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VIRTUE ETHICS 
 

“BY NATURE, ALL HUMAN BEINGS DESIRE TO KNOW.” 
— Aristotle (384-322 BCE), Metaphysics 

[45] ARISTOTLE’S VIRTUES 
At the age of seventeen, Aristotle (384-322 BCE) traveled from northern Greece to Athens where he hoped to 

study at Plato’s famous Academy.  He must have liked what he found, since he stayed for nineteen years, eventually 
becoming one of the teachers.  He left the Academy and Athens when Plato died in 347, but returned in 335 to open 
his own school at the Lyceum (a gymnasium and garden located near the temple of Apollo Lyceus).  Aristotle is 
reported to have written dialogues after the manner of Plato, as well as the extensive lec-
ture notes that he used in the classroom, and ancient readers of his dialogues claim that he 
was an exceptionally gifted writer.  Unfortunately none of these dialogues survived many 
centuries past his death, and all that we have had available of Aristotle’s writings (at least 
for the last two thousand years or so) are his lecture notes.  Some of these notes are highly 
polished, while others are rough and rather schematic, and much of their ordering was in-
troduced later by ancient editors.  But regardless of their literary merit, their philosophical 
and scientific importance is unsurpassed, and has affected the nature and growth of the 
western intellectual world in untold ways.  Aristotle was a great scholar, scientist, and 
teacher, a giant of the past whose thoughts still move as a living force among us. 

Two separate sets of his lecture notes on ethics have survived — the Nicomachean Eth-
ics and the Eudemian Ethics.  The former is the more developed and important of the two; it has been widely read 
throughout the centuries, and is still a common text in undergraduate curricula around the world.  Like so much of 
what Aristotle wrote, it is the first systematic discussion of ethics in recorded history.  Much of interest is discussed 
in the ten books comprising the Nicomachean Ethics: the good, virtue and vice, justice, friendship, weakness of the 
will, pleasure and happiness.  Perhaps it is because human nature has changed so little in the last twenty-five centu-
ries that Aristotle’s observations in moral psychology still sound wholly familiar.  In the following, I will outline a 
few themes from Books I and II of the Nicomachean Ethics. 

ETHICS AS THE SCIENCE OF HUMAN FLOURISHING 
Science, according to Aristotle, is a systematic body of true beliefs, and all knowledge, in order to be knowledge, 

must be part of some science or other.  To know something (for example, that water freezes at 0° Celsius) is not 
merely to entertain a true belief, but also to know why it is true; only then does one have episteme (the Greek word 
typically translated as “knowledge” but more accurately as “scientific knowledge”).   

Aristotle viewed all of human knowledge as divided into three kinds of science: theoretical, practical, and pro-
ductive.  The productive sciences are those concerned with making something (such as the science of making pots, 
or of farming, or of writing poetry).  The practical sciences concern how we are to behave among ourselves (two 
prominent examples here are political science and ethics).  The theoretical sciences are concerned neither with pro-
duction, nor with human action, but rather with truth, and Aristotle believed that the vast majority of science was 
theoretical, which he further divided into three parts: mathematics, natural science, and theology.  But we must leave 
these divisions and return to the science of ethics. 
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Ethics is the systematic study of how humans ought to behave.  The standard meaning of the Greek word ethika, 
as found in the title of Aristotle’s work, is “matters to do with character” — and we find in reading the Ethics that 
much of it is indeed devoted to character and the ways in which a character might be virtuous or vicious.   

Arete and eudaimonia are two other Greek words whose translation merits some discussion.  Arete is typically 
translated as “virtue,” but it is often better translated as “excellence.”  For instance, one can speak meaningfully of a 
knife having arete, but a “virtuous knife” sounds distinctly odd in English; what is meant here is that the knife is 
excellent, that it performs its function well.  So when Aristotle speaks of human virtue, remember that he has human 
excellence in mind.  Finally, eudaimonia is typically translated as happiness, but this translation can also be mis-
leading since the English word ‘happiness’ is sometimes understood to refer to a mere state of mind — and eudai-
monia is never merely that.  A more accurate translation of eudaimonia would be “human flourishing.”  When Aris-
totle considers the meaning of happiness, he is really considering what it means to flourish, to be successful in one’s 
life. 

PRECISION IN ETHICS 
Insofar as humans should make themselves excellent and to flourish, ethics is the science of human flourishing.  

And what exactly should we expect from this science of human flourishing?  Guidance, but not with mathematical 
precision.  As Aristotle famously points out,  

precision is not to be sought for alike in all discussions….  It is the mark of an educated man to look for 
precision in each class of things just so far as the nature of the subject admits; it is equally foolish to accept 
probable reasoning from a mathematician and to demand from a rhetorician scientific proofs. [Bk. 1, ch. 3] 

That we lack mathematical precision in ethics does not make it all a matter of opinion, without hopes of becoming a 
science (that is, a well-ordered body of knowledge).  Consider the analogy of cabinet-making and framing a house.  
Expert cabinet-making might require keeping your measurements to the nearest 1/32nd of an inch, but expert framing 
does not demand such precision; the nearest ¼ inch is all that is needed or desired.  Being more precise will not result 
in a better house, and striving for such accuracy is not the mark of an expert craftsman, but rather of one who mis-
understands his craft.  Just as we can build a fine house without measuring each wall stud to the nearest 1/32nd of an 
inch, we can construct a perfectly useable science of morality, even though we lack the precision of a geometric 
proof. 

DIFFERENT WAYS OF DESIRING THE GOOD 
Aristotle begins his discussion of ethics with the observation that “every art and every inquiry, and similarly eve-

ry action and pursuit, is thought to aim at some good; and for this reason the good has rightly been declared to be 
that at which all things aim” [Bk. I, ch. 1].  In other words, the good is what we desire, and what we desire is a wide 
variety of products and activities.  Insofar as we desire them, they are good in some sense:  If we desire them for 
their own sake, then they are final goods; if we desire them for the sake of obtaining something else, then they are 
instrumental goods. 

What Aristotle calls the highest good is that which we desire for its own sake, and never for the sake of another.  
As it turns out, there is such a highest good, and we all agree that it is called eudaimonia (happiness, flourishing): 
“both the general run of men and people of superior refinement say that it is happiness, and identify living well and 
doing well with being happy” [Bk. I, ch. 4].   

But what is happiness?  Here we find great disagreement.  Some say pleasure, others honor, and still others 
knowledge [ch. 5].  Determining the nature of happiness occupies a major portion of the Ethics — but then this topic 
is no small matter.  Aristotle is asking here perhaps the most important question of our lives, a question with several 
forms but one subject: What is the successful human life?  What is the good life?  How ought I to live? 
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HAPPINESS, FUNCTION, AND VIRTUE 
The final good is chosen for its own sake and is self-sufficient (it doesn’t need or desire anything else), and it 

turns out that happiness is both of these [ch. 7]; but what, exactly, is the nature of happiness?  If we ask what it 
means for “a flute-player, a sculptor, or an artist” to flourish or be successful, we find that in answering this we must 
first answer what it is that flute-players, sculptors, and artists are supposed to do — that is, we must first know what 
their function is.  For them to be successful, they need to be able to perform their function well.  So, before we can 
determine what counts as our happiness or flourishing, we must first determine our function — and not the function 
of this man or that woman, but the function common to all humans. 

The function (Greek: ergon) of a thing is whatever that thing alone can do, or that it can do best.  The function of 
humans, therefore, will need to be an activity natural to humans that either isn’t found in other kinds of beings at all 
or, if found, does not occur to the same degree as it does in humans.   

Aristotle works through his standard list of functions for living things (what he calls “souls” in his treatise, On 
the Soul), namely, nutrition and growth, perception, and reason.  It is with this last activity that Aristotle feels he has 
found something unique to human beings.  “The function of man is an activity of soul which follows or implies a 
rational principle” [Bk. I, ch. 7].  What Aristotle seems to mean by this is that our function is to order our lives ac-
cording to reason. 

Having located the human function, Aristotle concludes that human happiness consists in performing this func-
tion well, that is, to do it in an excellent or virtuous manner.  Thus, human good is “an activity of soul in accordance 
with virtue, and if there are more than one virtue, in accordance with the best and most complete” [ch. 7]; and again, 
“happiness is an activity of soul in accordance with perfect virtue” [ch. 13]. 

VIRTUE AND THE PARTS OF THE SOUL 
Once Aristotle finds that 

virtue concerns the functioning 
of the soul, he turns to consid-
er the soul’s nature and finds 
that it has two parts or princip-
les, one rational and the other irrational.  The irrational part is itself divided in two: the nutritive part concerns the 
body’s nutrition and growth, and the appetitive part concerns our desires.  These two irrational parts differ also in that 
the appetitive part is susceptible to the influence of reason, “in so far as it listens to and obeys it” [ch. 13].  This sug-
gests that reason plays two different roles in our lives, one practical and the other theoretical.  Practical reason guides 
our appetites and emotions with correct principles of action, while theoretical reason works on its own, seeking truth.   

Human virtue is to attain excellence in both the practical and the theoretical areas of reason’s influence, and so we 
have two different sorts of virtue: moral virtue (or virtue of character), which concerns the influence of reason over 
the appetitive part of the soul, and intellectual virtue, which concerns the actions of the rational part of the soul inso-
far as it seeks truth.  There are two intellectual virtues mentioned here — wisdom (sophia) and prudence (phronesis) 
— and several more moral virtues (liberality and temperance are two examples that he provides in chapter thirteen).   

How do we acquire these virtues, once we decide this is the path of human flourishing?  Aristotle turns to this 
question at the beginning of Book Two: 

Intellectual virtue in the main owes both its birth and its growth to teaching (for which reason it requires ex-
perience and time), while moral virtue comes about as a result of habit, whence also its name (ethike) is one 
that is formed by a slight variation from the word ethos (habit).  From this it is also plain that none of the 
moral virtues arises in us by nature; for nothing that exists by nature can form a habit contrary to its nature.  
For instance, the stone which by nature moves downwards cannot be habituated to move upwards, not even 
if one tries to train it by throwing it up ten thousand times; nor can fire be habituated to move downwards, 
nor can anything else that by nature behaves in one way be trained to behave in another.  Neither by nature, 
then, nor contrary to nature do the virtues arise in us; rather we are adapted by nature to receive them, and 
are made perfect by habit. 

