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THE ROUTLEDGE COMPANION TO
ETHICS

The Routledge Companion to Ethics is an outstanding survey of the whole field of
ethics by a distinguished international team of contributors. Over 60 entries are
divided into six clear sections:

The history of ethics
Meta-ethics

Perspectives from outside ethics
Ethical perspectives

Morality

Debates in ethics.

The Companion opens with a comprehensive historical overview of ethics,
including entries on Plato, Aristotle, Hume and Kant, and the origins of ethical
thinking in China, India and the Middle East. The second part covers the
domain of meta-ethics, including entries on cognitivism and non-cognitivism,
explanation, reasons, moral realism and fictionalism. The third part covers
important challenges to ethics from the fields of anthropology, psychology,
sociobiology and economics. The fourth and fifth sections cover competing the-
ories of ethics and the nature of morality respectively, with entries on con-
sequentialism, Kantian morality, virtue ethics, relativism, morality and character,
evil, responsibility and particularism in ethics among many others. A compre-
hensive final section includes entries on the most important topics and con-
troversies in applied ethics, including rights, justice and distribution, the end of
life, the environment, poverty, war and terrorism.

The Routledge Companion to Ethics is a superb resource for anyone interested in
the subject, whether in philosophy or related subjects such as politics, education,
or law. Fully indexed and cross-referenced, with helpful further reading sections,
it is ideal for those coming to the field of ethics for the first time as well as
readers already familiar with the subject.

John Skorupski is Professor of Moral Philosophy at the University of
St Andrews, Scotland. His books include Ethical Explorations (1999) and The
Domain of Reasons (forthcoming in 2010).



ROUTLEDGE PHILOSOPHY
COMPANIONS

Routledge Philosophy Companions offer thorough, high quality surveys and assess-
ments of the major topics and periods in philosophy. Covering key problems,
themes and thinkers, all entries are specially commissioned for each volume and
written by leading scholars in the field. Clear, accessible and carefully edited and
organized, Routledge Philosophy Companions are indispensable for anyone coming
to a major topic or period in philosophy, as well as for the more advanced
reader.
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PRAISE FOR THE SERIES

The Routledge Companion to Aesthetics

“This is an immensely useful book that belongs in every college library and on
the bookshelves of all serious students of aesthetics.” — Journal of Aesthetics and
Art Criticism

“The succinctness and clarity of the essays will make this a source that individuals
not familiar with aesthetics will find extremely helpful.” — The Philosophical
Quarterly

“An outstanding resource in aesthetics ... this text will not only serve as a handy
reference source for students and faculty alike, but it could also be used as a text
for a course in the philosophy of art.” — Australasian Journal of Philosophy

“Attests to the richness of modern aesthetics ... the essays in central topics —
many of which are written by well-known figures — succeed in being informative,
balanced and intelligent without being too difficult.” — British Jowrnal of
Aesthetics

“This handsome reference volume ... belongs in every library.” — Choice

“The Routledge Companions to Philosophy have proved to be a useful series of
high quality surveys of major philosophical topics and this volume is worthy
enough to sit with the others on a reference library shelf.” — Philosophy and
Religion

The Routledge Companion to Philosophy of Religion
. a very valuable resource for libraries and serious scholars.” — Choice
“The work is sure to be an academic standard for years to come ... I shall
heartily recommend The Routledge Companion to Philosophy of Religion to my stu-

dents and colleagues and hope that libraries around the country add it to their
collections.” — Philosophia Christi



The Routledge Companion to Philosophy of Science

“With a distinguished list of internationally renowned contributors, an excellent
choice of topics in the field, and well-written, well-edited essays throughout, this
compendium is an excellent resource. Highly recommended.” — Choice

“Highly recommended for history of science and philosophy collections.” —
Library Journal

“This well conceived companion, which brings together an impressive collection
of distinguished authors, will be invaluable to novices and experience readers
alike.” — Metascience

The Routledge Companion to Twentieth Century Philosophy
“To describe this volume as ambitious would be a serious understatement. ...
full of scholarly rigor, including detailed notes and bibliographies of interest to
professional philosophers. ... Summing up: Essential.” — Choice
The Routledge Companion to Philosophy and Film

“A fascinating, rich volume offering dazzling insights and incisive commentary
on every page ... Every serious student of film will want this book ... Summing
Up: Highly recommended.” — Choice

The Routledge Companion to Metaphysics
“The Routledge Philosophy Companions series has a deserved reputation for

impressive scope and scholarly value. This volume is no exception ... Summing
Up: Highly recommended.” — Choice
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PREFACE

A companion to ethics should be a companion for two kinds of inquirers. The
first consists, of course, of students and teachers of philosophy. The second
comprises a much wider group — anyone who is interested in the state of philo-
sophical ethics today, and the history of how we got to where we are.

Philosophical ethics is only a small part of the general ethical discussion that
goes on in any society at any time. However, it can and should make a vital
contribution to that wider discussion. Furthermore this is especially true in the
case of ethics, for various reasons that do not apply, or do not apply as much, to
other parts of philosophy. To be sure, some cogent philosophical questions
about ethics are quite abstract, and cannot so easily be made accessible to wider
ethical discussion. Philosophy does, after all, have an obligation to follow wher-
ever its questions lead. A comprehensive companion to ethics should try to
convey what is currently being said about such questions. Yet it should also, as
one of its main aims, engage with the wider discussion, and be as helpful as
possible to anyone seriously interested in ethical questions — across all their
width and depth. In designing the structure and content of this Companion we
have tried hard to keep these aims in mind.

I should mention that we have in the end been unable to obtain two chapters
that we would very much like to have had: in Part I, on medieval ethics, and in
Part VI, on ethical questions about the beginning of life. We regret this and hope
to include chapters on these topics in future editions.

My personal thanks must go in the first place to our authors, for their
patience and diligence. Apart from anything else, I have learnt an enormous
amount about ethics and its history from their work. Tony Bruce at Routledge
suggested the idea of a Companion to Ethics to me, and has been truly helpful
and encouraging throughout. I am also very grateful to Adam Johnson and James
Thomas for their editorial efficiency and hard work. Finally, my thanks to Roger
Crisp, Andrew Fisher and two anonymous readers for Routledge for their sen-
sible advice on my initial ideas about the shape that this Companion should have.

John Skorupski
St Andrews
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1
ETHICAL THOUGHT
IN CHINA

Yang Xiao

Chinese ethical thought has a long history; it goes back to the time of Confucius
(551-479 BCE), which was around the time of Socrates (469-399 BCE). In a brief
chapter like this, it is obviously impossible to do justice to the richness, com-
plexity, and heterogeneity of such a long tradition. Instead of trying to cover all
the aspects of it, I focus on the early period (551-221 BCE), which is the founding
era of Chinese philosophy. More specifically, I focus on the four main schools
of thought and their founding texts: Confucianism (the Analects, the Mencius,
and the Xunzi), Mohism (the Mozi), Daoism (the Daodejing and the Zhuangzi),
and Legalism (the Book of Lord Shang). There are two reasons for this choice.
First, Chinese philosophers from later periods often had to present their own
thoughts in the guise of commentaries on these founding texts; they spoke about
them as well as through them. Second, this choice reflects the fact that early
China is still the most scrutinized period of the history of Chinese philosophy by
scholars in the English-speaking world, and that most of the important texts
from this period have been translated into English.

It must be borne in mind that the early period lasted for about 300 years,
which may still be too long for such a brief chapter to cover. My goal is not to
provide an encyclopedic coverage or standard chronological account of ethical
thought in early China. Rather, I want to identify important and revealing
common features and themes of the content, style, and structure of ethical
thought in this period that have reverberated throughout the history of Chinese
philosophy, and have uniquely defined and characterized the tradition as a
whole. In other words, this will not be a historian’s, but rather a philosopher’s,
take on the history of Chinese ethical thought.

In this chapter I use terms such as “Chinese philosophy,” “Chinese philosophers,”
and “Chinese ethics,” which some scholars may find problematic. There has
been an ongoing debate about whether there is “Chinese philosophy” (Defoort
2001 and 2006). Some scholars have argued that Confucianism is not a “philosophy”’
(Eno 1990), that there is no such thing as “Chinese ethics” (Mollgaard 2005), and that
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Confucius is not a “philosopher of ethics” and has no “normative ethical theory”
(Hansen 1992). This is obviously a complicated issue. The reality is that in
China we can find both normative ethical theory and ethical practices such as self-
cultivation through spiritual exercise. In what follows, I first address the unique
problem of style in Chinese ethics; I then discuss the structure of the normative
ethical theories of the four main schools of thought. I end with a discussion of
the idea of philosophy as spiritual exercise, as well as a brief conclusion.

The problem of style in Chinese ethical thought

One main reason that Chinese philosophical texts are difficult to understand is
our unfamiliarity with their styles. For example, when a contemporary reader
picks up a copy of the Analects, she might find it very easy to understand the
literal meaning of Confucius’ short, aphorism-like utterances; however, she
might still be baffled because she does not know what Confucius is doing with
his utterances.

In his theory of interpretation, Davidson argues that an utterance always has at
least three dimensions. Besides its “literal meaning,” which is given by a truth-
conditional semantics, it also has its “force” (what the speaker is doing with it,
whether the speaker intends it to be an assertion, a joke, a warning, an instruc-
tion, and so on), as well as its “ulterior non-linguistic purpose” (why the speaker
is saying what he says, what effects the speaker wants to have on what audience,
and so on) (Davidson 1984a, b, 1993). We may say that the literal meaning is the
“content” of an utterance, and the force and purpose are the “style” of the
utterance. This theory might help us understand that whenever we do not
understand an early Chinese text it is often not because the author is an “oriental
mystic,” but rather because we do not know enough about the historical back-
ground to understand what the author is trying to do. We as scholars often
misunderstand Chinese philosophers because of our projected expectations
about what they must have been trying to accomplish; as Bernard Williams puts
it, “a stylistic problem in the deepest sense of ‘style’ ... is to discover what you
are really trying to do” (Williams 1993: xviii—xix).

We now know a great deal about the historical background of early Chinese
philosophy (Hsu 1965; Lewis 1990; Pines 2002; Lloyd and Sivin 2002; von
Falkenhausen 2006); the most important aspect might be that the early philoso-
phers were primarily trying to solve practical problems in the real world that
seemed to be governed only by force and violence. To get a concrete sense of
how extremely violent their time was, here are some revealing statistics. Con-
fucius, the most important Confucian philosopher, lived around the end of the
Spring and Autumn period (722—464 BCE); during the 258 years of the period,
there were 1,219 wars, with only 38 peaceful years in between (Hsu 1965: 66). All
of the other philosophers discussed in this chapter lived during the Warring
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States period that lasted for 242 years (463-221 BCE), during which there had
been 474 wars, and only 89 peaceful years (Hsu 1965: 64; also see Lewis 1990).
Although there were fewer wars during the Warring States period, they were
much longer and intense, and with much higher casualties. As we shall see, this
fact has an important impact on how the early Chinese philosophers construct
their ethical theories.

However, this turbulent time was also the golden years of early Chinese phi-
losophy. Confucian philosophers such as Confucius, Mencius and Xunzi, the
philosopher Mozi (the founder of Mohism), Daoist philosophers such as Laozi
and Zhuangzi, and Legalist philosophers such as Shen Buhai, Shang Yang, Shen
Dao, and Hanfeizi all lived through great political uncertainties and the brutalities
of warfare, and their philosophies, especially their ethics, were profoundly
shaped by this shared experience. We can find passages in these thinkers’ work
that show how they were traumatized by the wars and the sufferings of the people,
and it should not come as a surprise that almost all of them saw themselves as
“political agents and social reformers” (von Falkenhausen 2006: 11). They tra-
veled from state to state, seeking positions with rulers, such as political advisers,
strategists, and, ideally, high-ranking officials. One of the central problems they
were obsessed with was the following: What must be done in order to bring
peace, order, stability, and unity to the chaotic and violent world? Their solution
to the practical problems of their time is a whole package, in which individual,
familial, social, economic, political, legal, and moral factors were seamlessly
interwoven. In fact, they did not have a distinction between ethics and politics,
as we do today. They seemed to take for granted that questions about how one ought
to act, feel, and live cannot be answered without addressing questions about
what a good society ought to be like. This is why the terms “ethics” and “moral
philosophy” should be understood in their broadest sense in this chapter, which
includes “political philosophy” as well as “legal philosophy.”

The structure of Chinese ethical theories

There are various ways to characterize the structure of an ethical theory. It seems
that one way to characterize Chinese ethical theories is to articulate at least three
components:

(a) A part that deals with a theory of the good or teleology which indicates what
goals or ends one ought to pursue, as well as ideals one ought to imitate or
actualize (Skorupski 1999).

(b) A part that provides an account of the factors that determine the moral
status of an action (or a policy, an institution, a practice, etc.). They are
roughly what Shelly Kagan calls “evaluational factors” or “normative fac-
tors” (Kagan 1998). For instance, if one takes the consequences of an action
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as the only normative factor to determine its moral status, one would be a
“factoral consequentialist.”

(c) A part that gives justifications for its normative claims. It often involves a
theory of the good, a theory of agency and practical reasoning, or a theory
of human nature. This part consists of the “foundation” of an ethical theory
(Kagan 1998). It can be read as addressing what Christine Korsgaard calls
the “normative question” (Korsgaard 1996). For instance, if one justifies a
policy (an action, an institution) by arguing that it is the best or necessary
means to the realization of an ideal society, one would be a “foundational
consequentialist.”

In the next four sections, I discuss the ethical theory of each of the four schools
of thought according to the following sequence. First, I discuss (a) its theory of
the good on the level of the state, as well as on the level of the individual.
Second, I discuss (b) its account of normative factors. Third, I discuss (c) how it
justifies its normative claims.

More specifically, when I discuss (b), I pay attention to two issues: First, how
it defines virtuous actions, whether it is “evaluational internalist” or “evalua-
tional externalist” (Driver 2001: 68) — that is, whether a virtuous action is defined
in terms of factors internal to the agent, such as belief, intention, desire, emo-
tion, and disposition (hence an internalist), or in terms of factors external to the
agent, such as the consequence (hence an externalist). We shall use “internalism”
as a shorthand for “evaluational internalism” in the rest of this chapter; one
should not confuse it with a very different view also labeled “internalism,” which
can be found in the debate regarding whether reason for action must be internal
or not. Second, I shall pay special attention to the issue of whether an ethical
theory is “deontological” in the sense that it regards “constraints” (the moral
barriers to the promotion of the good) as an evaluational factor (Kagan 1998).

Confucian ethical theory

Let us start with Confucianism (Schwartz 1985: 56-134, 255-320; Graham 1989:
9-33, 107-32, 235-67). The Confucians, most famously Confucius (551-479 BCE)
(Van Norden 2002), Mencius (385-312 BCE) (Shun 1997; Liu and Ivanhoe 2002),
and Xunzi (310-219 BcE) (Klein and Ivanhoe 2000), have a theory of the good on
the level of the state, as well as the level of the individual. With regard to the
state, they believe that it is important for a state to have external goods, such as
being orderly, prosperous, having an extensive territory, and a vast population.
However, the Confucians believe that an ideal state must have “moral character”
in the sense that the state should have no other end than the perfection of
human relationships and the cultivation of virtues of the individual, and that the
morality of the state must be the same as the morality of the individual. This is
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arguably the most important feature of Confucian ethics, which the Legalists
such as Hanfei would eventually reject by arguing that private and public mor-
ality ought to be different, and that Confucian virtues could actually be public
vices. The Confucian ideal society that everyone ought to pursue should have at
least the following moral characteristics:

(1) Every one follows social rules and rituals (li) that govern every aspect of life
in the ideal society (Analects 1.15, 6.27, 8.2, see Lau 1998; Xunzi 10.13, see
Knoblock 1988).

(2) Everyone in the ideal society has social roles and practical identities that
come with special obligations; for instance, a son must have filial piety (xiao)
towards his father (Analects 1.2, 1.11, 2.5-8, 13.18, 17.21), an official must
have loyalty (zhong) towards his or her ruler (3.19), and a ruler must have ben-
evolence (ren) towards his or her people (Mencius 1A4, 1A7, 1B5, see Lau
2005; Xunzi 10.13). A junzi (virtuous person, or gentleman scholar-official) must
have a comprehensive set of virtues, such as ren (humanity, benevolence, or
empathy), yi (justice, righteousness), li (social rules and rituals internalized
as deep dispositions), zhi (practical wisdom), xin (trust), yong (courage), and
shu (reciprocity, or the golden rule internalized as a deep disposition).

(3) “Benevolent politics” (ren-zheng) is practiced when the state adopts just and
benevolent policies regarding the distribution of external goods, as well as
policies that may be characterized as “universal altruism” in the sense that
a virtuous person cares about everyone in the world, including both those
who are near and dear and those who are strangers, especially the weak and
the poor (Mencius 1A4, 1A7, 1B5).

(4) “Virtue-based politics” is practiced when the ruler wins the allegiance and
trust of the people not through laws or coercion, but through the trans-
formative power of virtuous actions (Analects 2.1, 2.19, 2.20, 12.7, 12.17,
12.18, 12.19, 13.4, 13.6, 12.18, 14.41; Mencius 2A3, 3A2, 4A20, TA12-14).

(5) The unification of the various states in China is not achieved through force
and violence, but through the transformative power of virtue (Mencius

2A3; 4B16, 7B13, 7B32; Xunzi 9.9, 9.19a, 10.13, 18.2).

The central idea here is that it is not enough for a state to be strong and pros-
perous; it must have moral character, such as justice and benevolence — virtues
intimately connected with politics. I shall use the term “virtue politics” (de-zheng)
in a broad sense to refer to the Confucian ethical-political program as a whole.
On the level of the individual, the Confucians also have a theory of external
goods. The external goods include wealth, power, fame, and worldly success.
They claim that these external goods are not under one’s control, but rather are
allotted by fate or Heaven, and they have no intrinsic value, hence one should
not be concerned with them (Analects 12.5, 14.35; Mencius 1B14, 5A6, 5A8,
6A16-17, TA3, TA42, 7B24). Furthermore, one’s actions should not be motivated
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by the desire to obtain these external goods (Analects 2.18, 15.32, 19.7, 15.32). In
sharp contrast to external goods, “virtue,” “will,” and ‘“true happiness” are not
subject to luck, and are under the agent’s control (Analects 7.30, 9.31, 9.26, 6.11).
Virtuous persons take pleasure in doing virtuous actions, even when they live in
poverty (Analects 6.11).

In general, the Confucians are “internalists” in the sense that they define virtuous
actions in terms of factors internal to the agent, such as the agent’s intentions,
motives, emotions, or deep dispositions, rather than defining them in terms of
factors external to the agent, such as external goods or consequences. Among all
the Confucians, Mencius might be the most persistent advocate for an internalist
definition of virtuous actions. For example, in Mencius, we find an “expressi-
vist” definition of benevolent actions, which is that an action is benevolent if it is
a natural and spontaneous expression of one’s deep dispositions of compassion
for the people (Xiao 2006b). The deep disposition of compassion is what
Mencius calls the “heart that cannot bear to see the suffering of others” (2ZA6):

The reason why I say that everyone has the heart that cannot bear to see the
suffering of others is as follows. Suppose someone suddenly sees a child
who is about to fall into a well. Everyone in such a situation would have a
feeling of empathy, and it is not because one wants to get in the good graces
of the parents, nor because one wants to gain fame among one’s neigh-
bors and friends, nor because one dislikes the sound of the child’s cry.

(Mencius 2A6; see Lau 2005; translation modified)

Mencius believes that this “heart” is innate and universal, and it is what dis-
tinguishes a human being from a non-human animal. One might argue that
Mencius’ account of the virtue of benevolence is similar to Michael Slote’s
account of virtue in his agent-based sentimentalist virtue ethics (Slote 1997,
2007). However, it is not clear whether Slote’s theory as a whole applies to
Mencius’ accounts of other virtues, such as justice, ritual propriety, and wisdom.
It might be possible that, in theory, Mencius could have given an account of
these virtues in terms of benevolence and empathy, as Slote has done. However,
such an account seems to be missing in the Mencius.

The Confucians are “deontologists” in the sense that they believe in the exis-
tence of constraints on the promotion of the good. Both Mencius and Xunzi use
almost the same words to emphasize the existence of such moral barriers to the
promotion of the good: “if one needs to undertake an unjust action, or to kill an
innocent person, in order to gain the whole world, one should not do it” (Mencius
2A2; Xungzi 11.1a). Mencius claims that the rulers who send people to die in
aggressive wars or take away people’s livelihood through heavy taxation are no
different from those who kill an innocent person with a knife (Mencius 1A3, 1A4,
3B8), and that scholar-officials should not help the rulers make the state prosper-
ous by means other than the virtue politics of benevolence (Mencius 4A 14, 7A33).
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The Confucians have at least two types of justification for their normative
claims about virtue and virtue politics: (a) arguments based on a theory of
human nature, and (b) pattern-based, consequentialist arguments.

The first type can be found only in the Mencius. It relies on what we may call
Mencius’ perfectionist and expressivist theory of human nature, which consists
of two main ideas: (1) everyone’s “human nature” (xing) is rooted in his or her
heart-mind, which is the innate dispositions of virtues such as benevolence,
justice, ritual propriety, and wisdom, and this is what distinguishes humans from
non-human beasts; (2) human nature is a powerful, active, and dynamic force;
it necessarily expresses itself in the social-political world. In other words,
the inner nature must manifest itself in the outer (the human body as well as the
social world). This is why, for Mencius, virtue politics is not just a normative
ideal; it is also real, and it necessarily becomes reality in human history.

Mencius sometimes uses “xing” as a verb, which means to “let xing be the
source of one’s action.” He claims that the sages (virtuous persons) always let
xing be the motivational source of their virtuous actions; their virtuous actions
flow spontaneously from xing. In other words, when human nature expresses
itself as human action, it would necessarily be virtuous action.

This reconstruction of Mencius’ view as an argument based on an essentialist
theory of human nature is certainly not the only way to interpret the Mencius. In
fact, some scholars have argued that Mencius does not have an essentialist
theory of human nature (Ames 1991). There has been a more general debate
about whether the Confucians have rational arguments based on metaphysical
theories of human nature, and the debate often takes place in the context of
a comparative study of Confucian and Aristotelian ethics (Maclntyre 1991,
2004a, b; Sim 2007; Yu 2007; Van Norden 2007). There has also been a debate
about how to understand the concept of human nature (xing) in Chinese philo-
sophy, whether it should be translated as “human nature” at all, and whether it
is an innate disposition or a cultural achievement (Graham 2002; Ames 1991;
Bloom 1997, 2002; Shun 1991, 1997; Liu 1996; Ivanhoe 2000; Lewis 2003;
Munro 2005; Van Norden 2007).

The second type of justification, namely the pattern-based, consequentialist mode
of arguments, can be found in the Analects, the Mencius, and the Xungzi. The most
crucial premise of the argument is based on observations of patterns in social
reality, from which the Confucians conclude that virtue politics is the best or neces-
sary means to achieve the Confucian ideal society (Analects 2.1, 2.19, 2.20, 12.7,
12.17, 12.18, 12.19, 13.4, 13.6, 12.18, 14.41; Mencius 2A3, 3A2, 4A20, 7TA12-14).
From this premise, it follows that, if one wants to pursue the end of the
Confucian ideal society, one ought to (i.e., it is instrumentally rational to)
practice virtue politics. In other words, this consequentialist mode can also be
labeled as an “instrumentalist” mode of argument. A good example of such a
justification is the following passage from the Mencius: “If a ruler, equipped
with a heart that cannot bear to see the suffering of others, practices a politics
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of compassion and empathy, he will rule the world as easily as rolling it on
his palm” (2A6).

It can be shown that the pattern-based, instrumentalist mode of justification is
one of the most popular among all the Chinese philosophers, even though they
do not use the technical terms we have been using here, such as “the good,”
” “end,” and “instrumental rationality.” However, the lack of the general
term does not imply the lack of the concept. Confucius, Mencius, and Xunzi
were the first in China to use various concrete paradigm cases of instrumental
irrationality to talk about people who desire an end, yet refuse to adopt the
correct means to the end (Mencius 1A7B, 2A4, 4A3, 4A7, 5B7; Xunzi 7.5, 16.4).
For instance, since Confucius did not have a general term for “rational” or
“irrational,” when he spoke of a case in which someone desires an end and at
the same time does not want to adopt the necessary means to that end, Con-
fucius would say that this person is just like someone who “wants to leave a
house without using the dootr” (Analects 6.17).

“means,

Mohist ethical theory

Let us now turn to Mohism (Schwartz 1985: 135-72; Graham 1989: 33-64; Van
Norden 2007: 139-98). Mozi (480-390 BCE), the founder of Mohism, lived
sometime after the death of Confucius and before the birth of Mencius. The
founding text of Mohism, the Moxzi, is a very complex text with many layers. It
was certainly not written by a single author; there are at least three sets of ideas,
representing the views of three subgroups of Mohists (Graham 1989). Mohism as
a school of thought was once the only rival to Confucianism, before the rise of
Daoism and Legalism. But Mohism disappeared around the early years of the
Han Dynasty (206 BCE to AD 220), until it was rediscovered by scholars in the
Qing Dynasty (aD 1644—1911).

Like the Confucians, the Mohist notion of the ideal society is that it must have
not only external goods — such as the state being orderly and prosperous (Mogzi
126-8, see Yi-Pao Mei 1929) — but also moral character. However, their specifi-
cations of the moral character of their ideal society are not always the same.
Both the Confucians and the Mohists believe in universal altruism, which is that
the scope of a virtuous person’s caring should be universal, which implies that he
or she should care about not only those who are near and dear but also those
who are strangers. However, they have different views about the intensity of
the caring: for the Confucians, one should care about the near and the dear
more than strangers, but the Mohists insist that one must care about everyone in
the world equally and impartially. They are the first ones in China to have
argued for the general obligations of “impartial caring” (jian-ai) (Wong 1989).

In terms of how to evaluate the moral status of actions and policies, some of
the Mohists are factoral consequentialists. Unlike the internalist Confucians,
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who emphasize internal factors such as emotions and dispositions of the agent,
some of the Mohists claim that a policy ought to be adopted if, judging from an
impartial point of view, it promotes benefits for all people. Hence, unlike the
Confucians, these Mohists are “externalists” in the sense that they define right
actions in terms of consequences external to the agent.

Like the Confucians, some Mohists are “deontologists” in the sense that they
believe in the existence of moral barriers to the promotion of the external goods.
For instance, a ruler should not adopt “unjust” actions or policies such as taking the
land that belongs to other states, or “cruel” actions or policies such as killing innocent
people (Mogzi 158). They claim that all aggressive wars are unjust, and that only self-
defensive wars can be justified, and they believe it is their obligation to help small
states to defend themselves against aggressors (Mozi 98-116, 128, and 257-9).

Some of the Mohists have a program for the realization of an ideal society, but
their recommendation is not Confucian virtue politics. They do not consider
virtue politics to be the best means to achieve their ideal society, and they are
the first theorists in China to give a systematic account of how to design political
institutions to guarantee peace and civil order. Unlike the Confucians, they do
not believe that virtue has transformative power; instead they believe that insti-
tutions with a mechanism of reward and punishment need to be created to
guarantee that there will be uniformity of opinions about justice and morality,
that good deeds will be rewarded and bad ones punished, and that good and
capable people will be promoted.

Some of the Mohists justify this program by appealing to their theory of
human nature, which is radically different from the Mencian theory of the innate
goodness of human nature. The Mohist theory is somewhat akin to a Hobbesian
view, which is that human beings naturally seek rewards and avoid punishments.
In their justification of the institutional solution to the practical problem of how
to bring civil order to the world, the Mohists assume that people’s strongest
motives are their desire for reward and aversion of punishment, and they believe
that people will behave rationally and morally when certain institutions with
mechanisms of reward and punishment are in place.

Mohism and Confucianism are similar in terms of their belief in the existence
of moral constraints, as well as their conviction that an ideal society must have
moral character. As we shall see, both are in sharp disagreement with the Legal-
ists, who deny the existence of any constraints.

Legalist ethical theory

Let us now turn to Legalism (Schwartz 1985: 321-49; Graham 1989: 267-92).
Legalism as an ethical theory was not formulated and articulated systematically
until Shen Buhai (d. 337 BcEg), Shang Yang (d. 338 BCE), Shen Dao (ca. 350—ca. 275
BCE), and Hanfeizi (d. 233 BCE). Here I focus primarily on Shang Yang’s version of
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Legalism. For twenty-one years (359338 BCE), Shang Yang was the architect of
what was later known as Shang Yang’s reform in the state of Qin, abolishing
Confucian virtue politics (de-zheng) and replacing it with Legalist “punishment-
based politics” (xing-zheng). Shang Yang was mainly responsible for having made
Qin into the most powerful state among the warring states; he laid down the
foundation for its eventual unification of China in 221 BCE. Although Legalism
was tremendously influential as a political practice, as a school of thought it was
not as widespread as Confucianism and Daoism; very few philosophers labeled
themselves Legalists.

The Legalists were often powerful officials or advisers to rulers, and their
theory of the good is that a ruler ought to pursue only one end, namely the
external goods of the state, such as order, prosperity, dominance, and strength
(Book of Lord Shang 199, see Duyvendak 1963). By a state being orderly, they
mean that crimes should be completely abolished (203), and they do not hesitate
to punish light crimes with heavy punishments, especially the death penalty. To
make their state dominant, they advocate aggressive warfare at the expense of the
well-being of ordinary people. In achieving such ends, the Legalists do not care
whether the state has moral character, such as whether it has a just legal system.

The Legalists are “factoral consequentialists” in the sense that they determine
whether an action or policy ought to be adopted by looking at whether it pro-
motes the external goods of the state. Since what determines the Legalists’
evaluation of the moral status of actions is external to the agent, they are
“externalists.” They deny that there are constraints on a ruler’s actions; the ruler
can do anything necessary to promote their goals, including adopting policies
that are unjust.

The Legalists rely on a theory of human nature to justify their punishment-
based politics (xing-zheng). The basic idea is that human beings have only two
basic desires or emotions: greed and fear, which is why they like rewards and
dislike punishment (Book of Lord Shang 241). From this Shang Yang claims that
the following pattern exists: if a ruler governs by punishment, people will be
fearful, and will not commit crimes, out of fear (Book of Lord Shang 229-30). In
other words, the best means to achieve the legalist ideal society is to rely on
physical force, as well as the threat of physical force.

This is in stark contrast with the Confucian belief that the best means to
achieve the Confucian ideal society is through virtue, not force. Shang Yang
turns the Confucian idea upside down: ‘“Punishment produces force; force pro-
duces strength; strength produces awe; awe produces virtue. [Therefore], virtue
comes from punishment” (Book of Lord Shang 210). And he further concludes,
“In general, a wise ruler relies on force, not virtue, in his governing” (243). In the
Legalists’ justification, they are making two bold assumptions about human
nature: first, fear is the strongest moral emotion; second, people’s actions can be
completely controlled by inducing fear. The Legalists also reject the Mencian
idea that human beings’ innate dispositions are the only source for morality.
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The debate between Confucian de-zheng (virtue politics) and Legalist xing-zheng
(punishment-based politics) is one of the most important and long-standing
debates in the history of China, which arguably still has great relevance to the
ethical and political life in China today.

Daoist ethical theory

The two main founders of Daoism (Graham 1989: 170-235; Schwartz 1985: 186—
254) are Laozi (Csikszentmih and Ivanhoe 1999) and Zhuangzi (Kjellberg and
Ivanhoe 1996). Unlike in the case of the Confucians, the Mohists, and the Leg-
alists, it is still disputed by scholars today whether Laozi is a real historical
figure. However, it is commonly acknowledged that Zhuangzi might have been a
real figure, although we are unsure of his dates (he might have lived before
Xunzi). Despite the lack of knowledge of Laozi and Zhuangzi as historical figures,
the two texts that are attributed to them, the Daodejing and the Zhuangzi, have
been immensely influential throughout Chinese history. They are read not only
by the Daoists but also by the Confucians, and when Indian Buddhism was
introduced to China, many Buddhist concepts were first translated into Daoist
terms. The later development of Chinese philosophy owes much to both Daoism
and Buddhism, although Confucian ideas still remain the core of the philoso-
phical canon.

The Daoists radically disagree with everybody else’s notion of the ideal
society. Laozi rejects the Legalist regime in which, as Laozi puts it, “the ruler is
feared.” However, Laozi claims that the Confucian regime, in which “the ruler is
loved and praised,” is only the second best, and the best is the Daoist state
where the ruler is “a shadowy presence to his subjects” (Daodejing Ch. 17,
see Lau 1964). In other words, like the Confucians, the Daoists are opposed to
the Legalists’ emphasis on punishment, but they are also opposed to the Con-
fucians’ emphasis on virtues and social rules, and they ridicule the Confucians’
and Legalists’ obsessive aspiration to unify China.

Laozi’s justification for the Daoist ideal society and its political program is
pattern-based. In fact, almost every chapter of the Daodejing contains pattern-
statements. Laozi believes that patterns in nature are the best model for under-
standing patterns in human affairs. Based on his observations of patterns both
in society and in nature, Laozi rejects the Confucian idea about the necessity of
social rules and rituals; he thinks that the best way to bring about an ideal
society is through the power of moral exemplars, or “teaching without words”
(Daodejing Chs 2, 43, 56).

Laozi’s argument against the Legalists’ punishment-based politics is also pat-
tern-based. He claims that the empirical patterns actually show that fear of death
does not deter people from committing crimes, as the Legalist would have us
believe: “When the people do not fear death, why frighten them with death?”
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(Daodejing Ch. 74). Laozi further says that only Heaven, which he calls “the
Master Carpenter,” is in charge of matters of life and death, and the state should
not kill on behalf of Heaven. And this is because of the following pattern: “In
chopping wood on behalf of the Master Carpenter, one seldom escapes chop-
ping off their own hands instead” (Daodejing Ch. 74).

Zhuangzi is much more radical than Laozi both in terms of the style and con-
tent of his thinking. In terms of style, it is difficult to find straightforward for-
mulations of theory and argument in the Zhuangzi. What one finds instead are
parables and seemingly strange stories: Zhuangzi himself as a character who
dances and sings at the funeral of his wife; a large fish transformed into a bird
with wings covering half of the sky; a legendary bandit making fun of Confucius;
abstract conceptions such as “Knowledge” becoming human characters, meeting
up with the impersonation of “Do-Nothing-Say-Nothing,” and so on and so
forth. And all of these are told in a distinctly Zhuangzian style that is indirect,
ironic, and elusive; it is almost impossible to recover argument and theory from
the text. Of course, this has not stopped scholars offering systematic exegesis
that assimilates it to philosophical ideas. For example, it has been suggested that
Zhuangzi offers an epistemological argument against the Confucian normative
claims; his argument seems to be a “sceptical” one, which is that there simply
exists no neutral or objective perspective from which one can know which not-
mative claims are valid (Kjellberg and Ivanhoe 1996). It has also been suggested
that Zhuangzi is a relativist (Hansen 1992). There are certainly passages that can
be easily interpreted to support all of these readings.

It can be argued that Zhuangzi also offers an ontological argument against the
Confucian expressivist theory of human nature. He denies that the Confucian
virtues and social rules are the expressions of human nature or the essence of
humanity. We may attribute to him an anti-expressivist theory of human nature,
which is that human beings have no essence or nature, and the true self is empty
and without any content, form, or structure, especially not the Confucian hier-
archical structure with the heart-mind as the master organ. For Zhuangzi, this is
why the Confucian rituals and virtues do not express, but rather cover and distort,
humanity (Zhuangzi Ch. 2).

If one does not want to attribute any epistemological or ontological theories to
Zhuangzi, one may make sense of Zhuangzi by saying that he is trying to articu-
late a new set of values, of which abstract freedom is the most important. Instead
of saying that Zhuangzi holds an ontological view that humanity is empty and
without content, we may say that Zhuangzi holds a value judgment, which is that
anything concrete and substantive is a limitation on freedom. Zhuang seems to
be the first to have discovered what might be called “negativity” or “abstract
freedom,” to put it in Hegelian terms. If the Confucians could be said to have
discovered that one can only become truly human and free when one partici-
pates in a concrete and determinate ethical life that consists of social institutions
such as family, community, and the state, Zhuangzi could be said to have
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discovered abstract freedom, which is that one always has the capacity and free-
dom to renounce any activity, to give up any goal, or to withdraw completely
from this world. Zhuangzi sees any perspective or position that has determinate
contents as a restriction on one’s freedom; similarly, he sees any particularization
and objective determination of social life as a restriction or limitation on one’s
free and purposeless wandering. He instinctively wants to spread his wings and
fly away from it.

It has become a cliché these days to say that Confucianism and Daoism com-
plement each other (ru dao hu bu). But there is some truth to this popular saying,
especially if we also add Buddhism to the mix. The essential tensions between
Confucianism and Daoism, between Confucianism and Buddhism, have indeed
been a major source of creativity in the history of Chinese philosophy.

Moral psychology and self-cultivation through spiritual exercise

The philosophical texts from early China can be divided into two groups: those
that do, and those that do not, contain materials that deal with techniques con-
cerning what to make of oneself, which may be called “self-cultivation,” “self
management,” or “selfhood as creative transformation” (Nivison 1996, 1999;
Ivanhoe 2000; Tu 1979, 1985). The Confucian and Daoist texts belong to the first
group, and the Mohist and Legalist texts to the second. The reason why the
Mohists do not emphasize self-cultivation might have something to do with the
fact that they think one’s belief can directly motivate actions (Nivison 1996),
hence it is enough if one intellectually disapproves of bad desires. In the case of
the Legalists, there is no space for self-cultivation in their thinking; they believe
that the penal laws set up by the state are enough to produce the correct beha-
viors (Xiao 2006b).

The Confucian belief in virtue politics implies that it is crucial that one become
virtuous through self-cultivation. The Confucians believe that the techniques of
self-cultivation go beyond inner mental operation. They involve all aspects of a
person’s being: intellect, sensibility, imagination, will, as well as the body as a
whole. It is in this sense that self-cultivation is not only “intellectual” exercise,
but also “spiritual” or “material” exercise (Hadot 1995, 2002; Csikszentmih 2004;
Xiao 2006a). For Confucius and Xunzi, it is through observing [i (social rules
and rituals) that one cultivates virtuous desires, and one must be guided by
teachers and helped by virtuous friends along the way, hence the internalization
and mastery of li is essentially a social process (Tu 1979, 1985; Eno 1990;
Wong 2004). The goal is to internalize the social rules and rituals so that one
naturally has virtuous desires. Confucius calls this process “restraining oneself
with social rules and rituals” (Analects 6.27, 9.11), “establishing oneself through
social rules and rituals” (Analects 8.8, 20.3), or self-discipline by submitting
oneself to social rules and rituals (keji fuli) (Analects 12.1). When a student asks
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about how to engage in keji fuli, Confucius replies, “Observe the social rules and
rituals in this way: Don’t look at anything improper; don’t listen to anything
improper; don’t say anything improper; don’t do anything improper” (12.1).
Confucius tells us that at seventy he could “follow all the desires of his heart
without breaking any rules” (Analects 2.4), because all the rules had become con-
stitutive of his self. As a result, all the desires that were fully his (“internal” to
him) were now virtuous ones, in the sense that they were always in conformity with
social rules and rituals. In other words, he had turned all the improper desires
into “external” ones, and all the proper desires into “internal” ones. This is very
similar to Harry Frankfurt’s view that “there is something a person can do” to
turn certain desires into external ones: “He places the rejected desires outside
the scope of his preference, so that it is not a candidate for satisfaction at all”
(Frankfurt 1988: 67; also see 159-76).

For the Daoists, since they do not make a distinction between the mind and
the body, their spiritual exercises include mental as well as bodily exercises such
as meditation, chanting, and breathing (Roth 1999). Many later Daoist texts
focus mainly on complex techniques for the achievement of the longevity and
even the immortality of the body; the early Daoist thought is often reduced to
practical manuals for such purposes in later periods (Schipper 1994).

Throughout the history of Chinese philosophy, self-cultivation through spiri-
tual exercise remains a central concern in Confucianism and Daoism, as well as
in Buddhism. Partly due to the influence of Daoism and Buddhism, the Neo-
Confucian philosophers in the Song Dynasty (960-1279) and Ming Dynasty
(1368-1644) developed more elaborated theories, as well as richer techniques, of
Confucian self-cultivation (Ivanhoe 2000 and 2002). Wang Yangming (1472-1529)
(Ivanhoe 2002), the late Ming Neo-Confucian philosopher, came to reject the
views of Zhu Xi (1130-1200), another Neo-Confucian philosopher, who empha-
sized reading as a spiritual exercise. Wang insisted that to be virtuous one only
needed to rediscover what has always been there: the heart/mind that is origin-
ally good. Some of Wang’s followers pushed the idea to its extreme and claimed
that one did not need to engage in any book-learning and li-observation; spiritual
exercise in the end became pure inner mental activity. Partly as a reaction to this
trend, there was eventually a resurgence of the “learning of rituals and social
rules” (li-xue), which eventually came to dominate the mainstream philosophy in

the Qing Dynasty (1644-1911) (Chow 1994).

Conclusion

One of the most distinctive features of Chinese ethical theories is that they do
not have a “hierarchical” structure, with the exception of Legalism. I borrow the
term ‘“hierarchical” from Julia Annas: “By hierarchical | mean that some set of
notions is taken as basic, and the other elements in the theory are derived from
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these basic notions” (Annas 1993: 7). For instance, although Confucian and
Daoist ethical theories have consequentialist justifications of their normative
claims about the effective power of virtue, the good is not a basic concept from
which other elements are derived. Even though they have a consequentialist jus-
tification for their virtue politics or wu-wei politics, Confucian and Daoist ethical
theories do not define virtue in terms of its consequences.

I believe contemporary moral philosophers can benefit greatly if we take ser-
iously the unfamiliar structure of Chinese ethical theories, for they open up
possibilities of new configurations of ethical theory. For instance, the Confucians
and Daoists show us that it is possible to take seriously what happens in the
external world (i.e., being a consequentialist), while at the same time still defining
virtue in terms of factors internal to the agent, not in terms of consequences in
the external world.

Now let us compare their theories with Julia Driver’s “consequentialism,”
which is one of the ethical theories that have a hierarchical structure. She takes
the good as the basic concept, and defines the concept of virtue in terms of it: “A
virtue is a character trait that produces more good (in the actual world) than not
systematically” (2001: 82). Driver says that her externalist definition of virtue pre-
serves ‘“‘the connection between the agent and the world,” and that “what happens
matters to morality, and externalist preserves this intuition” (Driver 2001: 70).

The Confucians and Daoists agree with Driver that what happens in the world
matters. However, they also want to preserve the internalist definition of virtue.
Their solution for the tension between these two approaches is to look for sys-
tematic patterns between virtue and its consequences. This empirical approach
allows them to map out the real-world configurations of virtue and consequence,
and it leads to fruitful theories such as virtue politics or wu-wei politics. It seems
plausible to regard the relation between virtue and its effect in the external world as
an empirical rather than a conceptual one; the fact that virtue might systematically
produce good consequences does not imply that their relation must be conceptual.

This chapter has provided the reader with a quick glance at Chinese ethical
thought. By exploring styles of ethical theories and practices that are interestingly
different from ours, combinations of ethical positions that are surprisingly
innovative, as well as radical reconfigurations of familiar structures of ethical
theory, I hope we have come to view the global landscape of ethical thought in a
new light. To echo something Bernard Williams once said about there being too
few ethical ideas in contemporary moral philosophy, we may say that “our
major problem now is actually that we have not too many but too few” ethical
ideas — and I might add styles and structures as well — “and we need to cherish as
many as we can’” (Williams 1985: 117).

See also Ethics and sentiment (Chapter 10); Hume (Chapter 11); Hegel (Chapter 15);
Ethics and Law (Chapter 35); Reasons, values, and morality (Chapter 36); Con-
sequentialism (Chapter 37); Virtue ethics (Chapter 40); Partiality and impartiality
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(Chapter 52); Ideals of perfection (Chapter 55); Justice and punishment (Chapter
57); War (Chapter 67).
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2
ETHICAL THOUGHT IN
INDIA

Stephen R. L. Clark

Introduction

India, as a geographical entity, incorporates Pakistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan,
Nepal, Sri Lanka and the Indian Republic. Even the last includes many different
states from Kashmir to Kerala, many religions, many peoples and many
language-groups. Its recorded history and literature covers 3,000 years of inva-
sion, development and revolution. Speaking of “Indian ethics” is therefore,
most probably, absurd, as absurd as it is to speak of “Western ethics,” as if

this was the same from Gilgamesh to Harry Potter, Iceland to Iraq. The expres-
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sion, “Indian ethics, ” in practice, usually means “Hindu ethics,” with an occa-
sional nod towards the “heterodox schools” which denied the authority of
the Vedas: Buddhists, Jains and Carvaka. Even less often it may be acknowl-
edged that there are ‘“tribal” groups and “untouchables” outside the Hindu
order, which are still “indigenous” in a way that Islam, Judaism, Christianity,
communism and “Western liberalism ” are not. Even Hindu Ethics, strictly so-
called, is not exactly indigenous, but our chances of disentangling the contribu-
tion of the “Aryan” invaders from earlier “Dravidian” thought and practice are
minute.

The Vedas, the Upanishads, the Puranas, and the epics Ramayana and
Mahabharata lie at the root of India, as Homer, the later Greek poets and philo-
sophers, and the Bible lie at the root of Europe. They are still better known in
India than the corresponding texts are known in modern Europe and its colo-
nies, and stories from the epics are still cited in public debate to make some
moral point. Studies of Hindu ethics often begin by examining, especially, the
Mahabharata, the story of a fratricidal war, and the strange sermon from
Krishna, an incarnate god, known as the Bhagavadgita, “the Song of God,” that
takes place at a crucial battle of that war. That sermon demands that we each do
our duty, as defined by status, age and character, and also that we realize that
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our destiny, our real selves, transcend such duties. More particularly it demands
that the virtuous warrior, Arjuna, brace himself to kill his kin.

If these stories lie at the root of India, so also do the gods and demons
they imagine, as well as the heroes, saints and villains, slandered wives and
subtly dishonest sages. To European eyes it is almost as if the creatures of
Greek mythology, gods, titans, monsters, spirits and talking beasts had
survived in the imagination of philosophers as well as poets and the common
people. One difference is that ritual purity counts for more, and for more
people, than it ever did in Greece. Modern secular examination of these prac-
tices and stories mostly emphasizes their role in maintaining social order, the
divisions of age, gender, caste and sect. Modern theological examination
has wusually focused on the pantheist or absolutist tendencies of Indian
thought, the sense that there is One presence at work in all, one Real
transcending all the transient forms. Common hopes are more probably
directed at deserving a good life (by living one) than at transcending life, though
honoring — a little — those who seek, through renunciation and ascetic practice,
to transcend.

Do the gods have any more role than they did in Greece so far as requiring or
exemplifying moral conduct? Just as in Greece they fight off monsters, and take
form as heroes to defend good order. Their requirements, to our eyes, are often ritual
more than moral, and even their morality, like Krishna’s, seems indifferent to
transient pains and pleasures. Romantics tend to emphasize that Hindu art and
ritual makes even ordinary pleasures sacred. Cynics may suppose instead that the
ruling classes, in India as elsewhere, sought a state monopoly of many desirable things
(including sex, via temple prostitution), and also encouraged the elderly to hand
their property over to younger and more active householders by praising
“renunciation.” But some gods, at least, can stand for Justice, Truthfulness and Mercy,
as well as Love and Wild Excitement, and the more painful delights of physical
endurance. Any stable order, we may suspect, depends in the end on harnessing
real emotions, ensuring that we all have something to admire and worship in
authority. An order maintained entirely by the threat of violence is unstable: one
in which violence is vindicated by its service to the sacred has better hope of lasting.
What is intriguing about the Indian experiment in living, even before the secular
Indian Republic, is that no single deity is paramount for all. Mainstream, “orthodox”
theology, in its most text-oriented forms, identifies Vishnu, Shiva, Devi, Ganesha
and Surya as foci of worship, and an abstract Brahman as the underlying
reality which is refracted or reflected into various divine personalities. But sec-
tarian worship of Vishnu or of Shiva individually, and family worship of
whatever tribal, parochial or professional godling, is more significant. The main
problem, both theoretical and political, for India is to reconcile the universalist
demand associated with the “golden rule” (to treat others as we would wish
ourselves to be treated) with the manifold divisions of gender, caste and personal
devotion.
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Castes

The first problem, that is to say, is caste.

The English term covers two different sorts of grouping. The original division
of society dictated in the laws of Manu is into four varnas, “colors”: Brahmins,
Kshatriya, Vaishya (these three being “twice born” through birth and later
initiation), and Sudra. The “colors” in question, it should be noted, are more
likely those of the three gunas, humors (sattva, rajas and tamas: peace, energy and
inertia) than skin-colors. Untouchables lie outside the system, and are con-
demned to such polluting activities as clearing up excrement or tanning leather.
Mahatma Gandhi (1869—1948) attempted a redescription of the group as
“Harijan,” God’s children. The great untouchable politician B. R. Ambedkar
(1891-1956), with some justice, thought the title patronizing, and instead
encouraged all Untouchables, all “Dalits” (currently the term preferred by what
have also been called the “scheduled” or the “backward castes,” meaning “the
oppressed,” and including both untouchables and some Sudra), to convert to
Buddhism to escape the taint. The Constitution of the Republic, for which
Ambedkar was responsible, abolished untouchability, and some Untouchables
have achieved high status, politically, educationally and economically. The con-
fusion is not entirely new. The incarnate god, Krishna, was from the Sudra, and
the ruling nobility of Kerala were also defined as Sudra by northern Brahmins.
But the system, though often in great confusion, still remains.

Even Gandhi, though he sought to encourage even Brahmins to take on the
burden of dealing with their own excrement, offered the convenient rationaliza-
tion that the varnas merely distinguish different sorts of person, different goals
and motivations — very much as Plato and other Greeks distinguished them.
Some people wish to discover a transcendent truth; others seek honor in poli-
tical or military success; others seek prosperity, or are able simply to serve as
laborers (these divisions, perhaps, were not at first hereditary). Other analyses,
like that of Louis Dumont (1970), identify the notion of “purity” as the system’s
source. “Untouchables,” outside the system, yet support it, being at the opposite
end of a spectrum leading down from Brahminical “purity.” Without their
practical and symbolic association with impurity there could be no “pure.” The
issue is not only ritual: it is hardly surprising that people condemned to handle
human excrement and dead bodies are barred from the society of “cleaner”
castes (though the mechanisms for cleansing any impure element are not entirely
medical). It may be that it is technology that is needed to transform the system,
not merely appeals to proper human feeling.

But the “castes” which have more definite and daily reality are not the
four warnas, but the many thousand jatis, which are both kinship and — by
tradition — professional groupings, to be found among Muslims, Christians
and Untouchables as well as Hindus. On the one hand, membership of such
a jati will make it difficult to marry outside it, or to take on work belonging to
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a different jati. On the other, it provides support to individuals, even when far
from home. Such groups may move up and down the social and economic scale,
and even — over many generations — between varnas. Those like Ambedkar or
[laiah (see Ilaiah 2001) who have suffered oppression or contempt for their
membership of a low-ranking jati may understandably and justly be enraged, but
at least the groupings provide some sense of fellowship and purpose that may be
lacking in a more individualist society. Recognizing that people are indeed
born into familial and professional groupings may sometimes have some
merits: any more egalitarian society may, in practical fact, be imposing the values
and inhibitions of one historically dominant group on all. In Britain, for exam-
ple, it has been said that “middle-class values” (of educational attainment,
deferred gratification, individual choice) may not be shared at all by the poorer
classes (who have good reason to doubt that “education” does them any good or
that there is a point in putting off attainable enjoyments, and value family soli-
darity far more). And British imperial sentiment, which allowed the existence of
many differing cultures (as long as all admitted that the British were on top), may
have, in a way, been less oppressive than French imperial sentiment (which
sought to turn everyone else into good French citizens). Egalitarian or merito-
cratic individualism, in short, is not necessarily the best or only answer to the
human problem. Established castes, clans, classes and professions embody a
plurality of values, a diversity of practice and opinion that may really be
humane.

Or at any rate such a diversity of castes, clans, classes and professions
is a human possibility that has been realized in many times and places.
Doing one’s best in the station that God or Nature has assighed may sometimes
be the best policy — unless the particular system of such stations is maintained
chiefly by contempt and the threat of violence against those who step out of
line (which is, unfortunately, still the case in many parts of the world, not
only India).

