ing demands, tragic cases like these can usually be avoided.

But if they cannot be, ethical reflection does not automati-

cally yield a resolution. This is a question best answered by

practical wisdom exercised from the general point of view of

rationality. And reason does not always give a clear answer, or
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the same answer, in these hard cases. For some people, re-

flection may bring a secular moral permission into conform-

ity with a religious prohibition by reinterpretation of the reli-

gious standard; for others, or indeed for the same people on

other occasions, the resolution may come through revising

the secular permission.

With all this in mind, let me suggest a moderate principle

applicable to individual conduct and meant to preserve both

religious sensibility and civic harmony. This principle of secular
rationale says that citizens in a free democracy have a prima

facie obligation not to advocate or support any law or public

policy that restricts human conduct unless they have, and are

willing to offer, adequate secular reason for this advocacy or

support, e.g. for a vote favoring legal restriction of conduct.13

Two comments are needed immediately. First, a prima facie

obligation (as explained in chapter 1) is not absolute, but de-

feasible; hence the obligation expressed here can in special

cases, such as the need to prevent the rise of a brutal dictator,

be overridden. Second, a secular reason is roughly a reason

whose evidential force, that is, ability to justify, does not de-

pend on—but also does not deny—the existence of God and,

more broadly, does not depend on theological considerations

(or on the pronouncements of a person or institution as a re-

ligious authority).14

If, given the usual assumption of God’s omniscience and

omnibenevolence, there is as much reason to expect align-

ment between religiously based and secularly based moral

principles as I have suggested, then following the principle

of secular rationale should not pose insurmountable prob-

lems for most religious people. In particular, it does not re-

strict freedom of expression. Its concern is restricting coer-

cion. It leaves open just when it is or is not desirable to bring

religious considerations into one’s conversation or public

discourse.

The positive suggestion is partly this: as citizens in a free

democracy, we may be as inspired as we like by our religious
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insights and tradition, but when it comes to deciding on how we
as a pluralistic, multicultural society should live—particularly

when it comes to prohibiting what others think they have a

right to do—we should have some adequate reason that any ra-

tional, adequately informed citizen can appreciate indepen-

dently of having the religion or culture or idiosyncratic nature

of those who offer it. This principle is supportable, I would

add, by the virtually universally accepted religious command-

ment: “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.”

Nothing galls us like the sense that, for other people’s religious

reasons, we must do what they want.

This is not in the least to suggest that there are no religious

reasons for ethical conduct that are good by any reasonable

standard. The Bible and other religious scriptures contain

both sound moral principles and many narratives that embody

sound moral standards. Indeed, the principle of secular ration-

ale is quite consistent with a plausible counterpart principle

applicable to religious citizens whose religions have (as do

such major religious as Christianity, Judaism, and Islam) ethi-

cal standards that apply to large segments of sociopolitical con-

duct. This principle of religious rationale says: In a free democ-

racy, religious citizens have a prima facie obligation not to

advocate or support any law or public policy that restricts hu-

man conduct, unless they have, and are willing to offer, ade-

quate religiously acceptable reason for this advocacy or support.15

The acceptability in question is understood to be internal to

the religion of the citizens in question.

The principle of religious rationale presupposes that (for

rational persons) ethics has a certain internal application

within a religion. The principle asks us to give weight to con-

siderations we are committed to living by, even if they are in-

ternal to a practice or institution that is not universal. Such

considerations may still be harmonious with ethical standards

that are universally valid. Religious considerations may in-

deed add greatly to a person’s grounds or motivation (or

both) to realize those standards.
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Consider assisted suicide again. If I oppose it on religious

grounds, this might be because I think that only God gives

life and only God should take it. But if I think about voting to

illegalize it on this basis, it should occur to me that people

who disapprove, from their religious point of view, of things I

believe I have a right to do might abridge my legal rights if

they were in a majority and they acted on my principle. Given

how religious majorities can change, this is a realistic worry

in many parts of the world, and especially where religious

fundamentalists support restrictions that others—religious as

well as secular—reject.

There is another reason why I might hesitate to illegalize

assisted suicide. Suppose I am Christian and reflect on the

principle of religious rationale. It may then occur to me to

question whether, for instance, “Thou shalt not kill” is meant

to include suicide. I may also be aware that many whose scrip-

ture is the Bible do not see it as condemning all suicides and

take reason as a gift from God for the direction of human

life—including the manner of our dying if remaining alive

would otherwise lead to indignity, extreme suffering, and

heavy use of scarce resources. It may also seem obvious (as

perhaps it is) that a sound ethics reflects what we might call a

proxy rights principle: if you have a right to do something but

cannot do it without help, then you have a secondary right to

ask a willing person (such as a physician) to provide the means

or bring about the end.16

The Gap between Ethics and Technology

The religious sensibilities problem leads naturally to another

I have mentioned: the gap between ethics and technology.

Much of the deepest opposition to various technological ad-

vances comes from religiously grounded moral standards, for

example those implying that cloning, especially of human

beings, encroaches on the divine plan. But even apart from re-

ligious scruples, we can be concerned about the invasions of
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privacy that are possible given how much information is on

computers and subject to ready transfer, copying, and, in some

cases, piracy by hackers. These invasions are increasingly likely

given the threat of terrorism. Governments as well as individu-

als may violate privacy rights. From the basic principles favor-

ing maximal liberty and prohibiting injury and injustice, it is

clear that there are strong moral incentives to restrict inva-

sions of privacy from any direction.

Whatever the source of our worries about technological

advances, it is essential that we get ethics ahead of technol-

ogy. This is a special challenge for institutional ethics. Insti-

tutions (including certain corporations) are probably the

chief sources of technical advances. Both in educational in-

stitutions and in private life we must teach ethics widely and

emphatically. We must put ethical problems on the regular

agenda of research and development. And we must not un-

dermine the guiding effects of ethics by calling it subjective

or saying that “everything is relative,” as if there were no ra-

tional choice to be made concerning how we should con-

strain the use of new technologies.17 The current world cli-

mate is perhaps unfavorable for curtailing some of our most

dangerous technologies, including those in the military and

nuclear power spheres. It does seem favorable for enhancing

the use of technology in, say, education and health care.

Cloning, however, is a practice that in some parts of the world

is not well regulated; and although it is widely agreed that hu-

man beings should not be cloned, it is not clear exactly what

restrictions should be placed on other kinds of cloning.

A related challenge is this. Research is coming closer to

enabling easy preselection of the sex of children (determin-

ing, before conception and without artificial insemination

or expensive medical procedures, what will be the sex of

the child-to-be). This is an excellent example of a technology

that on the face of it seems unobjectionable but, on reflec-

tion, can be seen to be likely to have profound effects in some
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places.18 In some countries it may result in a disproportion-

ate number of male births, a phenomenon whose impact, in-

cluding its effect on the status of women, is difficult to fore-

see. The technology might, however, also reduce the birth

rate in many cases, since people could have children of the

desired sex(es) without having more children than they want.

This is not to suggest any specific ethical standard for using

preselection techniques; but the equal treatment of males

and females that ethics requires may in some cases be seri-

ously threatened by preselection technology. To be sure,

some uses of the technique appear to be protected under the

maximization of liberty clause in the pluralist universalism

proposed in chapter 1; but specifying these and indicating

certain limitations is too large a task to undertake here. My

main point is instead that there should be discussion with clear

and publicized conclusions—and disagreements—before such

a technology is made widely available.

Universities that do research with human subjects quite

properly use review boards, and these often coordinate their

inquiries with the deliberations of ethics committees. We may

surely ask industry to step up its concern with ethical matters.

This is not to suggest that there is presently no concern in in-

dustry; but we have seen too often (as, on many views, with

cloning) how the momentum of technology and the incentive

of profit lead to morally questionable developments. To call

for ethical concerns to be brought to bear in the development

and not just the use of technology is not even necessarily to

ask for economic sacrifices. The effect on industrial profits is

not obvious. It might be positive more often than negative.

Mental Atrophy and the Graying 

of Advanced Societies

The next problem I want to address is one of the most acute of

our time, and it illustrates how technology can bring to the fore
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a moral issue that previously arose much less frequently. I refer

to the tragedy of the body’s outliving the mind. Too often, the

mind dies before the brain. Above all, we need more and better

education and better utilization of the retired and elderly. Hu-

manistic education, for instance in philosophy and literature,

is especially useful; for it is education not just for careers but

for free time and retirement—even for dry or stressful periods

between jobs. People must be taught to use their minds on a

wide and unpredictable variety of problems, and they must be

able to enjoy exercising their intellectual equipment. This may

be the best defense there is against mental atrophy. It is ironic

that nourishing and exercising the body is so fashionable while

the mind, which also needs nourishment and exercise, is often

taken for granted, even when it is weak and underfed.