Virtue Excellence in: Acquired: Aiming at: Requiring: Examples 
Moral 

(character) 
practical 
sphere 

habit intelligent 
conduct 

phronesis liberality, 
temperance 

Intellectual theoretical 
sphere 

learning discovering 
truth 

experience 
and time 

sophia, 
phronesis 
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MORAL VIRTUE: HABITUALLY NAVIGATING BETWEEN SCYLLA AND CHARYBDIS 
The woman or man of moral virtue becomes virtuous through practice, by acting virtuously.  But performing 

these actions is not sufficient for being virtuous.  Aristotle notes that a person of virtue must also perform the ac-
tion in the right way: she must know that it is the virtuous thing to do (it can’t be only coincidentally virtuous), she 
must choose the action for its own sake (and not as a means to some other end, such as glory, honor, pleasure, or 
wealth), and she must choose and act “from a firm and unchangeable character” (i.e., her virtuous actions must be-
come habitual) [Bk. II, ch. 4].  Moral virtue, it turns out, is neither a passion nor a faculty, but rather a state of char-
acter (a disposition, the way that a person behaves habitually) [ch. 5]; in particular, moral virtue is that state of char-
acter which aims at the intermediate or mean between excess and deficiency [chs. 5-6]. 

One of the many trials of Odysseus during his return home from the Trojan War involved steering his ship be-
tween Scylla and Charybdis (traditionally understood as the Straits of Messina, between Sicily and the Italian penin-
sula).  Scylla was a six-headed monster that ate sailors who ventured too close, while Charybdis was a huge mouth 
that gulped water, creating ship-devouring whirlpools.  Steering a course between these two dangers was not easy, 
and Aristotle viewed the moral life as involving the same sort of challenge.   

In nearly all that we do and in the way that we are, our actions and passions can suffer from either the vice of de-
ficiency or the vice of excess.  For instance, with respect to the passions of boldness and fear: if we follow boldness 
too much and fear too little, then we suffer the vice of being rash; if, on the other hand, we follow boldness to little 
and fear too much, we suffer the vice of being cowardly.  The virtuous person aims for the intermediate between 
these two, which Aristotle calls courage.  With respect to the desire to amuse others, wittiness is the virtue, while the 
vice of excess is buffoonery, and the vice of deficiency, boorishness.  Aristotle offers a handful of other examples in 
Books 3 and 4. 

Aristotle also notes that some actions and passions have no mean or intermediate state, and so are always bad — 
for example, spite, envy, adultery, theft, or murder [ch. 6]. 

Finally, Aristotle points out that it is rarely easy to determine the proper mean, and thus to be good:  

That moral virtue is a mean…has been sufficiently stated.  Hence also it is no easy task to be good.  
For in everything it is no easy task to find the middle, e.g. to find the middle of a circle is not for every 
one but for him who knows; so, too, any one can get angry — that is easy — or give or spend money; 
but to do this to the right person, to the right extent, at the right time, with the right motive, and in the 
right way, that is not for every one, nor is it easy; wherefore goodness is both rare and laudable and 
noble. [Bk. II, ch. 9] 

Ethics does not enjoy the same level of precision as does physics or mathematics (as noted above).  Nor is the mean 
the same with every person or in every situation.  One cannot know in advance what the proper action or response 
will be, and therefore it is impossible to write a rule book of moral behavior, that we need simply consult.  Deter-
mining the mean is an art of judgment, and doing this well requires practice and experience — it requires the practi-
cal wisdom (phronesis) that only experience can confer. 

To help us out, Aristotle offers three rules of thumb (Bk. II, ch. 9).  First, avoid that extreme which is furthest 
from the mean (in other words, pursue the lesser of the two evils).  Second, pay attention to that extreme to which you 
are most attracted, and drag yourself in the opposite direction.  Finally, always be on your guard against the pleasur-
able.  While there is certainly nothing wrong with pleasure, we typically fail to judge actions impartially when pleas-
ure is at stake, because pleasure is something toward which we all are naturally inclined, and so the risk of error is 
always higher here. 

THE SUCCESSFUL LIFE 
The successful life is the virtuous life, and the virtuous life is where we excel at  being human, and what distin-

guishes us as human is the rational part of our souls.  We have seen that this rational part of the soul — reason — is 
both practical and theoretical: practical insofar as it restrains our appetites and guides our conduct, and theoretical 
insofar as it participates in the theoretical sciences (seeking truth regardless of practical application).  Because the 



 Aristotle’s Virtues 325 

theoretical use of reason is the most pure use (since it is reason operating all alone, and not mixing with the appe-
tites), the most flourishing life of all is one devoted to the intellectual virtues — a life, in other words, devoted to 
learning.  This may not strike the average college student as a point of comfort — that what they are doing right now 
is the best that any human could ever hope for — but that’s how Aristotle viewed the matter. 

 
READING 

NICOMACHEAN ETHICS (SELECTION) 
Aristotle 

 
Aristotle (384-322 BCE) was born in Stagira in north-
ern Greece (Macedon), the son of a physician.  He 
traveled to Athens to study at Plato’s Academy at the 
age of seventeen, and then stayed on to teach, re-
maining until Plato’s death in 347. 
 Aristotle left Athens for a few years, and then 
around 343 began a three-year stint tutoring the thir-
teen-year-old son of King Phillip II of Macedon (this 
son would later be known as “Alexander the Great”).  
In 335, Aristotle returned to Athens and founded his 
own school, the Lyceum.  By the end of his life, Aristotle 
had written a wide-ranging body of text that served as 
the intellectual foundation for much of the European 
tradition.  He was an excellent scientist for his time — 
with a focus on biology — and a careful philosopher.  
His major ethical writing, the Nicomachean Ethics 
(named after his son Nicomachus), remains as one of 
the most influential texts on moral theory in the western 
world.  As with all of his remaining writings, this text 
consists of lecture notes that Aristotle used while teach-
ing in the Lyceum.  What follows is an abridgment of 
the first two books of the Nicomachean Ethics (as trans-
lated from the Greek by W. D. Ross, with modifica-
tions). 

 

BOOK I 
CHAPTER 1 

EVERY art and every inquiry, and similarly every 
action and pursuit, is thought to aim at some good; and 
for this reason the good has rightly been declared to be 
that at which all things aim.  But a certain difference is 
found among ends; some are activities, others are prod-
ucts apart from the activities that produce them.  Where 
there are ends apart from the actions, it is the nature of 
the products to be better than the activities.  Now, as 
there are many actions, arts, and sciences, their ends 

also are many; the end of the medical art is health, that 
of shipbuilding a vessel, that of strategy victory, that of 
economics wealth.  But where such arts fall under a 
single capacity — as bridle-making and the other arts 
concerned with the equipment of horses fall under the 
art of riding, and this and every military action under 
strategy, in the same way other arts fall under yet others 
— in all of these, the ends of the master arts are to be 
preferred to all the subordinate ends; for it is for the 
sake of the former that the latter are pursued.  It makes 
no difference whether the activities themselves are the 
ends of the actions, or something else apart from the 
activities, as in the case of the sciences just mentioned. 

CHAPTER 2 

If, then, there is some end of the things we do, 
which we desire for its own sake (everything else being 
desired for the sake of this), and if we do not choose 
everything for the sake of something else (for at that 
rate the process would go on to infinity, so that our de-
sire would be empty and vain), clearly this must be the 
good and the chief good.  Will not the knowledge of it, 
then, have a great influence on life?  Shall we not, like 
archers who have a mark to aim at, be more likely to hit 
upon what is right?  If so, we must try, in outline at 
least, to determine what it is, and of which of the sci-
ences or capacities it is the object.  […] 

CHAPTER 3 

Our discussion will be adequate if it has as much 
clearness as the subject-matter admits of, for precision 
is not to be sought for alike in all discussions, any more 
than in all the products of the crafts.  Now fine and just 
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UTILITARIAN ETHICS 
 

“ASK YOURSELF WHETHER YOU ARE HAPPY, 
AND YOU CEASE TO BE SO.” 

– John Stuart Mill (1806-1873) 

[46] THE GREATEST HAPPINESS PRINCIPLE 
Suppose you’re visiting a friend at his cabin retreat up in the mountains.  It’s January, with lots of snow on the 

ground, and you have an hour to yourself while your friend buys supplies in town some twenty miles down the val-
ley.  The snow is blowing hard enough to keep you inside, and there’s not much to do there – no TV, no internet, the 
hot tub’s out of order, and all the books are written in either Greek or Sanskrit.  But you do notice a couple of CD’s 
lying by the CD player.  You walk over to glance at the titles: one is a Barry Manilow album, the other is Shostak-
ovich’s 3rd Symphony.  Barry Manilow is one of your favorite recording artists, while you despise Shostakovich as 
a noisy and disoriented Russian composer.  You would rather poke out your eyes with a sharp stick than listen to an 
hour of Shostakovich.  So: Which should you play? 

Is there even a question to be asked here?  Isn’t it obvious that you ought to listen to Barry Manilow?  That is 
what will give you the most pleasure, and so that’s who you should play.  And if in the end you decide to play the 
Shostakovich instead, it will be in pursuit of yet some other pleasure: Perhaps you are impressed that your friend – 
whose musical taste you deeply respect – has this particular CD; or you might want to be able to discuss the music 
with your friend when he returns; and so on.  But in each of these cases, it is apparent that you will do whatever you 
think will maximize your happiness (at least in the short term, preferably in the long term).   

Utilitarianism is no different from this kind of reasoning, except that it adds impartiality, claiming that my hap-
piness is of no greater or lesser importance than the happiness of anyone else.  So utilitarianism, we might say as a 
first approximation, is no different from simple prudential reasoning, altered by the impartiality principle.1 

Allocating Scarce Resources 
A common example of utilitarianism in action is where some third party needs to allocate scarce resources 

among a group of individuals, none of whom have a special claim to that resource.  How should it be divided?  The 
rule nearly always followed is the utilitarian principle of maximizing the overall happiness.  Take kidneys, for ex-
ample.  Most of us are born with two, but sometimes we need a replacement, and life on a hemodialysis machine 
lasts only so long.  Since the first kidney transplant in 1954, over 100,000 have been performed, with a current suc-
cess rate of 93 percent (in comparison, there have been about 6,000 liver transplants with a success rate of 75 per-
cent, and 8,000 heart transplants with a success rate of 82 percent).   

Kidneys for transplantation come either from the recently deceased or from living donors.  You need only one 
kidney to lead a healthy life, and so people are allowed to give (and in some countries, to sell) one of their kidneys.  
Even still, there are not nearly enough kidneys to meet the demand.  At any given time in the United States, 36,000 

                                                             
1  Impartiality comes in many varieties.  I might adopt an attitude of impartiality towards myself and my best 

friend, or towards all of my friends (while privileging myself above them all), or towards myself and my family, 
or all my neighbors, and so on.  Utilitarianism requires that this impartiality extend to all sentient creation. 
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people are in need of a kidney, with only 10,000 available.2  Given the limited resources, how does the medical 
community (or we as the larger society) decide how to parcel out those kidneys?  This allocation effectively decides 
who lives and who dies.  Should they be distributed on a “first come, first serve” basis?  (But what if the person at 
the top of the list is 95 years old with a failing heart and Alzheimer’s, and the person at the bottom of the list is an 
otherwise healthy five year old?)  Does it matter if the recipient has to care for dependents at home?  Does it matter 
if the recipient is popular or well liked in the community?  Devising a good allocation scheme is far from easy, but 
one principle that nearly always finds its way into such a scheme is the utilitarian principle: Everything else being 
equal, allocate the kidneys in such a way as to maximize overall well-being.  Put them where they will bring about 
the most good.  This is a principle that makes good sense to many people. 