Kama, artha, dharma

It is common Indian doctrine that there are four broad human goals: sensual
pleasure, public success, morality — and “freedom.” Something very like the first
three goals (or maybe the first two and an amalgam of morality and freedom)
were also the standard ways of life in Greek common sense. The question for
modern European moralists has usually been whether the third goal, morality,
takes precedence over the others. More ancient European moralists have been
readier to acknowledge that it is the fourth which must take precedence, agreeing
in this with most Hindu sages. I shall address the issue in the next section. It is
first necessary to consider the first three, kama, artha, dharma, and consider
whether dharma is indeed equivalent to morals.
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That most of us desire or are glad to enjoy both sensual pleasure and success
is obvious and expectable. That any of us desire, really, to be “moral” or “just”
is more contentious. Morality, often enough, has been defended simply as a
second best: all of us would really prefer to do and enjoy exactly what we want
(whatever that is) regardless of our station or the needs of others. Unfortunately,
in this age of the world, at least, no more than a handful of the very rich or very
powerful (if they) can have this comfort — and they must live in fear of dis-
possession. Better treat others as we would ourselves be treated, since we can
rarely count on any special luck or talent. From this we can infer at least a
handful of universal virtues: kindness, honesty, common prudence. Maybe we
can go a little further. Richard Lannoy summarizes the “three essential moral
predicates” as dana, “to give others their due”; daya, “to sympathize with one’s
fellow creatures’; dama, “to restrain one’s passions” (Lannoy 1971: 295). At the
very least, let us do no harm (ahimsa). It does not follow that we will do others
very much good: there is a limit to the costs we’ll bear in order to be beneficent.
But each of us may have to take on some responsibilities: it is expected of us.
And each of us may have to acknowledge “rights of property” (though these may
not be individual rights), defining what is “ours” or “theirs.”

These other rights and responsibilities aren’t universal. Whatever our station,
status and profession we will have particular duties. So our duty, dharma, isn’t
only to do what is required of everyone, but rather what is required of us. Perhaps
we’re warrior aristocrats, like Homer’s heroes, who have been given honor and
support by all our tribe and must, in honor, now fight bravely. Arjuna, appalled
at the prospect of his slaughtering kin, for a moment seeks to withdraw, sur-
render, give the Kauravas the throne — and is advised by the incarnate God to do
his duty. This is the price of sovereignty, that he cannot do just what he pleases,
even if his pleasure is in peace. But not everyone is a warrior aristocrat, nor
adult, nor a male. Our duties, our dharma, are individual, or rather, depend on
the many functions we fulfill. This doctrine too is not so distant from the old
European model: the virtue of good women is not that of good men, even if the
same words are employed. Good servants don’t make good masters; good war-
riors aren’t good scholars (or at any rate, if they are, it is because they have more
virtues than their kind requires).

Schematically, Hindu ethics identifies four stages of virtue: student, house-
holder, “forest-dweller” (who can keep their spouses) and renouncer (though
whether all good Hindus really go through the foursome may be doubted). What
we are required to do will differ with our time of life, as well as with our gender
and our station. None of us should do harm: we should not steal or cheat or
injure others. But what counts as theft or injury or wrongful death depends
again on what each agent and patient of the action is, and their particular dharma.
We should not positively lie, perhaps, but not everyone deserves to be told the
truth, and neither is it everyone’s job to tell it. Famously, the sage Kausika who
told the truth to brigands (and so doomed their victims) is condemned to hell.
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These moral duties, universal and particular, are grounded (maybe) in our
shared desires for peace and plenty: we cannot afford to be “self-seeking” and
neglectful of the rightful claims of others. The gain is not only social. Ayurvedic
medicine “advocates a code of conduct that includes respect for elders,
holding to the truth, ‘nonviolence, avoiding anger, avoiding indulgence in alco-
hol, sex, excessive labor, keeping peaceful’, humble, kind, studious, self-
restrained, sensitive to weather and balanced sleep” (Crawford 2003: 82, after the
Caraka Samhita [third century Bc], the oldest of the Ayurvedic texts), and
thereby enjoying a long and happy life. But most moralists, in Europe as in
India, will also identify “right conduct” as correct whether or not we can gain
peace or plenty from it. There are things we must do, whether all of us or only
some, even if they cost us, even if they cost us all. There are things we have no
right to do, even if we could, in a way, do so quite safely. Only the really honest
merit heaven — a claim which does not depend on there really being a heaven to
be personally enjoyed. Heroes and saints “go to heaven” at least in the same
sense that they may be written into the constellations or the history books as
worthy exemplars of virtue. They are to be admired no matter what. Indeed,
they are to be admired even for their good intentions, their good characters,
even if the actual outcome isn’t what we hoped. The father who dives into a
stormy sea to save his child is no less to be honored if he “fails” (at least as
long as it was not his own incompetence that caused it). This thought, of course,
becomes a paradox: how can we do what we do merely as our duty, without
caring about its fruits, its outcome, when our duty is exactly to intend, as much
as we can, one outcome. The father who doesn’t care whether he saves his
child will likely not jump in — and if he jumps the action is perverse! The answer
perhaps is that he is to act without the thought of himself as acting well: to be
absorbed in saving.

Roy Perrett, commenting on this advice (it is the incarnate God’s to Arjuna) in
his Hindu Ethics (1998), interprets the suggestion merely to say that we should
not form habits, even virtuous habits, nor judge what we do as either good or
bad. The father jumps as his fatherliness demands, but without a moral judge-
ment that he is doing right, that this is the desire he ought to have. The Greek
skeptics had a similar recipe, abandoning moral or epistemic judgement and
doing all and only what they felt called to do. They were seeking, in this, the
same serenity that other philosophers found by dogma. But Krishna’s advice has
a dogmatic background: the slaughter does not matter in the end, because souls
live forever. We must play our parts, but be no more affected by them (no less
affected by them) than by any drama where we play the hero or the villain or the
victim. That consolation may also serve to support us when we ourselves, or we
our ordinarily waking selves, are victims. But in that case how is morality a ser-
ious matter? Why is it wrong to do another harm, if no one really is ever harmed
by what we do?
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Moksha, Karma, reincarnation

Moksha is liberation from the pains and duties of this mortal life. Whereas the
goal of modern European ethics (or so it is often supposed) must be to “make
the world a better place,” or at least (more commonsensically) not to harm
others and to alleviate whatever ills we can, the ultimate goal of Indian ethics (or
Hindu, Jain and Buddhist, at the least) is to escape the world. For this reason
anyone may expect to withdraw from social and familial duties once these have
been completed, and some will dedicate themselves to fierce ascetic practices
which both exalt the imagination and cut off all ordinary fulfilments. Even the
ordinary civil life is best at least in part because we are not then slaves of pas-
sion. The point of morals is to purify (as Plotinus also taught).

Sociologically or psychologically, moksha is the cutting of all ties. Philosophi-
cally, it is liberation from the cycle of birth and death. In that cycle all pleasures
are transient, and have their disappointments and their painful costs; all
achievements are also transient, and trivial when viewed against the backdrop of
the ages. Europeans tend to inhabit only a brief history: even the educated rarely
think much further back than the third millennium BC (except when thinking of
the long prehuman ages), and one of the scandals of the seventeenth century,
long preceding the revelations of geology, was that Indian records spoke of tens
or hundreds of millennia of the human past, in which the “present day” lost its
significance. Ancient European philosophers had generally supposed, like those
of India, that that past was infinite, but they had no stories to tell of it which
reached much further back than ours. Indian storytellers were less inhibited (that
is, they made them up). It was also axiomatic that each of us had played some
part in those past stories: each of us is a reincarnating soul. Even without that
gloss the mere imagination of past wars, kingdoms, empires and catastrophes
must direct attention either to the riches of the present moment or to eternity
(or both). If each of us has been forever, changing roles, castes, genders, then our
attachments here-and-now have all the charm of transience.

The law that determines which lives we shall lead is known in the West as
karma, which actually just means action. Actions have consequences not only for
the outer world but for our souls. The notion was not unknown in Europe.
“There is no accident in a man’s becoming a slave,” Plotinus wrote, “nor is he
taken prisoner in war by chance, nor is outrage done on his body without due
cause, but he was once the doer of that which he now suffers; and a man who made
away with his mother will be made away with by a son when he has become a
woman, and one who has raped a woman will be a woman in order to be raped”
(Plotinus, Enneads, Ennead 3, treatise 2 [47], ch. 13, lines 11ff., see Armstrong
1966-88). The humane implications are that each of us has been where others
are, and that we’ll suffer ourselves the things we do to others. The less humane
implication is that those who suffer now deserve it. So those who are born into
the oppressed castes must be held, for their own souls’ sake, to do their duty,
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however dire that is. Those who would relieve them of those duties really do them
harm. The third twist in this dialectic is that even if it is understandable that they
should suffer, those who inflict that suffering are themselves at fault.

Freedom is possible only for human beings. That is, to interpret the claim
sociologically or psychologically, only human beings have the capacity to trans-
cend their dharma, turn aside from what comes naturally, change their station
(none of which they should do until they have paid their dues). But the self that
turns aside is of no different nature than the selves that inhabit animals. Indian,
far more than European, thought has retained the knowledge that there is no
absolute divide between human and non-human nature. The gods may be incar-
nate as non-humans as easily as humans. Some animals, such as oxen and mon-
keys, are particularly sacred, as embodying or symbolizing gods. Gandhi
identified “Care of the Cow” as Hinduism’s special contribution to humanity,
uniting proper gratitude and compassion. It does not necessarily follow that
animals are treated well in India: once again, the inhumane inference may be that
“animals” like dogs deserve their fate. And it is as easy in Hindu ethics as in
European to rationalize their suffering on the plea that “human beings” come
first. Strangely, the very fact (if it is one) that humans can transcend their given
natures and their accustomed duties — by compassionate concern for those not
of our kind — is made a reason for them not to do so.

How are we to reach “freedom”?

Karma, jiana, bhakti: satyagraha

There are three routes to freedom: bhakti, kairma and jiana. The route of action
(karma) is, as before, to do one’s duty, as that is defined by gender, caste, age and
circumstance. Its disinterested or non-ego-driven performance will not incur the
sorts of consequences that bind one to rebirth. It might well seem to follow that
good Hindus should have accepted the British Raj (as their ancestors might have
accepted earlier invasions). Even the efforts of the British to subvert such
inconvenient or loathsome practices as suttee, or untouchability, did not really
disturb the Hindu decencies. And it was not these subversions to which Gandhi
objected (indeed, he shared the British wish to do away with the offenses). One
obvious root of the campaign for ‘“independence” was the wish to live as
Europeans were supposed to live: as equal citizens with equal rights to make
commercial profit and defend themselves. What Gandhi learnt — in fact from
G. K. Chesterton — was that the only real Indian Independence must come from
Indian roots. What he envisaged was not another Western “liberal” state, but a
realm of properly self-sufficient villages, working to achieve an Indian peace. He
did not, perhaps, entirely get his wish.

Nonetheless, the way of “action” as he practiced it is its own contribution
to human, not only Indian, history. What matters is our hold on truth:
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“satyagraha is the force which is born of truth and love of non-violence” (Gandhi
1938: 172). Truth, for Gandhi (and of course also for many Western theists), is
God, and we testify to that Truth by laying our life on the line in its service. His
critics, not entirely wrongly, reckoned that his fasts and protests were “non-
violent” only in appearance, that his success depended on the very real threat of
violence, and that his ideals (of self-sufficient villages using only the simplest of
technology) were both patronizing and unworkable. But satyagraha has still been
a force for justice, as well as a personal route to freedom. There may even be
some congruence between Gandhi’s ideals and the ideal of “Dalitization” prof-
fered by Ilaiah (2001): to the pure all things are pure — including excrement and
dead bodies.

Jiana, the route of knowledge, especially appeals, in principle, to scholars or
ascetics: by bringing ourselves to realize the truth, we are released from bondage.
The truth we need to realize is, roughly and with many caveats, that there is One
presence masquerading in its many masks and projections. The doctrine is not
that far from several European philosophies, including many modern ones: after
all, if we are to understand ourselves as the corporeal products of neo-Darwinian
evolution and a quantum-mechanical cosmos what room is there to suppose that
we are “‘real individuals?” We are as much a part of the single whole that is the
cosmos as rocks and grass. If some recent speculative cosmologists are correct,
even the whole expanding universe is no more than a bubble in an infinite
manifold, and everything that happens here and now has happened, in essence,
infinitely many times before in infinite variations. In one mood this may seem
dispiriting: in another, it is exalting. Neither mood has any solid basis: what
matters is to know (if all this is correct) that there are no gaps in nature.

These scholarly or philosophic meditations are not for everyone: some of us
may find them quite implausible, and few even of the believers can sustain that
sense for long. The third alternative is bhakti, devotion to some deity (as it might
be Krishna): such devotion may release us from habitual self-concern. What
matters in devotional ecstasy is not the image we have of our own biological or
social life but an image of the god. Such gods are not, like us, susceptible to
boredom, fear or weariness. Even if the god requires us to continue in our sta-
tion, our service is then chosen, and so (perhaps) is joyful.

There need be no more agreement among Indian “ethicists” than there is
among European. Contemporary moral and political problems (abortion, vivi-
section, climate change, the role of women) may be as vigorously debated in
India as in Europe, and such debates may often be couched in very much the
same terms as they would be in Europe (human rights and human welfare; rules,
consequences, virtues). When Indian poets and politicians cite the ancient epics
they may do so without real attention, or else intend only a nod to nationalistic
sentiments (a disease with European roots). But it is also possible for Indian
moralists to draw on a tradition that is closer to the ancient European norm, and
to remind us all of factors that more modern Europe has forgotten.
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Willy-nilly, we are born into particular lives and stations. Seeking always to
“better” ourselves (to increase wealth, health, knowledge and reputation) is to
forget our sense of self. It is also to ignore reality, the complex, ever-changing
world that incorporates both nature and human fantasy. On the one hand we
have our duties, and our pleasures. In this context, we should at least obey the
golden rule, to treat others (and not only human others) as we would wish our-
selves to be treated. On the other hand, we may come to see this panorama as a
play, and not be so attached to anything here—now as to forget our larger destiny.

See also Ethics, science, and religion (Chapter 22); Virtue ethics (Chapter 40);
Respect and recognition (Chapter 47); Ideals of perfection (Chapter 55).
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3
SOCRATES AND PLATO

Richard Kraut

Socrates and Plato distinguished

The dialogues of Plato, composed nearly 2,400 years ago, fill more than 1,600
pages in the most recent English edition of his complete writings, and many of
the works in his oeuvre are devoted to fundamental ethical and political
matters — questions about how any human being should live, and how we, as
members of political communities, should live together. No previous philoso-
pher in the West had examined ethics and politics so deeply and comprehen-
sively, and so he is rightly regarded as the founder of systematic moral and
political philosophy. His writings reveal his engagement with the issues that faced
Athens (of which he was a citizen) in the fifth and fourth centuries Bc, but the
questions he raises continue to resonate over the centuries, and Western philo-
sophy has produced no author who has matched his ability to dramatize abstract
ethical questions in works of enduring literary value.

He approached philosophical questions in the medium of a literary form — the
dialogue — that is meant to signal to readers that face-to-face discussion should
be the principal tool by which philosophy, including moral philosophy, is to be
learned. Although Plato’s dialogues are devices by which he advocated his own
point of view, they are also meant to convey his conviction that we cannot gain
greater ethical understanding by uncritically reading books and accepting what-
ever they have to teach. We must take up the issues of moral philosophy by
exposing our own ideas, in conversation, to the cross-examination of others.
Plato intends his dialogues to be focal points of such conversations, not sub-
stitutes for them.

The principal interlocutor of many of the dialogues is Socrates, who did not
himself write anything, but occupied himself with ethical questions solely by
means of conversations in small groups. A vivid portrait of Socrates’ way of life
is presented in Plato’s Apology of Socrates, which purports to be the speech
Socrates gave in court when he was accused of having acted impiously by not
believing in the gods of the city, but introducing new gods, and thereby cor-
rupting the young. (In Greek, apologia means ‘“defense” — Socrates was not
apologizing for anything.) Socrates’ defense was unsuccessful: he was convicted
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and sentenced to death. In many of Plato’s writings, the folly and injustice of this
conviction are not far from the surface of the text. The death of Socrates, he
suggests, tells us something not only about Athenian democracy but more gen-
erally about human nature: widespread resistance to unsettling ethical reflection
is one of the defects to which human beings are prone.

Because Plato never speaks to his readers directly in his own voice, but instead
portrays a leading speaker (in most cases, Socrates) and one or more other
interlocutors, we might ask whether the point of view endorsed by a dialogue is
original to Plato or whether he inherits it from Socrates. In fact, it is legitimate to
ask an even more fundamental question: Why assume that Plato’s dialogues
endorse any point of view at all! Why not instead take Plato to be doing nothing
more than reporting some interesting conversations he has heard? The answer is
that certain doctrines are consistently presented in a favorable light in many
dialogues. Plato seems to be recommending them as doctrines that are worthy of
consideration because of their great plausibility.

To renew our question: Are these doctrines Plato’s ideas or did he take them
over from Socrates! There is no doubt that Plato makes Socrates the principal
interlocutor in so many of his dialogues because he takes himself to be working
out Socratic insights. Because his writings reveal him to be a literary artist and
creative thinker in his own right, not a mere recording medium for the unaltered
presentation of what he heard from Socrates, we can be sure that every sentence in
his dialogues is shaped by his understanding of what it would be best for someone
to say at this point in the conversation. Even the Apology must be regarded as
Plato’s rendition of what Socrates should have said — based, in ways that we cannot
recover, on what he did say, but nonetheless, not a mere repetition of words heard.

In what follows, I sometimes speak of what Socrates says, and sometimes of
what Plato believes. Although one is making a significant inference when one
attributes to Plato a belief on the basis of what Socrates says, that inference is, |
believe, often justified. The remainder of this chapter will examine what I take to
be Plato’s contribution to moral and political philosophy, as conveyed to us by
the words he puts into the mouth of Socrates.

Early, middle, and late dialogues

We can make some educated guesses about the order in which Plato composed
his dialogues, and it is best to pay attention to that order, because we should
be open to the possibility that his ideas developed as he worked them out. One
common device used by students of Plato is to divide his works into three
groups: early, middle, and late dialogues. The Laws can be safely taken to have
been written late in his career, and it shares many stylistic affinities to several
other dialogues: Sophist, Statesman, Philebus, Timaeus, and Critias. So these six are
generally regarded as belonging to his late period.
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Furthermore, there is a group of short dialogues whose content is primarily
ethical and whose principal goal seems to be the demonstration of the difficulty
of an issue rather than its solution. In several of them, Socrates asks a question
of the form, “What is — ?”” and then argues that all of his interlocutors’ proposed
answers are inadequate. These works correspond closely to the portrait Socrates
paints of himself in the Apology, for he emphasizes in his defense speech that he
himself knows little or nothing, and has aroused hostility because his inter-
locutors often dislike having their claims to knowledge overturned. Among the
shorter ethical dialogues that end in perplexity are Charmides, Euthyphro, Ion,
Laches, Lysis, Hippias Major, Hippias Minor, Protagoras. (These are listed alpha-
betically; we can only guess their chronological relationship within this group.)
They are often called “Socratic” dialogues — a term that carries the suggestion
that in them Plato is more indebted to Socrates than he is in other works. It is
likely that many of them were in any case written at an early stage of Plato’s
career, and that the Apology, Crito, and Gorgias were also composed during this
early period.

Between these early compositions and the six late dialogues, many scholars
place the Phaedo, Phaedrus, Republic, and Symposium (to list them alphabetically).
Like the early dialogues, these four have a strong ethical content, but unlike
those early dialogues, they combine ethics with a serious dose of metaphysics.
This mixture of subjects, based on the assumption that ethical investigations
must be anchored in a conception of the nature of reality, has its roots in some
of the early dialogues (particularly the Euthyphro), but that assumption is not
fully developed until Plato’s middle period. There is a distinctive other-worldliness
that pervades Plato’s writing during his middle period, missing from the works
that are considered early. He no doubt thought that the perplexity-filled con-
versations of the short ethical works point the way towards an other-worldly
metaphysics. In the Meno, Socrates holds that we must take the soul to be
separate from the body and to have enjoyed a prenatal vision of the truth, if we
are to understand how it is possible to make progress in an inquiry regarding the
nature of virtue. This feature of the Meno is generally taken to mark it out as a
transitional work, one in which Plato begins to combine the study of ethics with
the examination of metaphysical and epistemological issues.

Ethical thought in the early dialogues

Plato’s writings do not contain any single word or phrase that corresponds to
our word “moral,” and although “ethical” has its origin in the Greek word, éthé
(“character”), he does not use that word as a device for marking off a distinctive
subject matter. (Here he differs from Aristotle, who does mark off ethics as an
autonomous field of investigation within the broader framework of a study of
politics.) When Socrates tells his listeners what it is that particularly interests
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him, he speaks in terms of virtue or excellence (both words can be used to
translate areté), or specific virtues (justice, courage, wisdom), or what is good, or
what is fine (kalon: it can also be translated as “beautiful” or “noble”).

One of the persistent themes of the early dialogues is that such virtues as justice,
wisdom, and courage have a value that gives them absolute priority over all
other goods. A good illustration of what this means is presented in the Crito.
Socrates’ friend, Crito, reveals that he can arrange for Socrates’ escape from jail,
and argues that Socrates owes it to his friends and family not to end his life, as he is
legally required to, but ought instead to continue his activities in exile. Before
Socrates examines the question whether life in exile would have any of the
advantages Crito imagines, he insists on a principle — one he says has always been
accepted in their previous conversations — that must never be violated, regardless
of any benefits that violation might bring: one must never act unjustly. Accordingly,
if it can be shown that were Socrates to evade his punishment that would be unjust,
the matter will be decisively settled, even if escape would bring all the benefits
that Crito has in mind. The rest of the dialogue proceeds to argue both that escape
would be unjust, and that the benefits Crito has referred to are illusory.

Why must one never act unjustly? Socrates does not say. But at one point he
claims that acting unjustly is bad for the unjust individual, and that idea is con-
sonant with the point, made several times in other early dialogues, that it is
contrary to one’s interest to have any of the vices, and in one’s interest to have
the virtues. A virtue or excellence is, after all, a good quality, and it seems
obvious to Socrates that it must therefore be good for the person who has it.
Many students of Plato take Socrates to be saying (and Plato to be agreeing) that
the ultimate justification for everything one does must be one’s own good, and
that one should treat others well only if doing so can be shown to be in one’s
own interest. (That thesis is sometimes labeled “egoism.”) But although we have
grounds for taking him to be assuming that a necessary condition for a quality
being a virtue is that it benefits the person who has that quality, it is less clear
that this is also a sufficient condition. He might think instead that what makes a
quality a virtue is that it benefits both its possessor and his community.

Another theme that runs through the early dialogues is an analogy Socrates
draws between possessing such virtues as justice, courage, and wisdom, on the
one hand, and ordinary practical skills like medicine, carpentry, and shoe-
making, on the other. An expert crafts worker, he assumes, has some articulate
knowledge that he can call upon to explain why he performs his job in one
manner rather than another. A skilled doctor, for example, has some under-
standing of health and disease — he does not merely have a record of success in
healing people (that might be due to a string of good luck) but draws upon an
investigation he has conducted of the human body and its vulnerability to dis-
ease. In several early dialogues, and particularly in the Gorgias, Socrates proposes
that we should think of a virtuous person as someone who has the analogue of a
doctor’s knowledge of medicine. Accordingly, a just person is someone who has
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made a study of justice, and has thereby learned something about the human
soul that is comparable to what a doctor learns about the body. (When the early
dialogues allude to the human soul, they are simply making the innocuous
assumption that we can attribute psychological — the Greek word for soul is
psyche — properties to human beings: thought, emotion, deliberation, sensation,
and the like. The soul is simply whatever is responsible for these mental states.
Socrates does not, in these works, venture any thoughts about how the soul is
related to the body, thus leaving it open that the soul might be a special kind of
body, as some of his contemporaries believed. That is an issue that Plato takes
up for the first time in the Phaedo.)

As I noted above, several of the early dialogues pursue questions about how
the virtue terms are to be defined. They ask: What is piety? (Euthyphro), courage?
(Laches), moderation? (Charmides), beauty? (Hippias Major), friendship? (Lysis).
That definitional quest is not abandoned in Plato’s later works. He seeks defini-
tions of justice (Republic), knowledge (Theactetus), statecraft (Statesman), and
sophistry (Sophist). It is important to see that these questions are not requests for
mere synonyms or any of the easy linguistic equivalents that might be entered
into a dictionary. When Socrates asks what to hosion (piety) is, for example, he is
not looking for a phrase that conveys what any competent speaker of Greek
already knows. He is seeking something far more difficult to acquire: he wants to
know why pious acts or pious people are grouped together as belonging to the
same kind. What is this property, piety, that they all share, and by virtue of
which they are pious!? To answer that question, one must have a deep under-
standing of the rationale that justifies our practice of sorting people and acts into
the pious and the impious. To have that insight into piety would be an accom-
plishment as great or greater than the achievement of a doctor who has a com-
parable understanding of physical health. It would be to have a full theory of
piety, not mere facility in using the word.

Socrates is presupposing that there can be such a thing as moral expertise —
that is, a mastery of such concepts as justice, goodness, and virtue that would
enable one to apply them in a wide range of particular cases, and to know how
to justify (to others, not only to oneself) one’s beliefs about them. Such a person
would be a recognized guide to and teacher of virtue, provided that competent
and willing students of the subject are available. Socrates does not claim such
expertise for himself; on the contrary, he insists that he falls far short of the
mark. His special kind of human wisdom, as he says in the Apology, lies in his
realization that this is an ideal all human beings must strive to achieve, and in his
awareness of his great distance from that ideal. He is critical of his fellow
Athenians because they rest content with unexamined assumptions about the
virtues and their application to people and actions. They think that because they
have learned how to convey their beliefs and desires by using such terms as
“good” and “‘virtue,” they know all that they need to know about what goodness
and virtue are.
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The human error that Socrates despises is comparable to the mistake someone
would make if he thought that he knows what heat is, or what a rainbow is,
simply because he can more or less correctly apply the words “heat” and “rain-
bow.” There is a scientific theory of heat and other meteorological phenomena,
and one cannot acquire it unless one makes a special study of these subjects.
Socrates is, in this sense, searching for a science of ethics. His dictum, pro-
claimed in the Apology, that the unexamined life is not worth living, means that
human beings must strive for a deeper understanding of the concepts by which
they govern themselves. The Apology beautifully conveys Socrates’ sense of
exasperation with the folly of his fellow citizens: after all, is it not obvious that
nothing could be more worthwhile than improving one’s understanding of the
ultimate ends of human life?

The early dialogues take it for granted that genuine fields of expertise —
medicine, navigation at sea, farming — owe their success to their discovery of
effective means to some single goal. Their deep understanding of that goal, which
organizes everything done by the expert, explains their ability to find the best
means to it. Socrates assumes that since each of the crafts is organized around a
single well-understood end, a virtuous person will similarly aim at and achieve
one ultimate goal. What might that goal be? It would be unilluminating to reply:
“knowledge.” For that tells us nothing, unless we can say: knowledge of what? If
we reply that the virtuous person has knowledge of virtue, we have spoken the
truth, but this too is an unilluminating truth, because it does not give us a suffi-
ciently concrete target by which we can guide our actions. (These issues are most
fully rehearsed in the Charmides, Meno, and Republic Book 1.) It is under-
standable that the early dialogues typically end in failure. Socrates is asking his
interlocutors to draw upon their inner mental resources to find a formula for
living well that is both philosophically defensible and concrete enough to serve
as a practical guide. No easy task.

In the Protagoras, he tries out the idea that pleasure might serve as such a
guide. The thematic question of this dialogue (and the Meno as well) is whether
virtue can be taught — a question that is really a way of asking whether there is
such a thing as moral expertise. The issue of the teachability of virtue is then
connected to the further question whether virtue is a unitary phenomenon; pre-
sumably these questions are linked because Plato assumes that any genuine field
of expertise is a single subject with a single domain of study. In the closing pages
of the dialogue, Socrates induces Protagoras to accept the common idea that we
should make all our decisions by calculating how much pleasure each of the
alternatives would bring, and choosing the course of action that would, on bal-
ance and over the long run, bring us the greatest amount of pleasure. That is the
kind of criterion of decision-making that Socrates seeks in other early dialogues,
and in fact one important tradition in moral philosophy (with advocates in both
the ancient and modern periods) agrees that pleasure is the ultimate goal of all
action. But does the Socrates of the Protagoras mean that pleasure is the good?
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Or is he merely saying that we need some goal that plays the role that pleasure
occupies in many people’s deliberations? Scholars are divided on this issue. In
any case the Socrates of other dialogues is unequivocally opposed to the thesis
that pleasure should be our ultimate goal. That idea is decisively rejected in the
Gorgias, the Republic, and the Philebus.

One of the greatest contributions to ethical reflection made in the early dialo-
gues can be found in a marvelously succinct passage in the Euthyphro. The topic
is the virtue whose public enforcement led to Socrates’ death — piety. One of the
definitions proposed by Socrates’ conversational partner (Euthyphro) is that
piety is whatever all of the gods love. Through a series of questions and distinc-
tions, Socrates leads Euthyphro to see the difference between two ways of inter-
preting that proposed definition: the gods might love anything and anyone
whatsoever, and that loving attitude would confer on those objects the status of
being pious; or the gods might love certain acts and people because they have a
property that makes love the appropriate reaction to them. Euthyphro plausibly
opts for the second alternative: the love that the gods have for pious people and
their actions is their appropriate response to some attribute that merits love. The
upshot is that piety must be defined in terms other than the love of the gods.
The definition must pick out what makes piety lovable and therefore deserving
of love.

That suggests that the attitudes of gods can at best play a secondary role in our
ethical reflections and deliberations. The Socrates of the Republic consistently
endorses the idea that the gods demand and desire only what is good for human
beings, and so if we want to live in a way that honors and pleases them, we need
to figure out, on our own, what is good for us. Plato has no doubt that religious
ceremonies play an important role in human life and that the political commu-
nity rightly promotes and regulates these festivals. (He most fully expresses these
ideas in the Republic and the Laws.) But he is not tempted by the idea that reli-
gious experience or priestly authority might be sources of ethical knowledge. He
had an opportunity to explore these ideas, because Socrates is portrayed in the
Apology, the Euthyphro, and several other works as someone who answered to a
divine inner voice. But the early dialogues treat that religious phenomenon as a
Socratic idiosyncrasy and nothing more. The epistemological assumption made
throughout the early dialogues is that ethical knowledge is to be acquired in the
same way that all craft-knowledge is acquired: by sustained and careful reasoning
that draws upon and organizes our experience.

Ethical thought in the middle and late dialogues
In the Phaedo, Socrates offers several arguments for the immortality of the soul,

and portrays the body as a prison in which the soul has temporarily taken up
residence. The soul is not itself made out of any material, and is therefore not
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vulnerable to decay or decomposition. Its incorporeal nature marks its kinship
to another kind of entity that now comes to play a central role in Plato’s think-
ing: what he calls forms or ideas. His positing of forms arises from a distinction
drawn in the Euthyphro between the many things that are pious and piety itself.
Piety is a property; pious people and actions have that property, but are not
identical to it. Forms are simply properties. The Socrates of the Phaedo conceives
of them as eternal, changeless, incorporeal objects that can be grasped by the
soul but not the body. In fact, the soul would be better able to arrive at a full
understanding of these properties if it were not hindered by the body. That is
why death is not an evil; it is instead an opportunity for the soul to escape its
confinement and thereby improve its understanding of the forms.

A later tradition of Platonists, sometimes called “Neoplatonists,’
their lead from the writings of the third-century AD philosopher, Plotinus, looks
to this other-worldly component of the middle and late dialogues as the foun-
dation of ethics. But the Platonic dialogues, including those written in his middle
and late periods, are as attentive to our social responsibilities and current emo-
tional needs as they are to the soul’s eventual release from the body. Death holds
the promise of a better world, but while we are embodied we have to learn how
to make the best possible use of our sexual desires, our social emotions, and our
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deliberative skills. In our worldly existence, we can achieve some degree of
understanding of the forms, and in fact doing so will give us a chance to make
our embodied condition and our political community vastly more livable.
Someone who can grasp what the forms of justice, beauty, and goodness are will
be far better able to see what must be done to enhance the justice, beauty, and
goodness of the everyday world. That is the thought that underlies much of
the moral philosophy of the middle and late dialogues. It is most fully developed
in the Republic, a dialogue that depicts an ideal society ruled by philosophers in
the light of their understanding of the most important form of all — the form
of the good.

Unlike many of the early dialogues, which fail to find satisfactory definitions
of the virtues, the Republic, beginning with Book 2 (it is divided into ten books),
claims success. (Book 1, by contrast, refutes several proposed definitions but
does not offer a positive account of what justice is.) One of the key steps that
leads to a successful outcome is the thesis that the human soul is not inherently
unitary but is composed of three parts — reason, spirit, and appetite — that will be
at war with one another unless each is trained to play its proper role in relation
to the others. Reason is the part that is capable of looking after the good of the
whole soul, and so it should govern the rest. Spirit, which houses our propensity
to seek social distinction (victory, honor, angry domination), must be trained to
become an ally of reason. The third part of the soul, by virtue of which we seek
food, drink, sex, and the means for their satiation (including and especially
wealth), must be tamed in a way that makes us healthy, vigorous, and restrained.
In the Phaedrus, the tripartite nature of the human personality is depicted by
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means of the image of a charioteer trying to control two horses, one manageable
(spirit) and the other unruly (appetite). As this image suggests, reason, though
not inherently inert, can get nowhere on its own; to move ahead, it needs to
enlist the massive energies of our emotional and appetitive nature. And yet it
must have its own notion of where to go — it cannot simply take its directional
cues from the two horses. Implicit in this analogy is the thesis that our lives
cannot be lived well unless our highest aspirations are recommended to us not
by their emotional appeal or the pleasures of their fulfillment but because reason
shows them to be good.

Where does justice fit into this picture? Socrates prepares the way for
answering this question by portraying an ideal society in which each citizen
contributes as best he can to the common good, receiving in turn the care that
other citizens can best give him. A perfectly just city would be one bound to-
gether by these ties of reciprocity, and each citizen’s recognition of his indebt-
edness to others would foster a sense of unity sufficient to overcome all of the
divisive tendencies of human nature. What it is for a city to be a good city, in
fact, is precisely this unification of its parts. The best division of labor, Socrates
says, would put philosophically trained lovers of the common good in charge of
decision-making. A second group of citizens would be specially trained to defend
the city against enemies; and a third would be devoted to the production of
material resources. That threefold division of the ideal social world corresponds
to the tripartite structure of the human soul. As a city is just when its three parts
are unified, each doing its own, so too is the human soul: justice precisely is each
doing its own.

But is justice good? — good, that is, for the person who develops this virtue? Is
it good for someone even apart from the rewards it often confers in this life (a
good reputation and the advantages that brings) and a future life (favorable
treatment by the gods)? One of the most remarkable features of the Republic is its
insistence that this question deserves an answer. It is not enough that a social
arrangement be shown to be just; that would not by itself give us enough reason
to adopt it. It must be shown to be good — and good not only because there are
advantages in being treated justly, but also because it is by itself good to have
justice in one’s soul.

To answer this question fully, Socrates needs to say not only what justice is,
but also what goodness is. And Plato seems to acknowledge this burden, for
when Socrates describes the educational program that will best inculcate justice
and the other virtues, knowledge of the form of the good is portrayed as the
highest form of knowledge. The Republic refrains from proposing a definition of
goodness, and instead relies on an analogy between the importance of the sun to
visible objects and the importance of the good in the realm of the forms. But the
dialogue suggests that what makes any complex object good is the order or har-
mony achieved by its parts. That proposal reappears in the Philebus, one of the
late dialogues. In the Laws, which depicts a second-best city (one ruled by law
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rather than philosophers), we are again told that what makes for a good com-
munity is social harmony. Plato’s idea, then, is that if we were to carry out a full
inquiry into what goodness is, we would confirm the hypothesis that justice,
being a harmony of parts of the soul, is inherently good for the soul, because
goodness is itself a proper balance or proportion among parts.

Plato’s identification of goodness with order, harmony, measure, and kindred
notions has not been universally accepted — far from it. Aristotle, for example,
insisted that Plato sought the good at too high a level of abstraction, and
recommended instead that we focus our attention on the human good. But two
other Platonic claims have been accepted by a long tradition of moral thinking,
which continues to this day: First, in everything we do, we should strive to
achieve something that is good; it is not enough that what we do is something we
want to do — it must pass a critical test, by being worthy of our desire because
it is good. Second, for this reason, we had better make sure we know what
goodness — the property that good things have in common — is.

See also Ethical intuitionism (Chapter 39); Virtue ethics (Chapter 40).
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Christopher Taylor

Aristotle’s ethical writings belong to his practical philosophy. He states at
Nicomachean Ethics (NE) (see Bywater 1894) 1103b26—28 that his ethical enquiries
are not undertaken for the sake of theoretical understanding as the others (such
as metaphysics or natural philosophy) are, since the aim of the investigation is
not to know what goodness is, but to become good. That would lead us to
expect a manual on the art of living, containing detailed practical advice of the
kind familiar from agony columns, but in fact, as he repeatedly emphasizes, most
of his arguments and conclusions are stated in outline only, leaving the details
to be determined by experience, while among the questions thus answered in
outline the most fundamental is precisely the question ‘“What is goodness?”
Aristotle’s point in the passage cited above is that understanding what goodness
is is not the ultimate aim of the enterprise, but an intermediate aim. The ultimate
aim of studying ethics is indeed to become a good person, but in order to
achieve that aim one has to understand what goodness is, or in other words what
it is to be a good person.

Underlying Aristotle’s thought here is an assumption which he shares with
Plato, that the fundamental question in ethics is “How should one live?” This
question is not to be understood as “What is the morally best way to live?” since
a possible answer to it is that one should cast off the restraints of morality in
the pursuit of one’s own interest. Rather, the sense of the question is “How can
one achieve the best possible life?,” where “best” is understood both as ‘“best
from the point of view of the agent’s interest,” as distinct from, e.g. “best from a
standpoint of total impartiality,” and “best objectively,” as opposed to “best in
the agent’s own opinion.” The standpoint of self-regard is therefore fundamental
to Aristotle’s ethics, as it is to Plato’s, though it is a form of self-regard which
seeks to make room for altruism (i.e. concern for another for the other’s sake)
and for self-sacrifice.

In the NE Aristotle addresses that fundamental question by beginning from
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the starting point of a goal of action; he seeks to show that, as every rational
activity aims to realize some goal which is seen as good, there is some goal which
stands in that relation to human life as a whole, which can therefore be identified
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as the good for humans, or the supreme good. Everyone, he says (1095a17-20),
agrees on the name of the supreme good, namely eudaimonia (i.e. happiness,
flourishing, or well-being), and that what that name means is “living well and
doing well,” but people differ on what living well consists in, e.g. some people
think it consists in getting as much enjoyment as possible, others that it is a life
of political achievement, others that is the life of the intellect. A possible
response to that situation would be a subjectivist one, according to which living
well is nothing other than getting out of life what you want, whether that is
enjoyment, political achievement, or whatever. Aristotle does not consider that
response; he takes it for granted that the different conceptions which he has
identified are in conflict with one another, and that it is the task of philosophy to
settle that conflict by declaring a winner, whether one of the suggested candi-
dates or some other still to be identified.

He first seeks (Bk 1, ch. 7) to confirm the universal belief that the supreme
good is eudaimonia by establishing that eudaimonia alone satisfies two conditions
which the supreme good must satisfy, first that it is sought for its own sake and
for the sake of nothing else, and secondly that it is by itself sufficient to make life
“choiceworthy and lacking nothing” (1079b15). Both conditions have been held
(e.g. by Ackrill 1974) to point towards an “inclusive” conception of eudaimonia,
i.e. a conception of the supreme good as a life in which the best possible com-
bination of specific goods is achieved. An alternative view (maintained e.g. by
Kenny 1975-6) sees Aristotle’s conception rather as “dominant,” i.e. as the con-
ception of a life devoted as far as possible to the pursuit of a single specific good.
While the formal specification of eudaimonia as sought for its own sake and self-
sufficient seems to point towards the inclusive conception, that conception is not
sufficient for Aristotle’s project of adjudicating between the specific claimants to
the title of the supreme good. For the formal conception already includes the
conception of the best possible combination of specific goods, which commits
Aristotle to offering a substantive account of which combination of goods is the
best possible.

The first step towards that account is given by an argument from the function
(ergon) of human beings. Here extensive controversy must be bypassed (see
Lawrence (2001) for an account of the issue, with a substantial bibliography of
the literature). It suffices to observe that Aristotle’s aim is to move towards a
substantive account of the best life for humans from consideration, in terms of
his philosophy of nature, of what kind of life human life is. Humans are a kind
of animals, specifically rational animals. Hence a distinctively human life is a life
of rational activity, and a good human life is one in which rational activity is well
employed. But what counts as employing rational activity well? Here a number
of complications arise. The first complication arises from Aristotle’s view,
developed in more detail in Book 1, chapter 13, that the rational element in the
human personality is twofold, consisting first in the intellect, which is rational
per se, and secondarily in the appetites, which are not rational per se (since
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wanting is not as such an exercise of the intellect), but which are derivatively
rational in that, unlike the desires of non-rational animals, they are responsive to
reason. Hence the notion of employing rationality well is not a simple one, but
must find room for the good employment of the intellect on the one hand and of
the rationally responsive appetites on the other. Aristotle clearly has this point
in mind in the definition of the supreme good which results from the ergon
argument: ‘“the human good turns out to be activity of the soul in accordance
with excellence, and if there are several kinds of excellence, in accordance with
the best and the most teleion” (i.e. “the most complete,” “the most perfect,” or
“the most final”; 1098a16-18). The first half of the sentence states that the
supreme good for humans is the excellent employment of rationality, the second
modifies this claim by considering the consequence of the hypothesis, which
Aristotle believes to hold, that there are more ways than one in which rationality
is excellently employed. Partisans of the inclusive interpretation interpret it as
“in accordance with the best, i.e. the most complete,” understanding the refer-
ence to be to the exercise of rationality considered comprehensively as including
both the activity of the pure intellect and that of the rationally responsive
appetites. Those who favor the dominant view interpret it as “in accordance with
the best (sc. the best among those just mentioned), i.e. that which most has the
character of a final end,” understanding the reference to be exclusively to the
excellent employment of the theoretical intellect, which is described in Book 10
(1177b1-15) as the only human activity employed for its own sake alone. While
the latter seems to me clearly the more natural reading of this particular sen-
tence, we have to note that Aristotle has still taken only the first step towards
his goal of a substantive specification of the best life. Whether that consists in
the excellent employment of rationality in all its forms, or in one only, or in
some compromise between those extreme positions, he has still not told us what
are the ways in which rationality is excellently employed. The ergon argument
still leaves it open for the partisans of the various kinds of lives mentioned ear-
lier to claim that their favored lifestyle and it alone constitutes the excellent
employment of rationality.

In the succeeding chapters (8-10) Aristotle considers the contribution to
eudaimonia of external goods such as health and prosperity. His final conclusion
is that while the best life must have the excellent employment of rationality as its
central goals, since no life can be satisfactory which does not have that aim,
nevertheless external goods are necessary for a fully worthwhile life. A full
account of eudaimonia, then, is that it is a life of excellent rational activity ‘“suf-
ficiently equipped with the external goods, not for any chance period, but over
one’s life as a whole” (1101a14-16). While this may look like a significant mod-
ification of the conclusion of the ergon argument, that the supreme good is
excellent rational activity, there is in fact no real tension between the two
accounts. Excellent rational activity, which it is up to the agent to engage in or
not, is what one should aim at in one’s life, while the external goods, which it is
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not in the agent’s power to guarantee, are the extra conditions which one hopes
for in order to make one’s life completely worthwhile. The full account of
eudaimonia thus contains both inclusive and dominant aspects, since its domi-
nant aim is excellent rational activity, while it also includes the external goods. It
remains to establish whether that compromise position applies to rational activity
itself (see below).

In Chapter 13 Aristotle sets out the psychological basis of his distinction of
types of excellent rational activity. Since rationality belongs essentially to the
intellect, and derivatively to the appetites, the types of excellence are the excel-
lence of the intellect and the excellence of rationally responsive appetite. These
types of excellence interpenetrate via the practical function of the intellect. The
intellect is employed not merely in speculative thought, but in the direction of
conduct, and it performs its practical role by shaping and directing the appetites.
And the appetites are excellently shaped insofar as they respond appropriately
to the directions of practical reason. The stage is thus set for Aristotle to
expound his account first of the excellence of rationally responsive appetite and
then of reason, both theoretical and practical. The first type of excellence is the
topic of Books 2—4, and is completed by the account of justice (also counted by
Aristotle a virtue of character) in Book 5. Excellence of intellect is the topic of
Book 6.

Aristotle defines virtue of character in general as a stable state of character
which is in a mean relative to us, a mean determined by the reason or reasoning
by which the person of practical wisdom would determine it (1106b36—1107a2).
By a state of character in a mean relative to us Aristotle means a certain stable
state of responsiveness to a given motivation or motivations (e.g. courage to fear
and boldness, temperance to the desires for bodily pleasures), namely the state
of being neither excessively swayed by that motivation nor insufficiently respon-
sive to it. Excessive and insufficient responsiveness is not a simple matter of
intensity of a given feeling; there are many ways in which one may manifest
excess or deficiency in feeling and in action, e.g. by feeling angry or acting angrily
at the wrong time, with the wrong people, for the wrong reasons, etc. (1106b18-24).
Yet it is the quantitative notion of the mean relative to us which captures
what goodness and badness of character consists in; every specific motivation
may be felt and acted on too much, too little, and to the right extent, and getting
it right consists in being neither too given nor insufficiently given to that moti-
vation. But the specification of excess and deficiency in terms of the wrong time,
person, etc. shows that the quantitative concept of the mean cannot have the
analytic priority which Aristotle’s theory requires. What is wrong with someone
who is consistently angry for the wrong reasons, thereby being angry when he
should not, and failing to be angry when he should, is neither that he is exces-
sively given to anger nor that he is insufficiently given to it, but that he lacks the
proper sense of appropriate reasons for anger. Aristotle is right to think that
goodness of character requires the right fit between reason and motivation, but

44



ARISTOTLE

wrong to think that that fit has to be characterized, or even that it is best char-
acterized, quantitatively.

The definition of the ethical mean stated above raises the question of what is
the standard which determines correct practical reasoning. Aristotle poses this
question explicitly at the beginning of NE Book 6 (1138b29-34), but does not
appear to answer it explicitly in that work. If his view is that the ultimate stan-
dard of practical reasoning is the promotion of some goal external to that rea-
soning itself, specifically theoretical excellence, as some commentators have
found suggested by the final chapter of the Eudemian Ethics (EE; see Gauthier and
Jolif 1958/9: Vol. 1, 29* [of the introduction], vol. 2, 560-3), then he can be seen
as attempting to provide an external grounding for his theory of virtue, one
provided, ultimately, by his metaphysics. If, on the other hand, the correct
standard of practical reasoning is internal to the practice of practical reasoning
itself, his theory of virtue will be ultimately self-standing. That is the view of
some influential writers sympathetic to Aristotle (especially McDowell 1995,
1996; also Wiggins 1995; Woods 1986), who urge that the attempt to justify or
ground a substantive moral theory from any external standpoint is mistaken in
principle, and count it a merit rather than a defect in Aristotle that, as they
interpret him, he eschews any such attempt. This question has been extensively
discussed; my own view (see Taylor 2008a) is that Aristotle’s texts are indecisive
on this crucial issue.

Aristotle discusses intellectual excellence in Book 6, in which a central topic is
the distinction between phronésis, practical wisdom, the excellence of the prac-
tical intellect, whose task is the organization of all aspects of the agent’s life “with
a view to living well as a whole” (1140a25-28) and sophia, the excellence of the
theoretical intellect. In the final chapter of the book (Bk 6, ch. 13) he sets out the
respective contribution of these excellences to the agent’s overall good, i.e.
eudaimonia. The situation is complex: both kinds of excellence are intrinsically
valuable, in that each is the excellence of the appropriate part of the soul (by
which Aristotle appears to mean the practical and theoretical intellect respec-
tively), but (a) they are not equally valuable, since sophia has higher intrinsic
value than phronésis, (b) in additional to its intrinsic value phronésis has an
instrumental role in promoting sophia, analogous to the role of medicine in
promoting health. The claim of sophia to higher intrinsic value and its implica-
tions for Aristotle’s view of the best life for humans is spelled out in Book 10:
ultimately sophia is the best excellence attainable by humans because the theoreti-
cal intellect is the aspect of human nature which most closely approaches divine
nature, and its excellent exercise the nearest humans can come to living the
divine life, i.e. to “assimilate to the divine as far as possible” (1177b33). But that
does not imply that the best kind of human life is a life devoted exclusively to
theoretical thought; since human beings are embodied creatures who require a
social environment in which to achieve their full development, a life devoted
exclusively to the theoretical intellect is simply not possible for them. Rather, the
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best form of human life is one in which the exercise of intellectual excellence is
the principal focus of the agent’s interests and energies, as e.g. excellent playing
is the principal focus of the life of a concert pianist. Since that life has to be lived
in a social context it requires the exercise of the social virtues, i.e. the virtues of
character, but it does not follow that the value of those virtues is the purely
instrumental one of promoting theoretical excellence. Since, as stated in Book 6,
Chapter 13 phronésis has intrinsic value in addition to its instrumental value in
promoting sophia, the virtues of character which it directs enhance the value of
the theoretical life directly, as well as promoting intellectual excellence instru-
mentally. From the fact that the most valuable human activity is theoretical
thought (theéria) it does not follow either that one should seek to maximize the
amount of thedria in one’s life, irrespective of what one might have to sacrifice in
so doing, nor that anything else is of value in one’s life only instrumentally, nor
does Aristotle make those claims. Given the primacy of thedria in the best
human life, Aristotle leaves it indeterminate how that primacy is to be achieved,
in conformity with his general policy of stating principles in outline only, leaving
the details to the educated judgement of the person of practical wisdom. It may
well have been his view that there are a number of different ways in which the
best life can be lived. He is, however, unambiguous in his view that a life focused
not on intellectual excellence, but on virtue of character, though a good life, is
less good than the intellectual life, however the latter is lived (1178a9-10). As
distinct from his specific account of virtue of character, Aristotle’s overall
account of human value is undoubtedly grounded in his metaphysics, and is
thereby unambiguously committed to an intellectual elitism which not only dif-
ferentiates it from modern theories but makes it distasteful to modern sensi-
bilities. Goodness of character does not itself in his view require high-level
intellectual capacity, though it does require a substantial degree of practical
intelligence; but goodness of character, though a good thing, is not the best thing
in human life.

Apart from the two types of excellence and their contribution to the overall
good life the topics which receive most extended treatment in Aristotle’s ethical
works are pleasure and friendship. I shall therefore conclude with a necessarily
brief discussion of those two topics.

Aristotle’s starting point in the treatment of pleasure is commitment to the
thesis that it is a necessary part of the best life. In the EE he begins from the
unargued claims that the good is eudaimonia and that eudaimonia is the finest,
best, and pleasantest of all things (1214al-8). In the NE the identification of
eudaimonia as the good is first established by universal consent (1095a17-20),
then argued for as described above, and finally confirmed by arguments to the
effect that it possesses agreed marks of the good life, one of which is that it is
intrinsically pleasant (1099a7-28). Given this commitment to pleasure as a con-
stituent of the best life, Aristotle has first to rebut arguments which purport to
show that pleasure cannot have that role, either because it is bad, or at least

46



ARISTOTLE

because it is not good; that rebuttal will require a positive account of pleasure as
a way of showing that the opponents of pleasure are wrong about what pleasure
is. Further, his own account should provide further arguments in support of
pleasure’s place in the best life. That account is contained in two treatments of
the topic, NE Book 7, chapters 11-14 and Book 10, chapters 1-5, which have
some overlap in subject matter, but no cross-references; they are clearly inde-
pendent discussions which owe their position in the text of the NE to an editor,
probably not Aristotle himself, and since NE Book 7 is one of the three books
common to both versions of the Ethics it is likely that that discussion was ori-
ginally written for the EE.

Both passages contain criticism of a certain view of pleasure, familiar from
well-known passages of Plato (see Gorgias 494—7, Republic 585d—e, and Philebus
31-32), and seen as foundational to many of the arguments which Aristotle is
seeking to refute. This is the view of pleasure as a perceived process of replen-
ishment of a natural lack, and thereby a return from a state of deficiency to one
of equilibrium and normal function. The paradigm cases are those of pleasures
in the satisfaction of bodily appetites, especially those for food, drink, and sex.
Bodily appetite is either identified with or seen as arising from bodily deficiency,
which is experienced as unpleasant; this unpleasant experience prompts the agent
to make good the deficiency, and the process of filling up the deficiency is
experienced as pleasant. This model has a general feature which makes it unsuit-
able for the defense of the place of pleasure in the best life; pleasure is seen as
something essentially remedial, as bound up with the process of getting rid of an
imperfect and undesirable state. Since it is at best an alleviation of the troubles
of the human condition it is hard to see how it could have any role in the ideally
good life, much less be a necessary feature of it. It is not, then, surprising that in
his defense of the necessary role of pleasure in the best life Aristotle proposes an
alternative model.