The need to resist mental atrophy is a central concern

from the point of view of virtue ethics. Mental capacity is

essential for development and even maintenance of the vari-

ous excellences of character. The Rossian obligation of self-

improvement also directs us to fight against atrophy. These

imperatives are not utopian. Much more can be done to pro-

vide opportunities for the elderly and retired to help both

one another and the young. Older people can serve as tutors

in academic pursuits, trainers in occupational tasks, helpers

in child care, and advisors of younger adults. Indifference

or prejudice toward the elderly is one kind of immorality;

slothfulness on the part of the healthy retired is, arguably, the

other side of the coin. The massive involvement I suggest

could help to overcome both, and, combined with incentives

toward earlier retirement, or at least early partial retirement,

might reduce unemployment. Grants and tax incentives would

help with this problem, but one would hope that even apart

from them, a stronger social ethics would suffice.

Colleges and universities, moreover, can often reach out

more effectively to older people, both for the enrichment of

their cultural lives and for their orientation in the various
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fields in which they can become supportive volunteers or

part-time salaried workers. In addition to educating people

for career change, as opposed to preparing them for a specialty

or some small range of jobs, higher education should help

people both to adjust to changes in patterns of living and to

prepare for continued vitality in retirement and, for many, in

the infirmity of old age.

More than ever before, living well is not fully achievable

apart from dying well. Our moral responsibilities extend to the

latter as well as the former. In the quest to age gracefully, the

humanities are uniquely valuable. Let me illustrate. Dylan

Thomas gave us one striking injunction. His “Do Not Go Gen-

tle Into That Good Night” begins:

Do not go gentle into that good night,

Old age should burn and rave at close of day,

Rage, rage against the dying of the light.

And it ends:

Grave men, near death, who see with blinding sight

Blind eyes could blaze like meteors and be gay,

Rage, rage against the dying of the light.

And you, my father, there on the sad height,

Curse, bless, me now with your fierce tears, I pray.

Do not go gentle into that good night,

Rage, rage against the dying of the light.19

Compare this picture with T. S. Eliot’s in “The Love Song of

J. Alfred Prufrock,” in which Prufrock says

I should have been a pair of ragged claws

Scuttling across the floors of silent seas

and closes with

I have heard the mermaids singing, each to each.

I do not think that they will sing to me . . .
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We have lingered in the chambers of the sea

By sea-girls wreathed with seaweed red and brown

Till human voices wake us, and we drown.20

There is no rage here, and no zest for continued life. The

only animated existence seems to be in fantasy, and even

then on the part of truncated human beings. Amid human

voices, Prufrock neither sings nor rages; he drowns. It does

not have to be like that.

Self-Indulgence

Fifth on my list of contemporary problems that pose special

challenges to ethics is self-indulgence. There is egocentrism—

me-centeredness—in individuals. In communities and nation

states, there is excessive concern with one’s own circle—or

country, or religious group, or tribe—with far too little com-

mitment to helping outsiders. Self-indulgence is not just a ten-

dency that impedes fulfilling responsibilities to others. Pulling

against the obligation of self-improvement, it also tends to

hurt those it afflicts. It is typically combined with little or no

resolve to achieve excellence.

The point is not only that virtues of character cannot be

well developed given self-indulgence; many pleasures are also

out of reach, those of (for instance) most great literature,

much contemporary art, and many kinds of conversation.

Other pleasures, including those of self-understanding and

many forms of social life, also are inaccessible without some

disciplined efforts. Self-indulgence tends to undermine the

success of any of the kinds of lives described in chapter 3,

even for those who manage to fulfill the minimal ethical obli-

gations directed toward avoiding harm to others. One might

object that self-indulgence may be at worst imprudent, but

I believe that Kant, Ross, and others who have taken self-

improvement to be a moral obligation were correct. From

a Kantian point of view, improving ourselves (for the right
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reasons) is a special case of treating persons as ends. Even

from a utilitarian point of view, it tends to enhance happiness.

In America in particular, which makes such heavy use of

cars, electricity, and disposable, non-biodegradable materials,

insufficient concern with the environment, animals, and fu-

ture generations is part of this self-indulgence problem. The

use of drugs to the point of impairing competence is another

part. For self-centered people such as I am imagining, Kant’s

idea that we should treat persons as ends is alien; others are im-

portant not as ends in themselves, but mainly as means.

Self-indulgence must be combated by fighting the selfish-

ness that seems an almost irresistible force in human nature;

but we can also help by avoiding the confusion of pluralism

with subjectivity. The difference between these has been one

of the main points in this book. Diversity, even when it reflects

thoughtful disagreement, does not imply that nothing is really

good, or that what is good is just a matter of taste.

A related ethical point bears on the self-centeredness

problem. Recent years have seen a huge emphasis on human

rights. This is appropriate given how widely human rights are

regularly violated. The vocabulary of rights has a major place

in describing abuses and and in framing policies to root them

out. But there is another side to this dimension of morality,

particularly for the prosperous. If we who live in wealthy ad-

vanced societies think too much about our rights, as we may

tend to when we face opposition or misfortune, and if we think

too little about our responsibilities, we can find ourselves per-

sistently waiting for things to be done for us—often by the

government—and frustrated when things are not done for us.

Rights may not only lead to some people’s expecting too

much to be done for them by others; they may also rational-

ize inaction by those who need no charity. I suppose I have a

right not to vote if I do not want to, yet surely voting is one of

my ethical responsibilities. My right not to do it may protect

me from being forced to; but it gives me no reason not to and
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does not free me from criticism for not doing to. A protec-

tion from coercion is not a protection from criticism. A main

purpose of a good education is to prepare one for this citi-

zenship role and to nurture a taste for exercising it. Rights

are only one side of morality and can sometimes be the self-

protective rationalization of the selfish rather than the moral

refuge of the downtrodden.21

Insularity

Self-indulgence can lead to the sixth problem I have stressed,

though this one can afflict even people with much discipline

in pursuing what they care about. I refer to insularity, often

accompanied by indifference to those perceived as, in one

way or another, foreign. In the individual it is ignorance of

other times, other places, other ways, and other cultures, and

this insularity is often reflected in institutions and the social

fabric. At its worst, it breeds not merely a neglect of what is

different but a self-satisfied ethnocentrism. People who are

insular generally cannot fulfill obligations of beneficence

reaching beyond a small circle and are unlikely to fulfill

various other obligations, such as those of justice and self-

improvement.

The insularity problem can be solved only by changes in

both belief and attitude. People must learn more about other

times, places, and ways of living. For this, the historical study of

the past, the comparative study of the current world, and the

philosophical and literary study of alternative possibilities are

crucial. These endeavors, being pursuits of knowledge, are

mainly cognitive. But they can be reinforced by actual experi-

ences of alternatives to what is familiar, for instance through

internships in business or the professions and through work or

study in other cultures.

If we should cultivate diversity, should we not also be mul-

ticultural? In the best sense of the term, yes: we should seek to
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understand and not merely tolerate other cultures and subcul-

tures; we should not be self-satisfied about our own ways of do-

ing things; and we should try to relate to people quite different

from us. It would be wrong, however, to assume that because

we differ from others, we have nothing major in common: we

can differ greatly from others and still share basic moral com-

mitments, for instance to justice, freedom, and the promotion

of spiritual and material flourishing. To think that cultural dif-

ferences undermine a common morality is one of the serious

mistakes abetted by status relativism. There are not only moral

universals. There are also non-moral universals across cultures:

birth and death, joy and suffering, love and hate, the need for

self-respect, opportunity, and social interactions. These univer-

sals have different shapes in different cultures. But between el-

emental aspects of life like these and our biological similarities,

we have enough in common to make communication possible.

The Role Model Problem

So far, I have been talking mainly about the standards, prin-

ciples, and values important in ethical conduct. But without

people who present these and bring them vividly to life, their

effectiveness is quite limited. This brings us to the next prob-

lem I want to address and, by implication, to an element in

the solution of all our major ethical problems. This role

model problem is the kind that an Aristotelian ethics would

put at center stage. A religiously inspired ethical viewpoint,

such as one deriving from the Bible, is likely to do so too. The

problem is largely what I have called an insufficiency of good

role models: there are either too few exhibiting excellence, or

too few with enough influence relative to the ubiquitous bad

role models, the exemplars of violence and exploitation,

power and ostentation, bigotry and xenophobia.