 UTILITARIANISM AS EMPIRICAL 
Jeremy Bentham viewed moral theory as an empirical project: simply look about you, and 

see what it is that human beings find good and bad.  What you’ll discover, Bentham claims, is 
that humans desire pleasure and abhor pain.  As he wrote in his Introduction to the Principles 
of Morals and Legislation (1789): 

Nature has placed mankind under the governance of two sovereign masters, pain and 
pleasure.  It is for them alone to point out what we ought to do, as well as to de-
termine what we shall do. 

We evaluate actions in terms of the amount of pain or pleasure that they produce, and each 
pain and pleasure is evaluated in terms of the following criteria: “its intensity, its duration, its 
certainty or uncertainty, its propinquity or remoteness, its fecundity, its purity, and its extent 
— that is, the number of persons … who are affected by it.”  In more general terms, Bentham explained utilitarian-
ism as follows: 

By the Principle of Utility is meant that principle which approves or disapproves of every action what-
soever, according to the tendency which it appears to have to augment or diminish the happiness of the 
party whose interest is in question; or what is the same thing in other words, to promote or to oppose 
that happiness. 

THE RIGHT AND THE GOOD 
Utilitarianism is a consequentialist moral theory in that it decides the moral worth of an action 

solely on the basis of its consequences. Motives, intentions, the character of the agent — none of 
this ultimately matters in morally evaluating an action.  A world filled with virtuous people acting 
always with good intentions will likely be a better world (insofar as it contains more of what is 
good); but such virtue and such intentions are worthy or desirable only so far as they increase this 
good — according to utilitarianism. 

The general goal of consequentialist theories is to maximize the good; but what is this good that 
we are to maximize?  Bentham believed that the good was pleasure, and in this regard he was 
closely followed by John Stuart Mill (1806-1873), whose father was a good friend of Bentham’s, 
and who became the leading advocate of utilitarianism in the generation following Bentham.  In 
Mill’s short work entitled Utilitarianism (1861) we find one of the clearest and ablest discussions 
of utilitarianism, and it is this text that we will be considering in what follows. 

                                                             
2  This is not for lack of kidneys, but of willing donors.  Less than one percent of those who die in the United States 

donate their organs.  While many of these aren’t suitable organ donors, of the roughly 23,000 who die each year 
from brain death (and thus typically have healthy organs to donate), only 4,000 donate their organs. 
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Mill based utilitarianism on what he called the greatest happiness principle (GHP): the right action among the 
alternatives open to us is the action that results in the greatest happiness for the greatest number of people.  This 
happiness was good in and of itself, something desired by all, and therefore our final good; every other good is only 
an instrumental good, as a means to happiness. 

Both Mill and Bentham often write about maximizing happiness, but what they mean by happiness is always 
something very definite, namely, pleasure and the absence of pain. So utilitarianism is a form of hedonism (from 
the Greek word hêdonê, which means “pleasure”).  The good is pleasure, which ultimately is just a certain kind of 
psychological state.  Our actions will cause various people to experience pleasures and pains, and morally right ac-
tions are simply whichever will maximize pleasures and minimize pains, however that is managed. 

Other utilitarians have wished to remain neutral as to what it is that humans actually want, and so they view the 
good simply as the satisfaction of one’s preferences: thus, an action is right insofar as it satisfies as many prefer-
ences as possible.  These are the two most common conceptions of the good among utilitarians: pleasure and prefer-
ence-satisfaction.  In reading Mill, one can detect both of these understandings of the good.  In particular, when Mill 
distinguishes between different kinds of pleasure, he seems to be basing his argument on the satisfaction of different 
preferences (see below). 

MAXIMIZING THE NET GOOD, OVER THE LONG HAUL, FOR EVERYONE 
A few possible ambiguities surrounding utilitarianism should be addressed immediately.  One concerns “maxi-

mizing the good.”  Presumably we want to maximize not the total good, but rather the balance of good over bad, or 
the net good.  For instance, in running a business, the goal is not to maximize the total income but rather to maxi-
mize the profit (the net income).  It’s obviously better to have $500,000 in income and $100,000 in expenses (for a 
net profit of $400,000) than to have $1 million in income and $1 million in expenses (with no net profit).   

This sort of consequentialism is intuitively plausible as a moral foundation.  Consider Leibniz’s God creating the 
best of all possible worlds: presumably such a world will have the greatest balance of good over evil, since God is 
the source of the good, and would not allow more evil than necessary.  Insofar as we want to do the right thing, it 
seems that we would want to emulate such God-like behavior and strive to increase the good and lessen the evil in 
the world. 

Utilitarians also have the long view in mind when they speak of maximizing the net good.  Actions that bring 
about a great deal of pleasure in the short run but which lead to considerable misery in the long run (say, addicting 
yourself to heroin) are not endorsed by utilitarians.  Just how long a view the utilitarian should take, of course, is a 
question needing discussion (we will come back to this when we consider the problem of calculating the likely con-
sequences of our actions). 

Finally, utilitarianism does not place any special weight on the pleasures and pains of the agent.  The greatest 
happiness principle refers not to the happiness of any one individual, but rather to the happiness of all humans — 
and, where possible, “to the whole sentient creation” (that is, to all creatures with the ability to experience pleasure 
and pain).  This incorporates the “impartiality” criterion that is central to most ethical systems.  Here, what we treat 
impartially are the pleasures and pains of each individual.  Because Mill’s utilitarianism views the good as pleasure, 
we classify it as a kind of hedonism.  But there are two broad kinds of hedonism: private (egoistic) and social.  The 
first merely enjoins us to maximize our own pleasure while the second enjoins us to maximize the sum-total of eve-
ryone’s pleasure.  The impartiality of Mill’s hedonism marks it as social. 

ACT VS RULE UTILITARIANISM 
More recent moral theorists have distinguished between two different kinds of utilitarianism: act utilitarianism 

and rule utilitarianism.  Mill does not distinguish between these two forms in his writing, and different passages sug-
gest different interpretations (the difference probably wasn’t clear in his own mind). 

Act utilitarianism is thought to be the “pure” utilitarian position, where each act is considered on its own merits.  
For any particular act, if performing it will maximize the good, then it should be performed; otherwise not.  Act 
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utilitarianism may lead to certain theoretical problems (such as urging us not to keep private promises), for which 
reason some ethicists have promoted a modified version of utilitarianism called “rule utilitarianism.”   

With rule utilitarianism, the item of moral evaluation isn’t the individual act, but rather the rule it follows: if fol-
lowing a certain rule (instead of some other rule) maximizes the good, then that rule should be followed, even if it 
would turn out, with some instances, that happiness could be maximized by breaking the rule.  This means, for in-
stance, that certain applications of the rule might fail to maximize the good, but because that kind of act normally 
does maximize the good, then it is always right to so act.  This form of utilitarianism has the advantage of being eas-
ier for human beings to follow: we have to evaluate only rules, rather than individual acts.  It also has the advantage 
of avoiding certain problems of act utilitarianism, such as committing unjust (yet happiness-maximizing) acts.  It has 
the intuitive disadvantage, however, of occasionally requiring us to perform acts even when doing so will fail to 
maximize the good. 

SOME MISUNDERSTANDINGS THAT MILL ADDRESSES 

Utilitarianism is a Swine’s Morality 
Critics of utilitarianism have claimed that it is simply a kind of hedonism, equating what is morally good with the 

sensation of pleasure — and that this is no better than what swine pursue, lying about in the mud and swilling at the 
trough.  The gist of this criticism is that Mill has misunderstood human nature: he believes that we desire only to 
“eat, drink, fornicate, and snore” (to quote one critic), when in fact we desire far more. 

In responding to this criticism, Mill agrees that we desire far more than bodily pleasures, but chides the critics for 
assuming that this is the only kind of pleasure.  Mill notes that there are intellectual as well as bodily pleasures, and 
that the former are even more desirable than the latter. What Mill seems to be claiming here is not that these are dis-
tinct feelings, but rather that we have intellectual faculties that want to be gratified and which then result in a 
“higher” kind of pleasure.  

Mill gives us two arguments for the preferability of these higher pleasures.  First, intellectual pleasures afford 
greater “permanency, safety, uncostliness.”  Second, some kinds of pleasure are simply more desirable and more 
valuable than others, and these pleasures can be so ranked.  How do we know this?  We appeal to the “Millian 
judge,” someone who has known both kinds of pleasure: the objective means for ranking these pleasures according 
to their desirability is to ask such a judge which is preferable.  And the answer, from those who have known both 
bodily and intellectual pleasures, is that the latter is far more desirable. 

Utilitarianism is “Too Low a Calling” for Humans 
Here the complaint is that utilitarianism doesn’t ask enough of us.  All it asks is that we do what makes us happy 

— but it seems as though we will do that anyway.  Morality ought to be more challenging, it ought to encourage us 
to lead “better” lives, and utilitarianism does not seem to do this. 

Mill replies that “in the golden rule of Jesus of Nazareth, we read the complete spirit of the ethics of utility.”  
What he apparently means by this is that the impartiality built into the Golden Rule (namely, that we should treat 
others as we would want them to treat us) is also included in the Greatest Happiness Principle.  And indeed it is.  
The GHP does not instruct me to maximize my own happiness, but rather to maximize the overall happiness of all 
“sentient creation” (that is, all beings capable of feeling pleasure or pain).  That means that I might often be required 
to sacrifice my own happiness (perhaps even my own life) so as to maximize the total happiness.  What is more, 
utilitarianism offers suggestions for promoting compliance with this impartiality requirement (in the sanctions men-
tioned above). 



 Duty and the Good Will 343 

 
 

DEONTOLOGICAL ETHICS 

 
“FROM THE CROOKED TIMBER OF HUMANITY,  
NOTHING WHOLLY STRAIGHT CAN BE MADE.” 

– Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) 

[47] DUTY AND THE GOOD WILL 
Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) wrote prolifically on a wide range of subjects, most fa-

mously on epistemology and the limits of human reason in his Critique of Pure Reason 
(1781).  But he is also well known for his moral philosophy, and here he wants to 
explain the feeling that many of us have that certain actions are required or prohibited of 
us absolutely, unconditionally, without exception. For instance, many people feel that 
they are absolutely prohibited from torturing or killing innocent human beings no matter 
what, even if the whole world depended upon it.  

Now, what could be the source of such an unyielding sense of obligation?  It does 
not appear to be our desire for some consequence of our action or omission, for we find 
the action or omission to be right or wrong in itself, independent of the consequences.  I 
simply see that it is wrong to take innocent life, and I avoid it not because I fear going to 
jail, nor because I fear public criticism, nor because I am merely disinclined to kill the innocent, but because it is 
morally wrong.   

One might think this obligation is nothing more than a strong, emotion-laden inclination resulting from previous 
conditioning and perhaps our biological nature.  But Kant suggests it has instead to do with the nature of reason 
itself, that reason is the source of this obligation and feeling of duty. 

Kant discovers in our reason a moral principle called the Categorical Imperative, which he uses to discover more 
specific, lower-level moral laws or duties (also called “categorical imperatives” or “moral imperatives” or “impera-
tives of duty”), and it becomes our self-imposed duty to follow these moral laws.  Kant also discovered a logical 
difference between two different kinds of duties — what he calls perfect and imperfect duties — and this difference 
is also of moral and social importance, for perfect duties appear to be the necessary conditions for human existence 
within any society, while imperfect duties are the necessary conditions for human existence within any society that 
is worth having (or “is desirable”). 

INTENTIONS, NOT CONSEQUENCES 
Kant’s ethics emphasizes the motives and intentions of a person’s actions rather than the consequences, and the 

will that chooses to follow one motive rather than another.  This will, for Kant, is the capacity found in human be-
ings for acting from a principle.  As Kant writes: 

Everything in nature works according to law.  Only a rational being has the capacity of acting accord-
ing to the conception of laws, that is, according to principles.  This capacity is will. [Ak. 4: 412] 

Insofar as the human being guides her actions according to some maxim or principle, rather than according to some 
whim or inclination — in other words, when an action is motivated by some principle — then the human being is 
acting as a person, possessing dignity and worth that goes far beyond that of a mere biological creature.  Only hu-
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man beings are capable of moral good because only they have reason (the ability to conceive of alternative possi-
bilities) and freedom (the ability to choose and act on these possibilities); but unless they use this reason and free-
dom, these human beings are not living up to their calling as persons, and are not much better off than cattle.  Kant 
characterizes this point quite nicely in a passage from his Metaphysics of Morals (1797): 

In the system of nature, a human being is a being of slight importance and shares with the rest of ani-
mals, as offspring of the earth, an ordinary value.  Although a human being has, in his understanding, 
something more than they and can set himself ends, even this gives him only an extrinsic value for his 
usefulness; that is to say, it gives one man a higher value than another, that is, a price as of a commod-
ity in exchange with these animals as things…. 
 But a human being regarded as a person, that is, as the subject of a morally practical reason, is ex-
alted above any price; for as a person he is not to be valued merely as a means to the ends of others or 
even to his own ends, but as an end in itself, that is, he possesses a dignity (an absolute inner worth) by 
which he exacts respect for himself from all other rational beings in the world. [Ak. 6: 434-5, Gregor 
translation (Latin phrases omitted)] 

What confers worth upon us is the exercising of our wills, our acting according to some maxim or principle.  This 
elevates us above the cattle that chew their cud as a matter of mere inclination.  Furthermore, when our action is 
based on the right maxim or principle, then the will is morally good.  To act from inclination, on the other hand, is 
not to act with one’s will at all — here the will is simply idling.  This concept of the will is central to Kant’s theory. 

WHAT IS THE SOURCE OF VALUE? 
As Aristotle noted over two thousand years ago in his Nicomachean Ethics, a good is anything that we value, and 

there are many goods and several ways that we value these goods.  Some goods are valued only as a means to some 
other good: the former we call instrumental goods, the latter final goods.  For instance, many view physical exercise 
as merely an instrumental good: something you do willingly, but only because it is leads to physical health, which is 
a final good (something valued for its own sake).  There are many final goods, such as health, honor, and education, 
but these we also value instrumentally, because they serve as a means to happiness, which appears to be the highest 
of our final goods, since it is something always desired for its own sake, and never for the sake of something else.  
Happiness is thus considered the ultimate reason for all human action — Aristotle, Kant, Mill, and pretty much eve-
ryone else all agree on this. 

Final and instrumental value both concern the way that we value something.  Having decided this, however, we 
might still ask about the source of the value.  Whatever is the source of value we call intrinsically valuable, while 
everything else of value will be valuable only so far as it is related to the source of value in the right way (and so is 
valuable only extrinsically).  For Kant, the good will is the source of value, and happiness has value only if it is as-
sociated with the good will.  Similarly, anything that a good will desires will be thought to have value simply be-
cause the good will desires it. 

Mill and other utilitarians view happiness as the source of value, as well as having final value.  Kant realized that 
all human beings desire happiness, and that we desire it for itself; but Kant also believed that happiness, apart from a 
good will, was without moral value.  If happiness were the source of value, then it wouldn’t matter how we obtained 
it, but as the common saying goes, “the end does not justify the means,” or at least not always, and some instances 
of happiness strike nearly everyone as not merely void of value, but positively bad.  Imagine, for instance, some 
happy, wealthy fellow who amassed his fortunes by exploiting children in slavery-like conditions in his sweatshop.  
Kant claims that such happiness will always strike an impartial observer as being without value. 

Kant begins section one of the Foundations with his memorable claim that “nothing in the world … can possibly 
be conceived which could be called good without qualification except a good will.”  The good will has intrinsic 
value (“has absolute value,” “is good in itself”), and all other value is derived from this source, and so is extrinsic.  
Happiness cannot have intrinsic value, for while we are all naturally inclined to seek happiness, Kant notes that we 
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do not consider as good those who enjoy happiness at the expense of others.3  Kant’s main concern is not with “what 
makes me happy” but rather with “what makes me worthy of happiness” — and having a good will seems necessary 
for a person to be considered worthy of happiness.  For John Stuart Mill, happiness is the source of value, the end-
in-itself.  For Kant, persons are the source of value.  A corollary of this: for Mill, we might sacrifice people so as to 
maximize happiness; for Kant, we would instead sacrifice happiness for the sake of persons. 

MOTIVATIONS FOR ACTING: INCLINATION AND DUTY 
According to Kant, an action can be motivated in either of two ways: inclination (which includes our sensuous or 

animal desires) and duty (the voice of reason).  An inclination can be either where we desire some consequence of 
the action (Kant calls these non-immediate inclinations), or where we desire the action itself (Kant calls these im-
mediate inclinations).  When an action is motivated by duty, however, the agent will perform the action even if the 
consequences are not desired and the action itself is repugnant.  The “call of duty” is the feeling that you must act 
not because of some desired or feared consequence, nor because you want to so act, but because it is right and you 
must do it.  Even if the world were to be destroyed tomorrow, you would feel obliged to honor this duty.  The most 
compelling examples are of duties not to act in certain ways, such as the duty not to torture children — recall Alyo-
sha Karamazov, who would not torture a child even if it were to bring about universal happiness for the rest of hu-
manity. 

This notion of duty is built into the word ‘deontological’, the stem of which comes from the Greek ‘deon’ [= that 
which is binding or needful] or ‘dein’ [= to bind].  Similarly, ‘obligation’ comes from the Latin ‘ob’ [= in the way 
of; towards or against] and ‘ligare’ [= to bind].  We speak of being “duty bound,” for instance.  Duty and obligation 
are closely related concepts, and are central in Kant’s deontological ethics. 

THE GOOD WILL IS A WILL ACTING FROM DUTY 
To have a good will means that one acts from duty.  Reason, which is the same for everyone, determines those 

actions we have a duty to perform; if we then choose those actions because we see that they are our duty, then we 
are acting from a good will.  Our will is considered good simply because of its motivations; the consequences of our 
actions are irrelevant to the will’s value.  To say that the good will has intrinsic value is to say that it is good in it-
self, independent of all else and any possible consequences its actions might have – its value does not depend on it 
being a means to another good, such as happiness.  The utilitarian judges the rightness of actions solely on the basis 
of their consequences, and often the motive for acting will be a desire for those consequences.  This is morally 
backwards, for Kant, who believes that the action will have moral value only if it was motivated by duty.  

ACTIONS IN CONFORMITY WITH DUTY AND ACTIONS MOTIVATED BY DUTY 
Kant offers five illustrations of this three-fold distinction of motive (non-immediate inclination, immediate in-

clination, and duty): (1) the honest grocer, (2) preserving one’s life, (3) helping others where one can, (4) assuring 
one’s own happiness, (5) loving neighbors and enemies.   

Let’s consider the honest grocer example.  Imagine a grocer who treats all of his customers fairly and does not 
take advantage of those he could, such as young children or the feeble-minded.  Clearly such honesty is in confor-
mity with the grocer’s duty (we’ll investigate why it is later).  But the motivation behind such action might not be 
duty itself, but instead some inclination.  Suppose the grocer’s honesty is motivated by a desire for its good conse-
quences (such as continued patronage of his store).  To do something out of a desire for the consequences is to act 
from a non-immediate inclination.  Here the grocer is being honest not because he sees that it is his duty, but be-
cause he desires the rewards of honesty (or fears the penalties of dishonesty). 

                                                             
3 It is hard not to think here of that often-quoted passage from the Christian scriptures, I Corinthians 13, where the 

author writes: “If I have all the eloquence of men or of angels, but speak without love, I am simply a gong boom-
ing or a cymbal clashing…(etc).”  Here love (Greek: agape) is seen in a way analogous to Kant’s good will. 
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Other actions conform to duty, but are done from some “immediate” inclination, such as where the grocer has a 
natural affection for his customers.  Suppose he has an agreeable nature that rejoices in helping others, and that 
cheating a customer would be the farthest thing from his mind.  Here the honest behavior is itself desired.  When-
ever an action (or omission) is motivated by a desire or abhorrence of the action itself (as opposed to any conse-
quences of the action), then the action is motivated by an “immediate inclination.”   

Finally, some actions both conform to duty and are motivated by duty.  If the grocer’s honesty is motivated by 
the realization that honest behavior is his duty, then his action now has moral value.  The good will is the source of 
value, and it is defined as a will that acts from duty; so only such actions have any value. 