On this model the factor common to all pleasures is the exercise of natural
capacities in the appropriate conditions. Pleasures are specific to the different
species of animals; every species has capacities for activities which constitute its
specific life, and when those capacities are exercised in the appropriate conditions
their exercise is pleasant to the individual member of the species (1176a3-8).
Human life is constituted by the capacities shared with animals, namely growth,
reproduction, nutrition, perception, and locomotion, with the addition of the
specifically human capacity for thought; hence some human pleasures, notably
those in food, drink, and sex, are kinds of pleasure which animals also enjoy,
while intellectual pleasures are specific to humans. This analysis has the advan-
tage of applying both to cases which fit the deficiency/replenishment analysis and
to cases which do not, because in them no deficiency can be identified (e.g.
enjoying a beautiful view does not presuppose that prior to seeing it one was
suffering from the lack of seeing that, or any, view). In the case of pleasures
which do fit the deficiency/replenishment model, such as the pleasures of
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satisfying hunger and thirst, the crucial point is that those drives belong to a
natural pattern of animal activity, which, since humans are a kind of animal, is
ipso facto part of the natural pattern of human activity. Satisfying one’s hunger
and slaking one’s thirst are perfectly genuine cases of pleasure, insofar as they
fall under the general classification of the appropriate exercise of natural capa-
cities. That point signals a major divergence from the view of Plato, who main-
tains that pleasures which involve the replenishment of a deficiency (which
include most bodily pleasures) are not in fact pleasures at all, but processes of
escape from distress, which people mistake for genuine pleasures from lack
of experience of the latter (Republic 583c—585a). That view involves a major
confusion: even if it is granted that the state of bodily deficiency is unpleasant
and that the state of having got rid of the deficiency is neither pleasant nor
unpleasant (both assumptions are in fact highly dubious) it does not follow that
the process of transition from the state of deficiency to the state of repletion is
not genuinely pleasant. Aristotle’s analysis allows him to escape this error: the
process of transition is the process in which the natural capacity is appropriately
exercised, and is therefore genuinely pleasant.

This analysis is perfectly adapted to Aristotle’s project of vindicating the place
of pleasure in the best life. Since that life consists in the excellent exercise of
specifically human capacities, above all the capacity for speculative thought (see
above), it immediately follows that it must be intrinsically pleasant, i.e. pleasant
just in virtue of being the kind of life that it is; “their life (i.e. the life of those
who exercise rational capacities excellently) has no need of pleasure as a kind of
adornment, but it has pleasure in itself” (NE 1099a15-16). At the same time the
wide diversity of human capacities and activities, answering to a corresponding
diversity of human interests, readily explains the diversity of kinds of pleasure,
and of the fact that what is pleasant to one person may be unpleasant or neutral
to another. On the other hand it faces the problem whether the specification of
the conditions appropriate for the exercise of a natural capacity must include the
condition that the activity is pleasant to the agent undertaking it, thereby
including the analysandum in the analysis. (For fuller discussion see Taylor
2008b.)

Just as the starting point of the discussion of pleasure is the generally accepted
belief that pleasure is inseparable from the best life, the treatment of friendship
starts from the truism that “no-one would choose to live without friends, even if
he possessed all the other goods” (NE 1155a5-6) and seeks to give an account of
friendship which will explain why that is so. It is obvious enough that we enjoy
doing things in the company of friends, and that it is good to have friends to call
on in times of trouble, but these truths do not get to the heart of the matter, for
it is accepted that “one must want good things for a friend for his sake”
(1155b31), i.e. that one must show regard for one’s friend irrespective of one’s
own interests, and it is at least questionable how far that condition is satisfied by
friendships based on pleasure and on utility. Aristotle has sometimes been taken
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to say that in those kinds of friendship one does not really value one’s friends in
themselves at all, but only the pleasure or utility one gets from them, in which
case these would not be genuine kinds of friendship. It is more plausible that he
thinks that in those cases one does indeed value, not just the pleasure or the
utility, but one’s partners in those relations (e.g. one does indeed want one’s
tennis or business partners to do well, and is concerned when things go badly
for them), but that that regard is contingent upon the continuation of the rela-
tionship, so that when the partnership breaks up one does not retain an interest
in the good of one’s former partners. Hence these are inferior kinds of friend-
ship, since one’s regard for the other is contingent on superficial factors, whereas
in the best kind of friendship one values the other for themselves, as opposed to
valuing them as a good tennis partner or business colleague (1156a10-12, 16-19).
Aristotle assumes without argument that valuing one’s friend for his or her self
is identical with valuing them for their good character, from which it immedi-
ately follows that the best type of friendship is possible only between good
people (1157a16-20). That assumption is problematic; there is a complex relation
between caring for a person because he or she is that individual and valuing them
because they are the kind of person that they are, and that complexity allows
faults as well as virtues to contribute to the unique mix of characteristics which
makes someone lovable for his or her self. Given that assumption, Aristotle has
the problem of explaining why friendship based on character is necessary for the
ideal life; i.e. why is the friendship of other good persons among the external
goods which have to be added to the individual’s excellence of character and
intellect in order to achieve eudaimonia? The answer is a blend of common sense
and the philosophy of mind. Common sense says that (a) one manifests one’s
goodness by treating other people well, and it is better to treat friends well than
strangers (1169b10-12), (b) we like being with other people, especially like-
minded people (1169b16-21), (c) it is easier and pleasanter to undertake worth-
while activities in company than alone (1170a5-13). From his philosophy of
mind Aristotle argues that since eudaimonia consists in excellent activity, and we
are better able to observe the actions of others than our own actions, intimate
association with other virtuous people gives us a special access to eudaimonia
(1169b30-1170a4, 1170a13-b13). This obscure doctrine is connected with the
ideas that a friend is another self (1166a31-32) and that in some sense the disin-
terested regard which is central to friendship derives from one’s regard for one-
self (1166al-2). Aristotle seems to be suggesting that the excellent actions of
others are, insofar as they are someone else’s, specially apparent to us, and,
insofar as they are a friend’s, in a way our own. It does not seem to me that this
argument has anything to add to the truths of common sense.

The primacy of the self-regarding standpoint in Aristotle’s ethics gives rise to
the famous puzzle of whether it allows for genuine altruism. In NE Book 9,
Chapter 8, he tries to reconcile the common belief that the good person will
sacrifice themselves for their friend with his thesis that in the appropriate sense
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the good person is a “self-lover.” The virtuous agent will sacrifice everything,
including life itself, for their friends and their country, and will even resign to
their friend the opportunity of doing fine things, instead of doing them them-
selves, but even this supreme sacrifice has the paradoxical feature that “the good
man appears to assigh more of the fine to himself,” since it is “finer to cause
one’s friend to do them (i.e. fine things) than to do them oneself” (1169a33-b1).
It thus seems that for Aristotle the ultimate point of self-sacrifice for the virtuous
agent is not that it promotes one’s friend’s good for its own sake, but that pro-
moting one’s friend’s good for its own sake gives the agent’s life the right kind of
shape. Aristotle’s virtuous agent is not totally selfless; it may be that he would
regard total selflessness, even if psychologically possible, as an abnegation of
one’s primary responsibility for shaping one’s own life.

See also Socrates and Plato (Chapter 3); Later ancient ethics (Chapter 5); Virtue
ethics (Chapter 40).
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5
LATER ANCIENT ETHICS

A. A. Long

Historical and cultural context

Plato, under the inspiration of Socrates, and Aristotle, Plato’s most illustrious
student, made ethics a fundamental subject of philosophical inquiry. Greek
moral thought, however, continued to be vibrant and innovative throughout the
three centuries following the death of Aristotle (322 BC), during the epoch
modern historians call Hellenistic. The schools that Plato and Aristotle had
founded at Athens soon found themselves competing for students with newly
established philosophies, especially those inspired by Epicurus, whose school
was sometimes called the Garden, and by Zeno of Citium (a city in Cyprus),
whose followers acquired the name Stoics from the public colonnade (stoa) in the
center of Athens where Zeno lectured. Ancient ethics later than the work of
Plato and Aristotle was dominated by Epicureanism and Stoicism. These Helle-
nistic schools provided students with two radically different value systems and
ways of life. Epicurean ethics is a form of hedonism, with its prescriptions
grounded in a social contract theory of justice and the private sentiments of
friendship as distinct from the intrinsic value of virtue. Stoicism, by contrast,
restricts all goodness to a virtuous character, takes pleasure to be quite indiffer-
ent to happiness, and views human beings as naturally sociable and motivated
for civic life.

Strongly divergent though Epicureanism and Stoicism are in their defining
principles, the two philosophies share many concepts already central to Platonic
and Aristotelian ethics. These include the notion of an ultimate end of life, to be
identified with happiness (eudaimonia), and the presumption that the attainment
of this end requires self-sufficiency, a rationally grounded character, and emo-
tional strength. Both Hellenistic theories are egoistic, in the sense that their pre-
scriptions are intended to satisfy persons’ correct understanding of their ultimate
interests, but they also seek to accommodate a social outlook that attends to
the good of others. Like Aristotle and Plato (in his middle and late dialogues),
Epicureans and Stoics connect ethics with doctrines concerning the status of
human beings within the universe. In all four philosophies the best human life is
presumed to be godlike, with the analysis of that bold notion dependent on their
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respective theologies and cosmologies. As godlikeness implies, Greek ethics in
general is perfectionist, an idea also signified by the shared philosophical ideal of
achieving “wisdom” (sophia).

Like Plato and Aristotle again Stoics and Epicureans justify their ethical theories
by arguments they take to be objectively sound. However, these later theories,
notwithstanding their differences from one another, lay claim to being empirically
or “naturally” valid. This naturalism is a major innovation, which merits detailed
consideration. Another shared and equally prominent innovation is the promise
of Stoicism and Epicureanism to deliver tranquility to their practitioners.

Historians have sometimes explained the Hellenistic philosophers’ therapeutic
goals as a response to supposedly unsettled social conditions and alienation,
brought about by the decline of autonomous city states in a world now governed
by the monarchies established by Alexander the Great. Unlike Aristotle, neither
Stoicism nor Epicureanism specifies participatory politics as a main context of
ethics. However, tranquility was already an ideal for Democritus, writing at the
end of the fifth century, and he was a prime influence on Epicurus. Socrates too,
whom the Stoics appropriated as an exemplary figure, was renowned for his
emotional strength and equanimity. Tranquility was not a peculiarly Hellenistic
desideratum. Moreover, in both Stoicism and Epicureanism tranquility derives
its ethical rationale from reflection on troubling psychological, rather than
external, conditions, such as the unhappiness generated by anger or fear. Much
original thought went into the Hellenistic philosophers’ therapeutic arguments,
and many of the syndromes they sought to relieve are endemic to the human
condition, such as fear of death and loss of loved ones.

It would be a big mistake, though, simply to assimilate the social context
of Stoicism and Epicureanism to the classical Greece of Socrates, Plato, and
Aristotle. The polis culture of the latter was rife with chauvinism and sexism,
complacent about slavery, and contemptuous of menial work. As the Hellenistic
world developed and eventually merged into the Roman Empire, more ecum-
enical attitudes became prevalent in the intellectual elite. Zeno and Epicurus
could not have fully anticipated these changes, but the main doctrines of their
ethics are applicable to any time or place, irrespective of status, gender, or race.
You do not need to bracket their views on women or slaves or manual work or
non-Greeks, as you do when reading Aristotle. In this respect Hellenistic ethics
is thoroughly timeless. We can thus understand why it influenced such early
modern philosophers as Hobbes, Butler, and Kant, in ways that did not happen
in the case of Plato or Aristotle.

Epicurean ethics

“We must rehearse the things that produce happiness, seeing that when happi-
ness is present we have everything, while when it is absent the one aim of our
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actions is to have it.” Epicurus made this statement at the beginning of his Letter
to Menoeceus, which is the best surviving account of his ethical doctrines (see
Long and Sedley 1987: 155). Presentation of his ideas in epistolary form suited
the role he assumed within his school as a benevolent mentor to individual aco-
lytes, reflecting the great importance he attached to friendship. The “things that
produce happiness” are the cardinal doctrines of his philosophy. They were
encapsulated in “the fourfold remedy,” the terms of which are as follows: “God
presents no fears, death no worries. And while good is readily attainable, bad is
readily endurable” (see Long and Sedley 1987: 156). To grasp the principal thrust
of Epicurean ethics, we need to understand why Epicurus enunciated these four
propositions together with the concept of remedy and its relation to happiness
and the lack thereof.

God presents no fears

According to classical Greek religion the world is full of divine beings. The most
powerful and prominent of these divinities (e.g. Zeus and Poseidon) were
endowed with human form and mentality. Unlike human beings, however,
these gods were taken to be immortal and to have dominion over such parts
of the world as the sky and weather (in the case of Zeus) and the sea and surface
of the earth (in the case of Poseidon). They were deemed to demand worship,
and, if affronted, to respond not simply with anger but by bringing about cata-
strophes such as floods and earthquakes.

Epicurus made a two-pronged attack on this theology. First, he argued that
basic and generally acknowledged attributes of divinity, especially blessedness,
were incompatible with myths concerning the gods’ interventions in the world or
interests in humanity. A divine life must be a life of supreme happiness, free
from all care and disturbance. For his second line of attack Epicurus invoked the
atomistic physics that he appropriated from Democritus and greatly elaborated
himself. If everything in the universe is ultimately reducible to matter in motion,
there is no reason to refer any phenomena to divine causation. Atomistic phy-
sics, when properly understood, is sufficient to explain happenings that had been
credulously attributed to gods. According to Epicurus gods do exist, but they
live carefree lives and leave human beings completely alone. Hence we need not
fear them.

One may reasonably ask two questions about this first proposition of the
fourfold remedy. Were Epicurus’s contemporaries so oppressed by superstitious
fears, and, apart from the answer to that question, does his focus on divinity
limit the historical interest of his ethics? In the interests of brevity I propose the
following approach to both questions. “God presents no fears” is tantamount to
the intriguing claim that an emotionally robust life requires a correct under-
standing of the world’s basic structure; for if we can give compellingly natur-
alistic explanations of phenomena, they should have no secure purchase on our
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fears of the unknown. Beyond that, Epicurus’s negative theology undermines
any justifications for action that appeal to divine authority or command.

Death presents no worries

Greek mythology included stories about the fate of the soul after death, and
Plato had ended several of his dialogues with myths concerning post-mortem
rewards and punishments. Such ideas presupposed the intervention of divine
beings. Epicurus had already disposed of that possibility, as we have just seen,
but the fears of death he primarily sought to combat did not presume the soul’s
afterlife. On the contrary, he asked people who are afraid of death to accept the
soul’s necessary mortality and find that fact liberating. How so?

Like the body, the soul, which confers life on a body, consists of atoms. Death
occurs when such a body/soul compound disintegrates. The atoms of the former
body and soul persist, because they are essentially indestructible, but the person
whom they constituted ceases to exist. The cessation of the person entails the
absence of a self to experience anything, including death, which is therefore
painless once it has occurred. As to the anticipation of death, we may dispose of
its fearfulness by recognizing that the non-existence it will entail is precisely
parallel to our condition before we were born. Past events did not trouble us
because we did not exist as perceiving subjects. By parity of reasoning, we
should not be troubled by the prospect of a future that we shall not experience.
Being dead, then, will be no worse than not yet having been born.

Is it not reasonable, however, to want to live a long life or at least avoid a
premature death? Epicurus responded to such challenges by arguing that once a
person achieves the goal of a fully pleasurable life, happiness is complete and
could not be enhanced by an infinite lifespan, which is the implicit goal of those
who fear death. This concept of pleasure’s limit is fundamental to Epicurean
ethics as will become evident when we consider the remaining two propositions
of the fourfold remedy.

According to Lucretius, Epicurus’s great Roman publicist, fear of death is
responsible for numerous crimes and manifestations of human misery including
actions done by those who profess to be free from such anxiety (De rerum natura
[On the Nature of the Universe] Bk 3, lines 41-86, see Lucretius 1994: 68-9). His
acute observation brings out the full significance of this philosophical concern
with death. Acceptance of mortality can acquire moral as well as psychological
significance if it discourages the irrational belief that a life that sets a premium on
achieving wealth and power at all costs can mitigate the inevitability of death.

Good is readily attainable, and bad is readily endurable

The remedial tenor of Epicurean ethics emerges clearly from the two previous
propositions rebutting fear of divinity and fear of death. We are to take it that
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these fears are quasi-ailments infecting people’s minds and sullying their pro-
spects of happiness. With the third and fourth maxims of the fourfold remedy
(highlighted above, p. 54) Epicurus provided resources for happiness that he
claims to be congenital. His ethical project gives nature correct authority over
the recipe for a good life with the presumption that culture is to blame for
inculcating fear of the divine and fear of death (topics copiously treated in
Homeric epic and Attic tragedy). Culture is equally culpable for misrepresenting
the essential items people need in order to live as well as possible.

“As soon as every animal is born, it seeks after pleasure and rejoices in it as
the greatest good, while it rejects pain as the greatest bad and, as far as possible,
avoids it; and it does this when it is not yet corrupted, on the innocent and
sound judgment of nature itself.” This is the Roman philosopher Cicero’s
lapidary formulation of Epicurean hedonism (De finibus [On Ends] Bk 1, §29, see
Long and Sedley 1987: 112). Epicurus grounded this doctrine in what has been
called “the cradle argument.” If you want to know a creature’s natural desires
and aversions, you need to study it in its earliest life before training or culture
has intervened. On this basis Epicurus defended a doctrine of psychological
hedonism, meaning that human beings naturally and unavoidably identify the
good with pleasure and the bad with pain.

The criterion for these natural judgments is sensation, not reason. But
Epicurus assigned a fundamental role to reason in elaborating his hedonism.
While every pleasure as such is good and every pain as such is bad, the Epicurean
life requires people to calculate the long-term advantages and disadvantages of
the types of pleasure and pain that are available to them. Guidelines to this end
include a threefold division of desires between “natural and necessary,” merely
“natural,” and “empty.” Objectives of the first category are items essential to the
preservation of life, those of the third category are exemplified by luxuries.
Desire for the latter is empty in the sense that a gourmet meal is presumed to be
no more effective at removing pangs of hunger than an adequate but simple diet.
In addition, the gourmet meal may have consequences that are more painful than
the pleasure it generates, and it may well have a deleterious effect on people’s
characters, inclining them to be dissatisfied with simple fare.

But surely, one may object, a plain meal is less pleasurable to the palate.
Epicurus’s response to this challenge indicates the special features of his hedon-
ism. “The pleasure we pursue is not just the one that ... gratifies our senses with
its sweetness; the pleasure we hold to be greatest is what we feel when all pain
has been removed” (Cicero, De finibus Bk 1, §37). According to this doctrine,
nothing is more pleasurable than the experience of a completely painless
condition. With the satisfaction of desire, a state of tranquility supervenes that
we are presumed to experience as the essence and limit of happiness. In order to
live the Epicurean life, we are required to limit our desires to those that we can
fulfill without the risk of incurring a greater pain. Epicurus assumes, in the terms
of his fourfold remedy, that the means of satisfying natural and necessary desires
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are generally at hand, and that persons committed to this way of life will be
generally capable of achieving a preponderance of pleasure over pain.

Contrary, then, to what the English term epicure signifies (under the influence
of a common misrepresentation of his philosophy), Epicurus himself advocated
a simple lifestyle. While his hedonism acknowledges the desirability of sensual
pleasures, it lays much greater emphasis on the pleasures of the mind. Through
memory and anticipation the mind is capable of extending pleasurable con-
sciousness beyond momentary experience. That consciousness, most impor-
tantly, is taken to comprise the tranquility that ensues from learning why neither
divinity nor death is something to be feared. It will also comprise a mentality
that accepts the rationale for a lifestyle that is not only frugal but also disinclined
to engage in any activities, such as competitive politics, that could put tranquility
at risk.

As presented thus far, the Epicurean way of life will probably seem too self-
centered and individualistic to provide a plausible rationale for social well-being.
Epicurus sought to counter this charge by the importance he attached to justice
and friendship. He endorsed a social contract theory according to which prac-
tices are just if and only if the persons undertaking them abide by an agreement
to refrain from injuring one another. The mutual benefits that result from such
contractual behavior constitute “nature’s utility.” Justice as so construed is
not an absolute principle nor are its particular terms invariant. The constant in
Epicurean justice is its mutual utility for those contracting to its provisions. If
what is mutually useful changes, what was previously deemed just loses its
rationale. This conception of justice suits Epicurean hedonism because Epicur-
eans want to do everything to avoid pain. Therefore they should support social
practices that minimize the risk of being subject to injury.

As to personal relationships, Epicurus took friendship to be an essential
component of happiness. We are presumed to make friends in the first instance
under the promptings of benefit to ourselves, but later, with sentiment deeply
supervening, friendship can become not only intrinsically pleasurable but even
something on behalf of which an Epicurean will endure great pain. The material
on friendship is too complex to be adequately summarized here. Readers may
find it worthwhile to read Cicero De finibus Bk 1, §§65-70 and then ask whether
the great importance Epicureans attached to friendship is compatible with the
egoistic emphasis of their ethics in general.

A related question arises concerning the role of virtue in this theory. Epicurus
claimed that it is impossible to live pleasurably without living virtuously, but
what gives virtue this necessary connection with the hedonistic life? The official
answer is that virtue and pleasure are linked together “by nature,” but that
linkage, far from assigning equal worth to virtue, makes it no more than a means
to pleasure. Ancient critics of Epicureanism found this instrumental status of
virtue too weak to guarantee its efficacy in potential conflicts with pleasure. Stoic
philosophers in particular, to whom [ now turn, argued that the best human life
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is constituted solely and completely by virtue, with pleasure, as already stated,
relegated to the status of complete indifference.

Stoic ethics

The standard Stoic formula for happiness, or the summum bonum, is living in
agreement with nature. Nature in this expression includes both the human con-
stitution and the structure of the world at large. The two natures are connected
by sharing in reason (logos). Reason is the primary distinguishing feature of the
human species, while the world is taken to be a physical continuum, shaped and
energized throughout by a principle called cause, reason, mind, soul, and Zeus.

Stoicism is thus a form of pantheism, according to which natural entities owe
their existence to a supremely intelligent and providential divinity that permeates
all matter. Human beings are presumed to stand at the head of the natural scale
of beings. Our species is a sign of divinity’s benevolent creativity, and it is dis-
tinctly marked as such by the fact that we alone in the order of living beings are
endowed with the divine attribute of reason. However, we start our lives as
merely potential reasoners, and even as adults our rationality just by itself is too
defective to assure our happiness and goodness. What we need, in order to live
fully in agreement with nature, is wisdom, signifying a character that will equip
us to act with knowledge of the values appropriate to a consistently rational life
in a world where we can never completely control the way things will turn out.
The attainment of such a character is equivalent to achieving rational perfection
and conforming one’s emotions to the divinely determined course of events.

Unlike Epicurean physics, then, Stoic cosmology is founded on the idea of
divine and providential purpose. What Stoics make of their lives requires them
to believe that they are living in the best of all possible worlds. Socrates had
probably endorsed this idea and it is strongly canvassed in Plato’s later dialo-
gues. If divinity is presumed to care deeply for human beings, big questions
immediately arise concerning why natural disasters occur or why material pros-
perity and virtue do not go hand in hand. While Epicurus, with his detached
gods, had neatly avoided such questions, the Stoics attended to them in ways
that echo the position of Socrates in Plato’s Apology. In his concluding words to
the Athenian jurors, after being sentenced to death, Socrates had said (Apology
41d): “Nothing can harm a good man either in life or after death and his fortunes
are not a matter of indifference to the gods.” Stoic ethics provides the systematic
theory to justify the values implicit in Socrates’s position. As we now come to
the details, readers may like to ask whether this theory is plausible in its own
right, or whether, to accept it, one needs to endorse providential theology and
determinism. What can be said, irrespectively, is that Stoic ethics provides the
rationale for a life whose goodness and success depend minimally on the external
state of the world and maximally on the outlook and mentality of oneself.
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Like Epicurus the Stoics looked to the actions of newborn creatures for evi-
dence of what instinctual desires and aversions can reveal concerning natural
values. Rather than identifying the primary objective with pleasure, they pro-
posed self-preservation, finding support for that proposal in a survey of animal
behavior from the moment of birth. An inverted tortoise struggles to regain its
upright position, fledglings flutter their wings, and so forth. On the basis of such
evidence, the Stoics concluded that animals are born with an elementary sense of
their specific identity. This furnishes them with the desire to live accordingly,
desiring what will preserve them and avoiding the opposite. Stoics did not deny
that creatures enjoy pleasure and dislike pain, but in their theory such experi-
ences are subordinate to self-preservative drives. This survey of animal behavior
led the Stoics to propose that all animals, including young children, naturally
seek after the things that suit their specific ways of life. It was reasonable, then,
to characterize such items as primary valuables.

In Epicureanism it is assumed that pleasure maintains its status as the con-
genital and only per se desirable throughout a person’s life. In Stoicism, by con-
trast, the function of the “cradle” argument is not to settle the essence of goodness
but to establish a foundation for ethics in the notion of self-preservation.
Whatever is conducive to that end, we are to take it, is naturally valuable. Yet
between infancy and maturity the human self undergoes such significant devel-
opment that concomitant changes occur in a person’s understanding of the nat-
ural desirables. One such development, also ascertainable in other animals, is the
emergence of parental instincts. From these instincts the Stoics derived the
human motivation for social life and for other-regarding actions in general.

Still more important for human selfhood in its mature manifestations is the
development of reason. As we reflect on our constitution, including our bodily
organs and senses and our capacities to secure health and avoid danger, we are
presumed to recognize the providential workings of nature. What is natural,
under this perspective, manifests not only utility but also structure and order.
Further, we are presumed to recognize and appreciate that these properties are
also present in our minds as functions of reason and understanding. Ultimately,
so the Stoics claimed, we should come to see that these properties of reason and
understanding are so much superior to everything else that even the primary
valuables cannot compete with the attractions of reason and understanding (see
Cicero, De finibus Bk 3, §§16-21).

In valuing reason, then, Stoics value their selves, or rather, their normative
selves, on the basis of what they take to be essential to mature human nature.
Aristotle had already specified rationality as the distinctively human function,
but he did not regard the perfection of reason as either the only good or as the
only determinant of happiness. The Stoics make both claims. Why so?

Common sense suggests (A): that a healthy life equipped with adequate mate-
rial resources should be preferred to one that lacks these provisions. If, more-
over, the goal of ethics is to specify the necessary and sufficient conditions of
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happiness, it seems reasonable to propose (B): that sickness and impoverishment
detract from happiness. The Stoics count good health and wealth as primary
valuables because they help to preserve our lives. Hence they endorse (A).
However, they reject (B), and so deny that these primary valuables are strictly
good or essential to happiness. Critics from antiquity onwards have complained
of a double standard here. If health as such is naturally “preferable” to sickness,
why is health not “better” and therefore something that a rational agent, com-
mitted to “natural” values, should want in all circumstances and be distressed
about if absent? The Stoic answer to this challenge brings us to the heart of their
system and to its chief significance for the history of ethics.

Everything that accords with nature, they posit, has value, but we need to
distinguish between the contingent benefit of natural valuables such as health or
wealth and the essential benefit of correct reasoning and understanding. The
latter is always beneficial and dependent on nothing outside a person’s mentality
and character. Health or wealth, by contrast, can be misused (i.e. do material
harm to oneself or others), and may not be available. Hence, taking goodness to
signify essential benefit, these things, though naturally valuable, lack goodness.
Correspondingly, ill health or poverty, though contrary to nature in themselves,
will be well used by a perfectly rational agent and therefore not harmful. The
Stoic wise agent will always, given the option, prefer natural valuables to their
opposites, but he will do so not because his happiness depends upon actually
securing health or wealth but because it is rationally appropriate to value these
things and to make good use of them, when given the opportunity. If, on the
other hand, such an agent falls sick or suffers some material loss, reason equips
him to make equally good use of these adverse circumstances and to accept the
fact that such things, given the nature of the world, are bound to occur. In this
way the ideal Stoic lives in agreement with his own nature (as ruled by reason)
and with the world’s nature (the external course of events, which falls outside
one’s control). The virtues that guide his actions are dispositions of how to act
consistently with the knowledge of this system of values.

The Greek Stoics summarized their ethics with the statement: “Only the kalon is
good.” The word kalon can be variously translated: beautiful, noble, or fine are
common renderings, but what the Stoics had in mind is best captured by the Latin
translation honestum, meaning honorable. It makes no sense to call health or
wealth noble or honorable. By confining goodness to the kalon, the Stoics went a
long way towards anticipating Kant’s moral philosophy with its ideas concerning
what is good without qualification, the restriction of such good to rational beings,
and its independence from material well-being and the consequences of action.
Unlike Kant, however, the Stoics maintained that conformity with reason is the
essence not only of the moral life but also of human happiness or welfare, when this
latter is properly understood as entirely equivalent to a virtuous character.

A further affinity to Kant is evident in the Stoics’ analysis of “appropriate”
actions, exemplified by caring for parents, siblings, and friends, or honoring one’s
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country. These are actions that reason prompts people to perform, but they only
count as excellent when performed on the basis of a virtuous character, and
without reference to their outcome. Appropriate actions typically aim at secur-
ing for oneself or other people the natural valuables, which, though always prima
facie preferred objectives, are never counted as essential constituents of happiness.
Stoic ethics, then, lays all its emphasis on goodness of intention as distinct from
consequences, and relegates successful outcomes to the status of indifference.

Here, however, a deep problem arises. Stoic parents will do everything possi-
ble to secure their children’s welfare, but if a child dies their system of values
requires them to accept this occurrence without grief or diminution of happi-
ness. Grief is not a justified emotion because it involves the false judgment, from
the Stoic point of view, that one has experienced something harmful. Indeed,
emotions as generally understood, including anger, fear, and desire, are taken to
be indications of an imperfect character because they involve the false judgments
that external and indifferent things are actually bad (harmful) or good (beneficial).
In place of such emotions the ideal Stoic experiences “rational affects” typified
by joy, well-wishing, and caution. These mental states are marks of a mentality
that never allows itself to be mastered by external circumstances.

By distinguishing, as they did, between material valuables and the goodness of
right action or virtue, and by treating the latter as a special kind of value, the
Stoics come closer than any other ancient philosophers to the Kantian idea of a
good that is purely moral. But as proponents of happiness as the supreme good,
they face objections that Kant avoids thanks to his sharp distinction between
actions performed solely from duty and actions done from desire for happiness.
Is it plausible, though, to think with Kant that human beings are capable of
motivations that totally bracket the way they perceive their interests? Not so,
according to the Roman Stoic Epictetus, who said:

If I am there where my volition is, thus and only thus shall I be the
friend and son and father that I should be. For this will then be
my interest — to preserve my integrity ... and to preserve my human
relationships. But if I place myself in one scale and the honorable
in another, then the doctrine of Epicurus wins, which states that the
honorable is either nothing at all or only reputable opinion.

(Discourses Bk 2, ch. 22, §20, see Long 2002: 199)

The idea that moral goodness is supremely in one’s interests had already been
advanced by Plato and Aristotle. Yet neither these philosophers nor their later
ancient successors went along with the Stoics in proposing that virtue on its own
is sufficient to ensure complete happiness, no matter what one’s material cir-
cumstances may be. Stoic theory even maintained that there are no degrees of
virtue or happiness and that everyone who is not virtuous is equally defective
and unhappy. Rather than trying to mitigate such paradoxes, we should view
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them as a sign of the school’s absolutism, which is vividly illustrated by its
doubts of whether any human being had ever fully achieved Stoic wisdom. Stoic
ethics, then, is not an account of people’s actual moral language and beliefs, but
a theory of what a human life governed by perfect rationality would be like. To
the charge of their setting the bar too high, Stoic philosophers gave robust
responses by emphasizing the practicality of trying to progress towards their
perfect model. To cite Epictetus again: “It is impossible to be free from error.
What is possible is to be constantly on the alert with a view to not erring; for we

should be content if we avoid a few errors by never relaxing our attention to this
objective” (Discourses Bk 2, ch. 12, §19, see Long 2002: 33).

See also Socrates and Plato (Chapter 3); Aristotle (Chapter 4); Ethics and reason
(Chapter 9); Kant (Chapter 14); Consequentialism (Chapter 37); Virtue ethics
(Chapter 40); Welfare (Chapter 54); Ideals of perfection (Chapter 55).

References

Long, A. A. (2002) Epictetus: A Stoic and Socratic Guide to Life, Oxford: Oxford University
Press.

Long, A. A. and Sedley, D. N. (1987) The Hellenistic Philosophers, vol. 2: Greek and Latin Texts
with Notes and Bibliography, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Lucretius (1994) On the Nature of the Universe, trans. R. E. Latham, London: Penguin Books.

Further reading

Algra, K. A., Barnes. J., Mansfeld J. and Schofield, M. (eds) (1999) The Cambridge History of
Hellenistic Philosophy, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Annas, J. A. (1993) The Morality of Happiness, Oxford and New York: Oxford University
Press.

Long, A. A. (1986) Hellenistic Philosophy: Stoics, Epicureans, Sceptics, Berkeley and Los Angeles:
University of California Press.

62



6
THE ARABIC TRADITION

Peter Adamson

Texts of various kinds belong to the history of ethics in the Islamic world. A
widely cast net could take in ideas from the Koran itself, reports about the say-
ings and deeds of the Prophet, jurisprudential literature, books of religious gui-
dance like al-Ghazali’s Revival of the Religious Sciences, and speculative theology or
kalam. To give a couple of examples from this last area, the two kalam schools
known as the Mu'‘tazilites and Ash‘arites clashed over what would nowadays be
called the “divine command” theory of ethics, defended by the Ash‘arites, and
over Mu'‘tazilite claims about the conditions under which an agent can be con-
sidered morally responsible. In particular, they claimed that agents must have
power over their actions in order to be justly punished for those actions by God.
These and other issues have been covered in more comprehensive studies of
ethics in Islam (especially Fakhry 1994). But for reasons of space and continuity
with the previous chapters in this volume, I will focus on the ethical reflections
of those who practiced falsafa, which as the name implies was the direct appro-
priation of and response to Greek philosophia in Arabic.

This may seem an unpromising approach, given that falsafa is not particularly
known for its contributions to ethics. For instance, Avicenna (d. 1037) was the
greatest Muslim philosopher, and had an incalculable influence on later philo-
sophers of all three faiths, in Arabic, Hebrew and Latin. Yet, while it would be an
exaggeration to say that Avicenna wrote nothing about ethics, his main contribu-
tions were in areas like logic and metaphysics. In general, the most prominent
debates in the Arabic philosophical tradition concern such issues as proofs of God’s
existence, the eternity of the world, and the nature of intellect. To the extent that
practical philosophy comes to the fore, the main topics are the ideal political ruler
and the relation of religious practice to demonstrative philosophical understanding.
These problems aren’t exactly “ethical.” Often they are discussed under the rubric
of “political” philosophy, but even this concept is usually applied to only a small
number of Muslim authors, especially al-Farabi (d. 950) and Averroes (d. 1198).

Of course these generalizations admit of exceptions, and one notable excep-
tion is the production of a large number of ethical works during the formative
period of philosophy in Arabic, prior to Avicenna. It is on this fertile period of
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ethical reflection that I will focus here, even though there are also major ethical
thinkers from later periods (for instance Fakhr al-Din al-Razi, on whom see
Shihadeh 2006; for a broader treatment of Greek-inspired ethics in Arabic, see
Gutas 1990). I will also focus mostly on Muslim thinkers, even though a great
deal of medieval Jewish philosophy was written in Arabic, the lingua franca of
the Muslim empire. The period I will discuss here includes the work of Saadia Gaon
(d. 942), whose work takes in ethical themes. A comprehensive survey of ethics
in Arabic would include him and, indeed, the whole history of philosophical
ethics among Jews. I will not attempt to sketch this history here, but it is worth
emphasizing that the authors discussed below worked alongside and sometimes
in collaboration with Christians and Jews. A case in point is the one non-Muslim
author I will discuss, the Christian Yahya ibn ‘Adi (d. 974). As we will see,
interfaith disputation played a role in his writings on ethics, and his collaboration
with Muslim colleagues helps to put the controversy in context.

The earliest philosopher I will mention is al-Kindi (d. c. 870), who was the first
to present himself as a “philosopher [faylasiif]” writing in Arabic. He wrote an
extensive body of works on practical philosophy, but these are mostly lost,
which leaves us with a few distinctively “ethical” works. The best-known and
most influential of these is On Dispelling Sadness (Ritter and Walzer 1938; see
Adamson 2007a: Ch. 6). We have numerous works touching on ethical topics by
al-Farabi, which as mentioned above often place ethics within a political context.
Al-Farabi also wrote a commentary on Aristotle’s Ethics, but this is lost. His
student Yahya ibn ‘Adi authored a work called Refinement of Character (Tahdhib
al-Akhlag, ed., trans. Griffith 2002). The same title was used by Miskawayh (d.
1030). His Refinement provides a remarkable synthesis of themes from both
Greek texts which he knew in translation, and from previous authors who wrote
in Arabic (Miskawayh 1966, trans. Zurayk 1968). For example, Miskawayh’s
Refinement ends with a long quotation from al-Kindi’s On Dispelling Sadness. A
final author to be treated here is Abi Bakr al-Rizi, a great doctor and defender
of several notorious philosophical theses, not least his alleged denial that certain
humans are singled out to receive a revelation from God. The two extant philo-
sophical works of al-Razi are both on ethics: the Spiritual Medicine (trans.
Arberry 1950) and the Philosophical Way of Life (trans. McGinnis and Reisman
2007; both works ed. in al-Razi 1939).

In ethics as in other areas of philosophy, the main authority for most of these
thinkers was Aristotle. His Nicomachean Ethics was translated into Arabic with
substantial alterations such as an extra “seventh book” (see Akasoy and Fidora
2005). Greek commentaries on Aristotle were also important: for instance,
Miskawayh was able to consult Porphyry’s lost commentary on the Ethics. Plato’s
influence was important too, though there were few if any complete translations
of any Platonic dialogue. He was mostly known indirectly, through what
was probably Galen’s paraphrase version of the Laws and reports on such works

as the Republic and Symposium (see Rosenthal 1940; Gutas 1988). Galen himself
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was extremely influential in ethics, which may surprise readers who associate
him exclusively with medicine. His work on “treating” the passions of the soul
became an important model for several of our authors, as we will see below.

Intellectualism and “pre-philosophical” ethics

In part because the Arabic reception of Aristotle was filtered through the Greek
Neoplatonic tradition, there is a strong tendency towards intellectualism in
Arabic ethical works. One form of intellectualism is inspired by Plato’s doctrine
of the tripartite soul, according to which humans have rational, spirited, and
appetitive aspects. These are called “parts” or sometimes even distinct “souls”
(Ibn ‘Adi discusses this terminology explicitly: Grifith 2002: Pt 2, §1). As in the
Republic, to be virtuous is to have one’s reason “ruling” one’s soul. Our authors
frequently use a version of Aristotle’s “function argument” to motivate this
Platonic thought. Since reason is the faculty which is distinctive to humans, the
excellent human is one whose reason is fully developed and in charge of the
entire soul, whereas the base human has fallen to the level of an animal. Indeed
the lower two soul faculties, especially the appetitive, are often called “bestial.”
This is related to a common conflation of Plato’s tripartite soul with Aristotle’s
threefold distinction between the rational, sensitive and vegetative faculties, since
animals possess only the lower two faculties. Also Aristotelian is the idea that
excellence with respect to our distinctive human function will constitute “hap-
piness” for humans. The Arabic texts are squarely within the “eudaimonistic”
tradition which sees ethics as the study of how humans can be happy. As with
Aristotle, virtue comes into the story simply because it turns out that the excel-
lent, and hence happy, human is the virtuous human.

But what does it mean to say that virtue is the rule of reason over spirit
and appetite! Since our authors again follow Aristotle in dividing reason and
philosophy into “theoretical (nazari)” and “practical (‘amali)” sides, it would
seem that the perfection of reason must involve both theoretical and practical
philosophy. Two questions now arise: first, what falls on the “practical” side of
this divide, and second, how does the perfection of practical rationality translate
into virtuous action? The first question is answered differently by different
authors. Al-Farabi says in numerous works that practical philosophy deals with
those subjects which have a bearing on action, while theoretical philosophy
deals with whatever is unrelated to action. But al-Razi distinguishes philosophy
into “knowledge” and “action” (‘ilm and ‘amal) and seems to put abstract reflec-
tion on ethical subjects into the former class. He even says that his authorship of
the Philosophical Way of Life is a proof of his own competence in ‘ilm (al-Razi 1939:
108). It would seem that for him the “practical” part of philosophy involves only
the actions themselves, and not grasping the ethical principles which are put into
practice.
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The more typical view, though, is that of al-Farabi, so that our second ques-
tion can be put more sharply as follows: When we grasp principles of practical
reasoning, how are these then deployed in virtuous action? This is, notoriously, a
difficult issue already in Plato and Aristotle, and it is no different in the Arabic
tradition. On the one hand, al-Farabi has a strikingly optimistic view of ethics as
a science, and unlike most Aristotelians thinks that ethics can be demonstrative
(see Druart 1996a). On the other, he and other authors are emphatic in saying
that knowledge of the good does not guarantee virtue. In fact al-Farabi contrasts
someone who has all the right philosophical beliefs but acts badly to someone
who lacks those beliefs but acts well, and claims that the latter man is closer to
being a true “philosopher” (al-Farabi 1961: §93; ed. al-Farabi 1993: §98). The
Socratic view that knowledge of the good is sufficient for virtuous action loses
out in the Arabic tradition to the Aristotelian idea that habituation and practice
are vital for achieving practical virtue. When Ibn ‘Adi and Miskawayh write
about “refining one’s character,” they have in mind mostly this sort of habitua-
tion, and not the study of universal ethical precepts.

Caution is needed here, though: several of our authors do seem to think that
virtue is largely a matter of grasping universal truths, and that it is relatively
straightforward to apply them to particular cases. In al-Farabi this is the role of
practical wisdom (ta‘aqqul, which renders the Greek phronésis). But all our
authors give a central role to the closely allied function of rawiyya, “deliberation.”
There seems to be little danger that we will deliberate badly, unless the lower
faculties or souls hinder our practical reasoning. Thus the role of habituation and
training is not so much to develop a context-sensitive kind of ethical “perception,”
as in some readings of Aristotle, as to gradually weaken the lower soul and
strengthen the rational soul. The reason these works advise us on the process of
habituation rather than laying out universal principles may be that, although a
universal ethical science is possible, the works in question are not attempting to
lay out such a science. Rather, as Thérése-Anne Druart has suggested, these texts
might best be understood as “pre-philosophical ethics” (she has defended this
interpretation for works by al-Kindi, al-Farabi, and al-Rizi: see respectively
Druart 1993, 1996a, 1997). Certainly this is true of, for instance, al-Farabi’s Directing
Attention to the Way of Happiness (trans. McGinnis and Reisman 2007), which
tells us that it is to be read before the logical works which form the first part of
al-Farabi’s philosophical curriculum. Yet it is often unclear how much philoso-
phical “theory” is presupposed by our authors when they write about ethics. For
instance, al-Kindi’s On Dispelling Sadness consists largely of persuasive exhortation
by means of anecdotes and practical “devices” that could benefit even a philoso-
phical neophyte. But it opens by dismissing the value of physical things, and
affirming that only intelligibles are truly valuable. It is unclear why a neophyte
reader would accept this — or even accept that there are intelligible objects to be
valued. And a reader who does not will have no obvious motivation for follow-
ing the advice given in the rest of the work (see Adamson 2007a: Ch. 6).
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Asceticism

This brings us to another form of intellectualism, which has to do not with the
psychology of virtue, but with the objects valued by the virtuous person. The
idea is that things in the physical world are to be devalued in favor of intelligible
objects. In its extreme form this sort of intellectualism amounts to a rigorous
asceticism. Asceticism is a frequent topic in our texts. Most famously, al-Razi’s
Philosophical Way of Life is a response to detractors who accuse him of failing to
imitate his “Imam” Socrates by not adhering to an ascetic lifestyle. Here it is
important to realize that in Arabic literature Socrates is often conflated with
Diogenes the Cynic — so that we get stories about him living in a barrel and
delivering cutting put-downs to passers-by (see Alon 1991; Strohmaier 1974;
and on Greek “wisdom literature” more generally, Gutas 1981). This version of
Socrates appears in al-Kind1's collection of sayings about him, which contains
material repeated in On Dispelling Sadness. But al-Razi claims that Socrates
abandoned asceticism as he grew older, and adopted the path of moderation
instead. This echoes an ancient debate. The ancient Stoics and Cynics both took
Socrates as a philosophical paradigm, but whereas the Cynics adopted a rigorous
asceticism, the Stoics had a more moderate view according to which only virtue
is truly valuable in itself, but physical or “external” goods are rationally choice-
worthy as “preferred indifferents.”

We find a range of positions on this issue in Arabic ethics. As we just saw, al-
Kindi is emphatic that only intelligible objects are worth valuing, because
they are invulnerable from change or destruction. In this he is followed by
Miskawayh, especially in his Shorter Healing (see Adamson 2007b). But they
could still accept the Stoic position, where one accepts external goods like
wealth so long as one realizes their lack of intrinsic value. As al-Kindi says, one
should welcome them as a king welcomes guests, enjoying their presence but not
regretting their absence. A roughly similar view can be found in al-Razi, who
supports the life of moderation with his theory of pleasure (see Adamson 2008).
Taking up a view that goes back to Plato, he argues that pleasure occurs only
when some deficiency in us is restored to a ‘“natural state” of balance. For
instance, if one is insufliciently moist, one will take pleasure in drinking. Because
of this, pleasure is not intrinsically good, but merely the removal of a harmful
state as one returns to a ‘“neutral” state which is neither pleasant nor painful. On
the other hand, for the same reason there is no reason to avoid pleasures, so long
as they do not themselves inflict some further harm (as one might do if one
restored moisture by getting drunk). This seems to be the theoretical basis for
the moderate lifestyle recommended in al-Razi’s Philosophical Way of Life.

Among our other authors, Ibn ‘Adi has the most ambivalent relationship to
asceticism. On the one hand, his Refinement mostly recommends the life of
moderation implied by Aristotle’s doctrine of the mean. Thus when he comes to
address the virtue of “abstinence [‘iffal,” Ibn ‘Adi says that it is “the soul’s
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control of the appetites, and the constraint of them to be satisfied with what
furnishes the body with the means of subsistence and preserves its health, and
no more,” adding in an Aristotelian spirit that desires should be indulged “in a
measured way [‘ala l-qadr]” (Grifith 2002: Pt 3, §2). On the other hand, Ibn ‘Adi
wrote a separate work on the topic of ‘iffa, here specifically referring to absti-
nence from sex (see Mistrih 1981; Griffith 2006; Druart 2008). He defends the life
of chastity on the basis that, even if sex is not intrinsically bad, it is a distraction
from the pursuit of happiness; for happiness lies ultimately in the perfection of
our intellect. Here, intellectualism apparently becomes the enemy of a life of
moderation and the ally of asceticism. Part of the reason for this is that Ibn ‘Adi
is defending a Christian position against an unnamed opponent who is most
likely Muslim — during this period, Muslims were frequently critical of the
Christian ideal of chastity.

But there is also a philosophical rationale for Ibn ‘Adf’s position. He says that
while chastity is defensible for some, it is not obligatory for all. Some are called
to an ascetic lifestyle, and are admirable for that lifestyle, but this does not mean
that those who engage in sex are vicious (after all, as he admits, the propagation
of the human race depends on the fact that most people are not chaste). If we
extrapolate from this discussion of sexuality, we might suppose that Ibn ‘Adi
would endorse a “monastic” lifestyle of social isolation for those with the best,
most intellectual natures. But he could accept that some people attain happiness
by less radical means. Such a differentiated view is indeed implied also in his
Refinement, which frequently states that a given character trait is appropriate for
some people, but not for others (for instance, “love of splendor” is good for
kings, but bad for monks, Griffith 2002: Pt 3, §43).

Thus we might speak of a “two-level” ethics, according to which some spurn
pleasures and physical goods in favor of the theoretical life, while others lead a
life of moderation and practical virtue. Both groups are virtuous, even if the
former are superior. This can be seen as a reaction to tensions already present in
the Greek tradition. In particular, it’s frequently wondered how Aristotle meant
the theoretical life praised in Ethics Book 10 to relate to the life of virtuous
practical engagement. Does the truly virtuous life include both kinds of excel-
lence? For Ibn ‘Adi, the answer would seem to be that the two lives are indeed
incompatible, and that the theoretical life is better, even if both lives are vit-
tuous. A similar view is endorsed by Miskawayh, who in the third section of his
Refinement distinguishes between two levels of happiness, which correspond to
the two aspects of human nature: material body and immaterial soul. Earlier in
the Refinement he has rejected asceticism (Zurayk 1966: 29-30), and here we see
why. So long as we are still in our bodily state, one should live a life of mod-
eration. But this is not true, perfect happiness — for the same reasons mentioned
by al-Kindi, regarding the vulnerability of goods in the physical world. Perfect
happiness is achieved only in the afterlife, when our existence will be purely
intellective, because the rational soul will survive while the lower parts of the

68



THE ARABIC TRADITION

soul die with the body. Al-Kindi shares this view, as can be seen not only from
On Dispelling Sadness but also from his Discourse on the Soul, which ascribes to
several ancient philosophers an opposition between the rational soul and the
lower souls, and speaks of the freedom the soul will achieve upon death,
when it goes to “the world of the intellect” to dwell in the “light of the Creator.”
Even during this life, we should seek to free ourselves from the body insofar as
is possible.

Spiritual medicine

This idea that perfect happiness is attained by freeing the soul from the body is a
Neoplatonic inheritance, so it is unsurprising that it is found in the most Neo-
platonic of our authors, al-Kindi and Miskawayh. But al-Razi, too, emphasizes
the bliss that can be achieved in the afterlife if one pleases God during one’s
earthly life. He also explicitly ascribes to Plato the view that the disembodied life
is perfectly happy (see al-Razi 1939: 30). In all three authors, a favorable depic-
tion of the afterlife is in part designed to forestall the fear of death, which is one
of the greatest potential sources of unhappiness for man. They emphasize that
this is an irrational fear, arguing, for instance, that only pain is fearful and there
can be no pain without the body (a point emphasized especially by al-Rizi), or
that since mankind is essentially mortal, to wish that one is immortal is inco-
herent (an argument used by both al-Kindi and Miskawayh). Al-Razi also goes to
the trouble of providing arguments against the fear of death that could be
accepted even by someone who does not believe in the afterlife. These argu-
ments, tailored to the needs of the recipient, illustrate the therapeutic approach
adopted by our philosophers when they discuss fear, sorrow and vice. These are
taken to be sicknesses of soul, which can be cured much as medicine cures
sicknesses of body. The parallel between medicine and ethics is perhaps
most obvious in al-Razi, whose main ethical treatise is after all entitled Spiritual
Medicine. But the point holds for all our authors.

Again, there is Greek precedent for this “medical” way of seeing ethics. We
can go back at least as far as Plato, who at Charmides (156—7) has Socrates speak
of Thracian doctors who believe one should not cure the body without also
curing the soul. But the chief Greek model for this approach is Galen. There
were translations of his treatise on the passions of the soul and another treatise
on ethics which in Arabic is labeled as dealing with “character traits [al-akhlaq],”
as in the title Tahdhib al-Akhlag used by both Ibn ‘Adi and Miskawayh (on
Galen’s work see Walzer 1949 and Mattock 1972). Galen is a direct source for
much of al-Razi’s Spiritual Medicine. In one case, for instance, he recommends
having friends itemize one’s shortcomings, so that one knows the areas in which
one needs to improve. This bit of advice is rejected by Miskawayh, on the basis
that enemies would be at least as good for the job as friends. He goes on to

69



PETER ADAMSON

quote what he sees as a superior method from al-Kindi, which focuses instead on
self-criticism. Still, Miskawayh embraces the broader Galenic project of “curing”
one’s psychological ills as a way of achieving happiness.

Indeed, it would be fair to say that al-Kindi’s Dispelling Sadness, al-Razi’s Spiri-
tual Medicine and Miskawayh’s Refinement all present eliminating psychological
ills — which means subduing the non-rational appetites — as the primary way of
attaining happiness. Like Galen, they emphasize the importance of diagnosing
natural temperament (e.g. whether one is prone to passivity or anger) and the
importance of training, which plays a role analogous to diet and physical exer-
cise. Again, one might hypothesize that their prescriptions deal with the elim-
ination of vice, rather than the cultivation of wisdom, not because that is all
there is to ethics but because these works are pre-philosophical. The project is to
prepare one’s soul to seek wisdom, rather than to confer that wisdom. This goes
hand-in-hand with the “two-level” ethics we have observed in Ibn ‘Adi and
Miskawayh. The “medical” ethical project, perhaps, will suffice to bring us to
earthly or bodily happiness, whereas the more perfect intellective happiness is
achieved only through philosophy.

Al-Farabi agrees that medicine is a good model for ethical instruction and
training: this is a leitmotif in his ethical works. But he carries the idea further by
putting the medical model to work in a political context. For him, the perfect
ruler is analogous to a doctor, who prescribes laws the way that the doctor pre-
scribes remedies. This analogy dominates the Aphorisms (Fusil Muntaza‘a), a
work which claims to collect passages from ancient authors “about the way one
must govern cities and make them live, and improve the way of life of their
people and direct them towards happiness” (trans. al-Farabi 1961; ed. al-Farabi
1993 [note that the section numbers in these two versions are not identical]).
Here it is significant that al-Farabi has chosen the title Aphorisms (Fusiil) for his
work: this is an allusion to the medical Aphorisms of Hippocrates. The first sec-
tion duly describes virtue as the health of the soul. Al-Farabi goes on to expound
what seems to be Aristotle’s doctrine of the mean, using the idea of a balance of
humors in the body: the goal of the ruler is to confer “a balanced character
[i‘tidal al-akhlaq]” on his subjects (al-Fardbi 1993: §3). He compares the city to a
body which needs to be treated holistically (§25-6), an analogy that appears in
other works as well (e.g. al-Farabi 1985: §15, 4, which compares the ruler to the
“heart” of the body of the city).