The importance of the problem is increasing because

of the progressively greater access to the Internet and the
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widening access to popular media. Marketing has become a

powerful cultural force, supplying role models as well as the

products they allegedly use. It is noteworthy that the power

of the media is rising faster than the educational level of

people in underdeveloped, often highly populous countries

who stand to be heavily influenced by television, radio, and

the Internet. The insufficiency of good role models is a prob-

lem of great magnitude, but at least everyone—including insti-

tutions, businesses, and even entire industries—can make

some contribution: we can start with ourselves by our own

conduct and through efforts to get others to do likewise.

The most influential role models for a great many peo-

ple, at least early in life, are parents, teachers, and clergy. But

others very quickly acquire great influence on us. These in-

clude friends, political figures, and of course figures in the

media: not just heroes and heroines, but some that we observe

every day, people designed to make us identify with them—the

minutely scripted, often intensely attractive, characters of ad-

vertising. The media, including the Internet, are immensely

influential in the developed world and are becoming more

influential elsewhere.

We should work toward better quality across the board,

particularly with a view to enhancing the influence of excel-

lent role models and reducing the number and influence of

bad ones. I am not proposing censorship, and I would reject

any attempt to reduce the freedom to present diverse models

in creative ways. But the media can do better on this score:

in movies, drama, advertising, and others areas.22 Those of us

who care about the problem must make ourselves heard more

often. It may be that, in America at least, too large a propor-

tion of highly influential role models are entertainers. This is

not an unalterable sociological pattern, natural though it is.

Here journalists can do more to help. The entertainment me-

dia depend on them for credibility; the public stands to be

better informed by their reporting.
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This is a good place to emphasize a point that may be sur-

prising given my earlier emphasis on secular reasons in the

ethics of citizenship. The point is that the area of role models is

one in which it is easy to separate church and state too much:

neither teaching ethics nor even emphasizing, without indoctri-

nation, the non-religious excellences of great religious figures,

violates any reasonable separation of church and state. In the

United States and perhaps other developed nations, moral edu-
cation in pre-college public schooling is insufficient. So is the

teaching of religion as a major subject of learning: teaching to-

ward understanding as distinct from espousal. Relativism may

be more at fault here than overextension of separation of

church and state, but the latter can lead some people to think

that religion cannot be taught with appropriate intellectual

distance. This is an error that, somewhat ironically given the

conscientiousness of some who make it, intensifies the effects

of relativism. I have indicated some ways to resist both errors.

The Power of the Media and the Function 

of the Press

My concern here is the media overall, not just the insuffi-

ciency of good role models therein—the role model problem

extends far beyond the media. We have allowed the media to

offer shoddy programs, often violent, offensive to women

and minorities, and simplistic in their worldview; and we also

tolerate much too thin a coverage of major issues. In an elec-

tion year in the United States, for example, newspeople have

often spent more time reporting on polls and on who is likely

to win than on what candidates will do, or should do, if they

do win. Surely the media gave a disproportionate share of at-

tention in 1995—and even afterward—to the O. J. Simpson

murder trial and (later) to Elian Gonzales, the boy who ar-

rived illegally in Florida on a boat from Cuba. Too many other

newsworthy events were crowded out or given short shrift.
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The style of reporting can be no less important than the

amount of coverage given to a story. In April 1996, much me-

dia attention was given to the so-called Unabomber, who ap-

parently killed three people and maimed a score. This de-

served coverage, but not the proportion received (supplanting

many national and international events of general concern,

and amounting to lengthy segments on network news and on

public radio and TV).

More important, no special efforts were in evidence to

prevent what we might call the celebrity effect of dramatizing

the events. To avoid contributing to this effect, I use ‘so-

called’ rather than allow the apparently self-styled name ‘Un-

abomber’ to float free and vie for the glamour its dastardly

inventor no doubt wanted. An interesting question of jour-

nalistic ethics is how close the media may come in these and

other criminal cases to stating the facts in a way that is humil-

iating to the perpetrator or otherwise calculated to be a dis-

incentive to those who—perhaps influenced by our enter-

tainment media as well—hanker for the sordid limelight

such atrocities bring.

More recently, the legal case against popular singer

Michael Jackson has received even more attention, as much

as about half of the news content of major television network

news programs on certain days. An allegation of molesting a

child is very serious, but the certainty of child starvation and

AIDS infection in Africa and other parts of the world is even

more so. This case and similar ones raise the question of what

positive standards are central for the news media. Let me cite

four standards that are also relevant to some degree to other

media.

In free democracies the appropriate ethical standards for

journalistic media should be framed in the light of at least

four major functions that (as I have elsewhere argued)23 the

press must serve: a political function, providing both informa-

tion and ideas to the citizenry; a perspectival function, offering
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a range of conceptions of the shape and texture of the society

or certain parts of it (a religious versus a secular one, a con-

servative versus a liberal one, and so on); a historical function,

keeping before us certain traditions and comparisons with

the past; and a modeling function, providing and comparing

a variety of models of personalities, individual conduct, and

institutional structures. Each of these functions is governed by

ethical standards that, in ways suggested in this chapter, can

be viewed as applications of the common-sense ethical plural-

ism described in chapter 1.

In connection with the modeling and perspectival func-

tions, it is particularly instructive to reflect on one major do-

main of human life, especially prominent in America, which

both the news and entertainment media cover in great detail.

I refer to sports. Its bearing on the ethical tone of society has

yet to be adequately studied. Sports can teach respect for oth-

ers, sharing, self-discipline, and a sense of the value of the

quest as distinct from that of the prize. It must teach a degree

of coordination, a capacity for decision under uncertainty,

and at least some capacity to tolerate risk, pain, and defeat. I

believe that we must make every effort to suffuse sports with

ethics and to make early athletic education an ethical train-

ing ground.

Role models in sports, particularly but not exclusively pro-

fessionals, can make a vast difference (as some have).24 We

should call on them to do their best, particularly when on cam-

era, and should criticize them when they fail. (When, in 2000,

Myles Brand, then president of Indiana University, fired Bobby

Knight, the basketball coach, the reaction from most fans was

at best one-sided, and Brand even received threats.) There is

also ample opportunity at the grass roots. Parents tend to be

the first trainers in sports; elementary school teachers and

coaches are next. Moral education can begin here without the

least heavy-handedness, and in these contexts it does not re-

quire extensive training. What it does require beyond ordinary
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moral sensitivity can, and I think should, be provided in a good

undergraduate education.

As to the myriad bad role models on the screen, on radio,

and on the Internet, we also should do all we can to eliminate

them—or at least reduce their negative influence. This is not

to say that violence and sexual exploits cannot be shown, but

they should not be glamorized. Parents should monitor their

children’s use of the media, particularly the Internet. Many

adults should be more selective than they are, for themselves as

well as their children. Too many people, at least in the Western

world and certainly in America, have come to substitute a pas-

sive evening of commercial television for an active evening of,

say, conversation or serious reading. But the latter can be as

enjoyable as the former, and more richly so.

The large proportion of time many people spend watch-

ing television or using the Internet for entertainment is well

known to have reduced conversational interaction and even

community activities or social life between friends in other

households. This tends to reduce what social scientists call

“social capital,” which represents a kind of value in a commu-

nity that is a measure of (among other things) the trust, the

number and strength of communicative channels, and the po-

tential for the cooperative efforts crucial for democracy. Citi-

zens who agree on the points made here about the media

should express themselves, both by criticizing the media for

certain kinds of portraits of violence and by publicly boycotting

certain products or programs.

Global Justice

What I have said so far applies internationally, but it is mainly

directed at encouraging reforms in one country at a time.

There is, however, a pressing international problem of global

justice. The obligations of justice, like other ethical obliga-

tions, are not restricted to any one country or to relations
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between individuals in only a single nation. A major chal-

lenge here is how the developed nations can do more to re-

lieve suffering and overcome ignorance elsewhere. This is an

obligation that is especially weighty for utilitarians, but it is

serious on any of the ethical views emphasized in this book.

Relieving large-scale human suffering is also crucial to pre-

vent atrocities and other disasters. The world is getting smaller

and more interconnected. The have-nots are increasingly

aware of what the haves have. This kind of knowledge can

help to bring down tyrannical regimes; but it can also lead to

resentments, and it can be exploited by opportunists in ways

that undermine democracy and spawn terrorism. 