[48] DUTY AND IMPERATIVES 
Kant defines a good will as one that is motivated by duty; but how do we decide what our duty is?  Here Kant 

points us to those imperatives that bind us categorically or absolutely, and Kant argues that these imperatives bind us 
categorically because of their logical form and because we value humanity intrinsically (as potentially expressing a 
good will).  So we will first consider what categorical imperatives are, and then examine their logical form (as dis-
played in the first formulation of the Categorical Imperative) and how they are related to humanity as the source of 
value (in the second formulation of the Categorical Imperative). 

HYPOTHETICAL AND CATEGORICAL IMPERATIVES 
An imperative is simply a command, and Kant distinguishes between two general kinds: hypothetical (of which 

there are imperatives of skill and imperatives of prudence) and categorical.  Only the latter are absolutely binding.  
Hypothetical imperatives all have the logical form: “If you want E, then do A!”, where E is some particular end or 
goal, and A is some action: with imperatives of skill, the thing wanted might be any goal at all, while an imperative 
of prudence always posits happiness as the goal – a goal apparently shared by all humans.  Categorical imperatives, 
on the other hand, simply have the form: “Do A!”   

Kant wants to explain and account for our “sense of duty,” which is similar to the voice of conscience command-
ing us to do (or not do) something.  What is the nature of this command?  Is it hypothetical?  Seemingly not, since it 
binds us absolutely.  Hypothetical imperatives bind us insofar as we desire the end of the action, while categorical 
imperatives bind us without regard to the consequences. 

Most of the imperatives that we hear in life are hypothetical, although they are often uttered as if they were cate-
gorical (that is to say, their true logical form is hypothetical, although their surface or apparent form is categorical).  
For instance, a mother might command her child: “Eat your peas!”  It looks as though the mother is issuing a cate-
gorical command, and yet no one would mistake this as a moral utterance; it would be a strange world in which 
children had a moral duty to eat their peas.  Rather, the true form of her command is hypothetical, and she has sim-
ply left off the antecedent part: she’s really saying something like this: “If you want to have any dessert, then eat 
your peas!” or “If you want to leave the table, then eat your peas!” or “If you want to be healthy, then eat your 
peas!” and so on. 

Hypothetical imperatives are not absolutely binding because they always assume some desired end, and so the 
command can be avoided simply by rejecting that end.  The child can always reply to her mother: “I don’t need to 
eat those peas because I don’t care for any dessert”  (or “… because I don’t care if you beat me” or “… because I 
don’t care about my physical health”).  The example of the peas is an imperative of skill: these always refer to an 
end that you might possibly want, and thus are commanded to act in a way that will not foreclose your ability to ob-
tain that end.  But because the end is always contingent, the command is contingent as well.   
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Categorical imperatives are imperatives of morality and have the form: “Do A.”  An action is required in and of 
itself, regardless of any possible ends.  It is this species of command that Kant is trying to identify and explain with 
his moral theory. 

MORALITY AND RELIGION 
Many people base – or at least believe that they base – their moral views upon their religious views.  A typical 

notion is that we are to act morally because of what might happen after we die: if we act immorally (i.e., if we sin) 
then we will roast in hell eternally; if we act morally (i.e., do God’s bidding) we will gain entrance to heaven and its 
eternal rewards.  But to base morality on religion like this is to make the commands of morality all hypothetical, 
having the general form: “If you want to get to heaven (or avoid hell), then do A!”  This turns morality into little 
more than a kind of prudential reasoning, and because Kant believes that all true moral claims are categorical, he 
rejects this sort of religious foundation.  Nor does his rejection seem entirely implausible.  After all, how many of us 
refrain from murdering others, or torturing children, or littering, simply because we fear that not doing so might 
jeopardize our afterlife?  Don’t we believe that it’s wrong to torture children regardless of the consequences? 

THE BASIS OF MORAL OBLIGATION 
To what extent do these hypothetical and categorical imperatives bind us, that is, oblige us?  Imperatives of skill 

have little binding power since we need merely say that we don’t desire the end.  Imperatives of prudence would 
appear to be more binding, since everyone desires happiness; but the path to happiness may be different for people, 
and so the imperative may simply be wrong.  Imperatives of morality, on the other hand, bind us completely – and 
this accords well with how we feel about duty. 

Similarly, why hypothetical imperatives bind us is transparently clear: insofar as we desire the end, then we are 
bound to perform the necessary means.  Thus imperatives of skill are tautologically true: you want whatever means 
are necessary to some desired end.  Imperatives of prudence are also tautological, as long as you really know what 
means are necessary for happiness – but generally these are more like counsels than commands: “doing X will tend 
towards happiness.”  Both of these imperatives are based on some desire: if you desire something, then you must do 
whatever is necessary to obtain it, and the obligatory force of the imperative depends on that action being a neces-
sary means to the satisfaction of the desire. 

Imperatives of morality are not based on the desire for some end, and the ultimate source of their hold upon us is 
that they arise from the reason within each one of us.  Reason discovers moral laws within itself just as it discovers 
physical laws within the world, and so it is to these that we must now turn. 

RESPECT FOR THE LAW 
To act from duty means to act out of respect for the moral law.  Here the “moral law” is seen as analogous to a 

“physical law”: it is a rule of action that all humans are to follow.  These rules are called categorical imperatives, or 
imperatives of morality or duty, and they are generated by what Kant calls the Categorical Imperative, which reads 
(in its first formulation):  

 

“Act only on that maxim that I can consistently will to become a universal law” 
This is a rule for telling us how to make rules of action (a rule for rule making). At its heart is the prohibition 

against making a moral exception of oneself (there is to be “no double-standard” – one for me and another for eve-
ryone else).  To understand this criterion we need to understand its parts, namely, what maxims and universal laws 
are, and what is involved in “consistently willing” something. 

A maxim is a subjective action-guide, a principle for guiding my actions in particular situations.  For example: 
 

“I shall treat other humans as mere means to my own happiness.” 
“I shall lie whenever it is convenient to me.” 
“I shall help others when I can without serious risk to myself.” 
“I shall steal any library books that I really need.” 



348 Deontological Ethics 

 
 

 

A universal law, on the other hand, is an objective action-guide, that is, a principle for guiding everyone’s actions.  
For example:  

 

“Everyone shall treat other humans as mere means to their own happiness.” 
“Everyone shall lie whenever it is convenient to them.” 
“Everyone shall help others if it involves no serious risk to themselves.” 
“Everyone shall steal any library books that they really need.” 
 

It turns out that there are two applicable senses of “willing consistently” that a maxim be made into a universal 
law, and these two senses distinguish what Kant calls perfect and imperfect duties.  With perfect (or “strict”) duties, 
the opposite maxim is logically impossible (i.e., self-contradictory) when universalized (see the second example, 
below).  With imperfect (or “meritorious”) duties, the opposite maxim can be universalized, but I cannot want to 
universalize it (see the fourth example, below).  In other words, some maxims – when universalized – result in a law 
that becomes self-defeating (these are logically inconsistent, and the opposite maxim is for us a perfect duty).  Other 
maxims can be universalized, but result in a situation that we do not really want (thus result in a contradiction in our 
will, showing that the opposite maxim is for us an imperfect duty). 

If it was from duty that I did not steal the book, then what motivated my honesty in the matter was my recogni-
tion that the maxim governing such an action could not be consistently willed to be a law (a rule governing every-
one’s actions, including my own). 

KANT’S EXAMPLES OF PERFECT AND IMPERFECT DUTIES 
Because there are duties to oneself as well as duties to others, and because there are perfect as well as imperfect 

duties, Kant offers us four sample duties: a perfect duty to the self, a perfect duty to others, an imperfect duty to the 
self, and an imperfect duty to others.  There are, of course, many other duties that fall into these four categories.  

(1) Perfect duty to self: “From self-love end your life if it minimizes pain”  
Kant believes that I have a perfect duty not to commit suicide, because I cannot universalize the opposite maxim.  

This “law” of ending one’s life out of self-love is inconsistent with itself; it cannot be universalized because the 
same principle of behavior (self-love) cannot, in a rational system, lead to diametrically opposed behaviors (viz., the 
furtherance of one’s life and the destruction of one’s life).  This makes sense primarily when the moral world is con-
sidered as analogous with the physical world, where the same natural law cannot issue in opposite behaviors.  Think 
of moral laws as natural human instincts: Here we have an instinct for survival (“self-love”), and it would be contra-
dictory that this same instinct also desire its opposite.  This does not, however, prohibit all suicide (such as killing 
oneself to help another: the morality of this would require further inquiry); it only prohibits suicide motivated by 
self-love. 

(2) Perfect duty to others: “Make false promises when convenient”  
I have a perfect duty not to make false promises, because I cannot universalize the opposite maxim.  Universali-

zation is not possible because it is logically inconsistent with the very institution of promise-making. 
Kant is not saying here that I must not give false promises because eventually the institution of promise-keeping 

would be undermined, and that I do not want such an institution (this would result in a merely prudential, or hypo-
thetical imperative).  Rather, the universalization of the maxim results immediately in a logical contradiction. 

(3) Imperfect duty to self: “Let your talents rust if you are content” 
I have an imperfect duty to develop my talents, because I cannot will to universalize the opposite maxim.  This 

law is inconsistent with my will.  We can universalize this maxim (making idleness even an instinct in us), but we 
cannot will that it be so universalized, for our ends are often changing, and we always desire the means necessary to 
attain the end.  In the future, my ends may be such that I will have required the cultivation of those very talents that I 
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am now neglecting.  So there is a contradiction in my will: I will that I do not cultivate my talents and I will that I do 
cultivate my talents (in order to attain possible future ends). 

(4) Imperfect duty to others: “Let all people fend for themselves”  
I have an imperfect duty to help others in need, because I cannot will to universalize the opposite maxim.  This 

cannot be universalized because no matter how well off I may be now, there is always the possibility that I will 
some day be in need of help.  Because I will then desire the aid of others, I cannot also desire that no one ever give 
aid.  This would involve a contradiction in my will. 

THREE FORMULATIONS – ONE IMPERATIVE 
This one Categorical Imperative is meant as a principle or formula from which is to be derived all the commands 

of morality (the laws that practical reason gives for guiding our actions).  So it is really a second-order rule of action, 
from which we derive our first-order rules (e.g., of promise keeping, or of benevolence).  Kant also gives us three 
separate formulations of this imperative – the Universal Law, the End-in-Itself, and the Autonomy formulations – 
noting that these are three ways of thinking about the same thing, and not different moral principles. 

The Universal Law formulation (“Act only on that maxim which you can consistently will to be a universal law” 
[Ak. 4: 421]) was discussed above with Kant’s four examples and the discussion of perfect and imperfect duties. 