All this might seem to leave ethics behind and move into “political philoso-
phy,” but this appearance is somewhat misleading. For one thing, al-Farabi fol-
lows Aristotle in seeing the ethical and the political as two aspects of a single
discipline. He says therefore that someone who can only make himself virtuous,
but not bestow virtue on others, has a “deficient political art” (al-Farabi 1993:
§27). The capacity for political rule is the ultimate exercise of the capacity for
practical reasoning, so that political rule becomes part of the ruler’s own
happiness — as we saw above, happiness consists in the realization of both the
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theoretical and the practical intellect (see al-Farabi 1993: §53, 1964: §55). This
would constitute al-Farabi’s answer to the Platonic puzzle of why the philosopher
would “return to the cave” and consent to rule his fellow citizens: a fully realized
practical intellect involves not only being perfect in one’s own actions, but also
perfecting the actions of others. Thus the best ruler is the same person as the
philosopher, that is, a philosopher who has the ability to put his knowledge into
practice in the context of a city (see e.g. Attainment of Happiness, in al-Farabi
1962: §57, 1985: §15, 10-11).

Al-Farabi’s further pronouncements on the subject of political rule concern
themselves not with detailed proposals for how to run a city — such as we find in
Plato’s Republic or Laws — but with the qualities possessed by the perfect ruler
and the second-best strategies that need to be adopted in cities where no such
ruler is available (see Gutas 2004). So in this sense too his focus remains ethical,
insofar as he wants to describe the conditions under which citizens achieve good
states of character and, thus, happiness. In yet another use of the medical ana-
logy, he compares the different kinds of cities to the different sorts of climate,
which respectively have an effect on one’s ethical dispositions and one’s bodily
temperament (al-Farabi 1993: §92). The happiness ultimately in view here is, as in
our other authors, to be had in the afterlife. Al-Farabi thus cites the ancients’
calling the attainment of virtue in this life our “first perfection,”
sedness in the afterlife our ‘“utmost perfection” (§28).

and our bles-

Religion

In conclusion, a few words about how these ethical writings relate to the reli-
gious faiths of their authors. We have already seen that the Christian commit-
ment to the value of chastity gave rise to a work by Ibn ‘Adi on that topic. But it
is perhaps more telling that his better-known and more general Refinement bears
no obvious traces of Christian authorship. Only rarely do our authors appeal
explicitly to religious teachings in defending their ethical theories. Some of the
ideas that may seem “religious” to us in fact cut across confessional divides, and
can even be seen as part of the inheritance of Greek pagan philosophy. For
instance, the claim that perfect happiness is found only in the afterlife is often
defended not with reference to any revealed text, but as the result of a Platonist
theory on the nature of the soul and the malign influence of the body. Equally,
though, authors like al-Kindi and Miskawayh would be keen to stress the agree-
ment between Islam and this originally pagan Greek theory.

Ironically, among our authors the one who gets closest to a religious founda-
tion for ethics is al-Razi, who is renowned for his skeptical critique of prophecy.
In light of this critique it is usually thought that he is at best nominally a
Muslim. But he is the only one of our authors to suggest that certain actions are
choiceworthy precisely because they are preferred by God, or imitate God’s
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generosity. For example, he argues for benign treatment of other humans and
animals on the basis that God hates pain and suffering (al-Razi 1939: 103). He
also says at the end of his Spiritual Medicine that one need not fear death so
long as one has followed ‘“the true law (shari‘a)”’; indeed one can even expect
forgiveness if one errs, since God is merciful (al-Razi 1939: 95-6). Though this
reference to the true law has been taken to be a coded allusion to philosophy
(Druart 1996b: 255), I think it is more likely that al-Razi is endorsing the ethical
prescriptions of Islam and perhaps other religions.

By contrast, al-Farabi does leave room in his practical philosophy for revela-
tion: prophecy is the final requirement placed on the ideal ruler. But revelation is
not required for the ruler to grasp the good. As we’ve already seen, al-Farabi’s
ideal ruler does this by means of a perfected intellect, and it is never claimed that
the ruler achieves this perfection by supernatural means. Rather, the purpose of
prophecy is that the ruler may convey the truths he understands to his fellow
citizens, in a way that they will find persuasive (see his Book of Religion, trans. in
al-Farabi 1981). In his discussions of religion, al-Farabi clearly has Islam specifi-
cally in mind. For instance, he explains the role of jurisprudence (figh) in inter-
preting and extrapolating from the teachings of the ideal ruler. But in a strikingly
pluralist move, he also allows for a multiplicity of “virtuous religions” which
could be handed down as prophecies by a multiplicity of ideal rulers — their theo-
retical knowledge will always be the same, but their revealed religions will be tai-
lored to the needs of their different citizens. Again, the medical analogy is relevant
here: the doctor similarly tailors his prescriptions to the needs of each patient.

It should be stressed that al-Farabi is unusual in subordinating religion to
philosophy in this way. He is followed by Averroes (d. 1198) in the latter’s
Decisive Treatise (trans. in McGinnis and Reisman 2007). More typical is a com-
mitment to the agreement between philosophical ethics and religion, without
necessarily broaching the question of which is ultimately charged with deter-
mining the truth. For instance, Miskawayh’s Refinement occasionally makes room
for shari‘a within its fundamentally falsafa-based ethics, as when he says that the
law is what reforms the character of the young (Zurayk 1966: 35). Ibn ‘Adi’s
treatment of chastity provides another example. Even if he is trying to defend a
specifically Christian position, he does so by appealing to an intellectualism that
could be, and was, accepted by Muslims.

This is not to say, of course, that our authors would have nothing to con-
tribute to debates that raged within Islamic theology. Consider the examples
cited at the beginning of this chapter: the divine command theory of ethics and
the relation of free will to moral responsibility. As we just saw, al-Razi is the
only one to flirt with something like a divine command theory. But even in his
case, the operative notion is actually the imitation of God — which goes back to
the Greek tradition, ultimately to Plato’s Theaetetus (see Sedley 1999). As for
free will, al-Farabi mentions frequently that the domain of ethics is actions that
are subject to choice (ikhtiyar), and both he and Ibn ‘Adi defend the reality of
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choice and genuine possibility in response to kalam authors (see Adamson 2010).
Such examples show that our authors were aware of theological controversy. But
they did not engage in it directly. Rather, they explored ethics within falsafa, an
enterprise common to Muslims, Christians and Jews and continuous with the
Greek tradition, even if that tradition was rethought to accommodate religious
concepts like chastity, divine will and revelation.

See also Socrates and Plato (Chapter 3); Aristotle (Chapter 4); Later ancient

ethics (Chapter 5); Ethics and reason (Chapter 9); Freedom and responsibility
(Chapter 23); Virtue ethics (Chapter 40).
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7
EARLY MODERN
NATURAL LAW

Knud Haakonssen

Early modern versus modern natural law

In contemporary parlance, “natural law” most commonly refers to a core doctrine
of the Catholic Church and its educational institutions, according to which God
has imbued nature, including human nature, with certain fundamental values or
purposes which humanity can understand and which are consonant with the
values taught by the Christian revelation. (See Contemporary natural law theory
[Chapter 42].) The most important Catholic articulation of this idea is ascribed
to the great thirteenth-century philosopher Thomas Aquinas, and accordingly it
is known as “Thomistic” natural law. In modern philosophical ethics and philoso-
phy of law, “natural law” refers to the more general idea that there is a “higher”
norm, or law, that is not the work of human action, such as legislation, and by means
of which the latter can be assessed, indeed, has to be assessed in order to be
considered “valid” law. In other words, naturally given law is distinguished from
“positive” law that is made (posited) by human authorities.

Whatever their contemporary philosophical significance, these neat doctrines
have at best very limited relevance for understanding natural law ideas in the
early modern period, from the Reformation to the end of the Enlightenment
period in the late eighteenth or early nineteenth century. In fact, the tendency to
bring our own concepts to bear upon the past has in this case, as in many others,
played havoc with the appreciation of an important phase in the history of
ethics. In post-Reformation Protestant countries, especially those in whose uni-
versities natural law had been transferred from the theology to the law and phi-
losophy faculties, a form of natural law emerged whose main concern was with
peace and sociability under civil government rather than with divine law. This
aroused significant hostility in Catholic countries and universities and led to a
certain wariness of a subject that might be seen as distinctive for Protestant cul-
ture. It was only with the so-called Catholic revival in the late nineteenth century
that Thomistic natural law doctrine was invigorated to become the prominent
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flagship for Catholic moral engagement that it has been during the twentieth and
twenty-first centuries. Furthermore, the general philosophical idea of a natural
law as the master norm and test of legal validity cannot be clearly and uniformly
applied to characterize early modern thinking on the subject, especially in Pro-
testant states where the “new” natural law tended to converge with positive civil law.
In fact, this idea of a “higher” natural law has been one of the major stumbling
blocks for our understanding of significant thinkers of the period in question.

The problem here, as so often in the history of ideas, is the tendency to
assume that there is a core meaning of central concepts, such as natural law, and
that we can trace the occurrences of these ideas in the course of history.
Whether or not this ever makes sense is outside the present brief. This chapter
is concerned to show, however, that natural law ideas in the early modern period
can best be understood as a string of intellectual episodes that may be said to
have varying degrees of family resemblance when they are considered as an
intellectual and literary genre and an institutionalized resource for education,
public debate and policy-making in quite different contexts. This amorphous
character of natural law ideas does not detract from their significance, though
that significance may be different from what is commonly expected.

The formation of early modern natural law

Modern developments in economics, politics and religion all had a formative
influence on natural law theories. The growth of domestic trade between country
and city, of European trade and, most dramatically, of transoceanic trade and
colonialism all required an ever greater ability to deal with other people outside
one’s cultural, moral and, often, political and religious community who yet had
status as personal agents. What is more, such persons often had to be dealt with
collectively as artificial persons in the form of merchant houses, trading companies,
city corporations, overseas tribes, etc. To these purposes the abstract juridical
person, characterized in terms of ownership-relations with the natural world and
contractual relations with each other, was well suited. Similarly, the gradual
emergence of the territorial state with a centralized system of government and
administration was accompanied by an obvious tendency to conduct its business by
means of rules rather than personal relations. This was desired not least because
so few European states were based on ethnic nationality, most being conglom-
erates of different peoples, sometimes very different. Another political circum-
stance that nourished the idea of a natural law was the need for a law of nations,
often closely associated with the growth in international trade and associated conflicts.
Last, but not least, with the Reformation Europe was divided into several Christian
confessions, not only between countries, but in many cases within existing states.
The ensuing relentless warfare underlined more than anything the need for some
sort of moral-legal theory that was not dependent upon religious confession.
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However, it is important to appreciate that such theorizing was itself seen as, and
hence became, a sectarian religious-political tool, which has to be understood as
much in that perspective as in terms of its universalist claims.

During the two and a half, or nearly three, centuries we are dealing with, these
factors obviously changed dramatically, but they indicate the demands that early
modern theorists of natural law had to meet. To do so, these theorists invoked a
wide range of intellectual means. Fundamental was Roman law with the com-
mentaries on it that had been made over many centuries, and this was buttressed
with ancient history and other classical literature. It should here be pointed out
that the early Protestant lawyers were also humanist scholars who brought the
full panoply of classical and textual learning to bear upon the law. Closely asso-
ciated with Roman civil law was the moral and legal philosophy of scholasticism,
especially in the Aristotelian form whose doctrine of man’s rational and sociable
essence would play a role in the early Protestant natural law of Hugo Grotius
and keep recurring much later. Ancient history was increasingly supplemented
by modern, and, not least, by the growing information (in many genres) about
non-European cultures. Over time, the historical and ethnographic under-
standing of humanity fed into the Enlightenment’s anthropological theories of
human nature, so that natural law theories often became seedbeds for the more
specialized explanations of human nature and its behavior that we see in retro-
spect as proto-social sciences: political economy, demography, linguistics, social
psychology, and others.

By these and similar means, thinkers tried to assemble a body of law that
could be said to belong to humanity as such and which might be substantial
enough to provide guidance in solving the problems in economic, political,
international and religious matters that we indicated earlier. However, these
ambitions were of course not philosophically or theologically neutral, and Pro-
testant natural law was in fact characterized by quite fundamental divisions that
were fought over with considerable vehemence. Most fundamental, at least at the
time, was the question how the kind of historical and comparative method out-
lined above could have any authority, for it relied on human nature as it was
after the Fall of Adam and Eve, i.e. on the sinful and changeable humanity of
common experience, not on any transcendent moral essence. Orthodox scho-
lastic theologians of various stripes, but not least Catholics and Lutherans during
the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, argued that the law of nature had
to be derived from human nature in the pristine form presented in scripture and
still present in mankind’s rational nature or essence. This tended to make nat-
ural law into a political weapon rather than a means of resolving conflict, and
much of the criticism of orthodox natural law consisted in pointing this out,
especially by highlighting the difficulties and dangers in relying upon scriptural
authority or metaphysics in worldly matters, an issue we will return to.

Another problem in the humanist approach to the search for natural law was
that this method, of course, often seemed to yield the exact opposite of what
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natural lawyers aimed at. From Montaigne in the late sixteenth century, through
Pierre Bayle in the late seventeenth, to philosophes such as Diderot in the high
Enlightenment, the historical variety of humanity had been used also to show its
moral pluralism, and irrespective of how skeptical the intentions of these thin-
kers actually were, there was a perception that such arguments undermined the
possibility of a common morality. However, often such skepticism, apparent or
real, was met by ideas of natural law that were equally unpalatable to religious
orthodoxy. Those were “minimalist” theories of morals, that is, attempts to
specify the absolute minimum of moral notions that must be assumed in order
for it to be intelligible how people can live together and which therefore can be
taken to be universal to humanity as we know it.

Hugo Grotius and Thomas Hobbes

The earliest such attempt of real consequence was that of the Dutch humanist
scholar and lawyer, Hugo Grotius (1583-1645; see Grotius 2005/1625), who
posited the idea that any form of social interchange can be understood in con-
tractual terms, contracts being understood as the bargaining of rights, and rights
as natural properties (or their derivatives) of each person. The most extreme case
of such supposedly contractual relations was that of slavery, in which the basic
right to liberty would have been exchanged for some other good, such as being
left alive, given sustenance, offered protection, etc. A very common case was the
commercial exchange of goods. However, such a theory depended upon the
sense in which rights could be said to be natural properties of persons. Grotius
thought of rights as powers, so that personal liberty and property in land or
chattel are powers over one’s person, one’s land and one’s movables. On this
basis he at first denied that the open sea could be owned, for nobody could have
power over it, and consequently shipping and commerce had to be free (2004/
1609; he later changed his mind, see 2005/1625: Bk 2, ch. 3). However, he did not
follow this line of thinking to its radical end, for he thought that in exercising
our moral power, or asserting our rights, we must have insight into the objective
rightness of our action, i.e., into its accord with our sociable nature and its role
in maintaining social relations with others. In other words, the moral openness
of the subjective rights idea was curtailed by the traditional idea (neo-stoic or
scholastic) of a moral law of justice to which we are obligated simply through
our rational insight (though the interpretation is disputed).

It was left to Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679) to follow the idea of purely sub-
jective rights to a much more radical conclusion. Arguing along lines similar to
those of Epicureanism, Hobbes maintained (at least in the final statement of his
political philosophy, Leviathan, Hobbes 1991/1651) that humanity was uni-
versally characterized by limitless passions, thus potentially laying claim to, or
asserting rights to, anything and everything. Only the artifice of government and
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positive law could prevent the state of natural conflict by curbing our limitless
natural rights, and the law of nature was a rule of prudence arising from the
rational insight that it was necessary to lay down all our rights (except that to
self-defense when directly threatened on our life) in order to achieve a sociable
life enforced by an absolute sovereign. In this way Hobbes tried to solve the
problem of obligation by modern political means, in contrast to Grotius’s reli-
ance on moral intuition. According to Hobbes, natural law was to be made
obligatory, not by God, but by the will of the political sovereign. It is difficult
not to see this as a response to the crises of the English civil war and of the
violent change of church and government that followed. Hobbes tried to pay his
respects to religion by pointing out that natural law conceived in this way had
divine backing, in the sense that it was part of God’s creation like everything else
about humanity. However, that could hardly conceal that here natural law had
been entirely deprived of any meaningful metaphysical standing, religious or
otherwise.

Baruch Spinoza and Richard Cumberland

Hobbes’s provocation had a shaping influence on subsequent moral and political
thought, not least in the genre of natural law. Four names stood out in the
period immediately after Hobbes, all born in the same year: the Englishmen
Richard Cumberland (1632—1718) and John Locke (1632—1704), the Jewish-Dutch
Baruch Spinoza (1632-77), and the German Samuel Pufendorf (1632-94). Of
these, Spinoza stretched one central Hobbesian theme to such an extent that he
is rarely counted as a natural lawyer at all (1989/1670). As part of a unitary
metaphysical conception of the world-and-God, Spinoza dispensed with the idea
of a divine will in the ordinary meaning and explained the laws for human
behavior as the scientific “laws” of physics and psychology that bind the world
together. In such a scheme the question of obligation to natural law simply did
not arise. Rather, methodical explanation, or rational insight, made justification
irrelevant. This “scientific” ambition was also meant to provide a basis for ethics
that was beyond traditional religion and which thus was immune to its confes-
sional divisions, a tolerationist standpoint of particular relevance to Spinoza’s
own situation and to Dutch society in general.

While Cumberland (2005/1672), too, had scientific ambitions, they were very
different from those of Spinoza, and they were in the service of formulating a
natural law theory that would suit Anglican preconceptions and give a response
to Hobbes. In analogy with Descartes’s notion of the physical world as full, i.e.,
as a system in which every part in some way was connected with every other
part, Cumberland sought to show that the good of each individual person is
bound up with that of the whole of the human community, so that sociability is
a natural duty. Furthermore, we can see that this natural duty is imposed by
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God as an obligatory law, because the sanctions of the law of sociability can be
scientifically discerned in the world; punishment for transgression is found in
the form of psychological and physical misery, reward in the form of peace and
happiness. Although endlessly varied by circumstances as far as the scientific
garb is concerned, this basic idea remained pervasive in much Protestant
thought, both clerical and lay, for a very long time: natural law prescribed social
morality as a natural duty that we could discover through empirical investigation
of humanity considered as a coherent moral system, and it was disclosed
through similarly ascertainable signs in our world as an obligatory law issued by
divine will.

John Locke and Samuel Pufendorf

Locke and Pufendorf are often considered as the classic representatives of
modern Protestant natural law theory because they combine several of the cen-
tral ideas of their predecessors into forceful formulations of great clarity. They
share with all of them the view of humanity as constitutionally dominated by a
desire for self-preservation and concerned with sociability as a means in this
regard. They also have the ambition to articulate a basic moral law and its
implications that can be established by means of modern science and thus lift
ethics above the uncertainties of confessional religion. However, their ideal of
science was not that of Grotius’s comparative anthropology, nor that of
Cumberland’s empirical collection of flowers in humanity’s present and pro-
jected moral gardens. Rather, they aimed at a demonstrative science which dif-
fered from that of Spinoza by being a matter of piecemeal or procedural
deductive proofs of the relations between concepts derived from experience,
rather than the Dutchman’s attempt to establish a closed metaphysical world-
system. At the root of this was an idea that Locke and Pufendorf had in
common with Hobbes, namely the fundamentally anti-scholastic one that mor-
ality was not inherently part of the natural world or human nature, but was
somehow superimposed upon or introduced into nature. The immediate cause
of morality was human action, and consequently Hobbes, Locke and Pufendorf
thought that moral ideas were singularly open to certainty, for we know that
which we ourselves make in a way that we do not know anything else. Here the
three differed as to why this was the case, but that had much less impact than the
underlying idea of morals as the outcome of human activity in the natural world,
namely our striving to live safely and, hence, sociably.

While Hobbes in Leviathan saw the institution of political authority as the
fundamental moral implementation of the law of nature, Locke (1954/1663—4,
1997/1686-8, 1975/1690: esp. Bk 2, ch. 28, 1988/1690) thought about morality in
much more legalistic terms. No human activity had any moral character unless it
was related to some prescriptive law, but there were several different forms of law
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that were aimed at making mankind live sociably. There was the “political law”
made by political authority and enforced by courts; there was the “law of opinion,”
i.e. the social norms of the various groups in which we live; and as a basis for all,
there was the divine law prescribed by the deity. This last was a natural law in as
much as human reason alone could prove the existence of the divine legislator
and his imposition on us of duties towards the world and each other, namely the
basic duty of preservation and the more specific duties and rights that this entailed:
individual property rights delimited by duties to the common good, rights to
self-governance in the service of peace and safety, etc. However, natural reason
could not in the same way demonstrate our obligation to the divine law of
nature, for it could not prove the immortality of the soul and hence the certainty
of eternal sanctions for the law in the form of eternal life or punishment. Like
his contemporaries, Locke understood obligation in terms of effective motivation,
which he explained in hedonistic terms as a matter of pleasure and pain. In order
for obligation to the ultimate norm, the law of nature, to be absolute, the plea-
sures of compliance and pains of disobedience must be certain. So Locke shifted
his idea of explanation from that of demonstration to that of calculating prob-
abilities, and on the latter approach he thought that it was in the highest degree
rational to believe that scripture is God’s word revealed to various witnesses.
Furthermore, the pleasures and pains that sanction God’s law were a rational
choice of guidance in comparison with any alternative pleasures and pains.

If Locke was willing to incorporate God’s revealed word into natural law on
the basis of rational probability in order to solve the problem of obligation to
the law, Pufendorf sidestepped the issue of obligation altogether by a strikingly
radical line of argument (forthcoming/1672, 2003/1673). Like Locke, he thought
that we could have rational knowledge of the existence of a divinity who created
this world with a purpose and who would judge humanity beyond it. However,
in line with his fideist anti-metaphysical style of Lutheran belief, Pufendorf dis-
tinguished sharply between the divine will, the effects of which we could observe
in creation, and God’s reason, from which he thought that humanity was com-
pletely excluded. Consequently we could not have rational or “natural” access to
any law of nature that set out God’s intentions for us here and in the hereafter;
these could only be the subject of faith. Since faith varied endlessly and, notor-
iously, provided the basis for conflict rather than peace, social living on the basis
of Christian belief was impossible in the long run (and, in recent European
experience, also in the short). Whatever we believed that God’s intentions with
our earthly life might be, their pursuit required our preservation, but experience
showed that we were too weak to live individually, yet too aggressive to live
sociably unless sociability was secured by the force of political government.
There was nothing more, or less, to natural law and its obligation than the
adoption of social roles, including those of the citizen or subject, that would
enable us to live in sufficient peace with our neighbors to pursue whatever goals
we happen to have. In this theory, natural law is clearly made independent not
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only of confessional religion, but of any substantial metaphysics. The law is a
matter of cultivating those social personae that are likely to work in a given his-
torical circumstance, without some ultimate basis in a “natural” person, let alone
features shared with the divinity.

This secular (though not irreligious) and anti-metaphysical approach to natural
law was further pursued by the major German Enlightenment thinker Christian
Thomasius (1655-1728), who likewise wanted to keep religion and politics apart
(forthcoming/1705/1688, 2007). Pufendorf’s and Thomasius’s context was one in
which Lutheran Germany (and Scandinavia) was dominated by an orthodox
theology according to which religious faith was concerned with our innate ideas
of God’s nature, which had been obscured by original sin so that the clergy had
the special role of guiding us in earthly life. It was the task of theologians and
clergy to extract the law of nature from the original human condition before the
Fall, when humanity could understand the divine prescriptions that derived from
God’s essence which, just like in scholastic thinkers, was called the eternal law.
For Pufendorf and Thomasius this kind of orthodox teaching dangerously mixed
up two entirely different aspects of human life: religion, which was humanity’s
quest for living with God, and politics, which was people’s striving to live with
each other in this world. The orthodox clergy seemed to claim a special vantage
point outside of historical society from which they could judge the latter.

Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz and Christian Wolff

On this basic point orthodox theologians were in agreement with a broad trend
in philosophy, which offered a radically different kind of natural law theory from
that of the great voluntarists (Latin “voluntas” = will) we have considered.
During the early modern and modern periods, there were throughout Europe
thinkers who — with inspiration from ancient and medieval philosophies, espe-
cially Platonist, Aristotelian and Thomistic — developed metaphysical theories to
deal with often very different “local” challenges, but which nevertheless have
some crucial features in common. The main figures were, in Germany, Gottfried
Wilhelm Leibniz (1646—-1716) and Christian Wolff (1679-1754); and in England,
the Cambridge Platonists, such as Benjamin Whichcote (1609-83), Henry More
(1614-87), Ralph Cudworth (1617-89) and Nathaniel Culverwell (1619-51),
and the “ethical rationalists,” such as Samuel Clarke (1675-1729) and William
Wollaston (1660—-1724). These and many similar thinkers are often called “ration-
alists” because they assumed a structure to be inherent in reality that is consonant
with and, hence, accessible to rational understanding. They are also called “rea-
lists,” because they thought that values in some sense are inherent in nature, part of
the structure of ultimate reality, as opposed to superimposed upon it through
conventions or acts of will. Further, they insisted that the value that people and
their actions have (virtues, rightness, justice) must be understood and judged in
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terms of their contribution to the communities of activity in which they occur,
ultimately to the system of moral beings as a whole. As a consequence, natural
law was seen as an explication and prescription of that which is inherently good
according to this criterion.

The greatest and most famous thinker in this vein was Leibniz, whose ambi-
tion was to articulate a “universal jurisprudence” that set out the relations of
justice between all moral agents from humans, through angels to God (1988).
Justice is the “charity of the wise,” which is based upon pleasure in the happi-
ness of others, and since this pleasure arises from perfection, the system of jus-
tice is in fact an ideal of spiritual perfectibility through cognitive insight.
Working from similar metaphysical foundations, Christian Wolff maintained
that the perfectibility of ourselves and of the parts of the world within our grasp
was the basic law of nature (1740-8, forthcoming/1749). Perfectibility consisted
in the gradual realization of our natural abilities in mutual harmony with others,
and this was the same as progress in happiness guided by the divine ideal of
perfect happiness and signaled to us through experience of pleasure. In this way
the law of nature was supposed to provide us with a moral norm that is objec-
tive also in the sense of being independent of God’s will. We were under an
obligation to the law because our intellection of perfection with rational inevit-
ability would draw our will towards this goal, and moral freedom in fact con-
sisted in our insight into this condition of our life.

If Pufendorf and Thomasius claimed natural law for the jurists and legal his-
torians within the law faculties who could advise rulers about the historically
given circumstances in which social peace and security were to be sought; and if
the orthodox Lutherans wanted natural law to be the tool of the faculty of
theology with which it could guide public policy; then Leibniz and in particular
Wolff were the protagonists for the professional metaphysicians of the faculty of
philosophy as the intellects behind the leaders of the modern territorial state. In
Germany these states often had centralist (“absolutist”) governments with ambi-
tions of reform that required control and hence expertise; natural law was the
foundation course for the training of experts. In addition, natural law remained
intimately connected with the development of the law of nations, playing a cen-
tral role in the European state system as its dynamics changed under the influ-
ence of trade. Here the Swiss Emer de Vattel (1714-67; see 2008/1758) was of
particular importance.

Enlightenment rights theory
This does not, however, complete the broad picture of natural law theory in the
Enlightenment. At various points during the whole of the early modern period,

the attempt to deal with crises in religion or politics through a stable “natural”
basis for morality concentrated on finding this basis in the individual person,
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rather than in some law imposed upon individuals. The two approaches were by
no means entirely separate, for it was common to see a person’s apprehension of
obligation to the law of nature as an internalization of the law that enabled the
person to make moral judgements. But to the extent that the emphasis was on
natural morality as a feature, a faculty, of the individual, we are approaching
what we would call a rights theory. We have met two different ideas of natural
rights in Grotius and Hobbes, but it was not least in the version presented by
Locke that it had significance in the eighteenth century. Locke found the basis
for morality in divine law, but a crucial feature of our obligation to the law was
that we must apprehend it by our own natural reason, for God’s authority could
not be mediated by others, such as priests or church traditions. So the total
freedom of mind to assent to God’s word was required. This was the right of
conscience, and when that was exercised concerning all aspects of the conserva-
tion of God’s creation, as demanded by his fundamental law of nature, we had
the basic rights of individual liberty and property.

According to Grotius and Hobbes, rights were completely alienable, and the
two thinkers used this to explain the legitimacy of absolutist government. With
Locke, rights became a divinely appointed shield against government. It was this
Lockean idea that was elaborated and disseminated as part of a similarly volun-
tarist theory of natural law by the Huguenot refugee Jean Barbeyrac (1674—1744;
see his forthcoming/1706, 2002/1716), and subsequently by the Swiss Jean Jacques
Burlamaqui (1694—1748; see his 2006/1747). Barbeyrac saw conscience as the core
of our moral ability to live socially and as the basis for political government. Its
freedom had to be tolerated as a right and hence as a limitation on sovereignty,
which should be understood as a contractual device for protection and, in
extreme conditions, as subject to a right of resistance. The special status of the
right to conscience was due to the fact that it was an unavoidable right, a right that
God had imposed on us as moral agents who had to judge for ourselves. In other
words, this basic right was in fact a divine duty which could neither be given away
nor taken from us; it was inalienable. Furthermore, in exercising our right to
conscience we were under the obligation to follow the law of nature, and this
meant that there was a right and a wrong way of using that right and its derivatives.

This line of argument was transposed into a moral sense theory by the
Scottish philosopher Francis Hutcheson (1694—-1747; see his 2008/1725, 2007/
1747/1742, forthcoming/1755). According to him, the human mind is issued with
a moral sense, analogous to the external senses, by means of which we perceive
virtuous and vicious behavior, which is characterized by its tendency to promote
happiness or unhappiness. However, like other senses, the moral sense is fallible
and must be subjected to correction by the law of nature, which is an injunction
to maximize happiness, or minimize unhappiness, in God’s creation. When the
moral sense is guided by natural law it is in fact our conscience, and Hutcheson
agreed with Locke, Barbeyrac and Burlamaqui that we must have a right to con-
science and that it is inalienable.
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In other words, in this rights tradition, which often refers back to Grotius, we
end up with a fundamental ambiguity between right as a sphere of moral free-
dom and right as morally rightful (or obligatory) action. Since rights were the
common basis for contractarian theories of social relations, including civil
society and sovereignty, this ambiguity had wide-ranging implications. At one
extreme was the notion that society was an artificial construction by individuals
trading in their subjective rights or liberties; at the other, the view of society as
part of the implementation of a naturally given moral vision for humanity at
large. The rights tradition from Barbeyrac, through Hutcheson and Burlamaqui, to
the American revolutionary thinkers (e.g., James Madison) and beyond was closer
to the latter extreme, and this calls into question its continuity with modern
secular ideas of human rights.

See also Hobbes (Chapter 8); Ethics and reason (Chapter 9); Ethics and sentiment
(Chapter 10); Contemporary natural law theory (Chapter 42); Rights (Chapter 56).
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Bernard Genrt

Misinterpretations of Hobbes

Although Hobbes is acknowledged as the founder of English moral and political
philosophy, until recently the standard interpretations of his account of human
nature and of his moral and political views made it difficult to understand why he
was taken seriously at all. Hobbes was interpreted as a psychological egoist, that is,
as holding that every action of every person was motivated by self-interest. On this
interpretation it is hard to understand how Hobbes could be offering any non-
skeptical account of morality. Many did explicitly claim that Hobbes did not offer
any such account, but rather that he reduced morality to enlightened self-interest,
completely distorting what we normally regard as morality. Many of Hobbes’s
contemporaries interpreted him in this way and their criticisms were passed on to
succeeding generations by Bishop Butler’s criticisms of him. Some of these criticisms
were the result of Hobbes’s rhetorical style, but most of the criticisms stemmed from
the fact that Hobbes was considered an atheist, providing an account of morality
that did not depend upon God or even belief in God. Hobbes was not an atheist,
but he did hold what is now the standard view of morality in English-speaking
countries, namely that morality is independent of religion. Indeed, it is quite
likely that Hobbes is one of those responsible for the fact that almost all English-
speaking philosophers hold that morality does not depend on religion.

Morality concerned with virtues and vices

Hobbes follows Aristotle in regarding morality as being concerned with traits of
character, i.e. virtues and vices, rather than with particular acts. Hobbes presents
a list of moral virtues, e.g. justice, gratitude, and equity, and vices, e.g. arrogance
and cruelty, that not only would have been accepted by his contemporaries but
also would be accepted by most people today. What troubled many of his con-
temporaries about his moral theory, and still troubles many today, is that
Hobbes argues that there is a close relationship between the moral virtues and
self-interest. The power of this argument derives from the fact that Hobbes holds
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that what is most in a person’s self-interest is avoiding an avoidable death. He does
not hold that maximizing the satisfaction of one’s desires is necessarily in one’s
self-interest, especially if one has desires that conflict with self-preservation.
Even when self-interest is interpreted as self-preservation, Hobbes still did not
reduce morality to self-interest. Rather, he puts forward a commonly accepted
account of morality; indeed, for Hobbes, the moral virtues simply are those traits
of character that all persons praise (1994/1651, Leviathan, L Ch. 15, para. 40,
1991a/1651/1647/1642, De Cive, DC Ch. 3, §32). Hobbes then argues that anyone who
thinks carefully about these universally praised traits of character will conclude
that it is in a person’s self-interest to develop and act on these traits of character that
are the moral virtues. Hobbes was engaged in the philosophical task of justifying
morality. His justification did not depend on God or belief in God, but on a concept
of reason that he regards as universally accepted, namely, that reason teaches
everyone to avoid an avoidable death (DC Dedication, p. 93). Hobbes holds that it
is irrational not to develop and act on those traits of character that are the moral
virtues, because these virtues are essential for achieving and maintaining peace,

and peace is essential for self-preservation (L Ch. 15, para. 38, DC Ch. 3, §29).

Rationality and human nature

Hobbes regards it as a conceptual truth that everyone ought to follow reason,
that is, that no one ever ought to act irrationally. He does not argue for this
claim, nor does he argue for the claim that unless one has very strong reasons to
the contrary, it is irrational to act in ways that significantly increase one’s chan-
ces of death. These two claims, which he expected to be universally accepted and
which seem to me to be correct, are the foundation of his moral and political
theories. He does argue for his claim that reason requires acting morally (DC
Ch 3, §32). A major element in his justification of morality is his attempt to
point out some indisputable facts about human nature that prove that reason
requires acting morally (L Ch. 13, paras 1-10, DC Ch. 1, §12). The two most
important facts are that all persons are vulnerable, i.e. any person can be killed
by other people, and that all persons have limited knowledge and are fallible, i.e.
all people make mistakes. Also important is that most, if not all, people some-
times act on their emotions even when this leads them to act irrationally.

Other important facts are not truths about every human being but truths
about populations (DC Preface, p. 100). He holds that in any large population,
(1) some people hold false views about what is morally acceptable behavior, and
(2) some people do not care about acting morally, but are only concerned with
benefiting themselves, their family, and their friends. Hobbes’s moral theory is
an attempt to provide a description, explanation, and justification of morality
that would persuade those people holding false moral views to change their
views. Hobbes’s political theory is an attempt to provide a guide for constructing
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a government that can protect its citizens from both those who hold false moral
views and those who do not care about morality.

Justification of morality

Hobbes is attempting to prove that reason requires developing and acting on the
moral virtues. Therefore it is essential that he put forward a traditional list
of moral virtues, namely, justice, gratitude, modesty, equity, and mercy, and of
the moral vices, namely, injustice, ingratitude, arrogance, pride, and iniquity
(L Ch. 15, paras 38, 40). It is also essential that Hobbes provide a generally
accepted account of these virtues and vices, for he is trying to provide an expla-
nation of traditional morality. In fact, Hobbes’s list of moral virtues and vices is
remarkably close to what, even now, are generally regarded as moral virtues and
vices. His only modification of the traditional list of moral virtues and vices is
that he does not include fortitude, prudence, and temperance as moral virtues
(DC Ch. 3, 8§32, L Ch. 15, para. 34). He does regard them as virtues, but personal
virtues rather than moral ones. This is an important point, for it shows that
Hobbes does not regard moral virtues merely as those traits of character that
lead to an individual’s preservation. The “laws of nature” dictate courage, pru-
dence, and temperance as virtues because they tend to the preservation of the
person who has them. However, other people need not praise the person who
has these virtues, for a person that has these virtues need not act in ways that
benefit them (1991b/1658, De Homine, DH Ch. 13, §9). Only those traits of
character that all rational persons praise are moral virtues.

For Hobbes, no trait of character is a virtue unless it is dictated by reason, and
so tends to the preservation of the person who has it. A virtue is a trait of
character that all persons insofar as they are rational want to have, but being
dictated by reason is not sufficient to be classified as a moral virtue. Moral virtues
do not merely lead to one’s own preservation; by leading to peace they lead to
everyone’s preservation. Hobbes calls the virtues that lead to peace, moral virtues
because they are the traits of character that all people praise. His explanation of
why all people praise the moral virtues is that these traits of character benefit
everyone, not only the person who has them. They do this because they are the
traits necessary for people living together in a peaceful and harmonious society
(L Ch. 15, para. 40). All of this fits together in a remarkably clear and coherent
way, and without distorting the sense of what is meant by moral virtue.

Distinguishing between justice and morality

Currently, common interpretations of Hobbes’s moral theory are that it is a
form of social contract theory, that is, morality is regarded as the result of an
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agreement among people about the kind of moral code that they want to govern
their behavior. On this account, different societies can have different moralities,
so Hobbes is sometimes interpreted as an ethical relativist, that is, as holding
that different societies do indeed have different moralities. This is an improve-
ment over earlier interpretations of Hobbes as holding that might makes right,
that is, that the sovereign determines what is moral or immoral and that there is
no universal standard of morality independent of the sovereign. Both of these
kinds of interpretations are the result of failing to distinguish between justice and
morality.

Hobbes does hold that justice depends upon a prior giving up of one’s right to
decide how to act, and hence obliging oneself to act as someone else decides
(L Ch. 15, para. 2). This right can be given up by a contract between equals who
agree to abide by the rules, i.e. laws, that are set up by whomever they choose to
make those laws: a single person, as in a monarchy, a small group of people, as in
an aristocracy, or all the people, as in a democracy (L Ch. 19, para. 1). Or it can
be given up by a free gift of that right to someone who has sufficient power to
kill one if one does not accept the rules, i.e. laws, that this person puts forward
(L Ch. 14, para. 7). The former way of giving up a right results in what Hobbes
calls sovereignty by institution; the latter way he calls sovereignty by acquisition
(L Ch. 20, paras 1-2). If sovereignty by institution were concerned with morality
rather than justice it would provide some support for the interpretation of Hobbes
as a social contract theorist. If sovereignty by acquisition were about morality
rather than justice, it would provide some support for the view that Hobbes holds
that might makes right. But Hobbes consistently distinguishes between justice and
morality. Justice is only one of many moral virtues, and although it is crucial for
Hobbes’s political theory, it plays no special role in his moral theory.

Hobbes does say that in the state of nature there is no place for justice
(L Ch. 13, para. 14). But this is because the state of nature, by definition, is that
state in which no one has given up their right to decide for themselves how to
act. It is the state in which everyone retains what Hobbes calls the “right of
nature,” namely, the right to decide on their own what ways of acting best con-
duce to their preservation (L Ch. 15, para. 1). Hobbes never says that in the state
of nature there is no place for morality. On the contrary, he insists that morality,
which the laws of nature dictate, is eternal (L Ch. 15, para. 26, DC Ch. 3, §29).
Hobbes claims that we should always want to act morally and should always act

morally when we can do so safely (L Ch. 15, para. 36, DC Ch. 3, §27).

Hobbes’s concept of reason
Hobbes is, in fact, a natural law theorist, but differs from most other natural law

theorists in that God does not play a crucial role in his theory. He modifies the
natural law theory of Grotius, but agrees with him that the laws of nature are the
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dictates of reason. This interpretation of Hobbes’s moral theory has not achieved
the acceptance it deserves because many contemporary philosophers, inspired by
Hume, hold an account of reason as purely instrumental (Gauthier 1969). On
this modified Humean account of reason, which is far more plausible than
Hume’s, reason does not merely tell one how to satisfy each particular desire;
rather, it tells one how to achieve the maximum satisfaction of all of one’s
desires, whatever they happen to be. Hobbes agrees that one function of reason
is to help one to satisfy one’s desires, and the continuing satisfaction of one’s
desires is what he calls felicity (L Ch. 6, para. 58). However, he holds that
the most important function of reason is to promote its own end, i.e. self-
preservation (DH Ch. 11, §6). He regards it as contrary to reason or irrational to
act on those desires that conflict with this goal of reason.

Hobbes follows Aristotle, not only in regarding morality as concerned pri-
marily with traits of character rather than particular acts, but also in holding that
reason has its own goals and does not merely aid the passions in gaining their
goals. The failure to appreciate that Hobbes holds that reason has its own goal is
partly due to the fact that Hobbes denies that there is a summum bonum, or
greatest good, that can serve as the goal of reason (L Ch. 11, para. 1). Rather, for
Hobbes the goal of reason is a negative one, avoiding an avoidable death (DC
Dedication, p. 93). As long as one does not act irrationally, Hobbes counts all
ways of acting as rationally acceptable. This results in Hobbes holding a sur-
prisingly liberal view, that is, as denying that the sovereign has a duty to promote
any way of acting that is not related to the security of the state.

Hobbes does not use the word “reason” to refer only to natural reason, that
is, to that reason which dictates self-preservation. He also uses “reason” to refer
to the faculty of reasoning with words, that is, to reckoning the consequences of
general names, as in geometry and politics, both of which Hobbes regards as
sciences. Reason, in this sense, is not natural, but is “attained by industry”
(L Ch. 5, paras 2, 17). It is natural reason that dictates self-preservation and that
Hobbes is referring to when he describes the laws of nature as dictates of reason.
It is this natural reason that plays the crucial rule in Hobbes’s moral theory.
However, given Hobbes’s concern with language, it is quite likely that he regards
reason as complex, concerned with ends, means, and with the reasoning that is
used to go from the means to ends. That is, Hobbes seems to hold that there are
several ways of acting irrationally, namely, pursuing the wrong ends, using the
wrong means, and reasoning incorrectly, but it is only the first that he con-
sistently regards as irrational.

The laws of nature and the right of nature

Hobbes’s moral theory, that is, his attempt to describe, explain, and justify
morality, is put forward in his discussion of the laws of nature. Understanding his
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account of the laws of nature is crucial for understanding his moral theory.
Hobbes defines a law of nature as a ‘“dictate of right reason, conversant about
those things which are either to be done or omitted for the constant pre-
servation of life and members, as much as in us lies” (DC Ch. 2, §1, L Ch. 14,
para. 3). The laws of nature are the dictates of reason; they require that we
act in those ways that are necessary for our preservation. Given this, it is
troubling that Hobbes says about the right of nature that it allows us to do
whatever we believe to be necessary for our preservation (L Ch. 14, para. 1).
How can we be allowed to do whatever we believe to be necessary for our pre-
servation and at the same time be required to do what is necessary for our
preservation?

Hobbes’s solution to this problem is to point out that everyone agrees that
reason dictates the achieving of peace, for everyone agrees that without peace no
one is likely to live very long (L Ch. 14, para. 4). But when peace cannot be
achieved then people may do whatever they believe is best for their preservation.
The first part requiring us to seek peace yields all of the laws of nature; the
second, which applies when peace is not available, is the right of nature (L Ch. 14,
para. 4). The right of nature, or rather, giving up the right of nature, is basic to
Hobbes’s political theory, but it does not play the same basic role in his moral
theory. Hobbes incorporates his political theory into his moral theory by show-
ing that the laws of nature dictate that all people give up their right of nature and
that they keep the obligations, primarily to obey the law, that are the result of
giving up their right of nature (L Ch. 14, para. 5, Ch. 15, para. 7). Morality,
which the laws of nature dictate, is necessary for creating and maintaining a civil
society, and a civil society is necessary for achieving that preservation that reason
requires. Failure to realize the primacy of morality to politics is one reason that
many philosophers have claimed that Hobbes has no way for people to get out
the state of nature. If morality starts with the making of contracts to achieve a
civil state, then there can be no moral reason for entering into a civil state by
making contracts. But if morality, which is eternal, not only requires keeping
contracts but also requires making those contracts that create a civil society,
there is no problem.

Moreover, Hobbes is not writing for people who are in a state of nature but
for people who are already in a civil society. Thus it is a mistake to interpret him
as offering advice about how to get out of the state of nature. Rather he is pro-
viding arguments to members of his society about why they should not act in
ways that might lead to civil war, for civil war leads to a state very similar to a
state of nature. Because the state of nature is that state in which everyone retains
his right to decide about the best way to preserve himself, emerging from the
state of nature must involve everyone giving up their right of nature in some
way, either by contract, covenant, or free-gift (L Ch. 17, paras 13-15). This
means that everyone must have transferred to the sovereign the right to decide
how to act. This being the case, everyone in a civil society is obliged to obey the
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laws of their society. To fail to obey the law is to be guilty of injustice. His
strong statements about the horrors of the state of nature, e.g. that in it “the
life of man is solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short” (L Ch. 13, para. 9), are
used by him to support his claim that no one can reasonably hope to survive
for long in such a state. This is then used to support his conclusion that in
entering into a civil state everyone must be “contented with as much liberty
against other men, as he would allow other men against himself” (L Ch. 14,
para. 5).

Equality and impartiality

This introduction of equality and impartiality, right at the beginning of Hobbes’s
statement of the laws of nature has been generally overlooked, and may account
for why some have held that Hobbes does not put forward a genuine moral
theory, one that describes, explains, and justifies our common morality. But
equality and impartiality are central to Hobbes’s account of morality; the ninth
law of nature prohibiting pride and the tenth prohibiting arrogance explicitly
require acknowledging equality and acting impartially. He even summarizes the
laws of nature by using the negative version of the golden rule, “Do not that to
another, which thou wouldst not have done to thyself” (L Ch. 14, para. 35, DC Ch. 3,
§26). That equality and impartiality are central to Hobbes’s account of morality
is not surprising, for they are central to almost all accounts of morality. What
may be surprising is that Hobbes tries to motivate the introduction of equality
and impartiality into his account of morality. His description of the horrors of
civil war, which returns people to a state similar to the state of nature, is
designed to show that avoiding such a state is in everyone’s best interests. Thus
everyone has the same strong reasons for obeying the law, and no one has sufh-
cient reason to claim any special rights or privileges.

Hobbes holds that avoiding civil war is more important for everyone’s pre-
servation than any improvement in the administration of the commonwealth.
Given his historical situation, this is precisely the view that Hobbes should be
expected to hold. Hobbes is not claiming that the sovereign knows better than
anyone else about how the civil society should be run to maintain peace and
harmony in the society. Hobbes holds that we should obey the laws no matter
who is sovereign, so it would be inconsistent for him to hold that we should
obey the law because the sovereign’s decisions are better than those of private
citizens. Rather, his argument is that we can best avoid civil war by reaching
agreement on whose decision on how to act everyone must follow. If each
person — whether acting on egoistic concerns, or religious beliefs, or on her own
views about what counts as the rational or moral way to act — were to retain the
right to act on her own decisions, rather than on those of the sovereign, the
result would be anarchy and civil war.
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Moral argument for obeying the law

Anarchy and civil war are a greater threat to a person’s preservation than almost
anything that happens in a stable civil society. The only way to avoid anarchy
and civil war and maintain a stable civil society is for everyone to understand
that they have given up their right to act on their own decisions and have
therefore obliged themselves to act on the decisions of the sovereign, i.e.
according to the laws of the commonwealth. Not to obey the law is to be guilty
of injustice. Thus, whether a person is concerned only with her own preserva-
tion, or of her family’s, or with the preservation of all, obeying the law, is both
morally and rationally required.

Hobbes’s argument is not egoistic. It has equal force to someone with an
impartial concern for the preservation of everyone in the society as it does to an
egoist. This argument does not require accepting that the sovereign is correct
about the best way to maintain a civil society. It may be that some individual
citizen’s decision as to the best way to maintain a civil society and thus to guar-
antee everyone’s long-term preservation would be better than the sovereign’s, if
everyone were to accept it. In fact, there may be indefinitely many ways of acting
that are better than that chosen by the sovereign; and there probably are. How-
ever, except for the laws of nature, there is usually no way to know for certain
what is the best way to maintain a civil society. Even if there were, it is extremely
implausible that it would be sufficiently clear and obvious that everyone would
see and accept it but that the sovereign would not.

Hobbes shows that if individuals and groups believe that they are morally and
rationally allowed to act on the decisions they personally regard as best, not
accepting the commands of the sovereign, i.e. the laws, as the overriding guide
for their actions, the result is anarchy and civil war. He is not content to show
that it is unjust not to obey the law; he also wants to show that the best way to
guarantee everyone’s long-term survival is for everyone to recognize that they
have obliged themselves to accept the decision of the sovereign, i.e. the laws, as
their guide. Except in rare and unusual cases, e.g. when one is confronted with
an immediate threat to one’s life, uniformity of action following the decision of
the sovereign is more likely to lead to long-term preservation than diverse
actions following diverse decisions. This is true even if each one of the diverse
decisions, if accepted by the sovereign as its decision, would be more likely to
lead to everyone’s long-term preservation than the actual decision made by the
sovereign. By this argument Hobbes has not only shown that obeying the law is a
moral requirement, he has also shown that this moral requirement, i.e. justice, is
a law of nature, that is, a dictate of reason concerning the best way to preserve
one’s life.

Hobbes’s argument in favor of all people giving up their right of nature is
uniquely a political argument. It involves an individual’s relationship to his gov-
ernment, not an argument that applies to one individual in his dealings with
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another. It is an argument for accepting the laws of one’s country as the guide to
one’s actions even when one believes that a particular law requires actions that
are not in the best interest of its citizens. It is a powerful argument against
autonomy, if autonomy is taken as acting on one’s own decisions rather than on
the decisions of someone else. It is not primarily a prudential argument against
autonomy; it is mainly a moral argument against autonomy. If one is impartially
concerned with the welfare of everyone then, except in extraordinary cases, one
should obey the law rather than act on the dictates of one’s own conscience.
Because we know that people’s consciences often tell them to act in different
ways, the actual result of people following their own consciences will almost
certainly be worse for everyone than if everyone obeys the law. The most sur-
prising conclusion is that this is true even if each of these different consciences
tells them to act in some way that, if it were put forward by the sovereign, would
have better results than obeying the present law.

This is an extraordinarily powerful argument for accepting the sovereign’s
decisions or obeying the law even when it goes against one’s conscience, espe-
cially in those cases where one knows people’s consciences differ. One reason
that its force has not been appreciated is due to the rhetorical power of auton-
omy. Most philosophers and political scientists have become so entranced by
autonomy that they find it hard even to consider, let alone to accept, an argu-
ment showing that complete autonomy is a bad thing. It may be because Hobbes
has an argument against autonomy and for obeying the law, that many have
concluded that he does not put forward a genuine moral theory. However,
Hobbes’s argument is clearly a moral argument, one that should be accepted by
completely impartial rational persons who are concerned with protecting the
welfare of all persons. No doubt Hobbes’s emphasis on the fact that most per-
sons are selfish and emotional plays some role in leading his readers to overlook
the moral character of his argument against autonomy, but this cannot be the
whole story. Many people take morality to require autonomy, but if autonomy
means that morality requires each person to always act on her own decisions
concerning what is best even when this is against the law, Hobbes is decidedly
and correctly anti-autonomy.

Because Hobbes devotes so much space to discussing the law of nature dic-
tating justice many have taken his discussion of justice to be central to his dis-
cussion of morality. His arguments for obeying the law are so powerful that it is
easy to think that Hobbes regards morality as consisting simply in obedience to
the law. Hobbes does regard justice, that is, obeying the law, as the primary
moral virtue of citizens. But the very next law of nature that Hobbes discusses is
the one that dictates the virtue of gratitude. Gratitude is the primary moral
virtue of those in government. Morality requires them to act in such a way that
the citizens will not repent that they have given up their right to decide how to
act to the government. Gratitude is a moral virtue for the same reason that jus-
tice is; it is a trait of character that everyone calls good because it is conducive to
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the preservation of all. Every moral virtue that Hobbes says is dictated by the
laws of nature, e.g. justice, gratitude, modesty, equity, and mercy, has the same
justification; all people call them good because by leading to peace they are
conducive to the preservation of all.