Global justice is a huge and growing problem. I will make

just four brief points here. First, systematic ethical thinking

can help us articulate good policies. I offer no overall plan,

but surely the prosperous nations, in addition to defending

human rights, must give greater support to, and share more

with, the poor nations. Second, it is essential that the former

be perceived as just toward the latter; a good policy that is not

properly viewed will not have the effects it should—food and

technological support, for example, given into the wrong

hands, or in the wrong way, may go unappreciated. Third, the

role of international organizations such as the United Na-

tions and the World Court is likely to need expansion if poor

and weak nations are to have adequate support in education,

population control, health care, and other problems. This ex-

pansion is most likely to succeed if individual nations give up

sovereignty on some matters, such as their emission of green-

house gases and the uses of nuclear energy.

My fourth point concerns diplomacy. Relations between

the West, especially the United States, and the rapidly grow-

ing Islamic world, must be improved. This is not to underem-

phasize the continuing importance of relations between the

West and China and the nations of Africa and South America.

But one among other concerns here—and one addressed
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earlier in connection with religion and politics—is the tradi-

tional Islamic rejection of separation of church and state.

This rejection has profound implications for the conduct of

diplomatic relations, and it raises difficult questions about

how democracy may develop in Islamic countries.25 The West-

ern world cannot help Islamic countries in dealing with the

obstacles to democracy that lie here unless more of its leaders

achieve a better and wider understanding of Islamic culture

and a foreign policy that reflects it. The point may be uncon-

troversial, but the needed efforts in this direction have only

begun.

The Poverty of Communicative Discourse

We come finally to the cluster of problems associated with

the commonly low level of discourse in much of the world.

This problem is related to that of mental atrophy. Poor liter-

acy is far too common even in such advanced societies as that

of the United States. But its mathematical counterpart—

innumeracy—is even more widespread. Many educational in-

stitutions are trying to enhance education in mathematics

and science, but it is noteworthy that a large proportion of

technically trained people in the United States, at least, come

from abroad. Many countries have also not done as well as

they should to make mathematics and science attractive to fe-

males; even today, both are often perceived as somehow male

pursuits.

In an age when the computer should help people to write

better (if only because it makes rewriting easy), most educa-

tors find writing much weaker than it should be. I refer not

just to matters of correct diction and usage but to basic clar-

ity and to the quality of verbal reasoning. Speaking skills are

also widely deficient.26 Here again, role models are impor-

tant. Especially in the realm of discourse, improving teacher

education should help immensely: speaking skills should be
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emphasized as well as writing and reasoning skills. To sup-

port the latter two, we should ask teachers at least from the ju-

nior high level upward to achieve at least the equivalent of an

arts and sciences major in their subject.

It might seem that in the case of discourse there is noth-

ing we can reasonably hope for in the entertainment media.

But that is not so. Granted, characters on the screen should

not in general sound more educated than is consonant with

their roles. But they also need not sound less so, and there

should be just as much entertainment value—and hence just

as much profit—in films and television programs done with

improvements in the level of speech in these media. (Is it less

entertaining, for instance, to have more linguistic variety than

one gets with multiply repeated four-letter words?)

In American entertainment, at least, there is also too little

of a kind of communication quite important for ethics. Call it

value-sharing discourse : conversation in which, for instance, peo-

ple express what they deeply care about, reveal what they think

is good or bad, evaluate some of the people or events around

them, and share aspirations. This can both reveal character

and add dramatic interest. What we often find, by contrast, is

male meeting female, a shallow exchange of words, and some

plot sequence that reveals little character and much flesh.

The language we speak together—discourse, in one

sense—is the main connective tissue of human life. It is per-

vasive. Part of our problem in this realm is most societies’

making too weak a commitment to education. But there is a

further problem affecting the education that we do have: a

fear that stressing requirements—even a wide set ranging

from the humanities and mathematics and languages to the

natural and social sciences—is intolerant. But such a ground-

ing in basic methods, subjects, and texts, is not intolerant.

Let us celebrate diversity but proceed to appreciate it from

the vantage point of a mastery of important material that can

serve any individual in any culture.
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A deep knowledge of one’s own traditions and culture is

by no means narrowing, especially if the traditions are them-

selves rich and diverse. Indeed, those who do not thoroughly

grasp at least one tradition well are ill equipped to under-

stand another. To be sure, the concern with one’s own ethnic

or national or racial heritage can be pushed too far. It would

be unfortunate if we could not enjoy folk music from our

own ethnic heritage; but it is probably even worse to be alien-

ated from great music that one might well find even more re-

warding simply because it is, say, “Eurocentric.”

For all of the ethical problems described in this chapter, I

have treated individuals as in a certain way central. Individu-

als are the prime movers in institutions and the pivotal agents

in human history. But many of their significant deeds are

mediated—and magnified—by institutions. Moreover, given

the place of institutions in the fabric of human culture, and

given their role as both preservers of what is valued and

agents of change, they are structural foundations for pluralis-

tic democracy.

Here educational institutions play a unique role: they

preserve and communicate knowledge; they socialize young

adults into responsible citizens; they provide both the stability

of connections with the past and the impetus to orderly

change when we need it. In them, civic virtue is a complex

balance of commitments: to the preservation and generation

of knowledge; to the sympathetic presentation of alternative

modes of thinking, feeling, and living; to the development of

intellectual and moral capacities among students, faculty, and

their wider community. Universities should exhibit, in their

style and substance, the respect for learning and the intellec-

tual competence that are central to their proper mission.

Parallel points can be made concerning the news media,

particularly those not operated for profit. More generally,
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institutions should not be a cover for individual greed or

even a buffer between amoral—or immoral—ambitions and

deserved punishment. They should be a means by which hu-

man purposes are accomplished through structured collec-

tive action. And when we act within them, we are no less human

agents governed by moral standards. Institutions, far from pro-

tecting immorality, as they have historically so often done, can

show morality writ large.
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CONCLUSION
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Four kinds of ethical view have appeared and reappeared in

these pages. The first is virtue ethics, which counsels us to

concentrate on realizing the good throughout our lives. Here,

the fundamental question of ethics is, What should we be like

as persons—how should we conceive and cultivate virtues of

character and live accordingly? The second and third cate-

gories comprise Kantian and intuitionist views; these tell us

to concentrate on the quality of our acts, though they also take

motives into account. For them, the fundamental question

of ethics is, What kinds of acts ought we to perform (or

avoid)? The Kantian ethic, however, is a master principle view,

whereas intuitionist views affirm a plurality of basic moral

principles. Utilitarian theories (the fourth category) tell us

to maximize the good. For them, the fundamental question of

ethics is, what kinds of acts tend to maximize human happi-

ness? My pluralist universalism, which integrates Kantian, util-

itarian, intuitionist, and other elements, stresses all three vari-

ables: character, type of action, and overall consequences for

happiness.

Each of these ethical views is connected with a theory

of value. For virtue ethics, the good is achievement of excel-

lence in thought, action, and character. For Kantian ethics,

the dignity of persons and, as a central aspect of it, good will,

are the most important (though not the only) values; and



good will is above all a matter of having governing intentions—

those determining one’s life plans—that accord with the Cat-

egorical Imperative. For classical utilitarianism, pleasure

and pain are the basic positive and negative values. For the

common-sense intuitionist position I have presented, there is

a rich plurality of values. These include values corresponding

to virtue, dignity, and enjoyment; but on my view moral value

has a special place, and there is no closed list of values.

Some are, for instance, distinctively aesthetic, some intellec-

tual, some religious, and some interpersonal in the way that

the values of friendship are.

Each of the ethical views can play an important part in

facilitating a good life. We need not be virtue ethicists to see

the value of achieving excellence. We do not have to be he-

donists to consider pleasure a major good in life. And it is

not only Kantians who can regard respecting human dignity

as a central value governing a good life among other people.

Doing so is mainly a matter of treating them as ends in a cer-

tain way. Universally valid ethical standards, then, are found

in Aristotle, in Kant, in some of the claims of classical utili-

tarianism, and (in my view) quite explicitly in the common-

sense moral principles that form the core of a common-

sense intuitionism. This is not to say that any one of these

views encompasses all of those standards (though propo-

nents of the views would tend to argue for such comprehen-

siveness).