The End-in-Itself formulation (“Act so as to treat humanity, whether in your own person or in the person of an-
other, always as an end, never merely as a means” [Ak. 4: 429]) focuses on the nature of human beings, insofar as 
they act according to maxims (“have wills”) and so are persons.  According to this formulation, I am not to use an-
other in any way with which the other cannot in principle agree, since doing so would be to use that person mere-
ly as a means, as a mere tool or instrument of my own plans and desires.  This forbids the use of deception or coer-
cion, since either of these involve the other person in a scheme of action to which they would not consent if they 
knew all the details (were not deceived) or if they were not forced.  For instance, to make a lying promise to another 
so as to procure a loan is to use the person lied to as a mere means.  One might as well hit him over the head and 
steal the money outright – the difference here between force and fraud is morally negligible. 

Also, we act for various ends, most of which are relative, and so differ from person to person.  But is there an end 
of absolute value?  If so, it is an end common to all humans, and so can be the basis of a common principle of ac-
tion.  Well, one end we all share is happiness – even Kant believes this (since happiness is a final good).  But happi-
ness doesn’t exist in itself; it can occur only in humans, so we are to promote one another’s happiness, which is to 
promote one another’s ends, since having one’s ends promoted results in happiness.  Perfect duties require that we 
not treat a person as a mere means.  Imperfect duties require that we promote the interests of others (we view an-
other as an end in itself, and therefore wish also to promote its interests). 

The Autonomy formulation (“Act so that the will may regard itself as in its maxims laying down universal laws” 
[Ak. 4: 431]) instructs us to act as autonomous agents legislating for all agents in the kingdom of ends.  Everyone is 
legislating for themselves, and at the same time for everyone else, in that we are all using the same basic formula for 
deciding which of our maxims are moral, and which not.  
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Virtue Ethics



“By nature, all human beings desire to know.”


— Aristotle (384-322 bce), Metaphysics

[50] Aristotle’s Virtues


At the age of seventeen, Aristotle (384-322 bce) traveled from northern Greece to Athens where he hoped to study at Plato’s famous Academy.  He must have liked what he found, since he stayed for nineteen years, eventually becoming one of the teachers.  He left the Academy and Athens when Plato died in 347, but returned in 335 to open his own school at the Lyceum (a gymnasium and garden located near the temple of Apollo Lyceus).  Aristotle is reported to have written dialogues after the manner of Plato, as well as the extensive lecture notes that he used in the classroom, and ancient readers of his dialogues claim that he was an exceptionally gifted writer.  Unfortunately none of these dialogues have survived the ravages of the centuries, and all that we have had available of Aristotle’s writings (at least for the last two thousand years or so) are his lecture notes.  Some of these notes are highly polished, while others are rough and rather schematic, and much of their ordering was introduced later by ancient editors.  But regardless of their literary merit, their philosophical and scientific importance is unsurpassed, and has affected the nature and growth of the western intellectual world in untold ways.  Aristotle was a great scholar, scientist, and teacher, a giant of the past whose thoughts still move as a living force among us.


Two separate sets of his lecture notes on ethics have survived — the Nicomachean Ethics and the Eudemian Ethics.  The former is by far the more developed and more important of the two; it has been widely read throughout the centuries, and is still a common text in undergraduate curricula around the world.  Like so much of what Aristotle wrote, it is the first systematic discussion of ethics in recorded history.  Much of interest is discussed in the ten books comprising the Nicomachean Ethics: the good, virtue and vice, justice, friendship, weakness of the will, pleasure and happiness.  Perhaps it is because human nature has changed so little in the last twenty-five centuries that Aristotle’s observations in moral psychology still sound wholly familiar.  In the following, I will outline a few themes from Books I and II of the Nicomachean Ethics.


Ethics as the Science of Human Flourishing


Science is a systematic body of true beliefs, according to Aristotle, and all knowledge, in order to be knowledge, must be part of some science or other.  To know something (for example, that water freezes at 0° Celsius) is not merely to entertain a true belief, but also to know why it is true; only then does one have episteme (the Greek word typically translated as “knowledge” but more accurately as “scientific knowledge”).  Aristotle viewed all of human knowledge as divided into three kinds of science: theoretical, practical, and productive.  The productive sciences are those concerned with making something (such as the science of making pots, or of farming, or of writing poetry).  The practical sciences concern how we are to behave among ourselves (two prominent examples here are political science and ethics).  The theoretical sciences are concerned neither with production, nor with human action, but rather with truth, and Aristotle believed that the vast majority of science was theoretical, which he further divided into three subdivisions: mathematics, natural science, and theology.  But we must leave these divisions and return to the science of ethics.


Ethics is the systematic study of how humans ought to behave.  The standard meaning of the Greek word ethika, as found in the title of Aristotle’s work, is “matters to do with character” — and we find in reading the Ethics that much of it is indeed devoted to character and the ways in which a character might be virtuous or vicious.  


Arete and eudaimonia are two other Greek words whose translation merits some discussion.  Arete is typically translated as “virtue,” but it is often better translated as “excellence.”  For instance, one can speak meaningfully of a knife having arete, but a “virtuous knife” sounds distinctly odd in English; what is meant here is that the knife is excellent, that it performs its function well.  So when Aristotle speaks of human virtue, remember that he has human excellence in mind.  Finally, eudaimonia is typically translated as happiness, but this translation can also be misleading since happiness, among other things, is sometimes understood as a mere state of mind — and eudaimonia is never merely that.  Perhaps a better translation of eudaimonia is “human flourishing.”  When Aristotle considers the meaning of happiness, he is really considering what it means to flourish, to be successful in one’s life.


Precision in Ethics


Insofar as humans should act so as to flourish, ethics is the science of human flourishing.  And what exactly should we expect from this science of human flourishing?  Guidance, but not with mathematical precision.  As Aristotle famously points out, 


precision is not to be sought for alike in all discussions….  It is the mark of an educated man to look for precision in each class of things just so far as the nature of the subject admits; it is equally foolish to accept probable reasoning from a mathematician and to demand from a rhetorician scientific proofs. [Bk. 1, ch. 3]


That we lack mathematical precision in ethics does not make it all a matter of opinion, without hopes of becoming a science (that is, a well-ordered body of knowledge).  Consider the analogy of cabinet-making and framing a house.  Expert cabinet-making might require keeping your measurements to the nearest 1/32nd of an inch, but expert framing does not demand such precision; the nearest ¼ inch is all that is needed or desired.  Being more precise will not result in a better house, and striving for such accuracy is not the mark of an expert craftsman, but rather one who misunderstands his craft.  Just as we can build a fine house without measuring each wall stud to the nearest 1/32nd of an inch, we can construct a perfectly useable science of morality, even though we lack the precision of a geometric proof.


Different Ways of Desiring the Good


Aristotle begins his discussion of ethics with the observation that “every art and every inquiry, and similarly every action and pursuit, is thought to aim at some good; and for this reason the good has rightly been declared to be that at which all things aim” [Bk. I, ch. 1].  In other words, the good is what we desire, and what we desire are various ends, both as products and as activities.  Insofar as we desire them, they are good in some sense:  If we desire them for their own sake, then they are final goods; if we desire them for the sake of obtaining something else, then they are instrumental goods.


What Aristotle calls the highest good is that which we desire for its own sake, and never for the sake of another.  As it turns out, there is such a highest good, and we all agree that it is called eudaimonia (happiness, flourishing): “both the general run of men and people of superior refinement say that it is happiness, and identify living well and doing well with being happy” [Bk. I, ch. 4].  


But what is happiness?  Here we find great disagreement.  Some say pleasure, others honor, and still others knowledge [ch. 5].  Determining the nature of happiness occupies a major portion of the Ethics — but then this topic is no small matter.  Aristotle is asking here perhaps the most important question of our lives, a question with several forms but one subject: What is the successful human life?  What is the good life?  How ought I to live?


Happiness, Function, and Virtue


The final good is chosen for its own sake and is self-sufficient (it doesn’t need or desire anything else), and it turns out that happiness is both of these [ch. 7]; but what, exactly, is the nature of happiness?  If we ask what it means for “a flute-player, a sculptor, or an artist” to flourish or be successful, we find that in answering this we must first answer what it is that flute-players, sculptors, and artists are supposed to do — that is, we must first know what their function is.  For them to be successful, they need to be able to perform their function well.  So, before we can determine what counts as our happiness or flourishing, we must first determine our function — and not the function of this man or that woman, but the function common to all humans.


The function (Greek: ergon) of a thing is whatever that thing alone can do, or that it can do best.  The function of humans, therefore, will need to be an activity natural to humans that either isn’t found in other kinds of beings at all or, if found, does not occur to the same degree as it does in humans.  


Aristotle works through his standard list of functions for living things (what he calls “souls” in his treatise, On the Soul), namely, nutrition and growth, perception, and reason.  It is with this last activity that Aristotle feels he has found something unique to human beings.  “The function of man is an activity of soul which follows or implies a rational principle” [Bk. I, ch. 7].  What Aristotle seems to mean by this is that our function is to order our lives according to reason.


Having located the human function, Aristotle concludes that human happiness consists in performing this function well, that is, to do it in an excellent or virtuous manner.  Thus, human good is “an activity of soul in accordance with virtue, and if there are more than one virtue, in accordance with the best and most complete” [ch. 7]; and again, “happiness is an activity of soul in accordance with perfect virtue” [ch. 13].


Virtue and the Parts of the Soul


		Virtue

		Excellence in:

		Acquired:

		Aiming at:

		Requiring:

		Examples



		Moral
(character)

		practical sphere

		habit

		intelligent conduct

		phronesis

		liberality, temperance



		Intellectual

		theoretical sphere

		learning

		discovering truth

		experience and time

		sophia, phronesis





Once Aristotle finds that virtue concerns the functioning of the soul, he turns to consider the soul’s nature and finds that it has two parts or principles, one rational and the other irrational.  The irrational part is itself divided in two: the nutritive part concerns the body’s nutrition and growth, and the appetitive part concerns our desires.  These two irrational parts differ also in that the appetitive part is susceptible to the influence of reason, “in so far as it listens to and obeys it” [ch. 13].  This suggests that reason plays two different roles in our lives, one practical and the other theoretical.  Practical reason guides our appetites and emotions with correct principles of action, while theoretical reason works on its own, seeking truth.  


Human virtue is to attain excellence in both the practical and the theoretical areas of reason’s influence, and so we have two different sorts of virtue: moral virtue (or virtue of character), which concerns the influence of reason over the appetitive part of the soul, and intellectual virtue, which concerns the actions of the rational part of the soul insofar as it seeks truth.  There are only two intellectual virtues — wisdom (sophia) and prudence (phronesis) — but a whole raft of the moral kind (liberality and temperance are two examples that he provides in chapter thirteen).  