Morality does not depend on religion

The first nine (Leviathan) or ten (De Cive) laws of nature require developing and
acting on the traditional moral virtues, which make clear that he is describing
traditional morality. By showing that each of these traditional moral virtues is a
necessary means to peace, he explains why these traits of character are uni-
versally praised and thus regarded as moral virtues. His justification of morality
consists in showing that peace is necessary for preservation, thereby showing
that reason requires morality. All of these points are made clearly and explicitly
in his summary remarks in Leviathan about the laws of nature. “The laws of
nature are immutable and eternal; for injustice, ingratitude, arrogance, pride,
iniquity, acception of persons, and the rest can never be made lawful. For it can
never be that war shall preserve life, and peace destroy it” (L Ch. 15, para. 38,
DC Ch. 3, §29). Here Hobbes clearly expresses his view that since war destroys
life, and that vices lead to war, the laws of nature prohibit the practice of vice
and prescribe the practice of virtue. Two paragraphs later he makes clear that the
moral virtues “come to be praised, as the means of peaceable, sociable, and
comfortable living” (L Ch. 15, para. 40).

Hobbes views the laws of nature as simultaneously the dictates of reason con-
cerning preservation, the laws commanding those practices necessary for peace
and civil society, and the moral law commanding the practice of virtue. In con-
temporary terms, this means that Hobbes holds that rationality, which requires
acting in ways that promote one’s preservation, turns out to require acquiring
those traits of character that lead to peace and the maintenance of a civil society,
and these traits of character turn out to be the moral virtues. Although this is an
impressive philosophical accomplishment, Hobbes was not primarily an aca-
demic philosopher, and wanted, rather, to have political influence. Since most
people in Hobbes’s time were considerably influenced by religious considera-
tions, Hobbes spends much space showing that the Bible supports the same
account of morality that he proposes (DC Ch. 4). I am not claiming that Hobbes
did not really believe that the Bible supported his account of morality, only that
his other more powerful arguments in favor of his account of morality do not
involve God at all. Although it is quite likely that his appeal to the Bible is part
of his practical attempt to influence as many people as possible to accept his
moral and political views, religious thinkers should take this aspect of his
account of morality seriously. However, for philosophers, God and religion are
completely dispensable to his moral theory. Indeed, distinguishing morality from
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religion and providing a justification for the former that does not depend on the
latter may be Hobbes’s most important contribution to moral philosophy.

See also Early modern natural law (Chapter 7); Ethics and reason (Chapter 9); and
Contemporary natural law theory (Chapter 42).
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9
ETHICS AND REASON

Michael LeBuffe

Descartes (1596-1650), Spinoza (1632-77), and Leibniz (1646-1716) are com-
monly, and rightly, considered to belong to a single school of thought in meta-
physics and epistemology. Although they arrive at different conclusions, they
share a set of concerns and methodological principles. Each is interested in
proving the existence of God and describing God’s relation to the world; in
giving an account of the human being; and in describing the nature and limits of
knowledge. Descartes, Spinoza, and Leibniz differ among themselves about what
the most basic principles of reason are and how they are rightly applied. How-
ever, it is also generally true that each approaches these subjects as ones that can
be understood better by means of human reason rather than by uncritical trust
in the senses. For these purposes, then, the label “rationalist” can be a useful and
tolerably accurate one.

That label is probably not as useful in ethics. Descartes, Spinoza, and Leibniz
do hold some ethical views in common. Moreover, some of their most interest-
ing differences do arise from their positions in metaphysical and epistemological
debates. These philosophers’ aims and influences in ethics also vary in many
respects, however, and it would be misleading to underemphasize this point
here. Descartes’s moral theory shows the influence of Stoicism, and recasts
ancient views about the passions and their control in light of his own account of
the human being, human physiology, and psychology. The views that Descartes
expresses are tempered by a reverence for ecclesiastical and civil authority toge-
ther with a well-justified concern that his enemies would be very likely to find in
a complete ethical theory, and, in particular, in a detailed normative ethics,
effective means of damaging his reputation and security. As a result, even his
most complete moral work, The Passions of the Soul, leaves one with the sense that
some important consequences of the theory are left unwritten. Spinoza addresses
Descartes and the Stoics in his own account of the passions and their control in
the Ethics. However, Spinoza also clearly addresses a number of authors, notably
Hobbes, Maimonides, and Aristotle. The themes of Spinoza’s moral theory
include Cartesian themes, but only as an important part of the whole view.
Spinoza, moreover, states his view in a bold, uncompromising, and thorough
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treatise: his moral theory is much better developed than the views of either
Descartes or Leibniz. Leibniz, although his remarks on ethics show careful
attention to Spinoza and Descartes, addresses other traditions as well, especially
the tradition of natural law theory. Leibniz does give accounts of virtue, happi-
ness, and perfection that, while quite short and unsystematic, clearly respond to
concerns of the sort that also moved Descartes and Spinoza. His most distinctive
and important ethical ideas, however, the notions of charity and of the moral
community of minds, which he calls the City of God, address a moral concern —
how we should act toward others — that is only a passing concern for Spinoza
and that Descartes entrusts to higher authorities. There is, then, a common set
of themes addressed in these theories. The authors’ various concerns and per-
spectives suggest, however, that these similarities amount to an interesting
development of the tradition of virtue ethics rather than to a single, readily
defined school of rationalist ethical thought.

Descartes

In the preface to the French translation of Principles of Philosophy (1647),
Descartes writes (1969, AT IXB 14):

Thus all philosophy is like a tree, the roots of which are metaphysics,
the trunk is physics, and the branches which grow from the trunk are all
the other sciences, which may be reduced to three principal ones, namely,
medicine, mechanics, and morality — I mean the highest and the most
perfect morality, which presupposes a complete knowledge of the other
sciences and is the highest level of wisdom.

While Descartes is often presented as non-naturalist, his commitment to the
view that morality is a part of a single body of knowledge together with the other
sciences shows that, in a sense, he is a naturalist: his methods in the study of
morality do not differ dramatically from his methods in other sciences, and he
takes the results of other sciences, particularly his account of the nature of the
human being, to have implications for his moral theory.

It is unsurprising, then, that positions of importance to Descartes’s account of
morality are to be found throughout his philosophical writings, including, notably,
the Discourse on the Method (1637), the Meditations (1641), and the Principles on
Philosophy (1644). Late in his life, however, in July of 1645, Descartes entered into
a correspondence with Elisabeth, Princess of Bohemia, that began with a study of
Seneca’s On the Happy Life and issued in Descartes’s The Passions of the Soul (1649).
The Passions and the correspondence with Elisabeth supplement the positions that
Descartes develops in his other works and together form his most detailed
account of morality. In its broadest outlines, that theory may be understood to
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comprise an ideally virtuous state, consisting of some degree of knowledge and a
will that is steadily guided by that knowledge; an account of provisional morality, the
means by which in general we should work to attain virtue; and an account of
the passions. Descartes’s account of the passions describes the principal barriers to
the constancy of will and the means of overcoming them. We can attain happiness
(contentement) by bringing ourselves to act only on our best understanding of the
good, and felicity (felicité) by acting in this way from knowledge.

In describing the ideal human condition, Descartes emphasizes the importance
of a will that pursues our understanding (however imperfect) of the good with-
out being distracted by appetite or passion, but he mentions also the ideal of a
genuine knowledge of the good. His emphasis on the will is clear in the Discourse,

where he writes (AT VI 28):

Because our will tends neither to pursue nor to avoid anything but what
our understanding represents as good or bad, judging well suffices for
acting well and judging as well as we are able suffices also for acting for
the best.

In the Discourse, his correspondence with Elisabeth, and the Passions, Descartes
emphasizes the importance of constancy in will and, on the other hand, the
harmful influence of passion and appetite, which cause us to follow momentary
impulses rather than our best considered convictions about the good. He char-
acterizes virtue in these terms, for example, in a letter to Elisabeth (4 August

1645, AT IV 265):

[Each person] should have a firm and constant resolution to carry out all that
reason recommends without being turned away by his passions or his appet-
ites; and it is in the firmness of this resolution that, I believe, virtue consists.

Constant adherence to an imperfect understanding of the good, of course, may
produce actions that are less than optimal, a problem that Descartes recognizes
in the same letter. It is there that, most clearly, Descartes adds to his ideal the
notion of a true knowledge of the good (AT IV 267):

[Vl]irtue alone is sufficient to make us content in this life. But this point
notwithstanding, if it is not enlightened by understanding, virtue can be
false, that is to say, will and the resolution to do well can bring us to evil
things, when we think them good; happiness which comes in this way is
not solid. ... [T]he right use of reason, by giving a true knowledge of the
good, prevents virtue from being false.

Perhaps Descartes typically emphasizes the perfection of free will rather than
knowledge because he takes man to resemble God most closely in possessing a
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will that, like God’s, is unlimited. Descartes may, however, also have reason to
emphasize the value of a constant will rather than the value of perfect knowledge
of the good if the possibility of very bad actions arising from an imperfect
understanding can be mitigated by a kind of conservatism in one’s commitments.
On this view, if I follow the most modest views of others, then whatever mis-
understanding I may have can do little harm. Certainly such conservatism is part
of the provisional moral code of the third part of the Discourse (AT VI 23-8):

(1) “To obey the laws and customs of my country, holding constantly to the
religion in which by God’s grace I had been instructed from my childhood,
and governing myself in all else according to those opinions that were the
most moderate and the furthest from excess.”

(2) “To be as firm and resolute in my action as [ was able, and to follow even
the most doubtful of my opinions, once I had put faith in them, with no
less constancy than if they had been quite certain.”

(3) “To try always to conquer myself rather than fortune, and to change my
desires rather than the order of the world.”

(4) “To make a review of the various occupations that men have in this life in
order to choose the best. ... I thought that I could do no better than ... to
direct my whole life to the cultivation of reason, and to advance as far as
I could in the knowledge of the truth.”

The code of the Discourse does include the requirement that I advance as far as
I can in the knowledge of the truth. Presumably, where the first and fourth
maxims conflict, gains in genuine knowledge of good and evil would require one
to abandon an otherwise steadfast adherence to ill-grounded understandings of
the good. Descartes’s code, however, clearly emphasizes resolution in action and
changes to oneself, the third maxim, as a means of bringing about such resolu-
tion. These are the themes that he develops in detail in the Passions.

Passions can cause a person’s will to be unsteady because they influence it in
ways that depend upon the body’s circumstances. Descartes characterizes the
passions as forces that give us a tendency to want what is useful to us which is
concomitant with the body’s action (Passions, Art. 52, AT XI 372):

The function of all of the passions consists in this alone, that they dis-
pose the soul to want those things that nature says are useful for us and
to persist in this volition; and the same agitation of the spirits that cus-
tomarily causes them also disposes the body toward those movements
which serve the fulfillment of the desires.

Passions can influence us in ways that tend to distract us from our best judgment

of the good, then, not because they are evil — Descartes argues that they are
fundamentally good at Article 211 — but because, through the influence of the
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body on the soul, they tend to distort the apparent value or disvalue of the ends
they concern (Passions, Art. 74):

The utility of all of the passions consists in this: they fortify and make
more durable in the soul thoughts that it is good for the soul to preserve
and that might otherwise easily be erased. Likewise all the harm that they
can cause consists in this: they fortify and make more durable some
thoughts more than is needed, or they fortify and make more durable
others on which it is not good to dwell.

In the Passions Descartes continues to emphasize steadfastness in our judg-
ments about good and evil as a means of resisting the distracting influence of the
passions; however, he is also more explicit about the importance of the know-
ledge of good and evil, as opposed to mere steady opinion. At Article 48, he
writes:

What I call [the soul’s] proper weapons are firm and determinant judg-
ments concerning the knowledge of good and of evil, which guide a soul
that is resolved to manage the actions of its life.

This article emphasizes steadiness of will in the same way that Descartes has
done in the Discourse, but it incorporates the view that steadiness in judgments
following from knowledge is what is desirable, a point that Descartes emphasizes
in Article 49 of the Passions: “The power of the soul is not sufficient without
knowledge of the truth.”

Whether Descartes takes most people to be capable of attaining a high degree
of knowledge of good and evil and whether such knowledge would make one
still more virtuous on his account are not well-settled issues. The kind of
knowledge most important to virtue, on Descartes’s account in the Passions, is
clear, however; it is knowledge of the fact of one’s own free will and of its
importance to morality. Together with a steadfast will, such knowledge gives a
person generosity (generosité), a kind of perfect emotional state that the soul can
produce in itself and that gives a person well-founded self-esteem (Art. 153):

I believe that true Generosity which makes a man’s self-esteem as great
as it can legitimately be, consists entirely in this: in part, in his know-
ledge that nothing truly is his but this free control of his own will, and
that he should be praised or blamed for nothing except its good or bad
use; and, in part, in his feeling in himself a firm and constant resolution
to use this same thing well.

Whether or not other knowledge of good and evil would make one still
more virtuous, the knowledge that generosity includes is essential to virtue.
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Descartes does not, in Article 153, insist that one’s judgment about what is best
be veridical, in order to be a component of genuine generosity. Knowledge of
one’s nature as an agent that wills freely is all the knowledge that is necessary,
then, both for the most perfect pursuit of virtue and for the complete control of
passion, a demand that, in its modesty, makes Descartes’s moral theory egali-
tarian. Indeed, Descartes writes in Article 154 that generosity consists in part in
the recognition of the fact that any other person has or can have such perfection.

Spinoza

Like Descartes, Spinoza takes metaphysics and epistemology to be a source of
moral theory; Spinoza’s catalog of the passions derives from a Latin translation
of Descartes’s Passions; Spinoza is a virtue ethicist and a perfectionist; and his
account of virtue emphasizes self-knowledge and self-esteem. Arguably, however,
the influence of Descartes’s moral theory on Spinoza is most evident in Spino-
za’s criticism of two of Descartes’s central doctrines. Spinoza rejects the Cartes-
ian conception of the human mind and with it the view that we possess a free
will. He develops instead a notion of freedom compatible with his conviction
that human beings and all things are bound by necessity and universal deter-
minism: a human mind is more free to the extent that it is the cause of its own
actions. His accounts of the human being and human freedom lead Spinoza to
conclude that, while we can become the cause of more (or less) of what we do,
we cannot become completely free. So he also strongly and explicitly rejects the
Cartesian doctrine that we can completely master passion.

The characteristic causal activity of any singular thing Spinoza calls its conatus
or striving to persevere in being (a term of importance also to Descartes and
Hobbes, among others). Spinoza describes striving in several propositions at the
beginning of Part 3 of the Ethics (Spinoza 1925a):

3p6: Each thing, as far as it is in itself, strives to persevere in its being.
3p7: The striving by which each thing strives to persevere in its being is
nothing other than the actual essence of the thing.

Although Spinoza moves quickly to an account of the human being, 3p6 and
3p7 show the thoroughgoing naturalism of his ethical theory. Spinoza attempts
to explain human action as something similar in kind to the action of any other
thing in nature.

Spinoza pursues an account of the human being on which conatus may be
explained equally well either in completely psychological or in completely phy-
sical terms, a commitment that has profound implications for his moral theory.
Generally, we may be said, as bodies, to strive for life and its means and, as
minds, to strive for knowledge. The human body strives to persevere in the
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sense that any of its actions can be understood as actions that, were they effica-
cious, would maintain what Spinoza calls the characteristic ratio of the motions
of the body’s various parts, that is, of maintaining its life. Spinoza’s character-
ization of striving in mental terms, which he emphasizes in Part 3, makes perse-
verance also a kind of knowledge:

3p9: The mind, both insofar as it has clear and distinct ideas and also
insofar as it has confused ideas, strives to persevere in being; it does so
for an indefinite duration; and it is conscious of this, its striving.

Any effect that a mind has insofar as it has clear and distinct, or adequate ideas,
will be another adequate idea, so what it means to persevere from adequate ideas
is clear: it will be to gain knowledge. How the mind acts from its confused ideas
is still widely debated, but it is important to the proper understanding of Spi-
noza, for passions, in his account, are confused ideas.

Spinoza understands passions in terms of his conatus doctrine. At 3pll, he
defends the claim that changes to the power of acting of the body correspond to
changes in mind:

Whatever increases or decreases, aids or represses our body’s power of
acting, the idea of this same thing increases or decreases, aids or represses
our mind’s power of thinking.

Then, in a scholium to the proposition, Spinoza relabels such changes as changes
in perfection, and defines them as human passions:

We see, then, that the mind can undergo great changes, and can pass
now to a greater, now to a lesser perfection, passions that certainly
explain to us the affects of happiness [laetitia] and sadness [tristitia]. By
“happiness,” therefore, I shall understand in what follows a passion by
which the mind passes to a greater perfection; by “sadness,” however, a
passion by which it passes to a lesser perfection.

Any given passion, then, will be for Spinoza at the same time a change in the
body’s power to preserve its life and in the power of the mind’s ideas. Later in
the Ethics (3p58), Spinoza suggests that some changes to the mind are not chan-
ges that, strictly speaking, the mind undergoes; rather they are changes that the
mind causes in itself. Just as generosity, in Descartes’s account, is an emotional
state that the soul brings on itself, so the best emotional states in Spinoza’s
account, self-contentment, nobility, tenacity, and the love of God, are states that
we cause in ourselves. So he uses the term “affect” (affectus) to refer to changes
generally, and reserves “passion” (passio) to refer only to changes that the body
undergoes.
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As Spinoza’s identification of changes in power with changes in perfection at
3pll and 3plls shows, he associates a thing’s perfection with its power. A given
mind or body cannot ever be perfect, then, just because it cannot, as one sin-
gular thing in the world alongside many other similar things, be completely
powerful. Spinoza emphasizes this point at the end of his account of the pas-
sions, at 3p59s:

With this, I judge that I have explained and demonstrated through their
first causes the principal affects and the vacillations of mind that arise
from the three primitive affects, desire, happiness and sadness. From
which it is clear that we are driven about in many ways by external
causes and, like waves on the sea driven by shifting winds, we toss
about, ignorant of our fortune and fate.

As a sailor may become better at pursuing a course, we may become better at
navigating among the forces that surround us, but we can never be entirely free
of their influence. Unlike the Cartesian ideal, the ideal of human perfection as
Spinoza understands it is not something that can be attained except in a greater
or lesser degree.

Spinoza defines the good, then, in terms of an increase in power, greater
perfection:

4d1: By “good” I shall understand this, what we certainly know to be
useful to us [as a means of becoming more perfect].

Because he takes passions themselves to be either increases or decreases in
power, Spinoza differs from Descartes in taking some passions, namely, all forms
of sadness, to be at least pro tanto evil. Forms of happiness, on the other hand,
are pro tanto good; however, like Descartes, Spinoza takes passions to represent
things to us as good or evil and to do so in a way that typically misleads us.
Passionate forms, both of happiness and sadness, are therefore best overcome by
understanding and active forms of affects.

Those particular goods which are not themselves affects tend to reflect the
duality in Spinoza’s account of human striving. At 4p39 he describes goods, in
general, for the body:

4p39: Things that cause the conservation of the ratio of motion and rest that
the human body’s parts have to one another are good. Those that bring
about a different ratio of motion and rest among the body’s parts are evil.

A number of other propositions in the Ethics describe in more detail what such

goods are like, and it is with respect to these goods that Spinoza’s theory of
value most closely resembles that of Hobbes. Spinoza’s accounts of political
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goods, such as this passage from his Theological-Political Treatise, reveal this afh-
nity (Spinoza 1925b: Vol. 3, 59, lines 13-27):

Society is very useful not only for securing one’s life against enemies,
but also for lightening the many tasks that must be done. Indeed, it is
necessary for this. For unless men were willing to give work to each
other, anyone would lack both the skill and the time to be able to pro-
vide for his own sustenance and survival. Indeed, all are not equally
suited to all tasks, and no one alone could provide the things which he
most needs. Each alone would lack both the strength and the time, I say,
to plow, to sow, to reap, to grind, to cook, to weave, to sew, and to do
all the many things which must be done to sustain life — not to mention
the arts and sciences, which are absolutely necessary to the perfection of
human nature and to blessedness. We see, then, that those who live
barbarously without a state lead a miserable and almost brutish life.

Arguably, however, even in this passage, Spinoza places a greater emphasis on
intellectual goods, and some passages in the Ethics (such as 4p26 and 4p28) sug-
gest that indeed only intellectual goods are rightly sought for their own sake.
Perhaps this emphasis suggests that corporeal goods are goods only instrumen-
tally or, as he writes, only insofar as they are “necessary to the perfection of
human nature.”

In Part 5 of the Ethics Spinoza offers his account of human freedom, or of the
extent to which we can overcome the influence of the passions and pursue virtue
rationally. The account includes both a popular account, like Descartes’s, that
makes some degree of virtue available to all of those who pursue it and also an
elitist, highly intellectualist account of a kind of virtue that is not often obtained.
In the first half of Part 5, Spinoza describes rules by which we can come to
understand our passions or, where we cannot understand them, minimize their
influence by cultivating opposed, active affects. He suggests at 5p10s that such
techniques are available to all:

One who observes these maxims carefully (indeed they are not trouble-
some) and practices them, will in a short time be able to direct his
actions for the most part according to the command of reason.

The second half of Part 5, a notoriously difficult part of the Ethics, describes the
eternity of the mind and suggests that some people, by knowing God, can attain
a kind of salvation, a state that brings the best forms of active affects — blessed-
ness and the love of God — and allows them, if not a complete control, a more
secure command over their passions than one can ordinarily attain. In holding
this view, which is most clearly present in the passage that concludes the Ethics,
Spinoza introduces a kind of elitism that is absent in Descartes:
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Even if the way that I have shown to lead to these things seems very
hard now, still it can be found. And, of course, what is so rarely
obtained is bound to be hard. Indeed, if salvation were at hand and it
could be obtained without great effort, how could it be that nearly
everyone neglects it? But all excellent things are as difficult as they are
rare.

Leibniz

Leibniz emphasizes virtue, perfection, and, as a central component of both,
knowledge, and he does so in ways that clearly show a debt to Descartes and
Spinoza. Descartes and Spinoza might be brought, to some degree, into a dis-
cussion of the other major subject of Leibniz’s moral theory, his anti-voluntarist
account of natural law. Leibniz read Spinoza’s Theological-Political Treatise carefully
and regarded Spinoza’s political theory as very like that of one of his principal
targets, Hobbes. Moreover, Leibniz rightly mentions Descartes as an important
source of the view that most troubles him about voluntarism, the doctrine that
God creates eternal truths. However, this influence is less direct. Leibniz’s nat-
ural law theory directly addresses Grotius, Pufendorf, Hobbes, and Locke and is
therefore best understood in the context of those authors’ ideas.

Leibniz’s accounts of virtue and perfection vary in his writings, and his
account of perfection, in particular, is complicated by the importance of that
concept to his metaphysics (according to which, as for Spinoza, human minds
and other finite beings cannot be absolutely perfect). Among Leibniz’s major
works, important discussions of the topics occur in his New Essays on Human
Understanding (1704), Theodicy (1710), and Monadology (1714). Perhaps the clear-
est concise statement of his view, however, is the short essay, “Felicity” (Riley,
83—4; see Leibniz 1972), a numbered series of connected moral views and defi-
nitions that Leibniz wrote and rewrote in the late 1690s. On that account, moral
perfection increases with the knowledge of eternal truths:

8. Knowledge of reasons perfects us because it teaches us universal and
eternal truths, which are manifested in the perfect Being.

Thus stated, Leibniz’s moral perfectionism resembles the intellectualist strains of
Spinoza’s moral theory: the more that I understand God, the more perfect I
become. Leibniz’s theory of virtue, however, blends this intellectualism with an
account of the value of pleasure, love, and justice. Virtue relates to perfection, in
Leibniz’s account, as the application to practice of the knowledge that we pos-
sess. Leibniz defines virtue in terms of wisdom:

1. Virtue is the habit of acting according to wisdom. It is necessary that
practice accompany knowledge.
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Wisdom is the knowledge of what brings felicity or, as Leibniz wrote later in
“Meditation on the Common Concept of Justice” (1702-3), “our own good”
(Riley, 57). This, however is just knowledge of the perfection of ourselves or
others which, in turn, “flows from ... the absolutely perfect Being.” So virtuous
action follows from the knowledge of God.

The most important kind of virtue, on Leibniz’s account, is justice or charity.
In “Felicity,” Leibniz defines the term in such a way that it introduces a guide to
right action:

6. Justice is charity or a habit of loving conformed to wisdom. Thus
when one is inclined to justice, one tries to procure good for everybody,
so far as one can, reasonably, but in proportion to the needs and merits
of each.

Although they are the same thing, one might find different emphases in the labels
“justice” and “charity.” Justice is a notion of central importance to Leibniz in his
development of a natural law theory in the “Meditation” and in “Opinion on the
Principles of Pufendorf” (1706, in Riley): voluntarism cannot be right because it
makes justice a thing that God wills without reason rather than an immutable
manifestation of God that is worthy of our love. Charity (caritas), loving con-
formed to wisdom, is, like Descartes’s generosity, the proper state of a virtuous
agent. Leibniz’s account of charity, the right kind of love, is the most important
moral idea in Leibniz’s theory. It has two notable implications.

First, whereas Descartes emphasizes will as the respect in which we resemble
God, Leibniz emphasizes the possession of a mind. To be a mind, for Leibniz, is
to be capable of knowledge of universal truths of the sort described in “Felicity.”
From at least the 1690s Leibniz writes that this makes us members of a moral
kingdom. The doctrine is perhaps put most boldly in the “Monadology” (Ariew
and Garber, 224; see Leibniz 1989):

85. ... The collection of minds must make up the City of God, that is,
the most perfect possible state under the most perfect monarchs.

86. This city of God, this truly universal monarchy, is a moral world
within the natural world.

This notion helps Leibniz to explain what love conformed to wisdom in a
charitable person is: it is loving as one citizen of God’s city to another.

Second, the content of ethics, God’s law for us, is largely understood by
Leibniz through his perfectionism. To be a mind, is to be capable of knowing
and loving God, and to be a better mind, is to know and love God more.
Therefore, to act charitably toward another, to possess a good will, is to try to
advance these ends in him or her. Leibniz writes in his “Memoir for Enlightened
Persons,” an essay from the 1690s (Riley, 105):
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To contribute truly to the happiness of men, one must enlighten their
understanding; one must fortify their will in the exercise of virtues, that
is, in the habit of acting according to reason; and one must, finally, try to
remove the obstacles which keep them from finding truth and following
true goods.

Leibniz conceives, then, of moral laws as laws of the legislator of a moral king-
dom of minds and as laws that direct us to improve the faculties of others,
especially understanding and reason. In these respects his synthesis of earlier
conceptions of virtue and perfection anticipates Kant.

See also Hobbes (Chapter 8); Kant (Chapter 14); Virtue ethics (Chapter 40);
Contemporary natural law theory (Chapter 42); Ideals of perfection (Chapter 55).
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ETHICS AND SENTIMENT

Shaftesbury and Hutcheson

Michael B. Gill

Introduction

In the eighteenth century, a number of British moral philosophers — the most
notable of whom were Shaftesbury (1671-1713), Hutcheson (1694—1746), Hume
(1711-76), and Adam Smith (1723-90) — developed a position that has come to
be known as “moral sentimentalism,” or the moral sense theory. These philo-
sophers disagreed about some things, but they all believed that there is a cru-
cially important respect in which non-selfish affection is essential to morality.

The sentimentalists’ insistence on an essential moral role for non-selfish affection
constituted a rejection of the two other main contending moral theories of the
day. One of those positions was egoism — the view that morality is based entirely
on self-interest. The other was moral rationalism — the view that morality ori-
ginates in reason alone. In this chapter, I will explicate the views of Shaftes-
bury and Hutcheson, who were the first to set this sentimentalist course.

I will first describe Shaftesbury and Hutcheson’s anti-egoist arguments. I will
then turn to their anti-rationalist arguments. In-between, I will briefly discuss
Joseph Butler (1692-1752), whose views will serve as an illustrative transition
between discussion of the sentimentalists’ attacks on egoism and on rationalism.
I will conclude with some very brief remarks about Shaftesbury and Hutcheson’s
influence on later sentimentalists.

Shaftesbury and Hutcheson’s attack of egoism

According to egoism as Shaftesbury and Hutcheson understood it, all of one’s
actions have as their ultimate goal the promotion of one’s own happiness, and all
of one’s normative judgments are based in self-interest as well. So, according to
egoism, whenever | form a positive moral judgment about others’ conduct, it is
because I think their conduct benefits me; and whenever I form a negative moral
judgment about others’ conduct, it is because I think their conduct harms me.
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Shaftesbury and Hutcheson thought egoism was a dangerous doctrine, not
merely false but pernicious. Belief in egoism, they thought, promotes religious
error, leading people to heed God’s commandments only because of his power
to reward and punish rather than to love and emulate him because of his
intrinsic goodness. Belief in egoism damages political society, as it leads people
to believe that peace can be bought only at the price of (Hobbesian) absolutism
or (Mandevillean) manipulation. And belief in egoism destroys moral character,
as believing that people always act selfishly can lead one constantly to regard
others through a lens of jealous suspicion as well as deter one from ever trying
to act non-selfishly oneself. The belief that self-interest underlies all human con-
duct can become a corrupting self-fulfilling prophecy.

To combat what they took to be these catastrophic consequences of egoism,
Shaftesbury and Hutcheson launched a battery of arguments to show, first, that
we judge people to be virtuous when we think they are motivated by concern to
benefit humanity as a whole and not merely when we think their conduct
advances our own selfish interests; and to show, second, that people can and
sometimes do act out of truly non-self-interested concern to benefit others.

To combat the egoist claim that all of our moral judgments are based in self-
interest, Hutcheson argued that there are in fact many things we think pro-
mote our self-interest that we nonetheless do not judge to be virtuous. Inanimate
objects can be just as advantageous to us as human beings, but we never judge
inanimate objects to be virtuous (1725, Beauty and Virtue 117-18). Nor do we
judge people to be virtuous if we believe their motives are selfish, no matter how
much we may benefit from what they do (119, 124). A foreign traitor may benefit
our country as much as the most valorous hero, but we still do not think the
traitor virtuous (130). Moreover, at times we ourselves may have the option of
performing actions that harm others, but coming to believe that those actions
will be to our own advantage will not necessarily lead us to think that they are
virtuous (126-7). And when we give in to temptation and do things that benefit
ourselves while harming others, we may continue to morally condemn what we
have done even after we have reaped the benefits (127).

A non-egoist account of moral judgment also better explains the fact that there
are many things that we think do not promote our self-interest that we none-
theless do judge to be virtuous. We judge to be virtuous people who have
done good deeds long ago in distant lands, even though there is no chance that
their actions will have any bearing on our own welfare (117, 121). We judge to
be virtuous people who have attempted to benefit others, even if, as a result of
circumstances outside of their control, no good whatsoever came of their
actions (123). Indeed, it is not uncommon for us to judge to be virtuous people
who have performed actions that actually conflict with our self-interest, such
as someone with good intentions who harms us by mistake, or a ‘“gallant
Enemy” who serves his country well even though it damages our own cause (120,

130, 133).
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So according to Shaftesbury and Hutcheson, we judge people to be virtuous
when and only when we think they act from ultimately benevolent motives. But
it could still be the case that no one ever acts on such benevolent motives — that
no one ever acts in a truly virtuous way. Shaftesbury and Hutcheson argued
against this possibility, however, contending that egoist accounts of motivation
did a manifestly worse job than non-egoist accounts of explaining the wide
spectrum of observable activities humans engage in.

Shaftesbury ridiculed egoistic interpretations of “civility, hospitality, humanity
towards strangers or people in distress,” arguing that it is much more natural to
explain such conduct simply by positing real sociability and benevolence (1999,
Characteristics 55). Human conduct, according to Shaftesbury, is better explained
by supposing that people are often motivated by “passion, humour, caprice, zeal,
faction and a thousand other springs, which are counter to self-interest”
(54; cf. 247-57). The only way the egoist view of motivation can be plausibly
maintained is if it is construed tautologically, i.e. if self-interest is defined so as to
encompass as a matter of definition everything we pursue. But such a view is empty.

In a similar vein, Hutcheson argued that all egoist attempts to reduce or assimilate
our seemingly benevolent conduct to the pursuit of self-interest are miserable
failures (Beauty and Virtue 145, 155). One of Hutcheson’s principal examples was
the benevolence parents exhibit toward their children, which can lead them to
act in ways that don’t seem to be in their self-interest at all (155-8). Egoists try to
explain away such cases by attributing all sorts of selfish motives to parents who
benefit their children. But, Hutcheson plausibly argued, such interpretations either
tacitly presuppose that parents have a disinterested, ultimate desire for the hap-
piness of their children, mistake metaphors for literal truths, or define “selfishness”
in a way that makes the claim that parents act selfishly a mere tautology. Hutcheson
clinched the point with the following thought experiment: Imagine that God has
declared that a person is about to be “suddenly annihilated, but at the Instant of
his Exit it should be left to his Choice whether his Friend, his Children, or his
Country should be made happy or miserable for the future, when he himself could
have no Sense of either Pleasure or Pain from their State” (1753, Beauty and Viirtue
[5th edn] 147). Would such a person lack the motive to promote his children’s
happiness? Of course not. If anything, a person’s motivation to promote the
future well-being of his children grows stronger as his death draws near. Nor is it
only a child whose happiness one may care about for its own sake. At “the instant
of his Exit,” one may be motivated to promote one’s friends’ long-term happiness
as well. Indeed, this benevolent motive is readily apparent in many actual human
interactions. We often act benevolently toward “Neighbours” even when we have
“receiv’d no good Offices” from them, and we desire the happiness of our fellow
citizens even when we are not in any position to share in it (1725, Beauty and Virtue
158). We care about the happiness of people in the “most distant parts of the
Earth,” as is evident from the distress we feel on hearing of the misery of people
in faraway lands and the joy we feel on hearing of their good fortune (159).
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Butler: against egoism, non-committal on sentimentalism vs.
rationalism

In their battles against egoism, Shaftesbury and Hutcheson had a powerful ally in
the person of Joseph Butler, Bishop of Durham (1692-1752). Butler endorsed
anti-egoist arguments similar to those found in the work of Shaftesbury and
Hutcheson. Butler also developed an additional argument that was particularly
incisive (Butler’s presentation of this argument can be found in Raphael 1991:
332-6 and 363-73).

According to Butler, the egoist view that our desire for our own happiness
leaves no room for any truly benevolent motives is based on a misunderstanding
of what desire for one’s own happiness truly is. The desire for one’s own hap-
piness, which Butler called “self-love,” is not the desire for any particular sub-
stantive thing. Rather, the desire for happiness is a general, second-order desire
that our substantive, first-order desires be fulfilled. Happiness consists of the
fulfillment of our first-order desires; it is not a single particular thing itself. But
what sorts of things do we have first-order desires for? What are the objects of
our particular, substantive affections? Some of these are for things that concern
only ourselves or our own pleasures. But observation of ourselves and others
plainly reveals that many other of our particular substantive affections are for
things that are non-selfish or disinterested. And the crucial point to realize,
according to Butler, is that these non-selfish desires are not in conflict with self-
love (properly conceived) but rather are the first-order components of which
happiness consists. Egoists who say that everything we do is based on self-interest
are then either saying something true but compatible with truly benevolent
desires — namely, that the fulfillment of our first-order desires contributes to our
happiness (where “happiness” is taken to be just the term we use to encompass
the satisfaction of our first-order desires). Or they are saying something incom-
patible with truly benevolent desires — namely, that all of our substantive, first-
order desires are for our own selfish pleasure — but false.

But while Butler was on Shaftesbury and Hutcheson’s side in their fight against
egoism, he did not align himself with all of their views. Butler thought that virtue
involved a wider array of character traits than just benevolence, while Shaftes-
bury and Hutcheson often identified virtue entirely with benevolence (see
Raphael 1991: 383-6). And — particularly important for our discussion — Butler
did not equate the source of our moral distinction with a non-rational sense.
Like Hutcheson and Shaftesbury, Butler believed that our moral judgments and
actions are based on a non-selfish principle internal to every human mind. Like
Shaftesbury and Hutcheson, Butler claimed that that principle is distinct from
self-interest. But Shaftesbury and Hutcheson also held that this principle was
affective, not rational. And on this point Butler remained resolutely non-committal,
explicitly refusing to side either with those who claimed the moral faculty should
be taken to be “moral reason” or with those who claimed the moral faculty
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should be taken to be “moral sense.” Perhaps, Butler said, the moral faculty
should be “considered as a sentiment of the understanding, or as a perception of
the heart” (Raphael 1991: 379), a turn of phrase that gracefully sidesteps the
dispute between rationalists and sentimentalists.

One explanation for Butler’s not committing to one side or the other of this
dispute was his belief that a resolution of it was irrelevant for his overriding
practical purpose, which was to make people more virtuous. Defeating egoism
was crucial to this purpose, as belief in egoism can destroy political, religious,
and moral character. But it seems that Butler thought this purpose could be
equally well-served by a rationalist or sentimentalist account of the internal non-
selfish moral faculty.

Shaftesbury and Hutcheson shared Butler’s primary goal of defending the cause
of virtue, and they too thought the most important aspect of this was to show
that we had truly non-selfish concerns for others. Whether the origin of that
concern was rational or affective was of secondary importance. Shaftesbury and
Hutcheson did maintain from the start that morality was based on a moral sense, but
their initial emphasis was on the moral part of that term, not on the sense part.

Eventually, however, Shaftesbury and Hutcheson’s differences with moral
rationalism would come to the fore (albeit pretty much after Shaftesbury had
concluded his philosophical career). Let us examine these differences now.

Shaftesbury and Hutcheson on moral rationalism

Moral rationalism has a long and varied history, but the rationalist views most
current in Shaftesbury and Hutcheson’s day were well-represented by Ralph
Cudworth, Samuel Clarke, John Balguy, and Gilbert Burnet. The claim that is
often taken to be essential to moral rationalism is that morality originates in
reason alone, and Cudworth, Clarke, Balguy, and Burnet did certainly hold to
that. But on closer inspection we find that this is not a single claim but actually
encompasses a cluster of at least the following three ideas.

(1) The rationalist ontological claim: there are purely rational moral properties
that are independent of all human minds.

(2) The rationalist epistemological claim: humans apprehend morality through
the use of reason alone.

(3) The rationalist practical claim: humans act morally when they are moti-
vated by purely rational considerations.

It is especially important to keep in mind the differences between these when
examining Shaftesbury, as it turns out that his views are consistent with (1),
conflict with (2), and stand in a complicated, hard-to-quickly-summarize rela-
tionship to (3).
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Shaftesbury and moral rationalism

Shaftesbury never denied the rationalist ontological claim. He believed that good
and evil existed independently of human sentiments (Characteristics 150, 168, 175,
266-7). This affinity with the rationalists is, however, decidedly absent in
Shaftesbury’s account of the conduct of the virtuous moral agent.

Shaftesbury holds that the moral status of persons’ conduct is based entirely
on their motives. Indeed, Shaftesbury’s contention that moral worth is based on
motive is as uncompromising and emphatic as Kant’s (see Characteristics 169-71;
174-7; cf. Kant 2002: 199-201). Where Shaftesbury differs from Kant — what
makes him a sentimentalist and not a rationalist — is his belief that only affections
can motivate to action. But because he believes only affections motivate, and
because he thinks moral status is based entirely on motive, Shaftesbury is led to
the conclusion that moral status is based entirely on affection (Characteristics 171,
174, 192). For Shaftesbury, the essential difference between virtuous conduct and
non-virtuous conduct is that the former is motivated by one kind of affection
and the latter is not. This is clearly inconsistent with the rationalist practical
claim.

A crucially important related aspect of Shaftesbury’s view is his belief that
virtue is a subset of goodness — that all who are virtuous are good but that not all
who are good are virtuous. A creature is good, according to Shaftesbury, if its
affections promote the well-being of the system of which it is a part, and non-
human animals are just as capable of possessing this type of affection as humans.
Goodness is thus within the reach of all sensible creatures, not only humans but
also non-human animals, such as tigers. “Virtue or merit,” on the other hand, is
within the reach of “man only” (Characteristics 172). That is because virtue or
merit is tied to a special kind of affection that only humans possess. This special
kind of affection is a second-order affection, an affection that has as its object
another affection. We humans experience these second-order affections because
we, unlike non-human animals, are conscious of our own affections. Not only do
we possess affections, but we also reflect on or become aware of the affections we
have. And when we reflect on our own affections, we develop feelings about
them. Imagine, for instance, you feel the desire to help a person in distress. In
addition to simply feeling that desire, you may also become aware that you are
feeling that desire. And when you become aware of that, you may experience a
positive feeling (or “liking”) toward your desire to help. Or imagine you feel the
desire to harm a person who has bested you in a fair competition. In addition to
simply feeling the desire to harm, you may also become aware that you are feel-
ing that desire. And when you become aware of that, you may experience a
negative feeling (or “dislike”) toward your desire to harm (172). Shaftesbury
calls this capacity to feel second-order affections the “sense of right and wrong”
or the “moral sense” (179-80). The moral sense is that which produces in us
feelings of “like” or “dislike” for our own (first-order) affections. When the
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moral sense is operating properly, it produces positive feelings toward affections
that promote the well-being of humanity and negative feelings toward affections
that detract from the well-being of humanity. The second-order feelings that the
moral sense produces can themselves motivate to action. And humans — who
alone possess the powers of reflection necessary for consciousness of their own
affections and thus alone possess a moral sense — are virtuous if they act from
those second-order feelings (175-6).

Shaftesbury held that this moral sense is the basis of the moral judgments we
typically make in day-to-day life. If I conduct myself in a way that leads you to
think I am motivated to benefit (or harm) humanity, your moral sense will lead
you to approve or ‘“like” (or disapprove or ‘“dislike”) me. And these approvals
(and disapprovals) are the basis of the moral judgments you form about me.
In addition, the approvals and disapprovals of your moral sense are the basis
of your assessment of which conduct open to you is virtuous or vicious.
As Shaftesbury writes,

In these vagrant characters of picture of manners, which the mind of
necessity figures to itself and carries still about with it, the heart cannot
possibly remain neutral but constantly takes part one way or other.
However false or corrupt it be within itself, it finds the difference, as to
beauty and comeliness, between one heart and another, one turn of
affection, one behaviour, on sentiment and another, accordingly, in all
disinterested cases, must approve in some measure of what is natural
and honest and disapprove what is dishonest and corrupt.
(Characteristics 173)

Such an account of moral judgment conflicts with the rationalist epistemological
claim, as it implies that our judgments of morality involve the moral sense — that
our judgments that something is virtuous (or vicious) are based on the second-
order affection of approval (or disapproval).

Elsewhere, however, Shaftesbury suggests that we can apprehend morality
through reason alone. When presenting his philosophical account of goodness in
the Inquiry — and this account is the foundation of his views of morality as a
whole — Shaftsbury does not seem to take himself to be relying on sentiment at
all. It seems that he thinks the nature of goodness is something that he can dis-
cern and establish through the use of reason alone (Characteristics 167-9). In
other works, moreover, he suggested that we can apprehend the eternal and
immutable standards of morality through something like a priori rational intui-
tion (Characteristics 68).

What is the relationship between Shaftesbury’s apparently rationalist account
of the nature of goodness and his sentimentalist account of the moral judgments
we make in everyday life? It seems that Shaftesbury took the rationalist and
sentimentalists accounts to be parallel — coexistensive but not in interaction with
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each other. But it’s far from clear that such a combination can be made philo-
sophically coherent. However that may be, for a fully fledged and uncompro-
mising expression of the sentimentalist position — a position that unequivocally
rejects all three aspects of moral rationalism — we have to turn to Hutcheson.

Hutcheson’s arguments against moral rationalism

Hutcheson’s most important anti-rationalist arguments occur in his Illustrations on
the Moral Sense, which was published in 1728. Following Shaftesbury, Hutcheson
held there that virtuous conduct is conduct that has as its ultimate end or motive
the promotion of the welfare of humanity (a view that, in Hutcheson’s hands,
became one of the most important precursors to utilitarianism). Hutcheson also
held that all of our judgments that another person is virtuous are based on our
having the positive reaction of approval toward the benevolent motives of that
person. But the truths that reason alone informs us of are insufficient to give rise
to such benevolent motives or to our approvals of them. Reason alone can play
only an instrumental role in our moral conduct and judgments (1728, Moral
Sense 139, 213-14, 217; Burnet and Hutcheson 1971: 209, 227). It tells us what
the effects of an action will be — whether an action will promote certain ends or
frustrate them — but it is incapable of favoring (in the sense either of approving
or of motivating to pursue) one ultimate end over any other (Moral Sense 139).
Qur favoring of ultimate ends must therefore involve the operation of non-
rational mental principles.

Hutcheson called these non-rational mental principles “internal senses,” a ter-
minological choice warranted by what he took to be the phenomenological
similarities between the experience of the external sensations of sight and touch
and the experience of benevolent motives and approvals (Moral Sense 134, 154-5).
The sense that gives rise to benevolent motives to actions Hutcheson called the
“public sense,” and the sense that gives rise to approvals of benevolent motives
Hutcheson called the “moral sense.”

The rationalists, of course, claimed that reason alone can give rise to ultimate
ends and our moral judgments of them — that Hutcheson was wrong to limit
reason to a purely instrumental role. According to Hutcheson, however, in
making this claim the rationalists relied on vague formulations that, when made
more precise, are false or fail to support moral rationalism in the slightest.

Rationalists sometimes maintained, for instance, that the “Morality of Actions
consists in Conformity to Reason, or Difformity from it” (Moral Sense 136). But if
something’s conforming to reason means simply that “true propositions” apply
to it, then this characteristic cannot distinguish morality from immorality, as
there are as many true propositions that apply to immoral conduct as there are
that apply to moral conduct (Moral Sense 137-8; see also 144-5, 148, 154). If an
action’s conforming to reason means that the action will achieve the end at
which it is aimed, the rationalists are no better off, for one action can be just as
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effective at achieving the vicious end of harming humanity as another action can
be at achieving the virtuous end of helping (138-40). Then again, when people
say that an action is conformable to reason they may sometimes mean simply
that they approve of it. But since this approval presupposes a moral sense the
rationalists still have not made any headway (144; cf. 160). (Hutcheson makes
similar arguments against the rationalist view that morality is based on the eter-
nal and immutable relation of fitness; see Hutcheson’s Moral Sense (155-60) for
discussion of this issue.)

Another rationalist tack was to hold that it is rationally self-evident that cer-
tain ends ought to be pursued over other ends. Burnet, for instance, claimed that
it was self-evident that the happiness of humanity as a whole is a more reason-
able or fitting end than the happiness of a single individual. Hutcheson agreed
that we morally ought to pursue the happiness of humanity rather than our own
selfish interests. But he denied that this idea can be construed in a way that is
both self-evident and supportive of the rationalist cause, arguing that one makes
no purely rational mistake if one prefers the happiness of the few to the happi-
ness of the many. This will look to be a mistake only to those who have a prior
preference for the happiness of the many (Burnet and Hutcheson 1971: 211;
cf. 213, 228-9, and Moral Sense 222-3).

Hutcheson also argued that the only way the moral principles his rationalist
opponents advanced could be rightly thought of as rationally necessary is if they
were construed tautologously. Clarke, for instance, contended that the following
is a self-evident, rationally necessary truth: “whoever first attempts, without the
consent of his fellows, and except it be for some public benefit, to take to him-
self more than his proportion, is the beginner of iniquity” (Raphael 1991: 218).
Similarly, William Wollaston contended that it is a self-evident, rationally
necessary truth that it is wrong for a man to live “as if he had the estate which he
has not” (Raphael 1991: 242). What Clarke and Wollaston are saying is that
reason alone tells us that we ought to respect others’ property — that the princi-
ples of morality that condemn theft are rationally necessary. Hutcheson did not
deny the self-evidence of Clarke and Wollaston’s statements of the morality of
respect for property and the immorality of theft. He maintained, however, that if
these statements are self-evident, it is only because the positive moral status of
respect for property and the negative moral status of theft have been smuggled
into the descriptions of the relevant actions. Clarke said that it was wrong, all
things being equal, for someone to take more than is “his.” Wollaston said that
it is wrong for someone to make use of something “which he has not.” But
Clarke’s “his” and Wollaston’s “has” presuppose the morality of respect of
property and the immorality of theft. So their principles are rationally necessary
only because they are circular or tautologous (see Moral Sense 160, 213-14,
228-30, 272-3, and Burnet and Hutcheson 1971: 213).

An important rationalist criticism of his moral sense theory that Hutcheson
addressed was that the deliverances of the senses are too uncertain and unstable
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to serve as the foundation of morality. According to the rationalists, we do not
as a matter of course simply accept our sentimental reactions as decisive of
whether something is virtuous or vicious, because we know that our sentimental
reactions are very often swayed by deceitful appearances. Rather, we hold our
initial sentimental responses up to some standard before we properly pass judg-
ment, and we then correct our judgments accordingly. But since we do this (so
the rationalists maintained), we must be relying on some standard that is inde-
pendent of our sentimental responses, as we use that standard to assess and
correct our sentimental responses themselves.

Hutcheson responded by pointing out that we correct many of our initial
sensory impressions of external objects while its still being the case that our
judgments about the objects in question essentially involve sensation and cannot
be funded merely by reason alone (Moral Sense 138-41, 147, 149). Under unusual
lighting conditions, something may appear to us to be one color and yet we will
judge (because we are cognizant of how the thing would appear under normal
lighting conditions) that it is actually another color. But the fact that we correct
our initial visual impression does not show that we have some purely rational,
non-sensory standard of visual judgment. Similarly, I may sometimes feel nega-
tive emotions when [ first consider an action or character, but then, after calm
reflection on the action’s actual tendencies or the actual features of the character,
come to form a positive judgment about it. But the explanation for this correc-
tion of my initial reaction is that my moral judgment is based on the emotion I
feel when I calmly reflect (just as my visual judgment is based on the visual
impression I would have under normal lighting conditions), not that I refer to
some purely rational moral standard.

Conclusion

Just as Hutcheson clarified and extended Shaftesbury’s moral sentimentalist
ideas, so too did David Hume and Adam Smith refine and in some cases alter
Hutcheson’s sentimentalist ideas. Both Hume and Smith agreed with Hutcheson
that morality originates in sentiment — where that claim is taken in a metaphysi-
cal, epistemological, and practical sense. But Hume and Smith also both believed
that Hutcheson’s account of the sentiments at the origin of morality was overly
simplistic. While Hutcheson maintained that the moral sentiments were based in
an explanatorily basic, divinely implanted moral sense, Hume and Smith argued
that these sentiments were the end result of more basic and naturalistically
explicable mental processes. And while Hutcheson maintained that benevolence
was the single taproot of morality, Hume and Smith argued that other kinds of
sentiment were also of fundamental moral importance. There is no doubt, how-
ever, that Hume and Smith’s moral theories — as well as the sentimentalist
theories of a myriad contemporary moral philosophers — grew out of
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Shaftesbury and Hutcheson’s initial insight into the crucial moral role of non-
selfish affection.

See also Hobbes (Chapter 8); Ethics and reason (Chapter 9); Hume (Chapter 11);
Adam Smith (Chapter 12); Non-cognitivism (Chapter 27); Error theory and fic-
tionalism (Chapter 28).
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James A. Harris

Hume’s moral philosophy is to be found in Book 3 of A Treatise of Human
Nature (published a year after the first two books, in 1740) and in An Enquiry
concerning the Principles of Morals (1751). Also important to a full understanding
of Hume’s ethics are some of the essays that he published in various collections
from the 1740s onwards. Four essays on the views of the ancient schools con-
cerning the nature of human happiness (“The Epicurean,” “The Stoic,” “The
Platonist,” and “The Sceptic”) are especially significant, for there Hume appears
decisively to distance himself from the didactic, “improving” agenda of both
ancient moral philosophy and most of his contemporaries (see Harris 2007). The
essay “Of the Standard of Taste,” as its title suggests, is primarily a work of
aesthetics, but its explanation of how principles of judgment develop out of
sentimentalist first principles has been found useful by some modern Humeans
as a means of rebutting excessively “subjectivist” readings of Hume’s theory of
moral judgment (see Wiggins 1998). The essay “On Suicide” provides a rare case
of Hume directly addressing a question in practical ethics. In that essay Hume
makes clear a deep antipathy to the moral code of the Christianity of his day.
Passages in other writings on religion, notably the final sections of the Natural
History of Religion, manifest the same hostility to religion considered as a basis for
moral thought.

There are a number of contexts for Hume’s ethics, but the most significant is
perhaps the debate begun by Hobbes and then renewed by Bernard Mandeville
about whether there is a foundation in human nature for moral judgment and
moral motivation (for other approaches, see, e.g., Haakonssen 1996; Schneewind
1998; Gill 2006). Ridiculing Shaftesbury’s picture of virtue as a natural develop-
ment of innate dispositions, Mandeville, notoriously, had portrayed morality as
a confidence trick played on the multitude by scheming politicians. Human
beings are always and only selfish, Mandeville claimed, and they are only per-
suaded to behave as if with a concern for the interests of others in return for the
flattery of praise from their superiors and their peers. Mandeville’s views excited
an extensive debate. His most important critic was Francis Hutcheson (see Ethics
and sentiment [Chapter 10]). Hume’s moral philosophy is best seen as an attempt
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to negotiate a path between Mandeville and Hutcheson. Letters he wrote to
Hutcheson (see Hume 1932: Vol. 1, 32-5, 3640, 45-8, letters of 1739 and 1740)
make it clear that he found elements of the older philosopher’s position impos-
sible to accept, and there are frequent soundings of Mandevillean notes in his
moral writings. Nevertheless, Hume rejected the view that all actions are done
out of self-love, and accepted a foundation in human nature for at least some
moral distinctions.