On the pluralistic account of value I have presented, rad-

ically different kinds of lives can be good. But all good lives

seem to contain, in some proportion, the pleasures of social

interaction, the rewards of excellence in what we are best at,

the exercise of freedom, the animated use of our higher fac-

ulties in activities we like, the sense of human dignity in our-

selves and others, and, for some people, spiritual satisfac-

tions, whether specifically religious or not. The good life may

be somewhat like nature itself: multifarious in the variety of
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its forms, but exhibiting all of them on the basis of some com-

bination of basic elements.

There is no formula for realizing a good life. But this

much can surely be said to suggest where our best hope seems

to lie. We live in a period when the role of universities and

other educational institutions, in countries of all sorts, is piv-

otal. If we cannot raise the level of discourse and the general

understanding of the world and the disciplines that study it—

including both the humanistic and the mathematical and

scientific—then it is doubtful that people will be sufficiently

responsible citizens in the complex democracies that seem to

be the best political structures for human flourishing, or pro-

ductive enough to maintain an adequate standard of living in

the face of rising world population, growing threats to our

environment, and limited natural resources.

Higher education cannot achieve the needed results

alone. The media play a major part in determining the char-

acter of our civilization; business and sports are also influen-

tial in shaping our lives; and, for many people, religious insti-

tutions are a central element in life. In all of these realms, we

must continue to stress pluralism; but we must not yield to

subjectivism, to indiscriminate relativism, or to a debilitating

skepticism about the value of our traditions. Here, too, the

media should play a constructive part, especially in program-

ming. I am not proposing that we give up a free market in

communication, only that we enhance voluntary exercises of

responsibility.

Institutions are crucial in meeting the ethical challenges

I have stressed, but as important as institutions are, we should

avoid putting disproportionate weight on them. People are

where institutions touch ground. The basic moral thrust and

the good lives that institutions are to serve must be at the

level of individual agents. At this basic level of human action

and interaction, we are not without sound moral principles

or values worth pursuing. I have formulated a number of
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these principles and described many of those values. The

principles and values we should respect are essential in pro-

viding guidance, but they need not hamper our liberty. They

provide for great diversity among us without depriving us of

common standards of value. The pursuit of justice, freedom,

and human flourishing is demanding. But it is possible for all

of us together, and the rewards of success are the enduring

pleasures of excellence.

122 Conclusion



NOTES
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Chapter 1

1. For discussion of whether science is value-free and of the

kinds of value judgments proper to scientific inquiry, see my “Sci-

entific Objectivity and the Evaluation of Hypotheses,” in Merrilee

H. Salmon, ed., The Philosophy of Logical Mechanism (Dordrecht:

Kluwer, 1989), pp. 321–345.

2. This is not to say that moral and other value properties can-

not have explanatory or perhaps even causal power. The question

of whether moral properties have causal power and of what kind of

explanatory power they have is pursued in detail in “Ethical Natu-

ralism and the Explanatory Power of Moral Concepts,” in my Moral
Knowledge and Ethical Character (Oxford: Oxford University Press,

1997).

3. William Butler Yeats, “The Second Coming,” reprinted in A.

J. M. Smith, ed., Seven Centuries of Verse (New York: Charles Scrib-

ner’s Sons, 1957), p. 561.

4. I refer to Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics. For some thorough

examinations of the virtue ethics developed there, see John Cooper,

Reason and Human Good in Aristotle (Cambridge, MA: Harvard Uni-

versity Press, 1975); Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue, 2nd ed. (Notre

Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1984); Sarah Broadie, Ethics
with Aristotle (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991); and Julia An-

nas, The Morality of Happiness (Oxford: Oxford University Press,

1993). See also an informative short discussion in provided by

Roger Crisp in his introduction to his translation of the Nico-
machean Ethics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000).



5. This generic formulation does not entail the common idea

that obligation is grounded in divine commands. That version, how-

ever, faces the Euthyphro problem, so called from Plato’s dialogue of

that name. In part, the problem is how to rule out the apparent pos-

sibility that murder and rape could be obligatory, since, on the face

of it, the view that obligation is grounded in divine command does

not preclude God’s commanding this. I have sketched a more mod-

erate divine command view that avoids the Euthyphro problem in

“Divine Command Morality and the Autonomy of Ethics,” forth-

coming in Faith and Philosophy. For discussion of divine command

ethics and other versions, see Robert M. Adams, Finite and Infinite
Goods (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), e.g. p. 270. Cf. John

Hare: “Divine command theory, as I shall defend it, is the theory

that what makes something obligatory for us is that God commands

it.” See God’s Call (Grand Rapids, Mich.: William B. Eerdmans:

2001), p. 49.

6. There are also commandments it is natural to call religious,

such as the injunction to honor the Sabbath. These may represent

moral requirements on the assumption that there is a moral obliga-

tion, say a promissory one, to obey God; but the conception of

morality operating in this book is non-theological, though readily

connected with theological concepts along certain lines. The con-

nection is treated in some detail in my “Religiously Grounded

Morality and the Integration of Religious and Political Conduct,”

Wake Forest University Law Review 36, 2 (2001): 251–277. That paper

formulates a qualified divine command ethical theory that does not

have the repugnant consequence, brought out by Plato’s Euthyphro

problem, namely that in principle divine command could make

murder and rape right.

7. See Immanuel Kant, Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals,
H. J. Paton, trans. (London: Hutchinson, 1961).

8. The notions of treating persons as ends and of treating them

merely as means can be clarified even independently of Kant’s ethi-

cal writings. For an indication of how and references to literature on

Kantian ethics, see chapter 3 of my The Good in the Right: A Theory
of Intuition and Intrinsic Value (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University

Press, 2004).
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9. John Stuart Mill, Utilitarianism, Oscar Piest, ed. (New York:

Macmillan, 1957), p. 10.

10. Mill’s quoted formulation is less clear than the formulation

I have given in the preceding text; that represents a major kind of

utilitarianism—though not the only kind found in Mill—as a sort of

ethics by cost-benefit analysis: for each of our options, such as giving a

donation to A versus giving it to B, we assign probabilities to rele-

vant outcomes, such as curing someone of malaria, and for each of

those outcomes we assign values; we multiply the probabilities by

the positive or negative numbers representing the good and bad

outcomes, respectively; and we then numerically rank our options

accordingly. Right acts are those that maximize the good; they have

the highest score in this scheme. What makes this ethics rather than

a kind of economics is that it makes goodness, not profit, the stan-

dard of conduct.

11. Joseph DesJardins, e.g., in his Introduction to Business Ethics
2nd. ed. (Boston: McGraw-Hill, 2005), says, “Utilitarianism is typi-

cally identified with the policy of ‘maximizing the overall good’ or,

in a slightly different version, of producing ‘the greatest good for

the greatest number’ ” (p. 30). (He does not discuss the difference.)

Bentham may be the main source of the greatest number formula-

tion. In his Introductory View of the Rationale of Evidence, he says, “Of

legislation the proper end may, it is hoped, be stated as being—not

but that there are those who will deny it—in every community, the
creation and preservation of the greatest happiness of the greatest number.”
See The Works of Jeremy Bentham, John Bowring, ed. (Edinburgh,

1843), sec. 6, pp. 5–6. He does not, however, present this as equiva-

lent to his principle of utility: “By the principle of utility is meant

that principle which approves or disapproves of every action what-

soever, according to the tendency which it appears to have to aug-

ment or diminish the happiness of the party whose interest is in

question.” See An Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legisla-
tion (1989), sec. II.

12. This assumes that the narrow distribution of libraries would

not create a degree of resentment that would cause suffering so

great as to outweigh the benefits of favoring the educated. Utilitari-

ans always seek to consider the total effect of a possible action;
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the point here is that inequality of distribution is not automatically
or in itself to be avoided. The overall good is the sole standard of

conduct.

13. W. D. Ross, The Right and the Good (Oxford: Oxford Univer-

sity Press, 1930), pp. 29–30.

14. For a detailed account of Ross’s intuitionism and a defense

of a view that incorporates major elements of it, see my The Good in
the Right especially chapters 2 and 3.

15. This contrast is not sharp (and deserves analysis not possi-

ble here). Even supposing Kant’s formulations of the Categorical

Imperative are all equivalent, he appeals (in the intrinsic end for-

mulation of it) to a plurality of moral considerations, e.g. an obliga-

tion to avoid treating people merely as means and an obligation

(not entailed by that) to treat them as ends. For Mill, too, there is at

least the plurality that comes from taking value to have both nega-

tive and positive dimensions (those that go with pain and pleasure).