How do we acquire these virtues, once we decide this is the path of human flourishing?  Aristotle turns to this question at the beginning of Book Two:


Intellectual virtue in the main owes both its birth and its growth to teaching (for which reason it requires experience and time), while moral virtue comes about as a result of habit, whence also its name (ethike) is one that is formed by a slight variation from the word ethos (habit).  From this it is also plain that none of the moral virtues arises in us by nature; for nothing that exists by nature can form a habit contrary to its nature.  For instance, the stone which by nature moves downwards cannot be habituated to move upwards, not even if one tries to train it by throwing it up ten thousand times; nor can fire be habituated to move downwards, nor can anything else that by nature behaves in one way be trained to behave in another.  Neither by nature, then, nor contrary to nature do the virtues arise in us; rather we are adapted by nature to receive them, and are made perfect by habit.


Moral Virtue: Habitually Navigating between Scylla and Charybdis


The woman or man of moral virtue becomes virtuous through practice, by acting virtuously.  But performing these actions is not sufficient for being virtuous.  Aristotle notes that a person of virtue must also perform the action in the right way: she must know that it is the virtuous thing to do (it can’t be only coincidentally virtuous), she must choose the action for its own sake (and not as a means to some other end, such as glory, honor, pleasure, or wealth), and she must choose and act “from a firm and unchangeable character” (i.e., her virtuous actions must become habitual) [Bk. II, ch. 4].  Moral virtue, it turns out, is neither a passion nor a faculty, but rather a state of character (a disposition, the way that a person behaves habitually) [ch. 5]; in particular, moral virtue is that state of character which aims at the intermediate or mean between excess and deficiency [chs. 5-6].


One of the many trials of Odysseus during his return home from the Trojan War involved steering his ship between Scylla and Charybdis (traditionally understood as the Straits of Messina, between Sicily and the Italian peninsula).  Scylla was a six-headed monster that ate sailors who ventured too close, while Charybdis was a huge mouth that gulped water, creating ship-devouring whirlpools.  Steering a course between these two dangers was not easy, and Aristotle viewed the moral life as involving the same sort of challenge.  


In nearly all that we do and in the way that we are, our actions and passions can suffer from either the vice of deficiency or the vice of excess.  For instance, with respect to the passions of boldness and fear: if we follow boldness too much and fear too little, then we suffer the vice of being rash; if, on the other hand, we follow boldness to little and fear too much, we suffer the vice of being cowardly.  The virtuous person aims for the intermediate between these two, which Aristotle calls courage.  With respect to the desire to amuse others, wittiness is the virtue, while the vice of excess is buffoonery, and the vice of deficiency, boorishness.  Aristotle offers dozens of such examples.  


Aristotle also notes that some actions and passions have no mean or intermediate state, and so are always bad — for example, spite, envy, adultery, theft, or murder [ch. 6].


Finally, Aristotle points out that it is rarely easy to determine the proper mean, and thus to be good: 


That moral virtue is a mean…has been sufficiently stated.  Hence also it is no easy task to be good.  For in everything it is no easy task to find the middle, e.g. to find the middle of a circle is not for every one but for him who knows; so, too, any one can get angry — that is easy — or give or spend money; but to do this to the right person, to the right extent, at the right time, with the right motive, and in the right way, that is not for every one, nor is it easy; wherefore goodness is both rare and laudable and noble. [Bk. II, ch. 9]


Ethics does not enjoy the same level of precision as does physics or mathematics (as noted above).  Nor is the mean the same with every person or in every situation.  One cannot know in advance what the proper action or response will be, and therefore it is impossible to write a rule book of moral behavior, that we need simply consult.  Determining the mean is an art of judgment, and doing this well requires practice and experience — it requires the practical wisdom (phronesis) that only experience can confer.

To help us out, Aristotle offers three rules of thumb (Bk. II, ch. 9).  First, avoid that extreme which is furthest from the mean (in other words, pursue the lesser of the two evils).  Second, pay attention to that extreme to which you are most attracted, and drag yourself in the opposite direction.  Finally, always be on your guard against the pleasurable.  While there is certainly nothing wrong with pleasure, we typically fail to judge actions impartially where pleasure is at stake, because pleasure is something that we all desire, and so the risk of error is always higher here.


The Successful Life


The successful life, the flourishing life, is the virtuous life.  The virtuous life is one where we excel in our being human, and what distinguishes us as human beings is the rational part of our souls.  We have seen that this rational part of the soul — reason — is both practical and theoretical: practical insofar as it restrains our appetites and guides our conduct, and theoretical insofar as it participates in the theoretical sciences (seeking truth regardless of practical application).  Because the theoretical use of reason is the most pure use (since it is reason operating all alone, and not mixing with the appetites), the most flourishing life of all is one devoted to the intellectual virtues — a life, in other words, devoted to learning.  This may not strike the average college student as a point of comfort — that what they are doing right now is the best that any human could ever hope for — but that’s how Aristotle viewed the matter.


Utilitarian Ethics



“Ask yourself whether you are happy,
and you cease to be so.”


– John Stuart Mill (1806-1873)

[51] The Greatest Happiness Principle


[image: image1.jpg]Utilitarianism: as Ubiquitous as Barry Manilow


[image: image2.jpg]Suppose you’re visiting a friend at his cabin retreat up in the mountains.  It’s January, with lots of snow on the ground, and you have an hour to yourself while your friend buys supplies in town some twenty miles down the valley.  The snow is blowing hard enough to keep you inside, and there’s not much to do there – no TV, the hot tub’s out of order, and all the books are written in either Greek or Sanskrit.  But you do notice a couple of CD’s lying by the CD player.  You walk over to  glance at the titles: one is a Barry Manilow album, the other is Shostakovich’s 3rd Symphony.  Barry Manilow, you reflect, is one of your favorite recording artists – indeed, some of your fondest memories involve listening to his unforgettable “Mandy.”  Shostakovich, on the other hand, you despise as a noisy and disoriented Russian.  You would rather poke out your eyes with a sharp stick than listen to an hour of Shostakovich.  So: Which CD should you play?


Is there even a question to be asked here?  Isn’t it obvious that you ought to listen to Barry Manilow?  That is what will give you the most pleasure, and so that’s the CD you should play.  And if in the end you decide to play the Shostakovich instead, it will be in pursuit of yet some other pleasure: Perhaps you’re impressed that your friend – whose musical taste you deeply respect – has this particular CD; or you might want to be able to discuss the CD when your friend returns; and so on.  But in each of these cases, it is apparent that you will do whatever you think will maximize your happiness (at least in the short term, preferably in the long term).  


Utilitarianism is no different from this kind of reasoning, except that it adds impartiality, claiming that my happiness is of no greater or lesser importance than the happiness of anyone else.  So utilitarianism, we might say as a first approximation, is no different from simple prudential reasoning, altered by the impartiality principle.


Allocating Scarce Resources


A common example of utilitarianism in action is where some third party needs to allocate scarce resources among a group of individuals, none of whom have a special claim to that resource.  How should it be divided?  The rule nearly always followed is the utilitarian principle of maximizing the overall happiness.  Take kidneys, for example.  Most of us are born with two, but sometimes we need a replacement, and life on a hemodialysis machine lasts only so long.  Since the first kidney transplant in 1954, over 100,000 have been performed, with a current success rate of 93 percent (in comparison, there have been about 6,000 liver transplants with a success rate of 75 percent, and 8,000 heart transplants with a success rate of 82 percent).  


Transplant kidneys come either from the recently deceased or from living donors.  You only need one kidney to lead a healthy life, and so people are allowed to give (and in some countries, to sell) one of their kidneys.  Even still, there are not nearly enough kidneys to meet the demand.  At any given time in the United States, 36,000 people are in need of a kidney, with only 10,000 available.
  Given the limited resources, how does the medical community (or we as the larger society) decide how to parcel out those kidneys?  This allocation effectively decides who lives and who dies.  Should they be distributed on a “first come, first serve” basis?  (But what if the person at the top of the list is 95 years old with a failing heart and Alzheimer’s, and the person at the bottom of the list is an otherwise healthy five year old?)  Does it matter if the recipient has to care for dependents at home?  Does it matter if the recipient is popular or well liked in the community?  Devising a good allocation scheme is far from easy, but one principle that nearly always finds its way into such a scheme is the utilitarian principle: Everything else being equal, allocate the kidneys in such a way as to maximize overall well-being.  Put them where they will bring about the most good.  This is a principle that makes good sense to many people.


Utilitarianism and Economic Theory


Profits and Preferences


“What the English call 'comfort' is something inexhaustible and illimitable.  Others can reveal to you that what you take to be comfort at any stage is discomfort, and these discoveries never come to an end.  Hence the need for greater comfort does not exactly arise within you directly; it is suggested to you by those who hope to make a profit from its creation.”


—Georg Hegel, The Philosophy of Right (1821)

Not only do we often reason like utilitarians in our private lives; public officials often think this way, as well.  Utilitarianism is, after all, simply the moral equivalent of modern economic theory: at the heart of each is the efficient use of available resources.  The utilitarian favors those actions that bring about the greatest amount of good; the economist favors those policies that bring about the greatest amount of goods and services from a given fund of resources.  It is not surprising that modern utilitarian theory and modern economic theory are so similar, since they were born in the same cradle, so to speak, and reared in the same household.  Utilitarianism has its modern roots in David Hume (1711-1776), who proposed the idea, and Jeremy Bentham (1748-1832), who gave the idea its first careful formulation.  Hume was a good friend of Adam Smith (1723-90), whose two most influential books were The Theory of Moral Sentiments (1759) and An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations (1776); this latter book, which attempts to explain why properly regulated free markets are more efficient than monopolies, marks the beginning of modern economic theory.


 Utilitarianism as Empirical


[image: image3.jpg]Jeremy Bentham viewed moral theory as an empirical project: simply look about you, and see what it is that human beings find good and bad.  What you’ll discover, Bentham claims, is that humans desire pleasure and abhor pain.  As he wrote in his Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation (1789):


Nature has placed mankind under the governance of two sovereign masters, pain and pleasure.  It is for them alone to point out what we ought to do, as well as to determine what we shall do.


We evaluate actions in terms of the amount of pain or pleasure that they produce, and each pain and pleasure is evaluated in terms of the following criteria: “its intensity, its duration, its certainty or uncertainty, its propinquity or remoteness, its fecundity, its purity, and its extent — that is, the number of persons … who are affected by it.”  In order to keep these criteria well in mind, the ever-resourceful Bentham devised the following mnemonic poem for social reformers everywhere:


Intense, long, certain, speedy, fruitful, pure —
Such marks in pleasures and in pains endure.
Such pleasures seek if private be thy end:
If it be public, wide let them extend.
Such pains avoid, whichever be thy view:
If pains must come, let them extend to few.