Hume’s approach to the issues raised by the debate between Mandeville and
Hutcheson is self-consciously detached and, as we might say now, scientific. He
presents himself as an anatomist of human nature, who brings to moral philo-
sophy the methods of the “experimental” natural philosophy of Isaac Newton.
He makes it clear that the success of his theories is to be assessed in terms of a
combination of elegance and explanatory power. At the end of the Treatise he
says that it would take an entirely different kind of book to demonstrate that
the virtuous life is a life of happiness and dignity. The anatomist may assist the
painter in the production of alluring portraits of virtue, but his work is very
often in itself disturbing at best and hideous at worst. The distinction between
anatomy and painting is explored at greater length in Section 1 of An Enquiry
concerning Human Understanding. There Hume describes the ambition of the
anatomical moral philosopher in terms of the discovery of “some general prin-
ciples, into which all the vices and virtues were justly to be resolved” (Hume
1975/1748: 15). Yet, like any good apologist for the inductive method, Hume
warns his reader of the dangers of an excessive concern for theoretical simplicity:
there is no reason to think that all of morality can be resolved into “one general
principle.” To pretend otherwise has been the error of much previous writing in
ethics. Hume’s project is to apply the experimental method to the basis of the
distinction between virtue and vice in a more precise and sensitive way than
forebears such as Shaftesbury, Mandeville, Butler, and Hutcheson. (For reliable
and thorough treatments of Hume’s moral philosophy, see Ardal 1966; Baier
1991; Mackie 1980; Norton 1982.)

Treatise, Book 3: artificial virtues

Book 3 of the Treatise is structured around a distinction that Hume makes
between those virtues that are “natural” and those that are “artificial.” Unlike
Mandeville, Hume accepts that there are virtues that are approved of immedi-
ately and without reflection: Hume’s examples are “meekness, beneficence,
charity, generosity, clemency, moderation, equity” (Hume 1978/1739—40: 578).
These virtues are discussed in Part 3. In Part 2 Hume focuses on virtues approval
of which arises only in the context of conventions established in order that social
life be possible for creatures such as we are, limited in our benevolence, and
living in conditions of scarcity. These are the ‘“artificial” virtues of justice
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(defined in terms of rules determining property and its transfer), promise-
keeping, and allegiance. Such practices are not immediately recognizable as
worthy of moral approbation. They only appear in that light when their utility
for society at large becomes obvious. Hume displays some anxiety that he be
properly understood when he terms these virtues “artificial”’: he does not mean
that they are unnatural, for justice (for example) is so obvious and necessary an
invention that it was inevitable that human beings would come up with it. “Tho’
the rules of justice be artificial,” he remarks, “they are not arbitrary” (Hume 1978/
1739-40: 484). They may, in fact, be called laws of nature, in the sense of being
practices that are absolutely necessary to beings who need, as we do, to live in
society with each other. Still, they are the result of artifice, and are not, contrary
to what Hutcheson had claimed for all virtues, practices that we instinctively
appreciate as morally valuable.

Part 2 is by far the longest of the three parts of Book 3 of the Treatise, and
there was surely a polemical point to treating the artificial virtues before the
natural ones. Book 3 begins, however, with an airing of an issue that had been
vigorously discussed in the first decades of the eighteenth century, whether
moral distinctions are made by reason or by sentiment. Hume’s case against the
rationalism of philosophers such as Samuel Clarke and William Wollaston is
rather cursory, and does little more than restate arguments that had already been
made at greater length by Hutcheson. Hume raises the issue only to dismiss it as
unimportant. Once rationalism is shown to be hopeless, and sentimentalism is
left as the only sensible option, the real questions can be addressed: namely,
whether moral sentiments are in every particular case “produc’d by an original
quality and primary constitution” (as Hutcheson had claimed, and as Hume
thinks is obviously absurd); and whether, having answered this question in the
negative, we should go on to look for more general explanatory principles in
human nature or “in some other origin” (Hume 1978/1739-40: 473).

Hume thinks he has a decisive argument to show that approval of justice,
promise-keeping, and allegiance is not a function of any innate principle of
human nature. He begins by laying it down as a maxim that the estimation of the
moral worth of an action is always based on the motive upon which the agent
acted. He then argues that no action is approved of simply on account of having
been done out of a sense of duty. There has to be some additional source of
value for the action: that is, there has to be something that explains why actions
of that kind are what duty requires. And, according to the maxim laid down at
the outset, that something would seem to have to be a motive to such actions, a
motive that could be called natural in so far as it is, precisely, not a pure regard
for duty as such. The problem is that actions done out of respect for justice, or
out of respect for the importance of a promise, do not seem to have a motive
over and above a regard for what duty requires. Hume considers three possible
kinds of motive — self-interest, benevolent regard for society at large, and bene-
volent regard for particular individuals — and argues that in each case it is quite
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implausible to think that acting on that kind of motive could be what gives just
or honest acts their moral value. These three kinds of motive exhaust the possi-
ble natural sources for ascribing moral value to justice, promise-keeping, and also
allegiance. Therefore the motive which is praised in the case of these virtues
must be non-natural, raised in us by processes of inculcation and education that
Hume proceeds to explain.

There are two stages to that explanation. The first presents a series of con-
jectures as to how human beings came to invent such things as rules determining
property and its transfer, the practice of being bound by utterances of the words
“I promise,” and institutions of government. In each case, according to Hume,
the key to explanation is self-interest. These practices developed as rational
individuals figured out ways of coping with the problem that human beings need
to live in society with each other while having good reason to think that other
people will take advantage of them if the occasion presents itself. The needs that
we all have make it rational for us to foster the convention of respect for the
property of others. Hume emphasizes the role of rationality in the development
of conventions regarding property: faced with the problem of the combination
of our natural selfishness and the difficulty with which we extract what we need
to survive from our physical environment, he says, “nature provides a remedy in
the judgment and understanding, for what is irregular and incommodious in the
affections” (Hume 1978/1739—40: 489). This is a reminder that Hume is very far
from denying that reason has any role to play in the construction of morality.

Hume also emphasizes that a convention is something different from a pro-
mise. In fact, he argues, promise-keeping is itself a kind of convention, devel-
oped in order to facilitate exchanges of goods or services where there is a time
delay built into the exchange. As an example of a convention as distinct from a
promise, Hume, famously, gives the example of two men who get into a boat
together in order to row it to where they both want to go. There is no need for
the men to make promises to each other in order for them each to have reason to
do his part in the rowing. Hume’s thesis that rational self-interest drives the
development of conventions is, however, susceptible of more than one inter-
pretation. On one way of reading Hume, conventions such as the rules of justice
are the product of enlightened reflection on the part of most or all members of a
society about what is necessary to peace and stability of that society; on another
reading, such conventions emerge as the unintended consequence of the inter-
actions of agents thinking only about their own local and short-term interests.

What remains to be explained is how following the conventions that enable
social life comes to be regarded as a distinctively moral matter. This is what is
accounted for in the second stage of Hume’s treatment of the artificial virtues.
The key to Hume’s account is the notion of sympathy. Sympathy attunes us to
the harm done to victims of injustice and dishonesty, and the feeling of uneasi-
ness which is the result of this sympathy is simply constitutive of moral dis-
approbation — so long as that feeling survives general reflection about the
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consequences of that kind of action for society at large. Hume says more about
how sympathy is brought to the level of generalized concern for all of society in
Part 3. Part 2 leaves it as something of a puzzle as to how the invocation of
sympathy solves the problem of the nature of the motive that is the object of
moral judgment with respect to justice, promise-keeping, and allegiance. It cer-
tainly looks as though the motive for, for example, just actions cannot be any-
thing other than self-interest, but it seems implausible that Hume’s view is that
the virtuousness of the just person lies in his or her prudence (but see Gauthier
(1992) for a version of such a view). Some commentators have argued that with
the emergence and embedding of conventions there arises a new kind of motive,
the disposition to act in accord with conventions, and that that is the motive that
is morally approved of (e.g., Darwall 1995: 207—43). Others have suggested that
in the end Hume surrenders the supposed maxim that the virtue of an action lies
in its motive, in favor of a broadly consequentialist approach to moral estima-
tion (see Mackie 1980: 79-81; see also Cohon 1997).

Relevant to this puzzle is the striking fact that in his application of sympathy
to the development of distinctively moral sentiments Hume several times
expresses skepticism about the capacity of sympathy to motivate agents to act in
line with its deliverances (see Hume 1978/1739-40: 500-2, 523, 533-4). More
often than not, it would seem, we are just and honest and loyal because of a
combination of the artifices and threats of politicians, how we have been edu-
cated, and a concern for our reputation. These passages hint at the fundamen-
tally Mandevillean character of Hume’s treatment of the artificial virtues, but
also suggest that there is reason to see Hume as in fact uncomfortable with the
traditional idea that a virtue such as justice is primarily a virtue of individuals.
He appears to be moving towards the more distinctively modern view that jus-
tice is rather a virtue of institutions, approved of on account of their socially
beneficial consequences.

Treatise, Book 3: natural virtues and natural abilities

Natural virtues are those that are recognized as such without need for the prior
construction of conventions. They are the subject of Part 3 of Book 3 of the
Treatise. Hume’s first move is to fill out his conception of the role of sympathy
in moral judgment, and as he does so it becomes apparent that the natural vir-
tues are not really approved of immediately and directly. On Hutcheson’s view
we are naturally disposed to be pleased by benevolence without needing to take
into account the consequences of benevolent action. Actions done out of bene-
volent motives do of course tend to have beneficial consequences, but that is not
why we approve of them (though it is why God has instilled in us the tendency
to approve of them). Hume, by contrast, believes that there is good reason to
believe that it is with the estimation of natural virtues as it is with the estimation
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of artificial virtues (and also with the estimation of beauty): character traits, or
“qualities,” such as benevolence and generosity and clemency ‘“acquire our
approbation, because of their tendency to the good of mankind” (Hume 1978/
1739-40: 578). That is, he believes that the fact that such character traits do have
a tendency to the good of mankind is what explains our moral approval of them.
This is something that most of Hume’s contemporaries found objectionable.
They wanted to believe, with Hutcheson, that what we morally approve of is
recognized as good in itself, irrespective of its consequences. Hume in effect
rejects both the notion of the good in itself and the notion of our possessing a
faculty able somehow to detect it.

Sympathy, then, replaces the Hutchesonian moral sense as the faculty of moral
approbation and disapprobation. Hume goes on to argue, by a form of inductive
enumeration, that all moral judgment can be analyzed into consideration of just
four kinds of good: utility to self and to others, and agreeableness to self and to
others. All character traits that we call virtues are approved of because they have
one of these four tendencies. The difference between natural and artificial virtues
is that benevolence, for example, is always agreeable to behold, whereas the
exercise of an artificial virtue such as justice might in particular instances give us
pain. The virtue of just acts is brought out only in so far as our focus is the
consequences of general adherence to the convention considered as a whole.
Hume considers and answers two objections to his theory. The first is that, while
our capacity for sympathy with others varies according to the closeness of our
relation to them, our moral judgments do not change in the same way: “we give
the same approbation to the same moral qualities in China as in England” (Hume
1978/1739-40: 581). Hume replies that while it is of course true that our senti-
ments fluctuate in response to alterations of relation, we need to prevent the
continual disputes that would arise if we always judged on the basis of our sen-
timents. So “we fix on some steady and general points of view; and always, in our
thoughts, place ourselves in them, whatever may be our present situation”
(Hume 1978/1739—40: 582). It is not perfectly clear, however, whether what
Hume means is that we are able to correct our sentiments by such reflection, or
whether what is corrected is simply the language we use to express our senti-
ments. The second problem Hume raises for his sympathy theory is that we can
regard someone as virtuous even if his circumstances prevent him from actually
doing anything either useful or agreeable. Hume replies that, given enough
experience of them in other situations, the usual tendencies of character traits
are sufficient for moral approval. This is an instance of the influence of “general
rules” on our judgments.

In the second half of Part 3 Hume’s attention moves from the distinction
between artificial and natural virtues to the distinction usually made between
virtues and natural abilities. Natural abilities are such traits as intelligence, know-
ledge, wit, eloquence, and even, it seems, cleanliness. Hume extends his sympathy-
based theory of approval to these traits, and claims that in every case they,
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too, meet with approbation on account of their usefulness or their agreeableness.
The pleasure wit excites is of course different in kind (not just in degree) from
the pleasure that is excited by benevolence; but then the pleasure that bene-
volence excites is different in kind (not just in degree) from the pleasure excited
by justice. There is, Hume concludes, no deep division to be drawn between
moral virtues and natural abilities. The question of whether or not natural abil-
ities should be counted as virtues on a footing with justice and benevolence is,
Hume says, “merely a dispute of words” (Hume 1978/1739-40: 606).

Hume of course knows that for many moralists the crucial difference between
virtues and abilities is that an exercise of the former is supposed to involve
choice and freedom of the will. So Hume uses his discussion of the matter to
supplement the case made in Book 2 of the Treatise for the irrelevance, indeed
harmfulness, of the notion of free will to understanding the basis of moral
approbation and disapprobation (see Hume 1978/1739—40: 407—-12). The concept
of virtue, he argues, has no essential connection with the concept of the volun-
tary. No such connection was made by ‘“the ancients,” who were happy to
include among the virtues such “involuntary and necessary” qualities as con-
stancy, fortitude, and magnanimity. Furthermore, moral distinctions arise simply
from feelings of pleasure and pain, and, Hume says he believes, “no one will
assert, that a quality can never produce pleasure or pain to the person who
considers it, unless it be perfectly voluntary in the person who possesses it”
(Hume 1978/1739-40: 609). And, as Hume reminds the reader, in order for an
action to be taken as a genuine expression of someone’s character, there has to
be the kind of constant conjunction between character and action that is what
Humean necessitation amounts to, and that positively excludes freedom of the
will. (For discussion of Hume on liberty, necessity, and the moral sentiments, see

Russell 1995.)

An Enquiry concerning the Principles of Morals

Utility and agreeableness, considered as the determinants of moral judgment, are
the main theme of the second Enquiry. (For accounts of the relation of the
second Enquiry to Book 3 of the Treatise, see Abramson 2001 and Baier 2008.)
Hume says that the goal of the book is to analyze “that complication of mental
qualities, which form what, in common life, we call Personal Merit,” in order to
discover “those universal principles, from which all censure or approbation is
ultimately derived”; and the conclusion reached is “that Personal Merit consists
altogether in the possession of mental qualities, useful or agreeable to the person
himself or to others” (Hume 1975/1751: 173, 268). In Section 1 Hume emphasizes
that this is a “question of fact,” and that therefore “we can only expect success,
by following the experimental method, and deducing general maxims from a
comparison of particular instances” (Hume 1975/1751: 174). What he seeks to
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establish through following the experimental method is not simply that it is true
that benevolence, justice, and the rest of the virtues are either useful or agree-
able. This no one denies. Rather, he wants to show that these things, and these
things alone, are the origin of the merit ascribed to these qualities. Again, the
target throughout is the idea that there are character traits and actions which are
good in themselves, and known to be such without consideration of
consequences. Hume himself uses the language of Roman philosophy in this
connection: he says he wants to show that the analysis of personal merit can be
conducted solely in terms of the utile and the dulce. What is implied by this way
of describing his agenda is that there is no place in his moral philosophy for the
notion of the honestum, what is good in itself, good even if no one actually
regards it as good.

Throughout the second Enquiry Hume works at presenting his ideas in such a
way that the reader is not distracted by their more unsettling implications. The
distinction between artificial and natural virtues, for example, is not mentioned
in the main body of the text. The section on justice restricts itself to proving that
“utility is the sole origin of justice, and that reflections on the beneficial con-
sequences of this virtue are the sole foundations of its merit” (Hume 1975/1751:
183). It is only in an appendix that Hume returns to the question of how con-
ventions regulating property emerged amongst self-interested individuals, and
even then the thought that justice might properly be regarded as artificial, in the
sense merely of being the work of “reason, forethought, design, and a social
union and confederacy among men,” is introduced in a footnote (Hume 1975/
1751: 307). The distinction between moral virtues and natural abilities is also
relegated to an appendix, as are discussions of the reason—sentiment controversy
and the issue of the extent of human selfishness. The impression given is that
Hume wants to move moral philosophy on beyond the debates of the early
eighteenth century, and towards a properly scientific treatment of the principal
question, that concerning the basis of the distinction that is ordinarily made
between virtue and vice. Almost all of Hume’s contemporaries were as a result
able to recognize that his main thesis was that utility plays a central role in the
definition of virtue and vice.

Some readers of Hume detect a painterly and moralistic tone in the second
Enquiry that is absent from the Treatise. And it might be thought that a book that
describes how all of the virtues are either useful or agreeable could indeed do
something to recommend virtue to those of its readers unsure whether virtue is
always worth pursuing. But when in the final section of the book Hume raises
the question of the nature of our obligation to act virtuously, it does not occur
to him to frame that question in any other terms than those of self-interest, and
the upshot of his answer is that, in fact, it is not possible always to show that
acting virtuously is in our interests. This is obvious, Hume says, in the case of
the virtue of justice. The “sensible knave” who free-rides on the generally law-
abiding proclivities of his fellow citizens cannot be shown to be acting
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irrationally. If his heart really does not rebel at the thought of his own vicious-
ness, there is nothing that argument can do to persuade him to change his ways.
It is on this rather disquieting note that the second Enquiry ends. (For discussion
of the sensible knave, see Gauthier 1992; Baier 1992.)

Hume’s legacy

Hume’s reputation as a moral philosopher was shaped in the first instance by his
deployment of the concept of utility. Adam Smith, for example, regards Hume’s
appeal to utility as the defining feature of his ethics (see Smith 1984/1759: 179-93,
327). Some of his contemporaries, including Thomas Reid, understood him to
be a latter-day Epicurean, even though it was obvious, as Reid himself acknowledged,
that Hume rejected the Epicurean claim that all action is motivated by self-
interest (see Reid 1969/1788: 401-3). The secular character of Hume’s ethics did
attract some criticism, but not from his more philosophically sophisticated con-
temporaries, almost all of whom, even if they accepted the truth of Christianity,
held that it was the task of the philosopher to look beyond religion for a grounding
of the obligation to morality. What worried philosophers such as Reid and
Henry Home, Lord Kames, was that demonstrating the basis of moral obligation
did not seem to be among Hume’s concerns — something that was shown clearly,
they thought, by his treatment of the sensible knave. They believed that it was
incumbent on the philosopher to vindicate the commonsensical belief that there
are some things that are absolutely obligatory and others that are absolutely
forbidden, and this Hume failed to do. To claim that virtue could be reducible
to the useful and agreeable was in effect to give up on the notion of inviolable
rights and perfect duties. It was found striking that the language of rights and
duties is almost completely absent from Hume’s writings on moral philosophy.
This, of course, is precisely what recommended him to Jeremy Bentham, who
gave credit to Hume for the discovery of the principle of utility (see Bentham
1988/1776: 51). Throughout the nineteenth century Hume was portrayed as an
originator of utilitarianism, by both that school’s advocates and its critics.
More recently Hume’s main contribution to moral philosophy has been sup-
posed to lie in “meta-ethics.” Hume’s importance, it was thought for much of
the twentieth century, lies in his arguments against “realism” and his delineation
of a form of subjectivist non-cognitivism. More recently still, Hume has been
claimed by proponents of “virtue ethics” as the chief early modern exponent of
the idea that the primary concern of philosophical ethics is not consequences or
duty but rather defining the kind of character necessary to living a full and
flourishing human life. The concept of virtue is of course at the very center of
Hume’s moral philosophy, and he certainly rejects the thought that the core
notion of morality is that of duty. He also rejects important aspects of con-
sequentialist ethics, including the idea that outcomes can be given a ranking
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along a single scale of value. He has an interest in the complexities of character
that is shared by many modern virtue ethicists. Yet Hume’s sense of the many
aspects of morality which are the work of human invention and artifice should
not be downplayed. Much of morality is not in any sense “second nature” to us.
On the contrary, it is the product of a long and complex negotiation between
human beings and their circumstances, and, despite its history, needs constantly
to be reinforced by social pressure and the more brutally coercive power of the
magistrate.

See also Ethics and reason (Chapter 9); Ethics and sentiment (Chapter 10); Adam
Smith (Chapter 12); Utilitarianism to Bentham (Chapter 13).
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Craig Smith

Adam Smith (1723-90) is familiar to most people as the father of economics. As
the author of the groundbreaking An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the
Wealth of Nations (1776) his name is still widely invoked in discussions of poli-
tical economy. But Smith was first and foremost a moral philosopher. His eco-
nomic interests developed from the lecture course that he gave as Professor of
Moral Philosophy at the University of Glasgow (1752-64). Smith’s moral philo-
sophy is to be found in his Theory of Moral Sentiments published in 1759. The
Theory is a book-length development of ideas that Smith had worked on during
his time as a student at Glasgow and Oxford, as a freelance lecturer in Edinburgh
and as a professor at Glasgow. It went through six editions in his lifetime: the
second (1761) and sixth (1790) of these show substantial revisions, indicating that
Smith continued to work on the ideas throughout his life.

Smith’s moral thought is clearly framed by his interaction with contemporary
British moral philosophy. His teacher Francis Hutcheson’s response to Bernard
Mandeville through his moral sense theory and proto-utilitarianism were clearly a
major influence. So too was the skeptical response to this theory in the work of
his close friend David Hume and the development of the notion of conscience in the
writings of Bishop Joseph Butler. Smith was dissatisfied by the existing state of
moral philosophy for one overwhelming reason: he did not believe that any of
the theories of ancient or modern philosophy had developed an accurate model
of what it is to experience moral judgment. In his view the attempts to ground
morality in self-interest by some (Mandeville) and benevolence by others (Hutch-
eson) led to unrealistic models of human moral experience. While he admired
Hume’s attempt to move beyond this and to provide an account of the natural
history of moral beliefs, he thought that his friend leant too heavily on the
notion of utility for his moral psychology to be satisfying. Similarly, while there
are many parallels between Smith’s thought and that of his successor at Glasgow
Thomas Reid, he does not develop a notion of an innate “common sense”
regarding the content of moral judgments in response to Hume’s skepticism.

Smith sets himself the task of providing an accurate theory of the everyday
experience of moral thinking. What results is one of the most subtle works of
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moral psychology in all of philosophy. Smith’s moral thought is not intended to
reveal the nature of the virtues, nor is it meant to identify right and wrong in a
didactic manner. Instead it is intended to provide an account of how human
beings come to be moral creatures. To do this Smith proceeds in the Humean
mode of applying empirical science to morals (Campbell 1975). Smith’s evidence
is largely grounded in examples from everyday moral experience that allows the
reader to follow through his points in terms close to their own experience. The
vivacity of Smith’s examples means that most, if not all of them, remain easily
accessible to the reader who is instantly familiar with the sorts of thoughts and
feelings being described from their own everyday lives.

In his early essay The Principles which Lead and Direct Philosophical Enquiries;
Illustrated by the History of Astronomy, Smith argued that the purpose of philosophy
was to dispel wonder by explaining the hidden chains that connect nature. Philo-
sophy is “that science which pretends to lay open the concealed connections that
unite the various appearances of nature” (Smith 1980: 51). It addresses itself to
the imagination and calms the mind that is disturbed by the apparently inexplic-
able. Wonder is a disturbing emotion and humans possess an emotional need, or
natural propensity in Smith’s terms, for understanding that compels us towards
inquiry. Philosophers seek to dispel unease through explanation. Or as Smith puts
it: “Who wonders at the machinery of an opera-house who has once been admitted
behind the scenes” (Smith 1980: 42). The philosopher provides the backstage
tour that allows us to grasp how the machinery of the mind operates.

Sympathy

In moral philosophy Smith finds the hidden chains in the notion of moral sen-
timent. This is not a moral sense, a unique cognitive capacity that is innate to all
humans, like that proposed by Hutcheson. Instead it is an attempt to give an
account of the nature of moral experience through human emotions and in par-
ticular a human propensity for fellow-feeling. Like the propensity to seek expla-
nation and the propensity to trade explored in the Wealth of Nations, Smith
regards sympathy as a universal feature of human nature. He distinguishes these
natural propensities from the passions which motivate our actions and addresses
his attention to the psychology of moral judgment rather than to the content of
moral beliefs.

Smith develops a particular notion of sympathy that he believes grounds moral
experience in our imagination. We need to be clear what Smith means by sym-
pathy. He does not mean what we today mean when we say that we sympathize with
people. Instead he has in mind a complex imaginative process where we are able
to place ourselves in the position of another and come to understand how they
are feeling. Smith’s notion of sympathy is not as narrow as the present usage
which evokes pity or commiseration. It refers to empathetic “fellow-feeling”
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(Smith 1976:10) with “any passion whatever” (Smith 1976:10). By focusing on this
empathetic propensity Smith is able to develop a model of how it is that people
come to develop normative beliefs about moral notions such as good and evil.
The point that Smith wanted to make was that the generation of a set of shared
common beliefs about ethics was possible without an (actively) supernatural
apparatus and without recourse to a single overarching explanatory principle.

Smith begins from the observation that morality cannot be reduced simply to
selfishness or benevolence. Human moral experience is richer than many of his
predecessors’ theories would allow. While self-interest and benevolence form
two of the passions that can motivate human activity, they are not sufficient to
explain moral judgment. Human beings, no matter how hardened, are interested
in their peers. They are also by no means driven by so extensive an interest in
others as to render universal benevolence a satisfactory description of the core
principle of morality.

Smith believes that mankind is naturally sociable and that this sociability is a
fact that colors how we operate on an emotional and moral level. Social life is
not simply the arena within which morality plays out, it is also responsible for
generating morality itself. Human beings experience life as members of a group
and it is their interaction with their fellows that is the basis of Smith’s account of
the generation of morality. Humans are acutely aware that they are the subject
of the attention of their peers, they are also universally in possession of an
emotional need for approval, and these two features come together to provide a
theory of socialization that underwrites Smith’s book. We adapt our behavior in
an attempt to gain the approval, approbation in Smith’s terminology, of our
peers because we gain pleasure from the concurrence of our feelings with those
of our peers. This occurs at the same time as we ourselves judge our fellows and
both parties enjoy the pleasure of “mutual sympathy” (Smith 1976: 13). Smith
believes that this facet of the human mind explains why we feel relief in close
emotional relationships and find social interaction therapeutic.

Smith’s account of morality in terms of feelings is combined with his belief in
the central role of imagination in human moral experience. Morality is the pro-
duct of an imaginative process because, if we cannot feel what others feel, the
only path to understanding we have is through observation and imagination.
Morality is a felt experience, but our judgment of others is conducted through
imagined experience of their situations. The process of judgment that Smith has
in mind is one that checks the propriety of behavior against our imagination’s
model of how we would react in similar circumstances. If the behavior observed
fits with that which we imagine ourselves as experiencing in a like scenario, then
we approve of it because it is how we would feel. Moral judgment is judgment of
the appropriateness of behavior undertaken through an imaginative process
allowing us to step into the situation of others. Smith stresses that there is a
reflective element in this process. He does not regard sympathy as a purely
mimetic contagion. While we can recognize and are attracted by smiling faces, it
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is only once we have become aware of the situation that has brought about the
smile that we are able to “enter into” the happiness of the person smiling and
engage in the sympathetic process of judgment that generates approval. In this
sense the completeness of our sympathy is restricted by the level of our know-
ledge of the situation.

Smith’s sympathy is thus capable of allowing us to enter into the position of
people very different from ourselves. It is even capable of allowing us to sym-
pathize with the dead (Smith 1976: 12). Obviously the dead cannot feel, but we
are capable of imagining what death might be like, the absence of feeling,
removal from one’s loved ones and loss of the pleasures of life. We are thus able
to conceive that this situation is undesirable and to approve of the grief felt by
those who have lost someone close to them and to pity the unfortunate situation
of the deceased. Continuing with the theme of bereavement Smith gives the
example of a man who approaches us weeping. Initially we might be disturbed
by this emotional display, but our approbation is forthcoming when we learn
that he has just had news of his father’s death (Smith 1976: 17-18). We are able
to conduct an imaginative process that allows us to suppose how we would feel
in his shoes and to pass judgment on the propriety of his reaction accordingly.
Similarly, if a man approaches weeping uncontrollably and we learn that he has
just lost a game of golf we can undertake the sympathetic process and conclude
that his behavior is not in line with our assessment of an appropriate response,
and so we will be disposed towards disapprobation. Judgment through imagina-
tion is the essence of moral experience.

Propriety

The experience of reflective moral judgment demands that we attempt to exercise
spectatorship on the situation of others. As attentive spectators we attempt to
assess as much of the available information about the circumstances of the
person observed as possible. It is only after we have done this that we are able to
generate a lively picture in our mind of the complete situation. Smith’s point is
not just that we imagine ourselves in the shoes of another, but the stronger claim
that I imagine myself to be that other. The imaginative process invoked is
intended to allow us access to how that person is experiencing their situation.
The problem here is obviously that this remains an imaginative process. We
never fully enter into the person of those whom we observe. Instead we can only
ever, for epistemic reasons, develop a partial sympathy. We can imagine how it
would feel to lose a close relative, but we “know” that we have not. As a result
the emotions generated are of a lower “pitch” (Smith 1976: 22) of intensity.
Smith then explains how the observed person knows this to be the case, from
his own moral experience, and so restricts his outward display of emotion
accordingly. He lowers the pitch of his feelings to that which experience tells him
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will be acceptable to the spectators. This adjustment in our display of emotion is
not effected with the intention of securing some material benefit: it is directed
solely at gaining the approval of our fellows.

Smith regards this moderation process as one of the great causes of tranquil-
lity of mind. He is aware that we are able to generate more perfect sympathy
with those who are close to us, and it is in the presence and approbation of
friends and family that we are able to indulge our strongest feelings and expect
the greatest understanding. But we are also subject to the judgment of the
impartial spectator, one who is not partial enough to indulge our strongest feel-
ings, and who cannot enter into our passionate experience as fully as those who
are familiar with us. While such a figure may enter into our experience of ser-
ious misfortunes, like the death of a loved one, he is less willing to indulge our
disappointment at matters of smaller account.

This marks the first appearance of Smith’s idea of an impartial spectator. In
this context the spectator is an actual individual, one who is disinterested in the
situation, but who observes and passes judgment. The weeping golfer is subject
to disapprobation because his display of emotion is judged to be inappropriate
by an impartial spectator. The golfer, keen to secure the approval and sympathy
of his peers, realizes this and alters his behavior. Thus morality becomes syn-
onymous with “self-command” over the passions that drive our actions. It is our
restriction of our emotions within the bonds of what we regard as socially
acceptable that accounts for the phenomenon of moral experience. Society is the
“great school of self-command” (Smith 1976: 145). This also highlights that Smith’s
psychological use of sympathy is very far from being a defense of excessive sen-
sibility. “Extreme sympathy” (Smith 1976: 140) understood as excessive ‘“com-
miseration” is an unhealthy disposition.

It is control of our emotions in line with assessments of appropriate behavior
that characterizes the operation of sympathy rather than emotional incontinence.
“Mediocrity” of “pitch” (Smith 1976: 27) in emotional display coalesces into a
set of habituated standards or expected forms of behavior that are the basis of
moral rules — what Smith calls propriety. Situational propriety differs in accor-
dance with the circumstances of the individuals involved. For instance, Smith
describes how we come to form different expectations of individuals engaged in
different professions. To use an example, though not one of Smith’s, we would
be shocked and disapprove of a laughing undertaker, but not a laughing barman.
Appropriateness of conduct is assessed in line with the socially generated norms
applied to a given situation and these norms have their origin in the experience
of passing moral judgment in specific cases.

There is clearly much common ground here between Smith and Rousseau’s
views on the centrality of emotion and the development of social norms in his
Discourse on the Origins of Inequality. But Smith does not follow Rousseau in
preferring some supposed “genuine” emotional experience to socially generated
norms. Instead, and this accounts for those who read Smith as greatly influenced
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by the Stoics, the ability to control one’s emotional experience is the hallmark of
the development of moral maturity.

Smith sets out an account of the assessment of merit and demerit based on
our experience of the process of judging and being judged in turn by our peers.
The urge to judge explains the generation of social phenomena of punishment
and reward. We see punishment as the proper reaction to behavior that gen-
erates strong disapproval, and reward as the proper reaction to that which gen-
erates approval. Punishment is the result of “sympathetic indignation” (Smith
1976: 76) where we enter into the indignation of the sufferer and pass judgment
on the person who inflicted suffering. Our assessment must, however, be made
with the conviction that the person concerned is responsible. The intervention
of fortune affects our judgment of the appropriateness of a punishment in the
sense that we add to our imaginative assessment a consideration of how respon-
sible the individual is for a given set of outcomes.

Justice

This leads Smith into an important distinction between two virtues. Justice and
beneficence are both produced by the moral psychology that Smith describes.
But it is in the instantiation of our reactions to them in terms of punishment that
they are distinguished. Beneficence attracts our approbation and we assess it as
meritorious, but its absence does not raise our disapprobation to the level where
we are willing to extend blame into punishment. The virtue of justice applies to
those situations where our indignation is such that we are moved not just to
assign demerit, but to act on that judgment. Smith believes that this is because
justice concerns itself with cases of real injury that generate more resentment
than failure to act with beneficence. Both are proper objects of demerit, but
justice concerns itself with more serious matters like deliberate injury and so we
regard force as a suitable means of assuring compliance.

This leads Smith to his strictly negative understanding of justice. If justice
concerns itself with refraining from injury, then one may be just by “sitting still
and doing nothing” (Smith 1976: 82). Such a person may be subject to assess-
ments of moral demerit concerning a lack of proper beneficence, but their
behavior is perfectly just. Smith stresses that the concept of justice is limited in
its application and is not coextensive with that of moral merit, but he wants to
be very clear that it is absolutely necessary for society to persist, and so may be
extorted by coercion. Beneficence is necessary for a developed moral experience,
but can only be compelled through informal social judgments. As Smith puts it:
“The rules of justice may be compared to the rules of grammar; the rules of the
other virtues, to the rules which critics lay down for the attainment of what is
sublime and elegant in composition” (Smith 1976: 175). We must learn to write
grammatically and we should aspire to write beautifully.
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The impartial spectator

However, Smith is not yet satisfied that he has captured all of the dimensions of
moral reflection. His next step involves examining the internalization of the
process of spectatorship. To achieve this he extends the idea of an impartial
spectator into that of the impartial spectator. The idea is that we internalize the
process of judgment that provides us with an impartial assessment of others and
apply it to our own behavior. Thus I am able to reflect on my behavior while
stripping out my own partiality. I imagine how my behavior would appear to an
impartial onlooker and thus am able, through my socially acquired knowledge,
to generate expectations of likely reactions. I become a spectator of my own
conduct. This process of psychologically splitting into two persons and dis-
passionately examining our own conduct becomes habitual to us as we learn
about the reactions of others. We internalize a notion of propriety from the
reactions of our peers and are then able to draw on it imaginatively before we
act. We are thus able to restrict our behavior to avoid real disapprobation. Once
we have learned this process we are able to exercise self-command in line with
our understanding of socially acceptable behavior.

It is this internalized habit of self-assessment that lies behind Smith’s
account of conscience. According to Smith: “Man naturally desires, not only to
be loved, but to be lovely; or to be that thing which is the natural and proper
object of love” (Smith 1976: 113). This is extended into a desire to be not
only praised, but also praiseworthy. This step marks Smith’s notion of sympathy
in moral judgment apart from that of many of his contemporaries (notably
Hume). It explains, together with the impartial spectator, how it is that we come
not just to recognize the shared moral beliefs of our peers, but also to internalize
them as standards that we regard as valuable. It would, up to this point, be
possible to accuse Smith of leaving open the possibility that morality was not a
truly reflective activity, but rather operated purely by social conformity. The
appearance of virtue would, by this reading, be sufficient to secure approbation
from our peers. But the development of the self-reflective mechanism of the
impartial spectator as conscience means that, in addition to assessing our beha-
vior before we act, we also develop a habit of passing judgment on ourselves. It
is this that represents the crucial step in Smith’s account of moral psychology. We
practice self-judgment to such a degree that we are dissatisfied with approbation
unless we, as judges of our own behavior, are satisfied that we are worthy of
such approbation. We “turn our eyes inwards” (Smith 1976: 115) and find that
approbation that results from deception simply does not cut it for us. I may
enjoy the praise of my peers, but that praise will not be forthcoming from my
own conscience which has access to the knowledge that I am undeserving. It is
this notion, the desire for praiseworthiness, that underpins our nature as moral
beings capable of self-reflection. Indeed, Smith goes so far as to state that it is the
love of this self-approbation through conscience that is the love of virtue.
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Conscience will haunt the “coxcomb” who pursues the appearance of virtue
without its substance.

This sophisticated and naturalistic model of the development of moral thinking
leads Smith to identify duty with the dictates of the “higher tribunal,” of the impartial
spectator, ‘“the man within the breast, the great judge and arbiter” of our conduct
(Smith 1976: 130). Human psychology has produced moral reflection from the
unfolding of our emotional natures and conscience allows us to make judgments in
a swift and accurate manner. Our reflections lead us to generate rules of proper
conduct that are the formal rendering of our imaginative and emotional assessment.
The “general rules of conduct” (Smith 1976: 160) are the outward manifestation of
our moral beliefs. They represent generalizations drawn from actual judgments and
are a product of the natural propensity to assess the conduct of our peers.

Once again, though, Smith wants to distinguish his view from mere social
conformity and to stress its developmental nature. He is aware that his model
also helps to explain how it is that we can develop the belief that the established
moral rules of our society are mistaken. We can consult the impartial spectator
and form a judgment as to the proper course of action in a given situation, and
this assessment can lead us to decide that existing social beliefs are mistaken
(Griswold 1999). So strong is the authority of conscience, so thoroughly have we
internalized the thought process, that we accept it as the final court of appeal and
are willing to stand up to established social norms if we feel they do not agree
with the assessment of our internal impartial spectator.

Smith believes that there are a number of psychological factors (greed and self-
delusion being among the most prominent) that have the potential to misdirect
our moral sentiments, but that the process of moral reflection embodied by
consultation with the impartial spectator allows us to identify the true, “natural,”
principles of morality. This allows Smith to posit a process of social change
where the shared moral beliefs of a society gradually evolve in line with reflective
judgments on emotional responses to specific situations. Smith’s awareness of
the historically embedded nature of this reflective process leads him to accept
the factual existence of different moral beliefs in different cultures while con-
tinuing to maintain that the universality of the propensity to sympathize leaves
open the project of identifying universally valid moral rules. The identification of
these rules becomes the subject matter of a moral science akin in form to the
practice of comparative law outlined in his Lectures on Jurisprudence.

Smith’s focus on the social aspect of moral reflection explains why he views it
as giving us a sense of the “real littleness” (Smith 1976: 137) of our own concerns
and passions. We realize that our behavior ought to be guided by imaginative
reflection rather than by our own selfish desires and this is achieved without the
intervention of philosophy or religion. Smith believes that our moral reflection
is developed in everyday life; it is not enhanced, indeed it can be perverted, by
seclusion and excessive solitary reflection. It is also only at this point that God
begins to make a significant appearance in Smith’s thought as something more
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than a divine instigator of a providential order. Smith had a complex and highly
ambiguous attitude to religion. He was notoriously unwilling to commit himself
on controversial matters and the place of religion in his thought remains a con-
tested issue. What we can observe here is that he frames the relationship
between religion and morality in naturalistic terms. Religious belief emerges as a
part of human psychological development and becomes associated with the
process of moral reflection and the rules that it generates. This provides an
additional sanction that ensures our adherence to moral rules before the slow
development of conscious reflection through philosophy.

Utility

After laying out his own theory Smith undertakes a survey of other significant
moral philosophies that highlights their relative insufficiencies and the super-
iority of Smith’s account. He includes a section that explains why he differs from
his close friend Hume. Smith disagrees with Hume on the operation and relative
relationship between utility and sympathy. For Hume morality, and justice in
particular, is a product of calculations of utility applied to experience which
comes to gain force as a sympathy with the public interest develops. Smith
accepts that judgments of utility play an important part in moral experience. But
they do not explain the process of moral judgment. This is an emotional, sym-
pathetic process, not a calculative process. Utility is “plainly an after-thought”
(Smith 1976: 20) and not the principle that directs our moral assessment. It is an
explanatory tool of philosophers, and not a principle that we would admit rings
true of our everyday moral judgments. Smith reverses Hume’s account of sym-
pathy and utility and he is able to do this because of his more sophisticated
notion of reflective sympathy. This also helps us to understand why Smith does
not develop his interest in utility into a systematically applied principle of moral
assessment. Indeed it leads us to a recurring theme in Smith’s work, that the
sphere of action open to individuals is limited by the extent of their ability to
affect practical outcomes. Smith regards questions relating to what we might call
global-level moral outcomes to be beyond the capabilities of individuals.

Part VI of the Moral Sentiments is a consideration of some of the implications
of this theory of moral sentiment for the character of virtue. Smith’s description of
the prudent man represents an extension of the ideas of self-command and modera-
tion that are to be found throughout the book. The prudent man will accept that
he has duties towards others. These are more extensive to those closely related to
us, and extend gradually outward to the level of adherence to the impartial rules
of justice regarding strangers. The “weakness of his powers” (Smith 1976: 237)
restricts the arena in which any person can act efficiently to affect the happiness
of others. This confinement of attention will be accepted by the prudent man as
the true arena of moral activity. The prudent man will not measure his moral worth
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by excessive displays of meaningless empathy. Instead self-command, due regard
for propriety, and careful activity within our sphere of influence characterize the
man of virtue. This is not a theory that vaunts the heroic virtues. Instead it seeks
to account for the everyday moral beliefs of the great body of humanity.

The Adam Smith problem

The Adam Smith problem is the name given to a view first expressed by
nineteenth-century German readers of Smith who thought that they detected a
contradiction between the stress placed on sympathy in The Theory of Moral
Sentiments and the focus on self-interest in the Wealth of Nations. The contradiction
could perhaps be explained by Smith changing his mind between writing the two
books, but as we have seen they both have their origins in the same course of
lectures and, moreover, Smith continued to work on Moral Sentiments even after he
had completed Wealth of Nations. This problem is now widely viewed as a non-
problem based on a flawed understanding of what Smith meant by sympathy and
self-interest. Smith’s economic writings focus on one particular aspect of human
character as it is expressed in the world of production and exchange. Nothing in
this contradicts the theory of moral experience developed in The Theory of Moral
Sentiments. Indeed the notion of self-interest is present throughout in the guise of
prudence and plays an active role in the generation of moral behavior. Once we
realize that Smith has a particular, technical understanding of sympathy as a part
of his explanatory model the problem dissolves. Indeed Smith uses the same
explanatory model, with a focus on the significance of unintended consequences,
throughout his work (Otteson 2002). The fact that the Adam Smith Problem has
been rejected by serious readers of Smith’s thought does not prevent some from
adopting the superficially “profound” view that Smith’s moral thought in some
sense contradicts his influence on the development of economics. But this says
more about economists’ references to Smith than it does about his actual
thought. Adam Smith provides a subtle and wide-ranging examination of the
nature of the experience of moral judgment that takes humanity as he finds it
and attempts to illustrate the principles operating in moral reflection.

See also Ethics and sentiment (Chapter 10); Hume (Chapter 11); Utilitarianism to
Bentham (Chapter 13).
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13
UTILITARIANISM TO
BENTHAM

EFrederick Rosen

Utility and utilitarianism

Both consequentialism and hedonism, two elements of modern utilitarianism
(Quinton 1973: 1), were, as Baumgardt (1952: 35) suggests, “probably as old as
human thought itself” and well-known to ancient philosophers. Opinions have
differed as to the origins of modern utilitarianism. It is possible to see elements
of the doctrine in Thomas Hobbes and John Locke (Plamenatz 1958: 1-21, 161-2;
Stephen 1876: Vol. 2, 80ff.), though other scholars trace its origins variously to
Richard Cumberland’s De Legibus Naturae (see Albee 1902: 11; Quinton 1973:
16) or to John Gay’s “Dissertation” (see Halévy 1952: 7), while recognizing the
importance of David Hume (see Moore 1994, 2002) in its development. Recent
scholarship has emphasized the significance of the idea of utility in the ancient
and modern Epicurean traditions, the latter of which began in the seventeenth
century with Pierre Gassendi (see Scarre 1994: 219-31; Rosen 2003: 191f.).
Gassendi wrote:

Therefore to speak properly Right or natural Equity is nothing else but
what is mark’d out by Ultility or Profit, or that Utility which, by
common Agreement, hath been appointed that Men might not injure
one another, nor receive any wrong, but live in security, which is a real
Good, and therefore naturally desired of every one.

(Gassendi 1699: 315)

In Gassendi’s account of the relationship between utility and justice, a number
of arguments were stated and developed that influenced the way utilitarian ethi-
cal thought was later conceived. First, he dismissed the role of retaliation in jus-
tice, as it brought increased pain into the system. He also did not assume that
justice was desirable in itself (as its operations were painful), though it became
desirable in so far as it secured the basic tie without which a society could not
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exist (Gassendi 1699: 308ff.). Second, Gassendi argued that for a law or practice
to be just, it not only had to be useful, but it also had to be “prescribed and
ordained by the common Consent of the Society” (Gassendi 1699: 315). Among
the consequences of this position was a relative account of morals. A given law
or practice could be just in one society though not in another or just and then
unjust in the same society when circumstances changed. These changes in the
justice of various practices did not depend on the perception of individual profit
from moment to moment but on whether the practices more objectively secured
the lives, liberties, and happiness of the members of a society and prevented
some from harming others. The foundation of these criteria was developed by
Gassendi as follows:

In a word, a thing is and ought to be reputed Just, or to have the Qua-
lities of Just in a Society, if its usefulness respects all the Individuals asso-
ciated; but if it be not so ‘tis not properly to be called Just, nor deserves
to be so esteemed.

(Gassendi 1699: 316, italics added)

For Gassendi, what made utility the basis of justice was not that “the wise” or
the rich or the poor found a law useful and had the power to adopt and enforce
it, but that all members of a society found it useful by common consent or that
its utility was such that the law or practice “respects all the individuals asso-
ciated.” On this account there was no opposition between utility and justice and
no sacrifice of some for the sake of a greater overall utility. After Gassendi and
throughout the eighteenth century, prior to Hume and Jeremy Bentham, theories
of utility and the social contract happily co-existed. Furthermore, utility itself
was a distributive principle, involving compact or agreement, and defined what
counted as just or unjust. What made it distributive was that it was grounded in
the common consent of all members of society, ultimately on their pains and
pleasures, and applied equally to all in that society. Ultility, then, became in
Gassendi’s account of Epicurean justice a technical term, referring to the nature
and distribution of pains and pleasures and providing criteria to assess the jus-
tice of law and morality.

Gassendi also introduced a new way of looking at nature in both science and
morality. Although he rejected the Stoic and Thomistic doctrines of natural law,
and founded society on utility, he grafted the new concept of nature on to the
idea of common utility and found that this foundation in utility warranted the
term ‘“‘natural.” In this respect he believed that Epicurus’ view of the compact,
even though based on convention, did not necessarily contradict the idea of
natural justice found in Plato and Aristotle.

One might ask how Gassendi could deal with the unjust person in society who
derived great pleasure from his or her injustice. He rejected the view that the
unjust person could be happy, and called attention to the disordered psyche
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suffered by such individuals following an act or acts of injustice: “full of Trou-
bles, Jealousies and Fears, Gripings of Conscience and Anxieties of Mind”
(Gassendi 1699: 333, originally in italic). Thus, members of society resisted the
temptation to be unjust, because of the anxieties surrounding discovery and
punishment which persisted even where there was no serious possibility of
punishment.

Although utilitarian arguments featured in numerous debates in the eighteenth
century, utilitarianism as a system of thought appeared later in the century in the
writings of William Paley (1743-1805) and Bentham (1748-1832) (see Sidgwick
1906: 2251f.). Both recognized the importance of earlier writers with Paley in The
Principles of Moral and Political Philosophy (Paley 1819: Vol. 1, Ixiii-Ixiv)
acknowledging the influence of Abraham Tucker’s The Light of Nature Pursued
and Bentham referring most often to Claude Adrien Helvétius, Cesare Beccaria,
Joseph Priestley, and Hume (see Baumgardt 1952: 37ff.). The greatest happiness
principle, itself, the foundation of Bentham’s system (see Rosen 1983: 200-20),
has been traced to Beccaria (1766: 3, 1767: 2), Priestley (1768: 17), Hutcheson
(1725: 163—4) and even to Leibniz (Hruschka 1991: 165-77) (see Shackleton 1972;
Stephen 1900: Vol. 1, 177-9).

William Paley

Paley is often classed among the religious or theological utilitarians, such as Gay,
John Brown, Soame Jenyns, Edmund Law, and Tucker (see Crimmins 1998: 7).
While his theology, like that of many writers from the mid-eighteenth century,
was mainly Lockean (see Rivers 2000: 332-3), his morals and politics drew their
inspiration from Hume. Like Bentham and William Godwin, for example, Paley
followed Hume in rejecting the doctrine of the social contract (see Schofield
1996: 106-7). Like Hume, he also gave utility a more foundational role in his
ethics than it had been given by Locke (see Rivers 2000: 338-9). In addition,
Paley was a hedonist, and as early as 1765 in his Member’s Prize essay, written at
Cambridge, he took the side of Epicurean philosophy over that of Stoicism,
though in the end he preferred Christianity to both (Barker 1948: 199, 230;
Clarke 1974: 10). Nevertheless, the association of Paley, as well as Hume and
Bentham, with a sympathy for Epicureanism provides an important link between
the three writers, and enables one to look elsewhere for differences between
Hume and Bentham, on the one hand, and Paley, on the other. The main dif-
ference can be found in an inattention to individual liberty in Paley’s thought (as
opposed to Hume and Bentham) and, particularly, to the varying ways that
individuals perceived and acted on pleasure and pain. Unlike many writers in the
modern Epicurean tradition from Hume to Mill, Paley did not fully accept the
links established between utility, justice, and liberty. In place of an emphasis on
individual liberty, Paley turned to God’s will.
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If Hume believed that one could separate Christian theology from ethical
theory, Paley did not. In Paley’s view secular ethics should have a place for
rewards and punishments after death, as these were necessary to keep human
beings on the path of virtue. Although both Hume and Paley sought to advance
human happiness, they differed in that, for Hume, in some circumstances, the
pursuit of virtue was self-regulating, with the punishment of vice in serious mis-
demeanors left to justice. Besides finding little empirical evidence for “the light of
nature,” Hume believed that the passions themselves could deliver virtue. The
passions and self-interest provided sufficient conditions to recommend virtue in so
far as virtue “is attended with more peace of mind than vice and meets with a
more favourable reception from the world” (Hume 2000: 105).

Paley, however, questioned whether Hume’s account could contain “lust,
revenge, envy, ambition, avarice; or to prevent the existence of these passions”
(Paley 1819: i.40). He obviously thought that the threat of punishment after
death was necessary to do so. But Hume would regard the prevention of the
existence of passions and, particularly, sexual passion and the social passions
that fueled revenge, envy, ambition, and avarice to be a hopeless task. He was also
well aware of how the passions themselves could create virtue and hence happi-
ness. In an economic system envy and ambition might prove not to be vices, and
a modified form of revenge might prove to be the passion at the foundation of a
system of justice. Lust, as Paley called it, might give pleasure and satisfaction as
well as form the basis of a social institution like the family. The fact that Paley
even wrote of preventing passions might place him among Hume’s “austere pre-
tenders,
deceivers” or allowed in the train of virtues, ranked “among the least favoured
of her votaries” (Hume 1998: 79-80). Like many of Hume’s critics, Paley seemed
uneasy with the lack of individual effort required by Hume’s account of virtue
(see Rivers 2000: 308).

In suggesting that the key difference between Hume and Bentham on the one
hand and Paley on the other rested with their respective attitudes towards the
passions, one is stating only part of the story. The reason that Hume and Ben-
tham were more accepting of the passions was that their theories were under-
pinned by a conception of individual liberty. Despite Paley’s acceptance of the
principle of utility and hedonism, the starting point was the will of God, and the
will of God revealed the dictates of utility. Individuals were enjoined by duty to
conform to the common interest in which the happiness of the community and
that of the individuals comprising it were to be found.

Paley can be regarded as a strong advocate of civil liberty and religious toleration.
But in the sphere of self-regarding actions, including those between consenting
adults, he recognized no obvious sphere of liberty. He placed his emphasis on
duties, developed a utilitarianism based on rules, and noted at one point that
“every duty is a duty towards God, since it is his will which makes it a duty”
(Paley 1819: Vol. 1, 293). Even though duties towards God should not conflict

RIS

enemies to joy and pleasure” who were either rejected as “hypocrites and

147



FREDERICK ROSEN

with utility and should advance human happiness, the focal point was taken
away from the individual’s direct experience of pleasure and pain. Who deter-
mined if fornication brought less pleasure (as Paley seemed to believe) than the
cultivation of a cucumber? Paley did not leave the choice of pleasures to the
estimation of ordinary people. This choice was the essence of human liberty in
the modern utilitarian tradition. It underpinned a number of elements in utili-
tarianism from the concept of an interest to the idea that happiness generally
could not be distinct from the happiness of particular individuals in society.
While Paley believed that his aim was human happiness and that this was best
determined through duties discernible from the will of God, the consequence of
his “surer road” to happiness was a general disinclination to trust humanity on
its own to choose the right pleasures, and to appreciate the way ordinary pas-
sions could support the public good when channeled through liberty and justice.