16. The interpretation of justice, freedom, and happiness (and

especially the first two) is treated in detail in The Good in the Right,
especially chapter 5, which also introduces obligations of manner as a

distinct category. These are not obligations of matter—which con-

cern what we ought to do—but obligations concerning how we

should do what we ought to do, e.g. respectfully or generously as op-

posed to resentfully. The entire set of “Rossian” common-sense ob-

ligations may also be integrated under an interpretation of Kant’s

Categorical Imperative; this Kantian intuitionism, as I call it (in

chap. 3), is not as easily explained as the pluralist universalism for-

mulated in the text, but the two play similar roles in providing an

overarching conception of the kinds of general moral obligations

Ross stressed and of many quite specific obligations in daily life.

17. I speak of optimizing rather than maximizing happiness

because, for one thing, a maximization standard, even with the lim-

itations the principle expresses, may be too demanding. I also agree

with Mill (and Aristotle as I read him) that the quality as well as

quantity of happiness is relevant, which makes talk of maximizing

happiness at best misleading. I have dealt with this kind of demand-

ingness problem in ethics in, e.g., chapter 4 of The Good in the Right.
See chapter 5 for rationale for taking freedom to be morally impor-

tant independently of the other Rossian obligations.
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18. The problem of deciding just how much one ought to do

for others is difficult on any plausible ethical view, and especially for

utilitarianism, which makes maximization of the good the central

obligation. I have discussed in detail how this problem may be dealt

with in chapters 3 and 4 of The Good in the Right.
19. I have argued for the unifiability of a broadly Rossian intu-

itionism by a version of the Categorical Imperative in chapter 3 of

The Good in the Right.
20. See Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan (1651); John Locke, Second

Treatise of Civil Government (1689), and Jean-Jacques Rousseau, The
Social Contract (1762). For a contemporary version of a contractu-

alist theory see T. M. Scanlon, What We Owe to Each Other (Cam-

bridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1998).

21. A Theory of Justice (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University

Press, 1971), p. 60. The next few references to Rawls are to this work

and will include the relevant page numbers in parentheses. The for-

mulations quoted here, though not unrepresentative, are qualified

later in the book.

22. Rawls speaks of primary goods as “things that every ra-

tional man is presumed to want” (p. 62). I agree that there are

things all rational persons would want but believe this does not fol-

low from the instrumentalist conception of rationality he presup-

posed and that, like the special assumption concerning envy, it is a

substantive idea needed to make the contractarian framework plau-

sible. Much supporting argument for this view is provided in my

“Prospects for a Naturalization of Practical Reason: Humean Instru-

mentalism and the Normative Authority of Desire,” International Jour-
nal of Philosophical Studies 10, 3 (2002): 235–263.

23. This is expectable—though not entailed—by the assump-

tion that moral properties are consequential on natural (“descrip-

tive”) ones; e.g. an act is obligatory in virtue (“consequence”) of

having such descriptive (and non-moral) properties as being an

avoidance of hurting someone or as constituting a fulfillment of a

promise.

24. Animal rights may be another exception; people seem to

disagree on how we may treat them even when they agree on, say,

the pain caused by experimentation on them and the resulting ben-

efits to medicine. In both cases, theological facts are relevant (such
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as whether under divine law we are stewards of animals), and they

can influence even people who have rejected theism.

25. The history of scientific understandings of light is a case in

point; wave and particle theories were rationally held by different

people at the same time, but no major party to the controversy took

the persistence of disagreement to imply that there might be no

truth of the matter concerning light.

26. In practice, the same point may hold for divine command

theories provided we assume that dignity is God-given. But their

main point is that rightness is a kind of accord with God’s will, and

that property, being relational, is not an intrinsic property of the

acts in question. So dignity is morally basic only insofar as it reveals

God’s will.

27. I have not prioritized in any highly specific way, nor said

how we should deal with cases in which there is a great gain in util-

ity with the cost of a minor injustice. Here perhaps any theory needs

to invoke intuition and Aristotelian practical wisdom.

28. This is meant to recall Mill and indeed Rawls’s Theory of Jus-
tice, but I do not mean to define harm in purely utilitarian terms

(there can presumably be moral harms that have no negative effect

on happiness), nor to follow Rawls entirely in his view of social

justice.

29. The reference is to ratio measurement. Plainly ordinal

measurement, which yields only judgments of more or less (or

equality), is possible for the properties in question, such as the cru-

cial psychological properties; and, arguably, interval measurement,

yielding numbers to represent equal intervals, is possible. Ordinal

measurement is apparently all that is strictly needed to sustain my

claims in the text.

30. Consider the classical syllogism: All humans are mortal;

Socrates is human; hence, Socrates is mortal. This is formally valid

(having the form of ‘All As are Bs; x is an A; hence, x is a B’), but it is

not quantitative (at least not in the way science is, implying ratio

measurability of a certain kind as opposed to the quantification re-

quired for this kind of syllogism: simply counting and distinguish-

ing between all and some).

31. Not just anything is permitted by this view. First, if your

happiness requires causing my unhappiness, then on the standard
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assumption which a happiness principle makes, you may not do

the nasty deed that would please you and harm me; and on my

own combined theory, there is a specific prohibition of injustice

to others.

32. Reduction of freedom is included in injustice, even though

the positive ideals of preserving and promoting freedom are not de-

rivable from that of justice.

33. For a recent wide-ranging discussion of cheating in Amer-

ica and its possible causes, see David Callahan, The Cheating Culture:
Why More Americans Are Cheating to Get Ahead (New York: Harcourt,

2004).

Chapter 2

1. As utilitarianism is usually characterized, an act producing

less overall good than the agent can in the situation would be

wrong; hence the notion of supererogation as going beyond the call

of duty does not apply. But utilitarians can still use ‘supererogation’

for cases in which (say) one expends such effort, or takes such risk,

that one would not be punishable had one produced less good. The

action would, then, go beyond a kind of “enforceable” duty.

2. I am not here assuming that instrumental goodness presup-

poses intrinsic goodness, but it has been argued that nothing can

be good as a means unless something is good in itself, since other-

wise the existence of anything of instrumental value would require

either an infinite or circular instrumental chain. Either A would be

a means to B, B to C, and so on to infinity, or A would be a means to

something that is a means to A itself. That is plausible reasoning

and has been considered so by most value theorists since Aristotle,

who brought this problem out (Nicomachean Ethics 1094a); but en-

dorsing this reasoning is not an uncontroversial requirement for

speaking of instrumental goodness. My main examples of instru-

mental goodness, however, will be of the common kind that is sub-

ordinate to something of intrinsic value.

3. Instrumental good is generally agreed to be dependent, but

there is controversy over whether it depends only on instrumental,

above all causal, relations to what it is instrumental to, or also on

there being something intrinsically good to which it ultimately con-

tributes. Can a pesticide be instrumentally good if it is simply good

Notes to Pages 27–36 129



at killing weeds but there is nothing intrinsically good, such as eat-

ing delicious foods, to which it is instrumental? All I can say here is

that if the instrumental good need does not depend on intrinsic

goodness, then to call something instrumentally good is not ulti-

mately to make a normative claim at all.

4. An account of why it is morally more important to reduce

suffering than to enhance pleasure is proposed in chapter 5 of The
Good in the Right. It is also plausible to hold that avoiding the doing

of positively wrong deeds is morally more important than failing to

do something that is morally good, such as assist someone in need.

This is discussed in chapter 3 in connection with Kant’s Categorical

Imperative as calling on us never to treat people merely as means.

For a related discussion, see Bernard Gert, Morality: Its Nature and
Justification (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998).

5. This view is developed and defended in my The Architecture of
Reason (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001).

6. Which of these notions is more fundamental: should we an-

alyze intrinsic goodness in terms of contribution to a good life, or

vice versa? Perhaps we can do either; my preference is for taking the

notion of intrinsic goodness as prior, and in clarifying the notion I

offer not a definition, but a theory, of intrinsic goodness. I clarify it

by examples, such as the kinds of rewarding experiences we have in

human relations and aesthetic appreciation, and seek to understand

the good life in terms of appropriate realization of such types of ex-

perience.

7. I have explicated inherent value and its relation to intrinsic

value in “Intrinsic Value and Reasons for Action,” Southern Journal of
Philosophy 41 Supplement (2003): 30–56.