Jeremy Bentham

There have been two serious obstacles to understanding Bentham’s ethics. The
first was the posthumous publication of a work on ethics in 1834, entitled
Deontology, and edited by Bentham’s literary executor, John Bowring (Bowring
1834). Like many other contemporaries, J. S. Mill believed that the work was not
an accurate reflection of Bentham’s views, and, additionally, was “a book
scarcely ever, in our experience, alluded to by any admirer of Bentham without
deep regret that it ever saw the light” (Mill 1963-91: Vol. 10, 98; see Vol. 10, 90).
Only in 1983 did a new version, based on Bentham’s own manuscripts, appear as
a volume in the new edition of The Collected Works of Jeremy Bentham (Bentham
1968—, 1983c¢).

The second obstacle has been the critique of Bentham by Mill that appeared in
his essays on Bentham published in the 1830s (see Mill 1963-91: Vol. 10, 3-18,
499-502, 75-115). Criticizing Bentham’s belief in the predominance of self-
regarding interests or feelings over the social or public interest in “Remarks on
Bentham’s Philosophy,” he wrote characteristically and somewhat dramatically
that “I conceive Mr. Bentham’s writings to have done and to be doing very ser-
ious evil” (Mill 1963-91: Vol. 10, 15). The effect of this evil was, in part, to turn
“enthusiastic and generous minds” against all of his ideas and, additionally, to
prevent progress in making ethics and politics the subjects of precise philo-
sophical thinking. The effect on those not shocked or repelled by Bentham’s
thinking was to pervert “their whole moral nature.” “It is difficult,” wrote Mill,
“to form the conception of a tendency more inconsistent with all rational hope
of good for the human species, than that which must be impressed by such
doctrines, upon any mind in which they find acceptance” (Mill 1963-91:
Vol. 10, 15). In the essay, “Bentham,” Mill compounded his critique of
Bentham’s ethics by first praising his work in the philosophy and practice of law
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(“He found the philosophy of law a chaos, he left it a science”: Mill 1963-91:
Vol. 100). By contrast, Bentham’s work in ethics was made to appear fairly
worthless. The effect of Mill’s understanding of Bentham’s ethical thought was to
limit its study and lead to a confusion of important ideas that Bentham had
developed from Hume and Helvétius and in fact passed on to Mill whose debts
to Bentham’s ethics are greater than his early criticisms first suggest.

For example, like other writers in the Epicurean tradition, Bentham believed
in higher and lower pleasures. This belief has been ignored or rejected by many
moral philosophers. They have tended to mistake Mill’s critique of Bentham’s
views on taste with Bentham’s conception of pleasure and have combined this
with a misleading account of Bentham’s limited attempts to quantify pleasures
within certain categories. Additionally, following Mill, they have taken
Bentham’s criticism of state funding of the arts in Rationale of Reward (Bentham
1838-43: Vol. 2, 253) as evidence of a simplistic quantitative approach to plea-
sure in ethics (Mill 1963-91: Vol. 10, 113: “quantity of pleasure being equal,
push-pin is as good as poetry”). Bentham, himself, stressed the importance of
education to moderate what he called “inordinate sensuality” or the “pleasures
of sense” in favor of intellectual pleasures. As Bentham put it,

the greater the variety of the shapes in which pleasures of an intellectual
nature are made to present themselves to view, and consequently the
greater degree of success and perfection with which the mind is prepared
for the reception of intellectual pleasures, the greater the chance afforded
of security from the pains by which sensual pleasures are encompassed.

(Bentham 1983a: 23)

Bentham’s first important discussion of ethics appeared in the final chapter
(17) of An Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation, where he
attempted to distinguish private ethics from the spheres of government and leg-
islation. As the bulk of this work was originally conceived as an analytical
introduction to a penal code, and although Bentham touched on numerous
ethical issues in its chapters, he felt it necessary to distinguish the sphere of the
legislator from that more appropriate to the realm of private ethics. By ethics
generally he meant “the art of directing men’s actions to the production of the
greatest possible quantity of happiness, on the part of those whose interest is in
view” (Bentham 1996: 282). In the midst of his discussion, Bentham referred to
other adults and animals with which both legislation and private ethics should be
concerned. In a footnote one finds his remarks about the tyrannical treatment of
slaves and other animals, and, particularly, his famous attack on the Aristotelian
legacy regarding the human treatment of animals: “the question is not, Can they
reason! nor Can they talk? but, Can they suffer?” (Bentham 1996: 283n). As for
private ethics, he referred to “the art of directing a man’s own actions” in terms
of the “art of self-government” (Bentham 1996: 282). He also developed some
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fundamental distinctions between prudence, probity, and beneficence that
underpinned his discussions here and elsewhere in his writings (see Bentham
1983b: 396-7, 1983c). Prudence was conceived as the art of discharging one’s
duties to oneself. At another point he distinguished between self-regarding and
other-regarding prudence as it affected oneself and others respectively (see 1983b:
397). In so far as ethics was concerned with directing one’s duties to others, it
was distinguished into probity (forbearing to diminish the happiness of others)
and beneficence (positively increasing the happiness of others) (Bentham 1996:
284). These logical distinctions between the various categories of virtue underpin
the discussions of virtue in Bentham’s later writings, and, particularly, in his
major ethical work, Deontology (see Bentham 1983c).

When Bentham considered the motives to develop these other-regarding virtues,
he could see “no occasions in which a man has not some motives for consulting
the happiness of other men.” He referred to what he called the “social motive”
of sympathy or benevolence and the “semi-social motives” of love of amity and
love of reputation. The two kinds of motives operated differently on the indivi-
dual: sympathy, according to the way the individual responded to pleasure and
pain (i.e. the bias of one’s sensibility) and the semi-social motives, according to a
number of circumstances, e.g. “the strength of his intellectual powers, the firm-
ness and steadiness of his mind, the quantum of his moral sensibility, and the
characters of the people he has to deal with” (Bentham 1996: 284-5).

Bentham is well-known for his remarks concerning the doctrine of natural
rights: “Natural rights is simple nonsense: natural and imprescriptible rights,
rhetorical nonsense, nonsense upon stilts” (Bentham 2002: 330). He insisted that
the language of ethics had little need for a doctrine of rights, but a great deal for
that concerned with duties. Rights, he believed, were more appropriate to law, as
they could only rise above the nonsensical by being enforceable legal rights
(Bentham 1983c: 171ff.). He found no role for rights (i.e. natural rights) that were
supposed to have existed prior to the creation of civil society or government,
and thought that general rights to life, liberty, and property were meaningless,
unenforceable, and tended to lead to social strife in bringing individuals (through
their claims to such rights) into direct conflict with government, when such
conflict might well have been avoided. If one had a right to the use of one’s
property, for example, it was because others were under a legal obligation not to
interfere with or obstruct one in the use of it (Bentham 1983b: 188). As for
moral rights, Bentham characteristically added: “A thick cloud envelopes the
discourse, under it endless confusion reigns — wherever they are confused with
legal rights” (Bentham 1983b: 188).

In order to avoid the confrontational character of moral or natural rights (and
the confusion involved in their use), Bentham chose to write of “securities for
appropriate aptitude.” He conceived of securities as functioning on a different
level and in a different manner than was customary with rights. Instead of the
individual standing in direct opposition to the sovereign power of the state,
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securities operated indirectly, providing incentives for rulers to restrain their
agents from behaving immorally or illegally. For example, by insisting on wide-
spread publicity and transparency in government and other institutions, corrup-
tion and oppression might be reduced without the threat of civil strife and
revolution (see Rosen 1983: 57-8; Bentham 1990: 23f.).

With the rejection of natural and moral rights, one can appreciate more
Bentham’s concentration on duties which, as we have seen, he transformed into
a theory of virtue. This theory of virtue was developed in numerous respects in
the manuscripts on deontology written mainly in 1814 and 1815 (see Bentham
1983c). One finds here an extensive critique of the Aristotelian account of virtue
which Bentham hoped to replace with his own theory (see Bentham 1983c:
154ff.). He also developed a number of ideas in an attempt to link virtue with
utility. The test of virtue was understood to be the conduciveness of its exercise
to happiness (conceived in terms of pleasure and the absence of pain). Such
actions were deemed by Bentham to require effort as a condition for being called
virtuous, at least at the outset. He provided an example of the purchase of a loaf
of bread for one’s dinner which brought utility to oneself and to the shopkeeper
in the profit from the sale of the loaf. But there was no obvious exercise of virtue
here, unless in other circumstances surrounding earning the money and eating
the loaf. But if upon encountering a starving person, one gave him or her the
loaf and went without dinner, the effort required produced virtue, in this case,
beneficence. Much virtuous action, however, by habit ceased to require effort, as
when one became moderate through the habitual exercise of prudence.

Included in Deontology (Bentham 1983c: 345-63) is an essay on Hume’s virtues,
where Bentham criticized the language Hume employed in his radical revision of
the traditional Aristotelian virtues. From both the tone and context of the essay,
Bentham clearly approved of the direction Hume was taking in ethics, but
sought to impose on it a logical order and clarity that Hume eschewed. If Hume
was criticized by some of his contemporaries for belittling the instinct of natural
modesty, or a sense of honor or pride related to it, in connecting modesty only
to public utility (see Anon. 1753: 34-5; Rosen 2003: 55), Bentham went further
to question whether or not modesty should be regarded as a virtue at all.
“Constipation,” he wrote at one point, “is a virtue of the same quality as chas-
tity” (Bentham 1983c: 362).

Bentham also redefined other virtues, and an instructive example is courage.
Courage was important for Hume both in itself and because of his admiration
for the heroes of antiquity who became models for a later age and enabled one
to display a capacity for widespread and deep sympathy. Bentham also admired
courage but noted that its meaning had changed in modern times. He thought
that strenuous exercise and self-denial were not necessarily parts of the virtue:
“the old days were days of force; these are the days of fraud. Formerly, it was
the powers of the body, now those of the mind. ... Formerly it was physical
force; now it is mental fraud” (Bentham 1983c: 360). For Bentham, therefore,
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courage must be redefined to incorporate honesty and integrity in advocacy (see
Rosen 2003: 55-6).

As we have seen, Bentham’s main concern in his various discussions of ethics
was to provide logical accounts (based on his theory of bifurcation or logical
division and his ontological distinctions between real and fictitious entities)
within an overall philosophical system. These tended to be more concerned with
mental clarity than with moral uplift. In Chrestomathia (1816—17), where his newly
coined term, “deontology,” first appeared in a published work (cf. Oxford English
Dictionary, see OUP 1989), he developed a map of all the arts and sciences as an
improvement on Diderot’s map conceived to accompany the Encyclopédie. Fol-
lowing a complex series of divisions, Bentham first distinguished ethics from
aesthetics with the former concerned with volition and the latter with taste.
Within ethics, he distinguished between expository ethics, which he associated
with Hume, and deontology, which determined “what is proper to be done” and
took its inspiration more from Helvétius (Bentham 1983a: Table 5, opposite 179).
Deontology was then divided into state-regarding and private ethics. In the work
entitled Deontology, Bentham further distinguished between theoretical and prac-
tical, and political and private deontology. These distinctions were worked out
with great care, but underpinning all of it was Bentham’s deeply held belief:

That, being the best judge for himself what line of conduct on each
occasion will be most conducive to his own well-being, every man, being
of mature age and sound mind, ought on this subject to be left to judge
and act for himself: and that every thing which by any other man can be
said or done in the view of giving direction to the conduct of the first, is
no better than folly and impertinence.

(Bentham 1983c: 251)

Bentham stood for liberty of taste and action where such action was between
consenting adults and caused no (mainly physical harm) to others. This liberty
enhanced both public and private ethics. For example, Bentham questioned the
large number of established criminal offenses concerned with religious heterodoxy
and sexual diversity, where no actual harm was done and where the penalties
traditionally associated with them were severe (see Boralevi 1984: 37-81; Crompton
1985: 191f., 251-83). In this respect he differed from Paley in insisting on indivi-
dual freedom (as opposed to God’s will) in the choice of pleasures (see Rosen
2003: 131-43). He also differed from Mill who acknowledged Bentham’s empha-
sis on liberty of taste but insisted that a person’s tastes were important for esti-
mations of character, an important foundation of society. For Mill, one needed
to determine if a person was “wise or a fool, cultivated or ignorant, gentle or rough,
sensitive or callous, generous or sordid, conscientious or depraved” (Mill
1963-91: Vol. 10, 113). For Bentham, many of these aspects of taste might be
incorporated within the virtues of prudence, probity, and benevolence. But he still
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upheld liberty of personal taste, even if, in an individual’s estimation of his or
her own pleasures, poetry might not be regarded as enjoyable as push-pin.

Another element of Mill’s critique of Bentham concerned the latter’s emphasis
on self-regarding motivation and interests over benevolence and sympathy. But
Bentham’s emphasis on self-regard was not a simple matter. At one level he insisted
on the foundational status of self-regarding interests, even with respect to the cul-
tivation of sympathy. In a well-known remark, he asserted that if Adam thought
only of Eve and Eve only of Adam, the human race would have perished within
twelve months (Bentham 1983b: 119). At the same time he could write:

To give increase to the influence of sympathy at the expense of that of
self-regard, and of sympathy for the greater number at the expense of
sympathy for the lesser number, — is the constant and arduous task, as
of every moralist, so of every legislator who deserves to be so.

However, he followed this remark with the qualification that the less that
sympathy was assumed to be prevalent in human nature and in various institu-
tions, the more likely it was that sympathy would actually be increased. This was
due to the fundamental principle that

whatsoever evil it is possible for man to do for the advancement of his
own private and personal interest ... at the expense of the public inter-
est, — that evil, sooner or later, he will do, unless by some means or
other, intentional or otherwise, prevented from doing it.

(Bentham 1983b: 119)

There is, therefore, at one level a healthy self-regard that must exist if human life
is to continue. At another level, self-regard, unless checked by ethics, education,
and law, could lead to numerous evils. Hence the virtues concerned with pru-
dence, probity, and beneficence had an important role to play in reducing evil
self-regard and linking with healthy self-regard. In developing this theory, Bentham
was aware of a widespread ‘““false consciousness” among many members of
society (for example, in willingly neglecting self-regarding interests in going off to
war and facing possible death) inculcated by religion, the military, politicians,
and other ruling elites. Moralists and politicians who understood the role of self-
regarding interests in human life had, in Bentham’s opinion, to oppose these
views that led ordinary people astray. He was thus skeptical of criticisms of self-
interest in morality and politics, not because he sought to celebrate human
depravity, but because he sought to increase virtue in all of its forms.

See also Hume (Chapter 11); John Stuart Mill (Chapter 16); Consequentialism

(Chapter 37); Virtue ethics (Chapter 40); Rights (Chapter 56); Justice and dis-
tribution (Chapter 58).
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Kant’s writings on ethics followed his monumental Critique of Pure Reason (1950/
1781). There he tried to show that all previous metaphysical theories failed because
they did not begin with a critical assessment of the powers of reason. His own critical
study attempted to revolutionize metaphysics and synthesize the best from the
rationalist and empiricist traditions. A major conclusion relevant to ethics was
that theoretical reason cannot prove the existence of God, immortality, or freedom
of the will, though it leaves room for faith. In his later ethical writings he argued
that nevertheless from practical reason we can establish the supreme principle of
morality and the freedom of choice that it presupposes. At least, he argued,
these can be shown to be valid for purposes of deliberation and action. These are
major themes of his classic Groundwork for the Metaphysics of Morals (2002/1785).
Here he also defends his a priori method for the foundations of ethics, draws a
sharp contrast between moral and non-moral “ought” judgments, and articulates
several versions of the supreme moral principle. Shortly after, in his Critique of
Practical Reason (1997/1788) he reaffirms his previous conclusions but modifies
his argument. Here he also offers moral reasons for faith that God exists and
hope for immortality, but not as a basis or motive for morality. Later Kant
published The Metaphysics of Morals (1996/1797-8), which (in Part 1) presents his
theory of law and justice and (in Part 2) explains how his ethical principles apply
to recurrent moral issues. Contemporary philosophers have interpreted Kant’s
ethical writings in many different ways. This chapter simply highlights some of
the main themes, inviting readers to explore them further for themselves.

A priori method for basic questions

When addressing the most fundamental questions, Kant argues, moral philosophy
should be “pure” and not based on empirical generalizations. For example, the
validity of its basic principle should not depend on how altruistic or selfish
human beings are naturally inclined to be. In Kant’s view, pure moral philosophy
aims first to discover the most basic and comprehensive moral principle inherent
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in ordinary thought about moral duty and morally worthy actions. This requires
what he called an analytic mode of argument, which is a matter of examining our
concepts carefully to see what further ideas they presuppose. The conclusion of
such arguments is always conditional. For example, in Groundwork 2, Kant argues
not that the supreme moral principle (which he calls “the Categorical Impera-
tive”) is rationally binding for us, but only that in believing that we have genuine
moral duties we are necessarily committed to the Categorical Imperative as a
rationally imperative moral principle.

Pure moral philosophy also aims to determine whether or not conformity to
the basic moral principle is necessarily rational, and this is not a question that
can be settled by empirical studies of how people actually behave. Even polls
about what people say is rational would be inconclusive because the claim that
violations of moral requirements are contrary to reason is a normative claim. It is
a claim about what we have good and sufficient reason to do, which is more than a
prediction about what most people would say if asked. To establish that the
basic moral principle is rationally binding, Kant says, requires a different type of
argument, one that proceeds synthetically. This is what he attempts in the notor-
iously dense reasoning in Groundwork 3. Here the question is not about what is
presupposed by our common moral beliefs but about whether we have sufficient
reason to regard those beliefs as true. Both questions, in Kant’s view, call for an
a priori method. Groundwork 2 uses an a priori analytical argument to show that
our moral beliefs presuppose that moral requirements are rational, but Ground-
work 3 uses a different (“synthetical”) a priori procedure to show that this pre-
supposition is not an illusion.

None of this implies, however, that ethics is completely independent of
empirical facts. Most obviously, we cannot make judgments about what we
ought to do on a particular occasion without some information about the situation.
Even general principles of the sort Kant presents in The Metaphysics of Morals
depend on at least general facts about the human condition. Kant does defend
the controversial claim that some principles (for example, the prohibitions of
lying) are binding regardless of the particular circumstances, but he acknow-
ledges that the application of other principles (for example, those regarding
giving aid, developing one’s talents, and even retributive punishment) may vary
with the situation. When moral philosophy focuses on empirical facts, such as
the conditions that facilitate moral education, he calls it moral anthropology.

The special features of moral judgments
In Kant’s view, it is crucial to distinguish between morality and prudence. Too
often, in theory and in practice, we confuse moral reasons with self-serving rea-

sons. Philosophers mistakenly urge us to be moral as a means to happiness, and
in daily life we make exceptions of ourselves by treating our strong self-regarding
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desires as excuses. At the heart of Kant’s moral theory is his explanation of the
contrast between moral and non-moral “ought” judgments. The former express
(or are based on) categorical imperatives whereas the latter express (or are based
on) hypothetical imperatives. All imperatives (in Kant’s sense) have two features:
they are (at least conditionally) rational to follow and they are expressed in terms
appropriate for those who can follow them but might not (“ought,” “should,” “must,”
“Do it!”). Categorical imperatives are said to be unconditionally necessary
“commands” of reason that prescribe an act as good in itself. They express the
idea that we (rationally) must do as prescribed whether or not it will contribute
to our happiness or serve the particular ends we happen to have. Hypothetical
imperatives, by contrast, are “counsels of prudence” or “rules of skill” that
prescribe an act as (conditionally) good to do if or because it serves as a means to
our happiness or particular ends we happen to have. Strictly speaking, Kant
argues, there is only one Categorical Imperative — the most basic principle of
rational morality (to be discussed shortly) — but he also used the term for strict
requirements that are based on this basic principle.

Characteristic examples of specific categorical imperatives, in Kant’s view,
include “One must not make false promises,” “Do not treat anyone as worth-
less,” and “Adopt the happiness of others as an end.” The idea is that failing to
conform to these moral principles is contrary to reason (“irrational” or ‘“unreas-
onable,” we might say) and, in Kant’s view this is not because these failures
would make us unhappy or unable to achieve what we want. Examples of
hypothetical imperatives might include “One ought to floss one’s teeth if one
aims to avoid gum disease,” “Work out harder!” (assuming you aim to be suc-
cessful in sports), “Since you want to be happy, you should avoid dwelling on
past troubles,” and “Save something for a rainy day!” (where the implicit reason
is that you will be unhappy otherwise). The idea in these cases is that it is one’s
particular aim or general concern to be happy that explains why it is rationally
necessary to act as the hypothetical imperatives prescribe — unless there is a
compelling (perhaps moral) reason not to.

Why are certain facts reasons to act and others are not? Kant treats facts as
reasons insofar as they would fit appropriately into a pattern of reasoning gov-
erned by a general principle of rational choice. In the case of hypothetical
imperatives the general principle seems to be something like this: You ought, if
you aim for a certain end, to take the necessary means to it — or else give up the
end. This principle picks out certain facts as reasons to act — or at least to
modify one’s plans. For example, it identifies as reasons the (joint) facts that you
aim to be successful at sports and exercising harder is needed to accomplish that
goal. These reasons do not make the exercise absolutely mandatory, of course,
because you may have good reason to give up your plan to succeed at sports.
Our natural desire for happiness (lasting contentment and achieving our desire-
based ends) cannot be altogether given up, Kant thought, but we can choose not
to pursue happiness as our end on particular occasions when there is sufficient
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reason (for example, a moral imperative) to choose otherwise. In addition, Kant
reminds us, how we conceive of our happiness is vague and our understanding
of how to achieve it is uncertain. Prudence, then, only gives us conditionally
rational “counsels,” not strict “commands,” which are only given by categorical
imperatives.

When we turn to categorical imperatives, what is the rational principle that
identifies compelling reasons to act? Kant thinks that there must be such a
principle and it must be a basic Categorical Imperative in the strictest sense —
an absolutely unconditional and non-derivative rational principle. His thought
is that the existence of particular moral requirements, which we all recognize,
presupposes that there is such a principle. How else, for example, could it be
(as he assumed) that there are unconditional commands of reason not to
make false promises for profit, to commit murder for revenge, or to ignore the
welfare of others? The main aims of the Groundwork were to articulate and vin-
dicate our reliance on this presupposed rational principle, the Categorical
Imperative.

Universal law formulas of the categorical imperative

Given Kant’s a priori methodology and arguments so far, this supreme moral
principle must have compelling credentials as a necessary form or standard that
should shape all rational deliberation and choice about practical matters. Too
often rationalist theologians and philosophers had uncritically declared their
substantive moral dictates to be the voice of reason, but the aim of Kant’s critical
philosophy was to expose false pretensions in such claims to rational authority
and, when possible, to vindicate the proper use of practical reason. The supreme
moral principle, however, must also be plausible as a standard presupposed in
common moral thought, for example, in our general understanding of the dif-
ferences between duty and self-interest and in our ability to distinguish right
from wrong in particular cases. Because the Categorical Imperative must be the
supreme principle of practical reason as well as of morality, we should not be
surprised, even if initially disappointed, to find that what it prescribes is essen-
tially that we fully respect the development and exercise of the powers of prac-
tical reason in each person. The formulations of this requirement vary as
analysis reveals its more specific meaning.

The most general idea Kant is working with here is that good (moral and
rational) choice is constrained and guided by the necessity “to conform to uni-
versal law.” “Universal law” here is by definition a necessary requirement of
reason that guides the conduct of any fully rational agent and, in imperative
form, is an inherent standard unavoidably recognized by all imperfectly rational
human beings. So assuming that there are universal laws, the imperative “Con-
form to universal law” in this sense should be uncontroversial. In two
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controversial moves, however, Kant argues that from this basic idea we may
infer his famous formula of universal law:

(FUL): “Act only on that maxim by which you can at the same time will that it
should become universal law.”

(Kant 2002/1785: 4:421)
This is followed immediately by a variation, the formula of a universal law of nature:

(FULN): “Act as though the maxim of your action were to become by your will
a universal law of nature.”

(4:421)

Kant illustrates the use of FULN, and so (indirectly) FUL, with four examples:
suicide to escape a troublesome life, borrowing money with a lying promise to
ease financial problems, not doing anything to develop one’s useful talents, and
refusing to give any help to others in trouble. Agents can determine the wrong-
ness of these acts and omissions, Kant argues, by using FULN to test the maxim
(intention or policy) on which they propose to act.

Scholars differ on how exactly these formulas are supposed to guide moral
deliberation. It is clear, however, that any application must begin by identifying the
maxim of a proposed act. This is meant to be an honest articulation of what one
intends to do and why: for example, “I intend to do this (e.g. borrow money that
I know I cannot repay) for certain purpose (e.g. to pay for an expensive holiday)
because I care more for my pleasure than the rights and interests of the lender.”
Problems arise because there may be several different ways of expressing the
maxim, but in any case the next step is to try to conceive of the maxim as a
universal law (or law of nature). This has been variously interpreted as a tele-
ological law, a psychological law, or a law of permission: that is, we are to
conceive of a possible world in which one’s purposeful act fits into a system of
natural purposes, a world where everyone does act on the maxim, or a world where
anyone may do so. Maxims that cannot without contradiction be conceived as
universal laws in the appropriate sense are deemed wrong to act on. Some
maxims, however, can be conceived as universal laws but not willed as universal
laws. Kant’s examples are neglecting one’s talents and refusing to give aid to
those in dire need. Acting on these maxims too is deemed wrong, though Kant
calls the duties to develop one’s talents and help those in need ‘“imperfect
duties” by contrast to “perfect duties” such as not to make lying promises.

Kant’s followers and critics have long debated whether proper application of
FUL and FULN really leads to moral judgments that are correct and compatible
with common understanding. Many scholars now doubt that it is important to
Kant’s basic moral theory that these formulas function as explicit decision-guides
regarding particular cases. As Kant sometimes suggests, they may serve as
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heuristic aids to help us see more clearly that what we propose to do is contrary
to principles we already accept and apply to others. Because we are tempted to
make illegitimate exceptions for ourselves, reflecting on a world where everyone
does (or may) act as we intend can help to expose our self-deceiving excuses.
Another idea is that the formulas (with later formulations of the Categorical
Imperative) provide a framework or perspective for thinking about very general
moral principles rather than deciding particular cases. These would be, for
example, the ethical principles of the sort Kant proposes in The Metaphysics of
Morals: “Do not violate the (legal) rights of others,” “Respect every human being
as a person,” “Seek your own natural and moral perfection,”
happiness of others.”

Regarding the importance of examples, Kant repeatedly insists that the basic
moral principle cannot be identified or established as rational by appeal to
examples, but he also expresses confidence that ordinary people have a basic
knowledge of right and wrong that implicitly relies on the ideas expressed in his
formulations of the Categorical Imperative. For this reason Kant suggests that
careful use of his formulas in moral judgment would “clarify” and ‘strongly
confirm” his claims about the supreme moral principle (4:392).

and “Promote the

The formula of humanity as an end in itself

The universal law formulas are concerned with the “form” of moral maxims, but
Kant’s next formulation of the Categorical Imperative concerns their “matter” or
“end.” He states this formula of humanity as an end as follows:

(FHE) “Act in such a way that you treat humanity, whether in your own person
or in any other person, always at the same time as an end, never merely as a means.”

(4:429)

The idea of expressing the essential features of morality in terms of means and
ends was not original to Kant but he used it in a way that contrasts with many
traditional moral theories. These “teleological” theories tried to describe the
ideal end or goal of a moral life and viewed specific virtues and constraints as
necessary means to achieve that goal (and as sometimes constitutive elements
presupposed in the goal itself). For Kant, rational nature (“humanity”) in each
person is an end in itself in a special sense, not as a goal to be achieved but as a
status to be respected. It limits the legitimate pursuit of personal and social ends,
Kant argues, by prohibiting the use of certain means (for example, lying prom-
ises and revolution) and also by requiring us to adopt and pursue certain moral
ends (the perfection of oneself and the happiness of others).

Specific interpretations of this formula vary. For example, some understand
FHE as just a different way of expressing the same requirement as the universal
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law formulas, that is, a maxim is permissible only if it can be willed consistently
as universal law by anyone whether they are on the “giving” or “receiving” end of a
transaction. For example, the maxim of a lying promise would have to be
rationally acceptable, not only to the deceiver, but also to the person deceived.
Often the formula of humanity is assumed to be an intuitive guide to be used case
by case, ruling out proposed acts that seem not to respect each person as a rational
agent. A more formal reading treats the formula as an abstract requirement to honor
the rational (‘“lawmaking”) will in each person, as later understood through the
“formula of autonomy” and the “formula of the kingdom of ends.” Any prin-
ciple’s alleged exceptions need to be ultimately justifiable from a perspective that
takes appropriate account of the rational will of every person, especially those
who are harmed or thwarted in their pursuits for the sake of others. In discus-
sing ethical duties in The Metaphysics of Morals Kant seems to appeal to a more
substantive standard, suggesting that to treat humanity as an end implies strong
(though not always absolute) presumptions in favor of preserving, developing,
exercising, and honoring rational capacities in oneself and others.

The formulas of autonomy and the kingdom of ends

From the previous formulations, Kant says, a third one follows. This formula of
autonomy is expressed in several ways, including:

(FA): “ ... the supreme condition of the will’s harmony with universal
practical reason is the Idea of the will of every rational being as a will that
legislates universal law ... [; and] every human will is a will that enacts
universal laws in all its maxims.”

(4:431-2)

This formula of autonomy, Kant says, leads to the “very fruitful concept” of a
kingdom (or commonwealth) of ends, and he uses this concept to re-express the
idea of autonomy in a variation often understood as a separate principle — the
formula of a kingdom of ends. Kant expresses this as follows:

(FKE): “A rational being must always regard himself as lawgiving in a
kingdom of ends made possible through freedom of the will ... [; and] all
maxims which stem from autonomous lawgiving are to harmonize with a
possible kingdom of ends and a kingdom of nature.”

(4:434-6)
FKE, like FULN and FHE, is supposed to express the supreme principle in a

manner “closer to intuition (by means of a certain analogy) and thus nearer to
feeling” (4:436). In the Groundwork Kant suggests that for purposes of judgment
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we should rely primarily on FUL or FA (4:436-7), but in The Metaphysics of
Morals he appeals most often to the idea of humanity as an end in itself (FHE).

Interpretations vary but the basic analogy is with an ideal commonwealth in
which all members legislate the laws and are subject to them. The members of a
kingdom of ends are conceived, in abstraction from personal differences, as
rational agents with private ends and as ends in themselves who autonomously
legislate universal laws (4:433ff.). The “laws” here are ethical principles rather
than enforceable state laws, and the lawmakers are not influenced by biases and
irrationalities as state legislators often are. The analogy with the laws of a com-
monwealth suggests that the legislators do not legislate the supreme moral prin-
ciple itself — the constitution, as it were, specifies the basic framework under
which they make laws. Rather, they adopt more specific moral principles while
being guided and constrained by ideas inherent in the supreme principle (auto-
nomy, rationality, universality, and the dignity of legislators as ends in them-
selves). If this reading is correct, when Kant says without explicit qualification
that we are subject only to laws we give ourselves (4:432), then, the “laws” here refer
to the more specific universal ethical principles that we “legislate” with the
authority, guidance, and constraints of the basic “law” of practical reason and
morality (the Categorical Imperative). The basic law must be self-imposed in a
different sense by, for example, being authoritative for us because it is the fun-
damental principle of our own shared practical reason, not because of “alien
causes,” natural sentiments, alleged intuitions, or even divine commands. Kant
does not develop FKE further or propose examples to show how it might be
applied to practical issues. Instead, his treatment of specific ethical principles in
The Metaphysics of Moral mostly appeals to FHE. In addition, some passages
suggest that members are conceived of as making the laws, not together in a
common legislative session (as the analogy suggests), but simply by always
choosing in practice to act only on maxims they can will as universal laws in the
sense of FUL.

Freedom and arguments for the categorical imperative

The most difficult and controversial aspects of Kant’s writings on ethics are his
treatments of freedom of the will and how they figure in his defense of his claims
about the Categorical Imperative. The main theses for which he argues in
Groundwork 2 and 3 and the Critique of Practical Reason are: (1) He has identified
the basic, comprehensive principle implicit in common moral thought, and it is
expressed in FUL and equivalent formulas; and (2) common morality presupposes
that this basic principle is the one and only Categorical Imperative in the strict
sense. To be the Categorical Imperative in the strict sense a principle must be a
universal and necessary principle of practical reason and not a particular hypo-
thetical imperative or the general requirement of coherence among one’s ends
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and means (the Hypothetical Imperative). What Kant needs to show, then, is that
common morality relies on the principle expressed in his formulas and that the
principle is an unconditionally rational requirement. Kant argues analytically for
the first claim in Groundwork 2 and 3, trying step by step to reveal FUL as
implicit in the ideas of a good will and duty. Passing over details, the main steps
are these: Common morality accepts that only a good will could be good without
qualification, or worth preserving in all situations. We express a good will when
our (“morally worthy”) acts are both in accord with duty and done out of duty.
So the essence of the basic principle of a good will is not that it must bring about
desirable consequences, or even aim to do so, but that we must do what is
morally required by maintaining an attitude of respect for the (moral/rational)
law. By analyzing the essential motive or attitude of a good will, the argument is
supposed to reveal that the basic principle of a good will is “Conform to universal
law” and from this Kant infers FUL.

In Groundwork 2 Kant tries to draw out the presuppositions of the common
idea of duty, and the mains steps can be paraphrased as follows. By contrast to
what we ought to do for prudential or pragmatic reasons, a moral duty is what
we ought to do for compelling reasons not based on our personal aims and desire
to be happy. We could have duties, understood this way, only if they are backed by
a fundamental principle of reason that identifies these compelling reasons with-
out appealing to prudence or rationally optional aims. In other words, duty must
be based on a Categorical Imperative in the strict sense. From the concept of a
Categorical Imperative, Kant argues, the only principle that could qualify is (to
paraphrase): it is rationally necessary to conform to universal law. From this (again)
Kant infers (with little explanation) that FUL is the Categorical Imperative.

These arguments, Kant dramatically points out, leave open the theoretical
possibility that morality might be an illusion. They only reveal what common
morality presupposes, not what it is necessarily rational to accept. In Groundwork 3
Kant confronts this challenge, arguing that the presupposition that the supreme
moral principle is unconditionally rational is valid for all purposes of delibera-
tion and choice. As rational agents, Kant argues, we “cannot act except under the
Idea of freedom” (4:448). This is an essential aspect of the standpoint of practice.
In deliberation, choice, and acting for reasons we take ourselves to be free in a
negative sense — able to cause events “independently of alien causes determining
it” (4:446). Negative freedom, however, is inseparable from positive freedom or
autonomy, ‘“‘the property that a will has of being a law to itself” (4:447). In order
to make sense of the idea that we can act for reasons independently of our
inclinations and sentiments, we must suppose that we can govern ourselves by
standards inherent in our nature as rational agents. And, again assuming negative
freedom, these rational standards must give us prescriptions that are not relative
to our inclinations and sentiments. In sum, when we act as rational agents we
necessarily take ourselves to have autonomy of the will, and Groundwork 2 is
supposed to show that the Categorical Imperative is the standard of rational
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agents if they have autonomy of the will. The upshot is that in taking a practical
standpoint we inevitably and rationally take ourselves to be subject to the Cate-
gorical Imperative.

In Kant’s view, freedom of will is an idea that we must use in practical think-
ing but cannot comprehend. Theoretical reason, empirical and speculative, can
neither prove nor disprove that we have such freedom. Arguments in the Cri-
tique of Pure Reason are supposed to show that all empirical phenomena are sub-
ject to natural laws of cause and effect, but Kant held that the idea of free will
presupposed by morality cannot be defined empirically or explained by natural
laws. He embraced the apparent consequence, however obscure, that we must
think of moral agents as “free” members of an “intelligible world” to which our
spatial and temporal concepts do not apply. Perhaps few philosophers today
follow Kant’s thinking this far, but his idea of autonomy has inspired some to
develop and use related concepts.

Justice and the moral obligation to obey the law

Our moral choices are inevitably made in a context that includes a particular
legal system and complex international relations. We can conceive of a “state of
nature” but this remains a mere idea for most practical purposes. In Part 1 of
The Metaphysics of Morals Kant presents his theory of law and justice, and earlier
in Perpetual Peace (2006/1795) he offers recommendations for international justice and
global peace. Exactly how Kant’s moral theory is related to his theory of law and
justice remains controversial, but some points seem clear. For example, Kant’s
theory of law and justice is a part of his official (published) “metaphysics of morals,”
and he held that it is an “indirect ethical duty” to obey the law. An exception,
rarely mentioned, is that one should not do anything “intrinsically immoral”
even if ordered to do so by the government in power. Law makes determinate
rights of property, contracts, and status, and its officials have a juridical (and so
indirectly ethical) duty to enforce the law justly. They must not, for example, use
punishment simply as a means to promote general welfare. Thus even if the
Categorical Imperative of the Groundwork is only meant as the appropriate stan-
dard for individual choices, and not for institutions, the requirements of law and
justice are inevitably relevant to individual ethical decisions.

Law and justice, according to Kant, are concerned with the “external freedom”
and enforceable rights of persons, not moral motivation. The “universal princi-
ple of right” (or justice) is a “postulate” similar in some respects to the universal
law formula of the Categorical Imperative (FUL). This principle of right says:
“Any action is right if it can coexist with everyone’s freedom in accordance with
a universal law, or if on its maxim the freedom of choice of each can coexist with
everyone’s freedom in accordance with a universal law” (Kant 1996/1797-8:
6:231). A corollary of the principle, Kant says, is that coercion to serve as a
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“hindering of a hindrance to freedom” is consistent with right (6:231). He
assumes a fundamental right to freedom, equality, and independence, and develops
from this an account of “private law,” which includes rights of property, con-
tract, and status. Anyone in a state of nature, Kant argues, would have a duty to
join and maintain a system of “public” law necessary for “a juridical condition.”
This is not because of the brutality or inconveniences of a state of nature
emphasized by Hobbes and Locke, but because ‘“rightful” or just relations
among persons are impossible without an authoritative way to settle disputes.
Full justice, Kant argues, requires republican government with separation of
powers, abolition of hereditary political privilege, and freedom to criticize the
government. Full republican justice, however, is only a standard for gradual
reform, for we must obey the law even in very imperfect (even “despotical’)
legal systems. Scholars have argued, however, that “rogue states,” such as Nazi
Germany, fail to meet even Kant’s minimum conditions for being a legitimate
legal order that is owed obedience.

Regarding international justice, Kant argues that, although a world government
would be ideal in some respects, a voluntary federation of sovereign states would
be the best hope for peace, at least in a world of diverse cultures and languages.
States should recognize a cosmopolitan right of non-citizens to trade and visit
peacefully, and they should not exploit indigenous peoples.

Ethics and religion

Ethics is concerned directly with the question “What ought I to do,” but Kant
also addresses the question “What can [ hope for?” This belongs primarily to his
philosophy of religion, but it deserves mention here because his answer depends
on his ethical theory.

In Kant’s view, knowledge of right and wrong is not based on religion. He held
instead that our moral knowledge provides the only basis for religious faith. In
the Critique of Practical Reason Kant presents moral arguments for belief in God
and immortality even though the Critique of Pure Reason established that we
cannot strictly prove or even understand these ‘“Ideas” beyond all possible
experience. Religion cannot provide the basis for moral knowledge because in
order to identify as morally authoritative any supernatural power or even any
supposed exemplar of perfection (such as Jesus) we would already need to have
an understanding of right and wrong. The moral arguments for faith are based
on two prior moral ideas: that we must seek virtue independently of happiness
and that the highest good (to be hoped for) would be perfect virtue combined
with well-deserved happiness. In his late work Religion within the Boundaries of
Mere Reason (1998/1793), Kant argues that morality also provides the limits of a
rationally acceptable religious faith. We should see moral duty as if commanded
by God, but certain doctrines are ruled out as contrary to morality: For example,
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extreme doctrines of innate and incorrigible human depravity (as opposed to a
willful propensity to evil), divine cruelty and partiality, and the efficacy of prayer
for material rewards. The kingdom of ends discussed earlier has a God-like
“head” that has unlimited powers but, like a traditional political sovereign, is not
subject to laws made by others. The head wills the same rational laws as the
members do, however, and is not subject to the will of others just because it is
independent and has no needs. The most basic principles for any rational being,
human or divine, are essentially the same, although they become imperative for
human beings who are finite and imperfectly rational.

See also Ethics and reason (Chapter 9); Ethics and sentiment (Chapter 10); Hume
(Chapter 11); Hegel (Chapter 15); Reasons for action (Chapter 24); Con-
temporary Kantian ethics (Chapter 38); Morality and its critics (Chapter 45);
Respect and recognition (Chapter 47); Responsibility: Intention and consequence
(Chapter 50); Partiality and impartiality (Chapter 52); Moral particularism
(Chapter 53); Justice and punishment (Chapter 57); .

References

Kant, 1. (1950/1781) Critique of Pure Reason, trans. N. K. Smith, New York: Humanities Press.

——(1996/1797-8) The Metaphysics of Morals, trans. M. ]J. Gregor, Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press. (Cited by the marginal, Academy edn volume and page.)

—(1997/1788) Critique of Practical Reason, trans. M. ]. Gregor, Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press.

——(1998/1793) Religion within the Boundaries of Mere Reason, trans. A. W. Wood and G. di
Giovanni. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

——(2002/1785) Groundwork for the Metaphysics of Morals, ed. T. E. Hill and A. Zweig, trans.
A. Zweig, Oxford: Oxford University Press. (Cited by the marginal, Academy edn volume
and page.)

———(2006/1795) Perpetual Peace, trans. P. Kleingeld, New Haven, CT: Yale University Press.

Further reading

Guyer, Paul (ed.) (1998) Kant’s Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals: Critical Essays,
Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield.

Hill, Thomas E., Jr (ed.) (2009) The Blackwell Guide to Kant’s Ethics, New York and Oxford:
Blackwell-Wiley Publishers.

Timmons, Mark (ed.) (2002) Kant’s Metaphysics of Ethics: Interpretive Essays, New York: Oxford
University Press.

Wood, Allen (ed.) (1999) Kant’s Ethical Thought, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

167



15
HEGEL

Kenneth R. Westphal

Hegel’s main work in moral philosophy, Elements of the Philosophy of Right, or
Natural Law and Political Science in Outline (1821, Rph), has been condemned
from Marx to Cassirer and Popper as totalitarian, because e.g. Hegel rejected
atomistic individualism, the social contract, and open democratic elections.
The assumption that Hegel’s rejection of these views results in totalitarianism
rests on dichotomies Hegel criticized and rejected (Kaufmann 1951; Wood 1990:
8-14, 36-42; Westphal 1993: 234-44, 2002). Recent scholarship demonstrates
that Hegel’s social theory ‘“is unsurpassed in its richness, its philosophical
rigor, and its insights into the nature of good social institutions” (Neuhouser
2000: 1). Hegel belongs to the classical or “civic” republican tradition (see Lovett
2006) and espouses collective liberalism, as do Rousseau, T. H. Green, and John
Dewey.

Some theoretical context of Hegel’s moral philosophy

Hegel treats moral philosophy as a genus comprising two coordinate species:
ethics and theory of justice, a conception which predominated from the Greeks
through the nineteenth century and remains prevalent on the European Con-
tinent, because many of the most basic conditions required for individuals to
engage with ethical issues are social, political, and legal, and conversely, one of
the most vital tasks of any society is to empty the nursery and to populate the
commons with able, responsible adults. Hegel agrees with the ancient Greeks
that the best way to raise a virtuous child is within a city with good laws (Rph
§173R). Recent historical experience should make this plain even to those most
committed to the primacy of individual ethics over political philosophy.

Hegel realized that the standard distinction in social ontology between ato-
mistic individualism and monolithic collectivism is not exhaustive. He developed
an intermediate view, which may be called “moderate collectivism,” comprising
three theses: (1) Individuals are fundamentally social practitioners because
everything a person does, says, or thinks is formed in the context of social
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practices that provide material and conceptual resources, objects of desire, skills,
procedures, techniques, and occasions and permissions for action, etc.; (2) What
any individual thinks or does depends on his or her own responses to his or her
social and natural environment; (3) There are no individuals — no social practi-
tioners — without social practices, and vice versa, there are no social practices
without social practitioners, that is, without individuals who learn, participate in,
perpetuate, and who modify social practices as needed to meet their changing
needs, aims, and circumstances (including procedures and information). Hegel
argues that individual human beings and the social groups to which they belong
are mutually interdependent for their existence and characteristics; both aspects
are mutually irreducible and neither is primary. Hegel’s moderate collectivism
supports the comprehensive conception of moral philosophy noted above and is
consistent with ‘“methodological individualism,” the thesis that all social phe-
nomena must be understood in terms of individuals’ behavior, dispositions, and
relations (Westphal 2003: §§32-7).

Hegel rejected open democratic elections for three basic reasons. First, such
elections require a well-informed and sufficiently republican citizenship of a kind
not found in Hegel’s day in Prussia, a period of intensive liberal reform of largely
feudal conditions antedating the Prussian Restauration, which Hegel saw on the
horizon but which occurred a decade after his death. Without that kind of citi-
zenry, the mere procedural institutions of democratic elections inevitably pro-
duce illiberal, anti-republican and unjust outcomes due to tyranny of the
majority (or of the vocal minority) or through demagoguery. Second, open elec-
tions do not insure that each socio-economic sector of society is represented in
the electoral process. Third, by basing representation on geographical regions
rather than on socio-economic sectors of society, open elections divorce political
life from civil and economic life, thereby undermining the political process
(Rph §303R). (Hegel’s alternative system of political representation is indicated
below)

Hegel rejected the social contract model primarily because any social contract
must be based on contractors’ manifest beliefs, attitudes, preferences, or feelings,
etc., which alone can provide grounds for elective choice (regardless of whether
the choice to contract is implicit, explicit, or hypothetical). Hence a tenable
social contract model must meet three requirements: (1) To identify a positive
contribution of voluntary agreement — distinct from justifying reasons as such —
to the identification or justification of basic social norms and institutions (see
O’Neill 2000); (2) To identify such a contribution which does not reduce to
group preferences or attitudes, thus conceding too much to conventionalism or
to relativism; (3) To provide adequate criteria or procedures to preclude indivi-
dual social contractors from neglecting or denying relevant grounds of other-
regarding duties. If to the contrary there is no such constitutive role for elective
choice in identifying or justifying norms of public conduct, including social
principles, procedures, or institutions, then the justifying reasons for these latter
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carry the full justificatory burden and contractual choice is otiose (O’Neill 2000;
Westphal forthcoming a). Like other non-contractualist modern natural
lawyers — most prominently Hume (Buckle 1991; Westphal 2010), Rousseau, and
Kant — Hegel accordingly distinguished the task of identifying and justifying basic
norms of conduct as such from the task of justifying them to individual mem-
bers of a society. The latter task involves bringing citizens to understand the
results of the first task.

An important task of any social philosophy is to determine the extent to
which the requirements of enlightened self-interest coincide with moral require-
ments. Though this extent is large, by the nature of the case the coincidence is
imperfect. Contractarian (or also “contractualist”) strategies for justifying basic
social norms confront a severe problem justifying moral norms to egoists and to
moral skeptics. However, if (as Hegel contends) basic norms of conduct can be
identified and justified independently of any form of contractarian agreement,
this provides a significant basis for re-analyzing egoism and moral skepticism as
failures of understanding, perhaps resulting from failures of moral education (see
Green 1999). If Hegel is correct, any reasonably just society can require egoists
or moral skeptics either to abide by its norms of conduct, to emigrate, or to face
social sanctions (legal or otherwise) for violating those norms.

Hegel agrees with Kant, against utilitarianism, that the right is prior to the
good, though he also holds that fully achieving justice requires achieving the
common good (Rph §§114, 129, 130, 336). Hegel’s concern that Kant’s moral
principles cannot guide specific actions — the infamous charge that Kant’s
moral theory is an “empty formalism” (Rph §135R) — addresses an important
though widely neglected feature of Kant’s moral philosophy. Throughout his
moral writings, Kant insists that his system of “pure” or “metaphysical” moral
principles requires for its application to human circumstances and action
appeal to “practical anthropology,” a systematic body of information regarding
human capacities and incapacities for thought and action, due to our finite
form of human agency or to our circumstances of action. Though his examples
and analyses provide much relevant information, Kant assigned ‘“practical
anthropology” to an unwritten “appendix” to his moral system. Yet on Kant’s
(1996, Part 2, §45) own account, his a priori system of moral principles as such,
without this “practical anthropology,” is empty, void of implications for the
human condition. A central, express task of Hegel’s analysis of “ethical life”
(Sittlichkeit), the concluding part of the Philosophy of Right, is to provide the
practical anthropology required to obtain determinate, justified, legitimate nor-
mative prescriptions, including principles, procedures, and institutions, from
Kant’s basic normative principles and procedures (Westphal 1995, 2005, 2007).
To do so Hegel pays unprecedented and unparalleled attention to how the
modern market economy and a series of non-governmental authorities — taken
together, these constitute “civil society” — contribute to individual freedom

(Westphal 1993).
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Freedom: legal, personal, moral, and social

In contrast to Hobbes’ view that freedom consists in the silence of the law — a
central component of the liberal, negative conception of individual liberty
(Skinner 1984, 2006), especially pronounced in libertarianism — Hegel recognized
(as do civic republicans, jurists, and practicing lawyers) the vast extent to which
the principles and institutions of justice, including statutory law, are enabling
conditions: only because certain legitimate principles and institutions are estab-
lished within a society can we as individual members of that society engage in a
vast range of activities which otherwise can be neither specified nor executed;
neither could we benefit from the many kinds of actions by others which like-
wise are possible only due to legal institutions. Examples of this range from the
simplest purchases using currency to commercial contract, provisions for public
safety, voting, petition of government, or trial at constitutional court. Hegel thus
agreed with Hume’s key insight that

Though the rules of justice be artificial, they are not arbitrary.
(Treatise, Bk 3, pt 2, §1, para. 19)

Social practices and institutions are literally artifices. Hegel also agreed with
Hume that the artifice of justice is necessary to human society (and so “not
arbitrary”) because it is necessary for social coordination, but he further argued
that the principles and practices of justice are rationally justifiable because they
are required to establish, protect, and promote the rational freedom of indivi-
dual agents (Neuhouser 2000; Westphal 2007, 2010).

Central to Hegel’s analysis of civil society and the grounds it provides for
legitimate statutory law is the sociological “law of unintended consequences,”
according to which groups of interacting individuals can collectively produce
results unintended by any or all members of that group, e.g. Smith’s “invisible
hand” of the market. These consequences may be good or ill; Hegel’s point is
that a host of civil and political institutions are responsible for monitoring such
unintended consequences of group behavior, to curb those which undermine
legitimate free individual action, and to encourage or when needed to legally
protect those which support or enhance legitimate free individual action. In
brief, this is Hegel’s basis for legitimate statutory law.

Hegel identifies three forms of individual freedom, which may be called “per-
sonal,” “moral,” and “social” freedom (Neuhouser 2000). Each of these is a form
of free rational self-determination of one’s own conduct. Personal freedom is the
freedom to pursue one’s elective ends; it is a form of self-determination because
one elects one’s own ends to pursue. This form of freedom is common to liberal
individualism, though Hegel argues that we now enjoy a distinctly modern ver-
sion of this form of freedom, not only to choose one’s own profession, but
more broadly to modify various socially available roles, especially professional
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ones, or to create new ones to suit one’s own character, talents, and interests.
(Social roles have never strictly determined their occupants’ actions, though in
the Occident they now tend to allow much more room for individual innovation
than, say, three centuries ago.) Exercising personal freedom legitimately also
requires avoiding unjust interference with others. Understanding what counts as
“unjust interference,” why it is proscribed, and why it ought to be avoided
requires richer reflections and a richer form of self-determination than is affor-
ded by the simple pursuit of elective ends because it requires moral reflection on
practical norms and principles of action. Hence personal freedom must be aug-
mented by moral freedom.

Moral freedom, a richer conception of rational agency, involves evaluating and
affirming moral principles that inform one’s behavior in pursuit of one’s elective
ends, in respecting others as moral agents, and in pursuit of the moral good. As
noted, Hegel contends that moral subjectivity, as articulated by Kant’s moral
theory, does not suffice to generate a genuine, non-arbitrary, though sufficiently
concrete conception of the right or the good to guide individual action. So doing
is a collective undertaking ultimately involving social freedom.

Social freedom involves consciously participating in social institutions which
expressly protect and promote personal, moral, and social freedom. Such parti-
cipation is itself an act of freedom: once rationally understood, such institutions
and practices (etc.) can be rationally endorsed on the basis of their sufficient
justifying reasons in a way which allows and encourages members to affirm the
principles, aims, procedures, and institutions of their (reasonably just) society. In
this way, these social institutions contribute to constituting and specifying indi-
viduals’ identities as free rational agents. Social institutions which perform these
functions provide an objective form of social freedom in which individuals par-
ticipate and through which they recognize each other as free rational contribut-
ing members.

Hegel’s account of social freedom involves both objective and subjective
aspects. Objectively, rational laws and institutions must provide social condi-
tions required to realize the freedoms of all citizens, including satisfying the
conditions of justice; subjectively, rational laws and institutions must allow citi-
zens to affirm them as good because they are just and because they facilitate and
achieve both freedom and welfare, so that citizens can regard the principles
which inform their social involvements as coming from their own wills. Personal
freedom to elect and to pursue one’s ends requires social and legal protection to
restrict unjust interference of others. A social order which supports moral free-
dom is one which both encourages and withstands critical assessment of the
reasons which justify its principles, procedures, and institutions. No social
institution, procedure, or practice can be fully justified or legitimate, Hegel
argues, unless it meets these stringent requirements. Yet actualizing individual
freedom further requires the subjective aspect of freedom involved in citizens
recognizing that, and how the structure, institutions, procedures, and practices
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of their society achieve, promote, and protect individual rational freedom (of all
three kinds). Pursuing one’s elective ends with full cognizance of the necessity
and legitimacy of such provisions and restrictions is a richer and more adequate
form of self-determination — of rational freedom — than is the mere pursuit of
elective ends.

Like Kant’s, Hegel’s moral philosophy provides rational standards for legit-
imate actions and institutions which are not restricted to any particular society
or group of societies. In this crucial regard, Hegel is not a communitarian,
despite other commonalities. Yet Hegel’s account of the social and historical
circumstances required to specify and to implement those rational standards
acknowledges that societies in different circumstances can legitimately devise
distinctive ways to satisfy universal standards of normative legitimacy. Hegel’s
practical philosophy is an ethical theory insofar as it aims to show why it is
obligatory to act in accord with and on the basis of the legitimate principles,
procedures, and institutions (familial, civil, legal, and political) within a modern
market society which has civil and political institutions performing the functions
his theory specifies.

The structure of Hegel’s analysis in the Philosophy of Right

Some important features of Hegel’s moral philosophy are revealed by consider-
ing Hegel’s strategy for identifying and for justifying the various principles, pro-
cedures, and institutions he advocates. Hegel identified in and adopted from
Kant’s moral philosophy precisely the kind of “constructivism” identified by
Onora O’Neill (O’Neill 1989, 2003a; Westphal 2007). Like Kant’s, Hegel’s
method of proof is regressive: starting from an accepted claim, he argues that
this claim can only be justified or satisfied if further conditions for its possibility
are also justified and satisfied.

In Part 1 of the Philosophy of Right, “Abstract Right,” Hegel’s analysis begins
with an important basic requirement for human action: acquiring a possession.
This point of departure is common in the modern natural law and the social
contract traditions and is central to the individualist views Hegel criticizes.
Against many natural law theories of property (including Locke’s), though with
Hobbes, Hume, Rousseau, and Kant, Hegel argues that possession is not natural,
it is a social institution because the point of possession is to be left in peace by
others to use one’s possessions; such provisions require socially established
institutions. Like Kant, Hegel argues that taking outer resources into possession
is only possible and is only legitimate on the basis of mutual recognition of
compossible rights to possession. The mutual recognition of rights to possession
is only possible on the basis of correlative acceptance of mutual obligations to
acknowledge and respect others’ rights to possession. This system of abstract
right governs rights of possession, use, and exchange. It suffices to specify
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various kinds of injustice, from non-malicious wrong to fraud, extortion, and
theft. However, the system of abstract right as such cannot distinguish in theory
or in practice between legitimate punishment (a pleonasm) and mere revenge. In
principle, punishment is legitimate only on the basis of two kinds of impartial,
proto-juridical judgments: whether an injustice has in fact been committed and if
so, exactly what kind and extent of compensation or punishment is appropriate.
Such impartial normative judgments require moral judgment, not necessarily of
motives or character (though these pertain to distinguishing non-malicious from
malicious wrong), but of outward actions.

The system of abstract right as such also cannot minister to the upbringing
and education of persons who understand the system of abstract right to be a
system of justice and who aspire to maintain the system of possession, exchange,
and contract because it is just. No such system can be maintained solely through
enforcing civil and criminal law. The requisite system of upbringing and educa-
tion is itself both a moral and a social institution, and such a system is necessary
for the proper functioning of the system of abstract right. In these three regards
(juridical decision, upbringing and education, and the character of mature agents
who affirm and abide by basic principles and practices of justice), morality is a
necessary condition for any legitimate, also for any stable — in sum, for any pos-
sible — system of property. The very point of a system of property is to stabilize
the legitimate possession, use, and exchange of goods; hence no such system can
dispense with whatever legitimate conditions are required to achieve that stabi-
lity (Rph §§103, 104).

In Part 2, “Morality,” Hegel argues for two complementary points. First, he
argues that moral reflection (understood primarily in Kantian terms) is uncondi-
tionally necessary for the moral integrity, freedom, and autonomy of individual
agents as persons who can effectively and impartially judge issues of morality,
justice, and conduct, whether their own or others’, and who seek to uphold a
legitimate system of morality and justice as such. Second, he argues that, though
informed by Kant’s pure metaphysical principles of morals, moral reflection by
itself is insufficient either to identify or to justify moral norms, including princi-
ples of justice (Rph §258R). (The “morality” Hegel criticizes holds that moral
reflection suffices in this regard.) Instead, identifying and justifying such norms
also requires moral reflection on our actual interrelations and interactions, which
we collectively develop through history in the form of social practices, namely,
the customs and institutions we develop on the basis of our human capacities,
limits, skills, and abilities, together with our material and social resources for
action. Some of these core customs were considered very abstractly in “Abstract
Right” in the form of the system of private law governing possession and exchange.
Through our collective, historical life we learn in detail what kind of finite
human beings we are. (In this regard, Hegel’s theory of justice is more deeply
rooted in the modern natural law tradition than is Kant’s.) Through our collec-
tive historical life we also solve the basic quandary of human existence, that
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“although it is the essential nature of human beings to be free, freedom does not
come naturally” to us (Neuhouser 2000: 149).

This brief sketch highlights the core strategy of Hegel’s argument to show that
the conditions for the very possibility of abstract right and of morality are given
only within his account of ethical life (Sittlichkeit), the third and final part of his
book. Likewise, this sketch indicates the core strategy of Hegel’s argument that
also in modern times, regardless of whether we realize it, we human beings are
zoon politikon. Throughout, the structure and strategy of Hegel’s justificatory
argument is regressive and constructivist in Kant’s senses of these terms.

Among the unintended consequences of individual economic behavior is that
a society’s economy develops various economic sectors distinguished by the
kind of production involved and by the geographical regions in which each form
of production occurs. Such developments are especially pronounced in indus-
trialized market economies. In order to counteract the financial and political split
between management and labor, Hegel advocated a system of “corporations,”
one per economic sector, which includes both management and labor and pro-
vides (inter alia) social recognition of their individual contributions to their
sector of the economy, and through that to the economy as a whole, and also of the
legitimacy of members’ obtaining their self-satisfaction through their trades and
professions. In order to insure that each sector of the economy is recognized and
involved in the political process, and to insure that all economic agents are ade-
quately informed about economic and political factors (both regional and
national) bearing on their economic sector, Hegel advocated a system of political
representation based on these corporations, each of which provides representa-
tives to the legislature. Only such an arrangement, Hegel argues, can integrate
our economic and political lives, both individually and collectively. Hegel indi-
cates that the prime function of corporate representation is educational. This
education is essential for individuals as moral agents to understand and act
effectively within their socio-economic and political context. The structure of
Hegel’s analysis makes plain that this education is essential to developing the
kind of informed, republican citizenry mentioned above. Once such a citizenry
develops, Hegel’s system of corporate representation can easily be converted to
an electoral system. The prescience of Hegel’s critique of democratic elections
behoves us to take seriously his alternative system of representation.

Like other modern natural lawyers, Hegel placed greater confidence in the
rationality embedded in social practices than in the a priori ratiocinations of
philosophers. Because human beings act collectively to promote their freedom
(regardless of whether they realize it), a central question of modern political
philosophy, on Hegel’s view, is: How and to what extent do existing institutions
fulfill these functions? Hegel realized that understanding what a social institution
is requires understanding what it ought to be in view of its functional role(s)
within society and how these functions facilitate, secure, or promote free rational
individual action. Examining extant institutions, whether Prussian circa 1820 or
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elsewhere or more recently, highlights what is already clear in his text (to any
moderately charitable reader), namely, that Hegel’s account of civil and political
institutions is thoroughly normative; the closest approximations to social insti-
tutions which fulfill the functions Hegel advocates would be found today in
Scandinavia or the Nordic countries.

Social freedom and role obligations

Central to Hegel’s analysis of the legitimacy of social institutions are their justi-
fying reasons. Elective, as it were contractualist, agreement plays no constitutive
role; it is replaced in Hegel’s account by what may be called a “reflective accep-
tance” model (Hardimon 1994b), guided by the kinds of reasoning just sum-
marized from the three parts of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right. Hegel’s approach
enables him to analyze a common and important form of obligation which
reflects an important structure of our moral agency, namely, our role obligations
and the many aspects of our individual agency which consist in undertaking and
sustaining our various social roles. These obligations and these dimensions of
our agency are very poorly understood, if understood at all, on a contractual
model. In part this is because some roles and the obligations they involve are
undertaken involuntarily, for example, filial obligations to one’s siblings or pat-
ents or obligations as a citizen. Yet the contract model also fails to illuminate
many important elective role obligations. This is because the very point of elec-
tively undertaking many kinds of roles is to become and to be the kind of
person who performs that role (or those social functions). As Hegel notes most
directly, the marriage contract is a contract to transcend the standpoint of con-
tract by the married couple integrating themselves into one moral person (Rph
§163R). Although my employment contract requires me to conduct research and
to teach students, my employment contract has much more to do with where
and when I perform these activities than whether I do so: I research philosophy
because I am a philosopher, I teach students because I am a teacher. These are
two of my primary roles in life and they are two primary, integral aspects of who
[ am. [ am directly obligated and motivated to perform my duties as a researcher
and as a teacher by my being who I am; my professional integrity is a core aspect
of my personal integrity. My contractual obligation to perform my professional
obligations parallels these more basic grounds of obligation; contractual con-
siderations may be adduced to justify requiring or motivating me to do better if
my professional commitments were to waver. However, it is seriously misleading
to suggest, as the contractual model must, that I am obligated to perform my
professional duties simply and solely because I agreed to do so (within a legit-
imate employment contract).

These same points pertain also to one’s obligations as a citizen. Most adults
acquire obligations as citizens simply by maturing within a reasonably just society.
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Their resulting obligations are non-contractual role obligations. Reflective adults
may superimpose on those obligations voluntary, elective commitment to their
country and to their obligations as citizens. These latter grounds of obligation,
however, supplement rather than replace the former. Even naturalized citizens
who pledge their allegiance to a new country pledge themselves to become and
to be full-fledged citizens by adopting and developing their roles as citizens. If this
pledge were to be understood as a contract (though this too would be a mis-
understanding), it would again be a contract to transcend the standpoint of contract
by actually becoming a citizen who is directly obligated to his or her adopted
country and who is motivated directly by that obligation, regardless of whatever
allegedly contractual obligation may stem from his or her pledge of allegiance.

The reflective acceptance of principles, obligations, roles, social practices, or
institutions requires assessing their functions, benefits, burdens, and above all
their justifying reasons and endorsing them insofar as they are sufficiently justi-
fied by those reasons. Hence there is no question of Hegel’s social theory simply
endorsing any social status quo. By focusing on reflective acceptance rather than
on contractual agreement, Hegel’s moral theory lets justifying reasons speak for
themselves, as it were, while recognizing that egoists, skeptics, or recalcitrant
contractarians may cavil about them endlessly. Though Hegel does not at all
restrict or reduce our moral lives to our social roles, by highlighting our social
roles and role obligations, Hegel’s moral theory highlights the morally important
phenomenon of our adopting and identifying with the various social roles we
undertake. This allows his theory to emphasize how we transform ourselves by
adopting and developing ourselves by undertaking various social roles. Empha-
sizing these phenomena allows Hegel’s moral theory to highlight an important
kind and source of obligation occluded by social contract models, the direct
motivation to perform an act of the kind required by one’s social role. Addi-
tionally, Hegel’s moral theory shows how these features of individual moral
character and obligation can be understood as an aspect of individual rational
autonomy, thus showing that they are not the sole province of communitarians
and conservatives.

Individual autonomy and social reconciliation

Like Kant (O’Neill 2003b, 2004a, b), Hegel holds that individual rational auto-
nomy is the capacity to regulate one’s own thought and conduct by assessing
and, when identified, guiding one’s thought and action on the basis of sufficient
justifying reasons (Westphal forthcoming b). Like Kant, Hegel also holds that
reason is normatively autonomous because by using the resources of Kant’s
constructivism about moral principles and Hegel’s account of ethical life, reason
suffices to identify and to justify legitimate principles, practices, and institutions
for solving basic problems of social coordination and for guiding right individual
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action. Yet we are very much finite, dependent beings; we depend in myriad
ways on both natural and social resources, whether conceptual, procedural, or
material. Left unanalyzed, combining our rational autonomy with our myriad
dependencies may appear to reduce “freedom” to insight into acting by necessity.
How can we act freely and autonomously if we are so manifestly and manifoldly
interdependent creatures? This question appears inherently paradoxical only on
the assumption of a strong individualism of a kind exposed and superseded by
Hegel’s moderate collectivism, mentioned above. This point of principle is a
prelude to Hegel’s substantive answer to the question. In brief, the basic victory
of human freedom over nature is that very few and only very general needs or
ends are given us by human biology and psychology. Typically our manifest
desires and ends are much more specific because they have been literally custom-
ized within one’s society to be desires or ends for meeting broad natural needs in
ways specific to one’s culture and to one’s own taste and proclivities, whereby
any strictly natural needs are also supplemented by myriad acquired needs.
In this way, we collectively come to give ourselves our own needs, desires, and
ends. The basic victory of individual human freedom over the social context of
individual action lies in recognizing the myriad ways in which we have collec-
tively made our social life to be as it is, so that we collectively share the benefits
and burdens of our collective social life and we collectively share the obligation
as well as the prospect of preserving or modifying it as we need, in view both of
our collective circumstances of action and of the basic principles of justice
explicated by Kant’s constructivism. We can act autonomously in view of the
social and natural bases of our own individual action once we recognize how
these bases provide the necessary enabling conditions of our own individual free
rational action. Explicating this thesis is a central aim of Hegel’s Philosophy of
Right (Westphal 1993; Neuhouser 2000). By explaining how our modern social
world facilitates individual action, Hegel explains how our social world is not
and need not be regarded as recalcitrantly foreign to ourselves, at least insofar as
our social institutions perform the functions Hegel assigns them. To the extent
we can recognize that and how our social institutions perform these functions, we
can be reconciled with our society rather than alienated from it (Hardimon
1994a). If we now have Weberian concerns about the self-aggrandizing, disen-
franchising character of powerful social and especially political institutions, we
should consider the extent to which these unfortunate developments occurred
because contemporary institutions did not develop within the tightly integrated
framework Hegel advocated to curtail such developments, in part by providing
comprehensive channels for mutual oversight. Such concerns about present
social institutions do not reflect ill on Hegel’s moral philosophy; rather, they
underscore how strongly normative and prescient it is.

See also Ethics and reason (Chapter 9); Ethics and sentiment (Chapter 10); Hume
(Chapter 11); Kant (Chapter 14); Sidgwick, Green, and Bradley (Chapter 17);
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Pragmatist moral philosophy (Chapter 19); Ethics and Law (Chapter 35);
Contemporary Kantian ethics (Chapter 38); Contractualism (Chapter 41); Con-
temporary natural law theory (Chapter 42); Respect and recognition (Chapter 47).
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Henry West

John Stuart Mill was the foremost British philosopher of the nineteenth century,
and Utilitarianism, his short work on the foundations of morals, is the most
widely read presentation of utilitarian ethical philosophy. Mill was heir to a
utilitarian tradition stemming from Jeremy Bentham (1748-1832). Mill’s father,
James Mill (1773-1836), was a disciple of Bentham and home-schooled Mill
on the Benthamite doctrine. John Stuart Mill’s ethics is hedonistic utilitarianism.
In Utilitarianism Mill states his position as follows: “The creed which accepts
as the foundation of morals, Ultility, or the Greatest Happiness Principle, holds
that actions are right in proportion as they tend to promote happiness, wrong
as they tend to produce the reverse of happiness. By happiness is intended
pleasure and the absence of pain; by unhappiness, pain and the privation
of pleasure” (Mill 1969/1861: 210). This statement shows that Mill is a “con-
sequentialist,” founding the morality of actions on their probable consequences,
and that he is a “hedonist,” judging the consequences that count to be pleasure
and pain.

Mill revised Bentham’s ethics with (1) a distinction between qualities and
quantities of pleasures and pains; (2) a more complex theory of motivation and
of the sanctions of morality; (3) an attempt at a sort of “proof” of the principle
of utility; and (4) a clearer statement of the relationship between utility and
rights, including a theory of moral rights. But he continued to be a utilitarian in
the tradition of Bentham. These revisions of Bentham’s utilitarianism will be
discussed in what follows. There remain, however, some ambiguities in Mill’s
statement of the utilitarian “creed.”

By “actions” does Mill mean types of actions or does he mean particular,
individual actions in unique circumstances? And by “tend” does he mean the
probable consequences of types of actions based on past experience or does he
mean the balance of pleasure over pain or vice versa of a particular action? Mill
has been interpreted both ways, and Mill probably means both. Mill’s principle
of utility is “that pleasure, and freedom from pain, are the only things desirable
as ends; and that all desirable things (which are as numerous in the utilitarian as
in any other scheme) are desirable either for the pleasure inherent in themselves,
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or as means to the promotion of pleasure and the prevention of pain” (Mill
1969/1861: 210). He called this a theory of life on which his theory of morality is
grounded. Mill regarded morality as only one branch of what he calls the “art of
life” that includes “the Right, the Expedient, and the Beautiful or Noble in
human conduct and works” (Mill 1974/1843: 949). Mill’s hedonistic theory of
value is to guide conduct in all of these areas, not just morality, and many of the
decisions regarding expediency may be decisions of what will have the best con-
sequences in the particular case.

Another controversial assumption in Mill’s statement of his creed is his saying:
“By happiness is intended pleasure and the absence of pain; by unhappiness,
pain and the privation of pleasure” (Mill 1969/1861: 210). This seems contrary to
the use of these terms in ordinary English. Isn’t happiness more than that, more
than just the good and bad feelings in one’s life? Mill analyzes happiness as “an
existence made up of few and transitory pains, many and various pleasures, with
a decided predominance of the active over the passive, and having as the foun-
dation of the whole, not to expect more from life than it is capable of bestow-
ing” (Mill 1969/1861: 215). This analysis includes slightly more than an existence
in which episodes of pleasure predominate over episodes of pain. There is also
an attitudinal dimension — in requiring that one not expect more from life than it
is capable of bestowing, Mill implies that to be happy one must have an attitude
towards one’s life that finds the existence satisfying, but this could be given an
analysis in terms of pleasure — one must find pleasure and not pain in reflecting
on one’s existence.

A ct-utilitarianism vs. rule-utilitarianism

In the twentieth century a distinction between “act-utilitarianism” and “rule-
utilitarianism” became explicit. Act-utilitarianism, at least in one of its formula-
tions, is the doctrine that the consequences of each act are to be compared with
alternatives to determine correct action by the act that maximizes utility. Rule-
utilitarianism, in one of its formulations, is the doctrine that it is the con-
sequences of the practice or recognition of rules or precepts that are to be
compared with alternative rules or precepts to determine the ideal moral code,
and conformity with the best rules are to determine correct action. Mill some-
times writes as if he were an “act-utilitarian,” but at least in the moral sphere he
was not. He did not regard any action that failed to produce the greatest utility
to be a morally wrong action. He limited morality to those actions that deserved
sanctions, leaving other actions to the free judgment of individuals. He had an
important place in morality for rules and rights, sometimes overriding actions
that individually might produce greater utility in the particular case. He also had
a place for supererogatory actions, actions going beyond the call of duty, deser-
ving praise for their performance but not blame in their omission.
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In regard to morality, Mill’s statement of the “creed” is best interpreted as
referring in the normal case to action types. Mill thinks that our knowledge of
the tendencies of types of actions has provided the foundation for moral rules.
In answer to the objection “that there is not time, previous to action, for calcu-
lating and weighing the effects of any line of conduct on the general happiness,”
Mill replies: “The answer to the objection is, that there has been ample time,
namely, the whole past duration of the human species. During all that time
mankind have been learning by experience the tendencies of actions; on which
experience all the prudence, as well as all the morality of life, is dependent” (Mill
1969/1861: 224). After giving an analysis of pleasures and pains, Mill says: “This,
being, according to the utilitarian opinion, the end of human action, is necessa-
rily also the standard of morality; which may accordingly be defined, the rules
and precepts for human conduct, by the observance of which an existence such as
has been described might be, to the greatest extent possible, secured to all man-
kind; and not to them only, but, so far as the nature of things admits, to the
whole sentient creation” (Mill 1969/1861: 214, emphasis added).

Many commentators have interpreted Mill as an “act-utilitarian” with regard
to the criterion of what is morally right, but a “rule-utilitarian” with regard to a
strategy or decision procedure for how best to maximize morally right actions. This
is to regard the moral rules as “rules of thumb” to save time in calculating for
the particular case, to avoid making decisions prejudiced in one’s own favor, and
to coordinate behavior so that others can know what to expect of one. However,
Mill says that the tendencies of actions that are injurious to human happiness
should be codified as moral rules, taught to the young, and enforced by sanc-
tions. In Chapter V of Utilitarianism he even says: “We do not call anything
wrong, unless we mean to imply that a person ought to be punished in some way
or other for doing it; if not by law, by the opinion of his fellow creatures; if not
by opinion, by the reproaches of his own conscience. This seems the real turning
point of the distinction between morality and simple expediency” (Mill 1969/
1861: 246). Thus the application of sanctions, based on rules, justified by their
utility, seems to be definitive of moral right and wrong. There is a social dimen-
sion to moral rules that make them more than rules of thumb for the individual
utilitarian agent’s choice of action case by case. But Mill does recognize that
there may be unusual cases where the rules can be overridden. Regarding the
prohibition of lying, he says that

the violation, for a present advantage, of a rule of such transcendant
expediency, is not expedient ... Yet that even this rule, sacred as it is,
admits of possible exceptions, is acknowledged by all moralists; and the
chief of which is when the withholding of some fact (as of information
from a malefactor, or of bad news from a person dangerously ill) would
preserve some one (especially a person other than oneself) from great
and unmerited evil, and when the withholding can only be effected by
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denial. But in order that the exception may not extend itself beyond the
need, and may have the least possible effect in weakening reliance on
veracity, it ought to be recognized, and, if possible, its limits defined.

(Mill 1969/1861: 223)
This looks like the application of a more complicated rule, but elsewhere he says:

It is not the fault of any creed, but of the complicated nature of human
affairs, that rules of conduct cannot be so framed as to require no
exceptions, and that hardly any kind of action can safely be laid down as
either always obligatory or always condemnable. There is no ethical
creed which does not temper the rigidity of its laws, by giving a certain
latitude, under the moral responsibility of the agent, for accommodation
to peculiarities of circumstances.

(Mill 1969/1861: 225)

)

In conclusion, whether Mill is a consistent “rule-utilitarian,” a consistent ‘“act-
utilitarian,” or allows both “act-utilitarian” and “rule-utilitarian” moral reasoning

is difficult to determine.

Consequentialism

Mill presents little argument for the most fundamental characteristic of utilitar-
ianism, that it is what is today called a “teleological” or consequentialist theory,
judging the right or wrongness of actions by their consequences. Mill’s theory of
action is ‘“teleological”: he says that all action is for some end, and rules of
action take their character from the end to which they are subservient. He thus
does not take seriously alternative non-consequential ethical theories, such
as deontology (basing ethics on duty independent of consequences), virtue ethics
(basing ethics on the character traits of agents), theories that regard rights as
fundamental, not derived from utility, and some forms of intuitionism. He also
assumes that “there ought to be one principle or law, at the root of all morality,
or if there be several, there should be a determinate order of precedence among
them” (Mill 1969/1861: 206). This statement is made in the context of criticizing
intuitionist theories, but it would also seem to rule out consequentialist theories
that have pluralistic theories of value.

Mill regarded his chief opponents to be intuitionists who supported moral
rules by assuming that we have a moral sense. Mill criticizes the theory by
claiming that it regards the received rules of morality, when supported by the
moral sense, as not subject to criticism. Ultilitarianism, making the consequences
of actions an empirical matter, can be progressive, reforming morality. Mill’s
Subjection of Women is an example of criticism of existing moral attitudes.
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Qualitative hedonism

One of the most distinctive features of Mill’s philosophy in comparison with
Bentham’s is Mill’s introduction of the notion of higher and lower qualities of
pleasures. Bentham had analyzed an experience of pleasure or pain as two-
dimensional — having a certain duration in time and having a certain intensity
at each moment. Mill thinks that this is overly simple. In answer to the objection
that the utilitarian philosophy is a doctrine worthy only of swine, Mill says
that the accusation supposes human beings to be capable of no pleasures
but those of which swine are capable. On the contrary, Mill says, “Human
beings have faculties more elevated than the animal appetites and, when once
made conscious of them, do not regard anything as happiness which does not
include their gratification” (Mill 1969/1861: 210-11). Mill says that the pleasures
of the intellect, of the feelings and imagination, and of the moral sentiments have
a much higher value, as pleasures, than those of mere sensation. To explain this,

Mill says:

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

(Mill 1969/1861: 211)

And Mill claims that the pleasures of higher quality are those that employ our
distinctively human faculties.

In arguing for the superiority of the distinctively human pleasures, Mill seems
to be claiming that on every occasion of choice, people who have experienced
pleasures of sensation and pleasures of the intellect consistently prefer pleasures
of the intellect. If that is his claim it is absurd. But that need not be his claim. He
is not necessarily saying that his competent judges on every occasion prefer the
higher pleasure. He claims that they would not resign a manner of existence that
includes that kind of pleasure for any amount of the other. It may be true that
“few human creatures would consent to be changed into any of the lower ani-
mals for the promise of the fullest allowance of a beast’s pleasures” (Mill 1969/
1861: 211); but it does not follow that on every occasion a competently experi-
enced human being desires distinctively human pleasures more than the gratifi-
cation of an animal appetite.
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I believe that introspection of pleasurable and painful experiences does lead
one to say that they have different pleasurable and painful qualities. There is not
some common quality that all pleasures have that makes them “pleasures.” They
may only have “family resemblances” that make them all pleasures or pains. The
pain of a toothache feels different from the pain of a stomach ache. But that does
not disqualify them from both being pains. However, I think that Mill is mis-
taken to think that distinctively human pleasures and pains are consistently more
desirable or undesirable than those to which our animal natures are subject. A
rich life includes both.

Some commentators have claimed that in introducing qualitative distinctions
between pleasures and pains, Mill has assigned intrinsic value to the exercise of
the distinctively human faculties, independent of the pleasure derived from
them, and thus deserted a strictly hedonistic theory of value. This is not the
most plausible interpretation of Mill. Mill is not asserting that it is the exercise
of the human faculties as such that has intrinsic value but only that the pleasures
derived from that exercise have superior value. In some passages, especially in
On Liberty, Mill speaks of the need for a recognition of the value of “indivi-
duality” and of allowing individuals to develop their capacities in various ways.
This has been taken to be inconsistent with the hedonism of Ultilitarianism, but if
qualitative hedonism is taken seriously, then Mill’s high evaluation of these
ideals of individuality and autonomy can be regarded as essential sources of his
higher pleasures.

Sanctions and moral motivation

Another way in which Mill expanded Bentham’s utilitarianism was in his analy-
sis of sanctions. Mill, following Bentham, uses the word “sanctions” to refer to
the sources of motivation, in this context motives to be moral. Mill classifies
them as “external” and “internal.” Under the former heading are hope of favor
and fear of displeasure from our fellow creatures and from the Ruler of the
Universe (if one has a belief in the divine). These are the motives that Bentham
analyzed as the political, the moral or popular, and the religious sanctions. Ben-
tham made a distinction between the enforcement of morality by law and public
policy, carried out by judges and others specifically designated for the office (the
political), and the enforcement of morality by popular opinion (the moral
or popular). In each case these are “external” sanctions. Even if there were no
other motives to be moral, these would operate, and these are consistent with
utilitarianism. It is useful to have laws prohibiting theft and murder and other
crimes, although the utilitarian would want to have these subjected to critical
analysis to see if they are the best possible laws and public policies. Furthermore,
utilitarians would want public opinion to enforce useful moral rules. So utilitarians
do not differ from others in seeking to have the political and popular sanctions
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enforce some forms of behavior. If people believe in the goodness of God, those
who think that conduciveness to the general happiness is the criterion of the
good must believe that this is what God approves. Thus utilitarianism has avail-
able to it these external sanctions. Mill points out that we also have sympathy
with and affection for other people and may have love or awe of God as well as
hope or fear of favor or disfavor.

But it is the “internal” sanction that really interests Mill. This is the feeling of
pain, attendant on the violation of duty, which is the essence of conscience. Mill
thought that Bentham ignored this important sanction enforcing morality. Mill
believed that conscience is an internalization of the external sanctions, compli-
cated by other associated feelings, but he sees no reason why it may not be cul-
tivated to as great an intensity in connection with the utilitarian as with any other
rule of morals. In comparison with Bentham, Mill also held a more complex
theory of motivation. Bentham thought that action is always motivated by the
prospect of pleasure or pain. Mill thought that the motivation may be a pleasure
or pain which precedes the act. One may be deterred from a wrong act by the
pain of contemplating the doing of the act, not just the calculation of pain or
pleasure following the act. And through conditioning, he thought that habits can
be formed such that we continue to will a certain kind of act without any refer-
ence to its being pleasurable.

Mill’s “proof”’ of the principle of utility

Perhaps the most controversial chapter of Mill’s Utilitarianism is the one in
which he discusses “Of What Sort of Proof the Principle of Utility is Suscep-
tible.” Mill says that it is impossible to give a proof of the principle of utility in
the ordinary or popular meaning of the term, but in Chapter 4 of Ultilitarianism
he gives an argument that he claims is “capable of determining the intellect either
to give or withhold its assent to the doctrine: and this is equivalent to proof”
(Mill 1969/1861: 208). He claims that the only possible evidence that anything is
desirable is that people do actually desire it. All persons, so far as they believe it
to be attainable, desire their own happiness; so happiness is one desirable kind
of thing. He then proceeds to argue that many desires for things as ends which
do not appear at first sight to be desires for happiness, such as the desire for
virtue or the miser’s desire for money, have been acquired through their asso-
ciation with pleasure. They are all “parts of happiness.” He says that he now has
an answer to the question, of what sort of proof the principle of utility is sus-
ceptible. “If the opinion which I have now stated is psychologically true — if
human nature is so constituted as to desire nothing which is not either a part of
happiness or a means of happiness, we can have no other proof, and we require
no other, that these are the only things desirable” (Mill 1969/1861: 237). So

happiness is inclusive of all that is of value, and “the promotion of it the test by
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which to judge of all human conduct; from which it necessarily follows that it
must be the criterion of morality, since a part is included in the whole” (Mill
1969/1861: 237).

Mill’s statement of the proof has led many commentators to accuse him of
various fallacies. He has been said to have defined the desirable as the desired,
but this is to misread him. He says that the only evidence it is possible to produce
that something is desirable is that it is desired, not that the desirable means the
desired. He says that it is “a question of fact and experience, dependent, like all
similar questions, upon evidence. It can only be determined by practised self-
consciousness and self-observation, assisted by observation of others” (Mill
1969/1861: 237).

A more plausible accusation is that Mill has committed a fallacy when he says that
“each person’s happiness is a good to that person, and the general happiness,
therefore, a good to the aggregate of all persons” (Mill 1969/1861: 234). This
would be a mistake if Mill meant the general happiness to be anything more than
the sum of individuals’ states of happiness, or the good to the aggregate of all persons
to be anything more than the sum of what is good for the individuals involved.
But that he did not mean anything more than that is indicated in a letter referring to
that passage: “I merely meant in this particular sentence to argue that since A’s
happiness is a good, B’s a good, C’s a good, etc., the sum of all these goods must
be a good” (letter to Henry Jones, 13 June 1868, in Mill 1849-73: Vol. 16, 1414).
Mill views states of pleasure or happiness to be capable of aggregation: if two
persons are equally happy, then there is twice as much happiness in the world as
if only one were happy. And because he locates intrinsic value in happiness, the
values of two individuals’ lives are also capable of aggregation.

Mill’s theory of justice and moral rights

In Chapter V of Ultilitarianism, Mill attempts to answer the objection that justice
is something independent of utility and can sometimes conflict with the greatest
utility. In the end Mill claims ‘“that justice is the name for certain moral
requirements, which regarded collectively, stand higher in the scale of social
utility, and are therefore of more paramount obligation, than any others”
(Mill 1969/1861: 259).

Mill first gives an analysis of justice. In this analysis, he says: “In the first
place, it is mostly considered unjust to deprive any one of his personal liberty, his
property, or any other thing which belongs to him by law ... it is just to respect
the legal rights of any one” (Mill 1969/1861: 241). But Mill asserts that the legal
rights of which the person is deprived, may be rights which ought not to have
belonged to the person; in other words, the law which confers these rights, may
be a bad law. Therefore, he argues, law is not the ultimate criterion of justice. A
second case of injustice consists in taking or withholding from any person that
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to which the person has a moral right. In this concept Mill seems to have introduced
another difference from Bentham, who seemed to have no place for moral rights.
Mill makes this concept the primary defining characteristic of justice and injustice.
The general idea of moral wrong is that it deserves punishment, if not by law
then by the opinion of fellow creatures; if not by opinion by the reproaches of
one’s conscience. What sets off justice from other moral obligations is that a
correlative right resides in some person or persons. “Justice implies something
which it is not only right to do, and wrong not to do, but which some individual
person can claim from us as his moral right” (Mill 1969/1861: 247).

Mill’s account of justice also has an account of a sentiment of justice as well as
a rule of action for what counts as justice. This sentiment of justice, he says, is
the desire to punish a person who has done harm, and the knowledge or belief
that there is some definite individual or individuals to whom harm has been
done. He claims that it is a spontaneous outgrowth from the impulse of self-
defense and the feeling of sympathy. The impulse of self-defense, he says, is
common to all animal nature. Humans, however, have more extended capacities
for sympathy: “a human being is capable of apprehending a community of
interest between himself and the human society of which he forms a part, such
that any conduct which threatens the security of the society generally, is threa-
tening to his own, and calls forth his instinct (if instinct it be) of self-defence”
(Mill 1969/1861: 248). Mill concludes that from the social sympathies the senti-
ment derives its morality; from the instinct of self-defense it derives ‘“‘its peculiar
impressiveness, and energy of self-assertion” (Mill 1969/1861: 250).

Having given this account of the concept and sentiment of justice, Mill is
prepared to subordinate these to utilitarianism. “To have a right, then, is, I
conceive, to have something which society ought to defend me in the possession
of. If the objector goes on to ask why it ought, I can give him no other reason
than general utility. If that expression does not seem to convey a sufficient feeling of
the strength of the obligation, nor to account for the peculiar energy of the feeling,
it is because there goes to the composition of the sentiment, not a rational only
but also an animal element, the thirst for retaliation; and this thirst derives its
intensity, as well as its moral justification, from the extraordinarily important
and impressive kind of utility which is concerned. The interest involved is that
of security, to every one’s feelings the most vital of all interests” (Mill 1969/1861:
250-1). The enforcement of moral and legal rights protects security, the most
significant kind of utility. Thus Mill thinks that he has shown that justice is not
in conflict with utility but is a most important application of it.

Mill’s liberalism

Much of Mill’s thinking was preoccupied with social and political questions.
With growing democracy, Mill was fearful of the “tyranny of the majority,” not
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only through government coercion but through the informal social control of
opinion and attitudes. His essay On Liberty attempts to draw a line as to what is
appropriate for social interference and what should be left to individual choice.
He is against paternalistic interference with adult behavior when it is not harmful
to the legitimate interests of others. The thesis of On Liberty is that the only aim
for which mankind is warranted in interfering with the liberty of action of any
individual is to prevent harm to others. The individual is the best judge of his or
her own welfare, and, if there is no harm to others, the individual should be left
free from coercion, even if the behavior is judged by others to be harmful to that
individual. When asked to defend this principle, Mill says that he can give no other
reason except ‘“utility in the largest sense, grounded on the permanent interests
of man as a progressive being” (Mill 1977/1859: 224). Mill does not use the ter-
minology in On Liberty, but qualitatively superior pleasures play an important
role. One of the assumptions is that when people are compelled to conformity
to custom or to the likes and dislikes of others, they are not exercising their
higher faculties. Only when they are permitted to exercise free choice, to be
original and creative, to make decisions about the truth of theoretical and prac-
tical matters, to engage in voluntary associations with other individuals and so
on, can they obtain the greatest happiness. The greatest happiness, according to
Mill, is not the satisfaction of existing desires, if these are uninformed. The
greatest happiness is satisfaction of desires for pleasures measured by both
quality and quantity, the qualitatively higher ones coming from the full devel-
opment of individual capacities. He therefore advocates compulsory education
to enable children to develop the capacity for the higher pleasures and he opposes
those who would attempt to force a conventional lifestyle on people who want
to experiment with alternative ways of living. Those who live uncustomary lives
may be obtaining higher pleasures that the majority are incompetent to judge.

In On Liberty Mill argued vigorously for freedom of thought and discussion as
a way of eradicating false doctrines and discovering and keeping alive true ones.
One of the arguments is that the utility of truth is its benefits to society, but
another is that it is its benefits to the minds of individuals.

In Representative Government, Mill defended representative government as the
best way to protect the interests of the most numerous class, although he had
reservations about the judgments of that population until it had become better
educated. His economic views tended in the direction of greater equalitarian
distribution of wealth and income. He said in his Autobiography that the social
problem of the future would be how to unite the greatest individual liberty of
action with a common ownership in the raw material of the globe and an equal
participation of all in the benefits of combined labor.

In Subjection of Women, he advocated perfect equality in the marriage relation-
ship, first-class citizenship and greater economic opportunities for women.
While serving in Parliament, he introduced a bill to give women the right to vote
on the same basis as males. It failed to pass.
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Much can be said in support of Mill’s position. The total subservience of one
person to others, as in slavery, is contrary to happiness and individual develop-
ment. The lack of freedom of religion or of freedom from religion has perpetu-
ated superstitions that have worked against human welfare and development,
and genuine freedom to criticize supernatural beliefs would be liberating. On the
positive side, compulsory education of children, and freedom of adults to prac-
tice artificial birth control, have given people greater control over their lives with
resulting greater happiness and fulfillment. Mill’s utilitarianism and liberalism
are controversial but worthy of serious thought and discussion.

See also Utilitarianism to Bentham (Chapter 13); Consequentialism (Chapter 37);
Ethical intuitionism (Chapter 39); Virtue ethics (Chapter 40); Conscience (Chap-
ter 46); Responsibility: Intention and consequence (Chapter 50); Partiality and
impartiality (Chapter 52); Moral particularism (Chapter 53); Welfare (Chapter
54); Ideals of perfection (Chapter 55); Rights (Chapter 56); Justice and punish-
ment (Chapter 57); The ethics of free speech (Chapter 64).
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17
SIDGWICK, GREEN, AND
BRADLEY

T. H. Irwin

Bentham’s and Mill’s utilitarianism

Sidgwick and Green were near-contemporaries, and they shared common philo-
sophical interests and concerns, though they developed them in different direc-
tions. Sidgwick belongs to the British tradition in moral philosophy. Though he
draws heavily on Kant, he looks back primarily to the British rationalists, senti-
mentalists, and intuitionists of the seventeenth to the nineteenth centuries.
Green and Bradley are among the British idealists who were influenced by both
Kant and Hegel, and therefore took a critical attitude to the main tendencies in
earlier British philosophy. Bradley belongs to the next philosophical generation
after Green and Sidgwick. He defends Green’s position, with some significant
alterations, and supports it with sharp criticism of Sidgwick.

Sidgwick’s main work, The Methods of Ethics, was first published in 1874 (see
Sidgwick 1907, ME). It was examined in an elaborate essay by Bradley, “Mr Sidgwick’s
Hedonism” (1935b/1877). The first edition of Bradley’s Ethical Studies appeared
in 1876, and was reviewed by Sidgwick. (The second edition appeared posthumously,
in 1927 [see Bradley 1927, ES].) Green’s Prolegomena to Ethics was published
posthumously in 1883; it was based on lectures delivered in the 1870s (see Green
2003, PE). Green refers often to Mill and Sidgwick, though not to Bradley. Sidgwick
discussed Green on several occasions, most fully in The Ethics of Green, Spencer,
and Manrtineau (based on his lectures; see Sidgwick 1902, EGSM). He revised some
parts of Methods to take account of, and to answer, the criticisms of Bradley and
Green. This process of statement, criticism, and revised statement makes it useful
to study some of the main issues on which Sidgwick and the idealists disagree.

Sidgwick and Green define their views in relation to the utilitarianism of Bentham
and Mill. Bentham sets out a simple and rather crude utilitarian doctrine that relies
on some clear but controversial basic claims: (1) He holds a hedonist account of
the good, so that he identifies a person’s good with maximum pleasure, whatever
the objects of the pleasure may be. (2) He holds an instrumental conception of the
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right, so that he takes the right action to be fixed by reference to maximum total
pleasure for everyone, no matter how it is distributed over the people affected.
(3) He holds an egoist conception of motivation and rationality; each person ulti-
mately aims at maximum pleasure for herself and has overriding reasons to aim at it.

According to Bentham’s third claim, an individual has no reason to be con-
cerned with what is morally right for its own sake. I have a reason to do a
morally right action only in so far as I take it to maximize my own pleasure. But
I have no reason to suppose that the actions, sometimes difficult and costly,
required by morality will maximize my pleasure.

We might acknowledge that morality in its own right gives me no reason to
care about it, but we connect morally right action with external sanctions —
reward, punishment, praise, and blame. If society can attach enough pleasure to
morality and enough pain to immorality, these artificial sanctions may give a
rational individual sufficient reason to follow the requirements of morality. This
seems to be a practical solution within the limits of Bentham’s basic principles.

But the practical solution may seem unsatisfactory, for two reasons: (1) It may
well seem practically inadequate. Any system of sanctions leaves loopholes, and
hence leaves opportunities for undetected immorality. (2) Even if the system of
sanctions leaves no loopholes, it does not seem to justify us in trying to be
morally good people. We do not want to be surrounded by people who always
need an external sanction to make them do the right actions.

John Stuart Mill departs from the orthodox Benthamite position. (1) He
believes that pleasures differ in quality as well as quantity, and that qualitative
differences should be considered in fixing the ultimate good. (3) He believes it is
possible and desirable for people to be attached to morality for its own sake. His
conception of utility helps us to see that common-sense morality expresses
“secondary principles” that tell us how to achieve utility.

Mill’s critics are not convinced that this revision of Bentham is really a utili-
tarian doctrine. John Grote, for instance, believes that Mill really adopts a plur-
alist conception of the good, and that he abandons any appeal to utility as an
independent criterion for right action (see Grote 1870, An Examination of the
Utilitarian Philosophy, EUP). It would provide an independent criterion if we
could decide what maximizes pleasure without reference to our antecedent moral
convictions, but Mill’s qualitative hedonism prevents any such decision.

At this point in the arguments about Bentham and Mill, Green and Sidgwick
enter the debate. Green believes that Mill is right to alter Bentham, and that
Mill’s critics are right to suppose that Mill has thereby abandoned utilitarianism.
In Green’s view, the next step is to abandon utilitarianism, and to incorporate
Mill’s insights in a different sort of theory. Sidgwick also agrees with the critics
of Mill who believe that Mill has abandoned utilitarianism; but he infers that
Mill altered Bentham’s position in the wrong way. Sidgwick believes that we
need to retain Bentham’s first two claims, and that we can do this if we replace
his third claim with a better account of reason and morality.
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This dispute between Sidgwick and Green about the content of a moral theory
is connected with a further dispute about the proper aims of such a theory. Both
believe that moral theory is practically relevant, because it should offer some
guidance to the appropriate direction of social and political reforms. But they
understand this guidance quite differently. Sidgwick believes that a moral theory
should be the basis of an effective method of moral decision. An adequate
theory will tell us exactly what empirical information we need to decide whether
a given course of action is right or wrong; since it may be very difficult to find
the relevant information, our moral theory may leave us with unanswered moral
questions, but the lack of an answer will not be the fault of our theory. Sidgwick
takes this criterion of adequacy for a moral theory so seriously that he uses it to
criticize all theories that provide no effective method.

Sidgwick’s revision of utilitarianism

The main points of Sidgwick’s revised version of utilitarianism are also the main
points on which Green differs from Sidgwick. We can survey them as follows:

(1) Hedonism. Sidgwick rejects Bentham’s psychological hedonism. But he still
affirms prudential hedonism; that is to say, though he does not believe that
everyone necessarily pursues her own pleasure as her ultimate end, he affirms
that each person’s good consists in her maximum pleasure (see ME Bk 3, ch. 14).

(2) Quantitative hedonism. Sidgwick rejects Mill’s modification of Bentham’s
quantitative hedonism. He returns to Bentham’s position.

(3) Why accept utilitarianism? Having rejected psychological hedonism, Sidgwick
defends utilitarianism on non-egoistic grounds. He believes he can show
the principle of utility is ultimately reasonable because it follows from two
basic principles: (a) It is rational to pursue my own good, and therefore to
treat my whole life impartially, with no bias towards the short-term good
over the longer-term good. (b) As Kant argues, it is rational to treat other
people equally with oneself. Since these principles are ultimately reason-
able, but the second is non-egoistic, they provide a non-egoistic defense of
utilitarianism (ME Bk 3, ch. 13).

(4) Dualism. Sidgwick does not affirm that the impartial rationality of the uti-
litarian position overrides the egoistic rationality of concern for one’s own
maximum pleasure. He affirms that both the impartial and the egoistic
principle are ultimately reasonable, and that we cannot find any third rational
point of view from which we can decide which principle overrides the other.
Hence we face a dualism of practical reason (ME Concluding chapter).

Sidgwick believes that this position meets his criterion of adequacy for a moral
theory, because it provides an effective method of decision. He applies this criterion at
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two main points in his argument: (1) It is one of his main reasons for preferring
prudential hedonism over non-hedonist accounts of a person’s good. He finds non-
hedonist accounts insufficiently clear and precise, because they do not tell us what
empirical information we need to decide whether something is or is not good for us.
(2) It is one of his main reasons for preferring utilitarianism over pluralist theories
that recognize several distinct grounds of rightness (justice, benevolence, generosity,
loyalty, etc.) with no overriding ground. These pluralist theories cannot tell us what
information we need to decide questions about rightness.

The idealist alternative

The idealists offer an alternative to Sidgwick on the main points we have picked
out. For these purposes it will be easiest to draw on both Green and Bradley,
since each throws some light on the other.

(1) The good as self-realization. Green rejects Sidgwick’s prudential hedonism,
and argues that a person’s good consists in “self-satisfaction” or “self-
realization” (Green, PE §§118-29). In Sidgwick’s view, this conception of
the good is too vague to be of any practical use (ME Bk 2, ch. 7). Is he right?

When we aim to cook a meal, or climb a mountain, or write a book, we aim at
some future result (the cooked meal, etc.). But we also, in the idealist view, aim
at a future state of ourselves; we seek to realize ourselves as having achieved
these results. To see that this is a non-trivial claim, we may notice that we do not
simply try to achieve isolated future results. If I want a degree in dentistry, but I
want to be a carpenter rather than a dentist, I have some reason to revise my
plans; they do not seem to fit together in a plausible conception of the future self
I want to bring into existence. The claim that I want self-satisfaction is not the
trivial claim that I want to satisfy my desires. Green means that I want to be
satisfied as a whole self; the end I aim at includes a conception of a whole self
with its aims coherently and systematically satisfied.

We might suppose that the idealists believe we have reason to aim at self-
satisfaction because we want it, and because it partly specifies what the satisfac-
tion of desire consists in. But that is not what Green and Bradley mean.
Self-realization consists in more than coherent satisfaction of desires. If we tried
to reduce our desires to a minimal level, we could satisfy them harmoniously
and coherently without any difficulty. But Bradley denies that we would have
realized ourselves. It is no human ideal to lead the “life of an oyster,” even if we
could modify our desires to the level of an oyster’s desires (ES Ch. 2)

What is wrong, then, with the life of an oyster, if someone is perfectly content
with it? Bradley believes that a plan to lead such a life would be irrational,
because it would ignore many aspects of ourselves that we have good reason to
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try to realize. If we were giving someone else advice about what to do, we would
not simply ask ourselves what would result in their maximum satisfaction; we
would also want to give them an opportunity to develop and fulfill aspects of
themselves that might be ignored if satisfaction of desire were the only goal.
For this reason Bradley’s term “self-realization” is less misleading than Green’s
usual term “self-satisfaction” as a name for the end that they both describe. They
argue, not surprisingly, for their conception of the end by reference to our aims,
because these aims express our intuitive convictions about the good; but they
do not argue that their conception of the good is correct because it satisfies
our desires. On the contrary, desires are correct in so far as they aim at self-
realization.

If we are inclined to agree with Green and Bradley on these points, they have
raised a reasonable doubt about Sidgwick’s hedonism. If we care about living
lives that do some justice to the different aspects of ourselves, we do not care
simply about achieving some quantity of pleasure. We also care about the
structural aspects of our lives, and about how they are related to the structure of
our selves. These concerns are distinct from the concern for pleasure, and we
may argue that they are plausible elements of our good.

(2) Self-realization and morality. But even if we agree with Green and Bradley on
this point, we may doubt whether they have told us anything useful about mor-
ality. A saint, an entrepreneur, and a gangster may all have coherent plans for
their lives; if they carry out these plans, do they not all realize themselves, and
do they not all achieve their good? Why suppose that morality realizes the self
more than immoral or amoral plans of life realize it?

Green and Bradley argue that morality is not simply one way of realizing the
self, but is essential to self-realization. According to Green, we realize ourselves
only by recognizing our good as non-competitive, as a common good (PE §199-
217). It would be unrealistic and unreasonable to think of realizing ourselves as
beings without social attachments and concerns; everyone forms such attach-
ments in growing up, and no plausible conception of self can leave out our
attachments to parents, family, and friends. If we tried to envisage a self without
these attachments, we would find that such a conception could realize only part
of a self.

Though Green recognizes that these elementary attachments to others do not
meet the requirements of morality, he believes they are the right starting point
for understanding morality, which is simply a reasonable extension of these
social aspects of self-realization. To see the point of morality, we have to see that
our own self-realization requires us to think of ourselves as deserving certain
kinds of treatment from others who equally deserve it from us. If we have the
right conception of ourselves, we think of ourselves as deserving something from
others, not because we are especially useful to them or they especially admire us
or enjoy our company, but because we are persons. If this is why we think we
deserve something from them, we must acknowledge that persons equally
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deserve something from one another. We have now accepted the Kantian prin-
ciple of treating persons as ends in themselves, and not simply as means.

On this basis, Green believes that he can incorporate a Kantian conception of
morality, as embodied in principles that prescribe respect for persons as ends,
within his conception of the good as self-realization. Hence he sums up his
argument in the claim that we achieve our good in the good will. This good will
aims at the common, non-competitive good (PE §§218-45).

In Green’s view, this argument overcomes the dualism that Sidgwick claims to
find in practical reason. It rejects both Sidgwick’s account of egoism and his
account of morality. (a) The prudent person aims not at the accumulation of his
own pleasure, but at his self-realization. Hence he pursues an end that does not
in principle exclude the good of others. (b) He does not simply pursue quantity
of pleasure; he is concerned about himself as a persistent rational agent.
(c) Morality does not enjoin the sacrifice of one person’s good to secure a higher
total quantity of good, and so it does not demand the extreme self-sacrifice that
utilitarianism demands. (d) And so morality and prudence do not conflict. On
the contrary, when we understand the implications of each, we see that they
imply each other. Belief in a dualism results from an incomplete grasp of pru-
dence and morality.

Objections to idealism

Sidgwick examines Green’s views at some length, and criticizes them effectively.
In his view, the criticisms show that Green does not offer a viable alternative to
utilitarianism.

His most serious criticism attacks Green’s conception of the relation between
the good and the good will. In some places Green appears to identify them, as
though a person’s good consisted entirely in having and acting on a morally
good will. If the two could be identified, my good consists entirely in the exercise
of virtues that promote the same good in others. Sidgwick sees that this con-
ception of the good removes the dualism of practical reason at too high a price
(EGSM 94). Two objections are especially serious: (1) The complete identifica-
tion of the good with the good will seems to conflict with any plausible
conception of the good as self-realization. If we try to fill in a conception of self-
realization by reference to the fulfillment of a person’s capacities, we seem to
include many elements of self-realization that go beyond capacities for moral
virtue. (2) Green supposes that virtuous people should aim at the good, and
hence the good will, of others. If A tries to promote the good will in B, A needs
some conception of the good will in B. But if the good will in B is simply the will
to promote