8. On the notion of proper function, Aristotle and Thomas

Aquinas are great classical sources. For a recent discussion, see Alvin

Plantinga, Warrant and Proper Function (Oxford: Oxford University

Press, 1993).

9. Percy Bysshe Shelley, “Ozymandias,” in A. J. M. Smith, ed.,

Seven Centuries of Verse (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1957),

pp. 361–362.

10. The Norton Anthology of Poetry, Alexander W. Allison et al.,

eds. (New York: Norton, 1983), p. 811.
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11. G. E. Moore, while denying that pleasure is the only in-

trinsic good, suggested that it might be an element in everything

that is intrinsically good. See his Ethics (Oxford: Oxford University

Press, 1912), p. 148.

12. The notion of meaningful life is an important one that I

cannot pursue here, but I have provided an account in “Intrinsic

Value and Meaningful Life,” Philosophical Papers 34, 3 (2005):

331–355 (this issue of the journal is entirely devoted to the topic of

meaning in life and has a comprehensive introduction by Thaddeus

Metz).

13. In the Groundwork (393) Kant went so far as to call good

will the only ‘unconditional good’. In the context he does not imply

that it is the only intrinsic good, though he does appear to treat it as

the only good that provides a condition for the “worthiness” to have

a happy life.

14. Avoiding painful frustration of desire is another matter;

but to take this as intrinsically good is to employ a hedonic stan-

dard, not a desire satisfaction standard of the good (or of rational

action). An extensive critical discussion of the desire-satisfaction

theory of rationality (and of the good) is given in my “Humean In-

strumentalism,” cited above.

15. It need not be painful, but is properly dislikable.

16. There are, to be sure, limits on how unpleasant an experi-

ence can be and still be intrinsically good. But if one doubts that

there can be some mixture, consider the sense of doing justice in

giving just grades even if it hurts to give students one greatly appre-

ciates only Bs.

17. David Hume, “Of the Standard of Taste,” reprinted in Mark

Schorer, Josephene Miles, and Gordon McKenzie, eds., Criticism: The
Foundations of Modern Literary Judgment (New York: Harcourt, Brace,

and World, 1958), p. 446.

Chapter 3

1. Doing what I morally should do for the right reason requires

more than my merely doing it, but even doing it for the right reason

is not sufficient for doing it in the right manner. There are different

ways to do the same thing for the same reason. Let the act be laying
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off an employee, and let the reason be financial emergency; one

can lay off the employee gently and sympathetically or curtly and

distantly. The concept of duties of manner—adverbial duties, we

might say (a concept not in general adequately described or em-

phasized in the literature of ethics)—is treated in detail in chapter

5 of The Good in the Right.
2. I might have said ‘in facts about the natural world’, but that

would be unnecessarily controversial. For a defense of the view that

the grounding thesis I suggest is plausible and is compatible with a

version of divine command theory, see my “Religiously Grounded

Morality,” Wake Forest Law Review (2001).

3. There are exceptions in very unusual circumstances; e.g., it

could be necessary to flog someone to save the person from death

owing to fear of the devil. But even here we would be obligated to

flog minimally and to try to help with the apparent paranoia later.

4. In principle, biotechnology could advance to a point at

which any of us could be partially “copied” or even duplicated in a

way that produces an adult who is highly or even exactly similar to

us. Ethics would not allow us to discriminate on the basis of artificial

origin any more than on the basis of race. But what would be the

family and social relations of such persons, and who would be re-

sponsible for assuring their rights? There are good reasons to avoid

cloning human beings at any stage, but the issue is too complex for

detailed treatment here.

5. Aristotle says, e.g., that our good (happiness) is the active

exercise of the mind (a) in accordance with excellence or virtue, or

(b) if there are several virtues, in conformity with the best and most

perfect among them, which is “contemplation” (Nicomachean Ethics
1098a, Rackham trans. In Irwin’s translation, cited earlier, we have:

“The human good proves to be the soul’s activity in accord with

virtue, and indeed with the best and most complete virtue if there

are more virtues than one.”)

6. Consider, e.g., his analogy of the harper in Nicomachean Ethics
1098a, which stresses that the function of a thing is to be deter-

mined by reference to an excellent specimen and concludes with

the statement quoted in note 5. It is possible that Aristotle thought

of complexity (as Mill may have) as an essential or at any rate nor-

mal accompaniment of excellent activity and perhaps as a variable
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comparable in importance for ranking excellences with their dis-

tinctiveness relative to our nature.

7. Mill’s emphasis on the role of the higher faculties is evident

in several places in chapter 2 of Utilitarianism; cf. what John Rawls,

in A Theory of Justice, calls “The Aristotelian Principle” (p. 426).

8. Mill, Utilitarianism, chapter 2 (p. 12).

9. Fortunately not all pleasures we are considering need be

sampled: some would obviously lead to death, and many can be ad-

equately assessed by using such common-sense inductive proce-

dures as analogy. If, e.g., eating a few delicious wild mushrooms

makes one very sick, eating twice as many may cause death.

10. I bypass here a serious difficulty for utilitarian theories:

how to explain why, in a world like this, we can properly do much

other than promote the goodness of persons overall, even at the cost

of doing little or nothing to make our own lives enjoyable. In chap-

ter 3 of The Good in the Right I address this difficulty in some detail.

11. As noted in chapter 2, I do not take Kant’s claim that

good will is the only thing unqualifiedly good to imply that it is

the only intrinsic good.

12. In chapter 6 of The Architecture of Reason (Oxford, 2001) I

discuss the status of moral reasons in some detail.

13. For a partial account of treating persons merely as means

and as ends, with discussion of Kant’s understanding of these no-

tions (though they are characterized independently of his treatment

of them), see chapter 3 of The Good in the Right.
14. Groundwork (399). Kant does, in the context, leave open

that the duty may be indirect, “for discontent with one’s state . . .

might easily become a great temptation to the transgression of duty”
(ibid.); but he also indicates, here and elsewhere, that pursuing

happiness is natural and also befitting to a good life.

15. Chapter 2 of my Practical Reasoning and Ethical Decision
(New York: Routledge, 2005) explores how Kantian ethics might re-

quire engaging in such reasoning, and chapter 5 considers how act-

ing for reasons is possible (even where the reasons are complex)

without a process of practical reasoning (this allows that, for retro-

spective reconstruction of the practical thinking that underlies the

action, the reasoning must be in some sense available to the agent

for, say, explaining why the action was performed).
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16. It an interesting question whether the sense in which we

are to love ourselves is supposed to be exactly the sense in which we

are to love our neighbors. If so, then ‘self-love’ may not be the right

word for the relevant self-referential attitude and ‘respectfully care

about’ may be a better expression than ‘love’ for the other-

regarding attitude in question. There are both ethical and theolog-

ical issues here.

17. Love is also not acquirable by coming to have a suitably

long-standing and strong set of desires and beliefs in the way that

traits of moral character normally are. In “Responsible Action and

Virtuous Character,” in my Moral Knowledge and Ethical Character (Ox-

ford: Oxford University Press, 1997), I have discussed the extent to

which such traits are, or at least depend on, desires and beliefs.

18. A detailed case for overlap in major ethical standards

among the world’s religious can be found in Brian Lepard, Rethink-
ing Humanitarian Intervention (College Park: Pennsylvania State

University Press, 2002). An informative short description of signifi-

cant overlap is provided by Patrick E. Murphy et al., Marketing Ethics
(Upper Saddle River, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 2005), pp. 35–40.

19. In The Good in the Right (esp. chaps. 1 and 2), I have argued

that moral principles are knowable through the use of reason, and

in Religious Commitment and Secular Reason (Cambridge: Cambridge

University Press, 2000), especially chapter 5, I have argued that their

rational knowability is to be expected in a world under God.

20. It is difficult to say what kind of priority this is. It would not

be automatic priority. For one thing, our justification for believing

such self-evident principles is defeasible. In addition, it may not be

self-evident, or even clear to us, that they are self-evident. And fi-

nally, when there is a conflict of obligations, it will in general not be

self-evident which predominates. All three points are argued in

chapter 2 of The Good in the Right.
21. Aquinas says, e.g., “The precepts of the natural law are to

the practical reason what the first principles of demonstration are

to the speculative reason, because both are self-evident principles,”

where one of these is that “good is to be done and promoted, and evil is
to be avoided ” (Summa Theologica, 2nd Article). It is clear in the con-

text that he is thinking of these self-evident propositions as broadly

“analytic” in a sense implying that they are necessary truths.
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22. It is a difficult question whether a measure of altruism is

required, or at least demanded, by reason, as opposed to a signifi-

cant amount of other-regarding conduct being required by moral-

ity. For a case that reason, in a certain kind of life, demands a mea-

sure of altruism and so supports including a certain degree of it in

any good life, see my Architecture, chapter 6.

23. I should reiterate in this context that a case can be made

for treating all of the apparently non-hedonic values as really mat-

ters of pleasure or pain; but although a sophisticated hedonic view

is plausible, I think we obtain greater clarity and do better justice

to the diversity of the facts if we recognize other basic values. That

hedonism as normally construed is too narrow a theory of value is

argued in Architecture, chapter 6.

24. A detailed discussion of the good life and its connection with

meaningfulness in life—existential meaningfulness—is provided in

my “Intrinsic Value and Meaningful Life,” Philosophical Papers 34, 3

(2005): 331–355.

25. To be sure, there can be unique satisfactions in the rectifi-

cation of evil as opposed to the more positive gratification that of-

ten comes with doing the kinds of good things that do not presup-

pose any evils to be undone. The examples in the text are only a

brief indication of coherence-making elements in a good life.

26. A prominent kind of vision of how a liberal democracy is

constituted is found in John Rawls, The Law of Peoples (Cambridge,

Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1999).

Chapter 4

1. John Rawls calls an institution “a public system of rules

which define offices with their rights and duties, powers and im-

munities, and the like.” See A Theory of Justice, p. 55. This applies

widely, but consider private institutions. Must their rules be public?

Moreover, this characterization suggests a mainly internal focus

and also says nothing explicitly about a unifying set of purposes,

something an institution must have.

2. The rules may have to include criteria for membership or

participation, and these might have to be of the kind one can sat-

isfy by voluntary behavior as opposed to, say, heredity. But here I

leave this issue aside. Note that institutions characteristically have a
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history; but a university can presumably be an institution at the

moment of its founding, before it has a history.

3. One might want to rule out certain kinds of goals and thus

eliminate, say, commercial entities, or at least those with only com-

mercial purposes, but I leave open that some organizations run for

profit may nonetheless count as a kind of institution.

4. One could make an exception for the bare possibility that

an institution has always existed, but there is no reason to think that

any institution we know of is without beginning.

5. For a technologically sophisticated treatment of institu-

tional concepts, see Raimo Tuomela, Cooperation (Dordrecht: Kluwer,

2000).

6. If they didn’t, and an exactly similar entity was created,

would we have a re-establishment of the same institution but not

know it, or just the founding of an exactly similar one? This bears

considerable thought, but may be left open here.

7. There are different senses in which an institution can be

public, e.g. publicly chartered and funded as opposed to operating

in public, as does a commercial corporation by contrast with a pri-

vate club.

8. This point is supported in my Religious Commitment and Secu-
lar Reason (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2000), especially

chapter 2, which discusses all three principles in the context of the

theory of the basis of free democracy.

9. We cannot plausibly hold that preference for some one

denomination entails establishment of it; but it tends in that di-

rection and would be objectionable on similar grounds, such as

encouraging discrimination against denominations not favored by

the government.

10. For an extensive and legally informative discussion of the

question whether teaching intelligent design is constitutional in the

United States, see Kent Greenawalt, Does God Belong in Public Schools?
(Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2005).

11. Aquinas held something like this, believing that the basic

moral principles can be ascertained through the use of reason—a

point detachable from the natural law framework in which he (at

least mainly) applied it. The issue here is the epistemic autonomy of

ethics.
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12. The mandate or requirement is only prima facie if it is not

always rational on balance to be moral and our rationality is, as it

seems, our basic guiding light. There are difficult issues here in

both ethical theory and philosophy of religion.

13. The principle of secular rationale does not entail that one

must disclose one’s vote. First, one can offer a reason for voting a

given way without implying that one will so vote, or has so voted; sec-

ond, one overrider of the prima facie obligation to offer a reason

might be a need to keep one’s vote secret. This principle is explicated

and defended at length in my Religious Commitment and Secular Reason,
chapters 4–6. A later treatment that meets objections to the principle

not addressed in the book is provided in my “Moral Foundations of

Liberal Democracy, Secular Reasons, and Liberal Neutrality Toward

the Good,” Notre Dame Journal of Law, Ethics and Public Policy 19, 1

(2005): 197–218.

14. An interesting question, put to me by Kent Greenawalt, is

whether reasons presupposing atheism are ruled out as (I take it)

religious in the broad sense that they directly concern religion. I

have not construed such reasons as religious in the ordinary sense,

but they are at least not religiously neutral, and on that ground may

be objectionable in certain ways in a liberal democracy. This ac-

counts for part of the wording of the principle of secular rationale.

15. I have stated and given a preliminary defense of this prin-

ciple in “Religiously Grounded Morality and the Integration of Reli-

gious and Political Conduct,” Wake Forest University Law Review 36, 2

(2001): 251–277.

16. The principles of secular and religious rationale may also

be applied to the abortion issue, but that is even more complicated

than the assisted suicide question, in part because the former raises

the metaphysical question of what constitutes a human person (this

is not the same as the vague question “when human life begins,”

which applies to biological entities that are only very controversially

considered persons). These principles are applied to the abortion

issue, in the context of many arguments for and against the permis-

sibility of abortion, in chapter 7 of Religious Commitment and Secular
Reason.

17. In “Tolerance without Relativity: A Perspective on Moral

Education” (ms.) I discuss this and connect it with the fourth-grade
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“Fact and Opinion” Unit used by Lincoln, Nebraska, Public Schools

at least from the mid-1970s through the mid-1980s.

18. Some aspects of preselecting the sex of children are treated

in a New York Times article of July 4, 2004.

19. In Alexander W. Allison et al., eds., The Norton Anthology of
Poetry, 3rd ed. (New York: W.W. Norton, 1983), pp. 1181–1182. The

poem was written in 1951 during the time of Thomas’s father’s final

illness.

20. Ibid., pp. 996 and 997.

21. That our moral responsibilities demand more of us than

simply acting within our rights is argued in my “Wrongs within

Rights,” Philosophical Issues 15 (2005): 121–139.

22. A related problem is discretion in making private life pub-

lic. Does the public need to hear so much about sexual indiscre-

tions if they do not bear on capacity to do the relevant job? Ar-

guably, Martin Luther King was hypocritical in being a Christian

minister yet committing adultery (assuming he in fact did); but this

may depend on how he represented himself (say, as a sinner rather

than self-righteously or as a model Christian). One can be a model

in more than one domain, of course. Perhaps a key point is that we

should not try to be public models in areas where our private life

would undermine our credibility.

23. In “The Function of the Press in a Free and Democratic So-

ciety,” Public Affairs Quarterly 4 (1990): 203–215.

24. To judge, however, by a report by sports commentator

Frank De Ford (National Public Radio, April 4, 2001), one oppor-

tunity is being lost: he cited a number of respects in which women’s

athletics is exhibiting the same ethically unacceptable practices (e.g.,

discrimination, “fixing” of outcomes, and commercialism) found in

men’s athletics.

25. Technically, at least, England does not separate church and

state, so it should not be argued that democracy cannot work with-

out (full) separation.

26. Consider a prominent or even growing trend, especially

among the young, and apparently more among females than males,

that we might call interrogativizing the declarative. I’m referring to that

raised inflection of the voice coming at the end of a statement and

often making it sound like a question. I have heard it even when
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people tell me their names. I have heard it when someone says to a

person telephoning, e.g., “This is Dr. A’s office calling?” And I have

heard it as people lay out directions, such as “when you get to the

corner of Fifteenth Street?” Why should we care? Because the inter-

rogative inflection already has an important role that it cannot play

as well if we use it for an entirely different purpose. Because we will

produce even more misunderstandings than we already do if inflec-

tion is not used to support meaning. Because these interrogatives

add a note of unsureness, even timidity, which is often inappropri-

ate to the statement and context—and may harm women by rein-

forcing stereotypes we should try hard to bury. And because mis-

leading language and poor articulation of our messages tend to

cause sloppiness of thought. I do not know how the trend arose,

but I suspect that some media figures with whom younger people

identify have made it attractive. I doubt the trend is being con-

sciously encouraged. But follow-the-leader can be a bad game even

when one knows who the leader is and why one is following. Inter-

rogativizing the declarative (sometimes called “upspeak”) has no

known leaders, no apparent rationale, and too many unwitting fol-

lowers.
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