In more general terms, Bentham explained utilitarianism as follows:


By the Principle of Utility is meant that principle which approves or disapproves of every action whatsoever, according to the tendency which it appears to have to augment or diminish the happiness of the party whose interest is in question; or what is the same thing in other words, to promote or to oppose that happiness.


The Right and the Good


[image: image4.jpg]Utilitarianism is a consequentialist moral theory in that it decides the moral worth of an action solely on the basis of its consequences.
  Motives, intentions, the character of the agent — none of this ultimately matters in morally evaluating an action.  A world filled with virtuous people acting always with good intentions will likely be a better world (insofar as it contains more of what is good); but such virtue and such intentions are worthy or desirable only so far as they increase this good — according to utilitarianism.


The general goal of consequentialist theories is to maximize the good; but what is this good that we are to maximize?  Bentham believed that the good was pleasure, and in this regard he was closely followed by John Stuart Mill (1806-1873), whose father was a good friend of Bentham’s, and who became the leading advocate of utilitarianism in the generation following Bentham.  In Mill’s short work entitled Utilitarianism (1861) we find one of the clearest and ablest discussions of utilitarianism, and it is this text that we will be considering in what follows.


Mill based utilitarianism on what he called the greatest happiness principle (GHP): the right action among the alternatives open to us is the action that results in the greatest happiness for the greatest number of people.  This happiness was good in and of itself, something desired by all, and therefore our final good; every other good is only an instrumental good, as a means to happiness.


Both Mill and Bentham often write about maximizing happiness, but what they mean by happiness is always something very definite, namely, pleasure and the absence of pain.
  So utilitarianism is a form of hedonism (from the Greek word hêdonê, which means “pleasure”).  The good is pleasure, and so, ultimately, is just a certain kind of psychological state.  Different events will make different people experience pleasure or pain, and happiness or the good is just whatever will increase pleasure and decrease pain, however that is managed.


Other utilitarians have wished to remain neutral as to what it is humans actually want, and so they view the good simply as the satisfaction of one’s preferences: thus, an action is right insofar as it satisfies as many preferences as possible.  These are the two most common conceptions of the good among utilitarians: pleasure and preference-satisfaction.  In reading Mill, one can detect both of these senses of the good.  In particular, when Mill distinguishes between different kinds of pleasure, he seems to be basing his argument on the satisfaction of different preferences (see below).


Maximizing the Net Good, Over the Long Haul, for Everyone


A few possible ambiguities surrounding utilitarianism should be addressed immediately.  One concerns “maximizing the good.”  Presumably we want to maximize not the total good, but rather the balance of good over bad, or the net good.  For instance, in running a business, the goal is not to maximize the total income but rather to maximize the profit (the net income).  It’s obviously better to have $500,000 in income and $100,000 in expenses (for a net profit of $400,000) than to have $1 million in income and $1 million in expenses (with no net profit).  


This sort of consequentialism is intuitively plausible as a moral foundation.  Consider Leibniz’s God creating the best of all possible worlds: presumably such a world will have the greatest balance of good over evil, since God is the source of the good, and would not allow more evil than necessary.  Insofar as we want to do the right thing, it seems that we would want to emulate such God-like behavior and strive to increase the good and lessen the evil in the world.


Utilitarians also have the long view in mind when they speak of maximizing the net good.  Actions that bring about a great deal of pleasure in the short run but which lead to considerable misery in the long run (say, addicting yourself to heroin) are not endorsed by utilitarians.  Just how long a view the utilitarian should take, of course, is a question needing discussion (we will come back to this when we consider the problem of calculating the likely consequences of our actions).


Finally, utilitarianism does not place any special weight on the pleasures and pains of the agent.  The greatest happiness principle refers not to the happiness of any one individual, but rather to the happiness of all humans — and, where possible, “to the whole sentient creation” (that is, to all creatures with the ability to experience pleasure and pain).  This incorporates the “impartiality” criterion that is central to most ethical systems.  Here, what we treat impartially are the pleasures and pains of each individual.  Because Mill’s utilitarianism views the good as pleasure, we classify it as a kind of hedonism.  But there are two broad kinds of hedonism: private (egoistic) and social.  The first merely enjoins us to maximize our own pleasure while the second enjoins us to maximize the sum-total of everyone’s pleasure.  The impartiality of Mill’s hedonism marks it as social.


Act vs Rule Utilitarianism


More recent moral theorists have distinguished between two different kinds of utilitarianism: act utilitarianism and rule utilitarianism.  Mill does not distinguish between these two forms in his writing, and different passages suggest different interpretations (the difference probably wasn’t clear in his own mind).


Act utilitarianism is thought to be the “pure” utilitarian position, where each act is considered on its own merits.  For any particular act, if performing it will maximize the good, then it should be performed; otherwise not.  Act utilitarianism may lead to certain theoretical problems (such as urging us not to keep private promises), for which reason some ethicists have promoted a modified version of utilitarianism called “rule utilitarianism.”  


With rule utilitarianism, the item of moral evaluation isn’t the individual act, but rather the rule it follows: if following a certain rule (instead of some other rule) maximizes the good, then that rule should be followed, even if it would turn out, with some instances, that happiness could be maximized by breaking the rule.  This means, for instance, that certain applications of the rule might fail to maximize the good, but because that kind of act normally does maximize the good, then it is always right to so act.  This form of utilitarianism has the advantage of being easier for human beings to follow: we have to evaluate only rules, rather than individual acts.  It also has the advantage of avoiding certain problems of act utilitarianism, such as committing unjust (yet happiness-maximizing) acts.  It has the intuitive disadvantage, however, of occasionally requiring us to perform acts even when doing so will fail to maximize the good.


The Motivation to be Moral


In chapter three of Utilitarianism, Mill discusses what motivates us to act morally — that is, what motivates us to act in accordance with the Greatest Happiness Principle.  The sanction or motivation behind a moral principle, according to Mill, must account for both the motive to obey some moral principle, and the source of our obligation to obey the principle.  Mill seemed to consider these two as the same, although today we would consider the former to be a merely psychological question, while the latter is a moral question.


Human beings are social animals.  It is true that some humans choose to live as hermits and loners, but these are rare exceptions; the vast majority of human beings show a strong preference for living in groups.  Such communal living has its price, however.  One necessary condition of communal living is that we take the interests of others into account — for instance, by being impartial between our individual interests in formulating group policy.  While I might favor my own interests, I cannot do this to the total exclusion of the interests of others, or else I will quickly feel the heavy hand of social disapproval.  Mill writes:


Einstein on Cattle


“The ideals which have always shone before me and filled me with the joy of living are goodness, beauty, and truth.  To make a goal of comfort or happiness has never appealed to me; a system of ethics built on this basis would be sufficient only for a herd of cattle.”


— Albert Einstein (1879-1955)

…society between human beings, except in the relation of master and slave, is manifestly impossible on any other footing than that the interests of all are to be consulted.  Society between equals can only exist on the understanding that the interests of all are to be regarded equally. [Utilitarianism, ch. 3, ¶10]


This natural basis of impartiality is further supported by developing two kinds of sanctions: external and internal.  External sanctions are “hope of favor, fear of displeasure” (both human and divine).  Mill urges us to arrange laws and social expectations so that private and public utility are brought into the greatest harmony.  Internal sanctions are grounded in our conscience, and consequently result (in large measure) from our early upbringing.  We must so condition the individual that she automatically associates her own well being with that of the community.  The “ultimate sanction” is the conscientious feelings of humankind:


The ultimate sanction, therefore, of all morality (external motives apart) being a subjective feeling in our own minds, I see nothing embarrassing to those whose standard is utility in the question, What is the sanction of that particular standard?  We may answer, the same as of all other moral standards — the conscientious feelings of mankind. [Utilitarianism, ch. 3, ¶5]


Mill solves, in this manner, the problem of motivation.  He answers the question “Why be moral?” (Why follow the Golden Rule?) not with a reason for being moral, but with two suggestions that make it easier and more likely that people will in fact act morally.


Some Misunderstandings that Mill Addresses


Utilitarianism is a Swine’s Morality


Mill on Swine


“It is better to be a human being dissatisfied than a pig satisfied; better to be Socrates dissatisfied than a fool satisfied.  And if the fool, or the pig, are of a different opinion, it is because they only know their own side of the question.  The other party to the comparison knows both sides.”


Critics of utilitarianism have claimed that it is simply a kind of hedonism, equating what is morally good with the sensation of pleasure, and that this is no different than what swine pursue, namely, their own pleasure of rolling in the mud and swilling at the trough.  The gist of this criticism is that Mill has misunderstood human nature: he believes that human beings desire only to “eat, drink, fornicate, and snore” (to quote one critic), when in fact they desire far more than this.


In his response to this criticism, Mill agrees that humans desire far more than these bodily pleasures, but chides the critics for assuming that this is the only kind of pleasure.  Mill finds that there are intellectual as well as bodily pleasures, and that the former are even more desirable than the latter.
  What Mill seems to be claiming here is not that these are distinct feelings, but rather that we have different faculties that are gratified, each resulting in a feeling of pleasure.  In other words, we do not obtain pleasure in all the same ways as a pig; rather, we have certain faculties that cannot be gratified by swinish behavior.


Mill gives two arguments for the desirability of the higher pleasures.  First, intellectual pleasures afford greater “permanency, safety, uncostliness.”  Second, some kinds of pleasure are simply more desirable and more valuable than others, and these pleasures can be so ranked.  How do we know this?  We appeal to the “Millian judge,” someone who has known both kinds of pleasure: the objective means for ranking these pleasures according to their desirability is to ask such a judge which is preferable.  And the answer, from those who have known both bodily and intellectual pleasures, is that the latter is far more desirable.


Utilitarianism is “Too Low a Calling” for Humans


Here the complaint is that utilitarianism doesn’t ask enough of us.  All it asks is that we do what makes us happy — but it seems as though we will do that anyway.  Morality ought to be more challenging, it ought to encourage us to lead “better” lives, and utilitarianism does not seem to do this.


Mill on the Golden Rule


“The happiness which forms the utilitarian standard of what is right in conduct, is not the agent’s own happiness, but that of all concerned.  As between his own happiness and that of others, utilitarianism requires him to be as strictly impartial as a disinterested and benevolent spectator.  In the golden rule of Jesus of Nazareth, we read the complete spirit of the ethics of utility.”


Mill replies that “in the golden rule of Jesus of Nazareth, we read the complete spirit of the ethics of utility.”  What he apparently means by this is that the impartiality built into the Golden Rule (namely, that we should treat others as we would want them to treat us) is also included in the Greatest Happiness Principle.  And indeed it is.  The GHP does not instruct me to maximize my own happiness, but rather to maximize the overall happiness of all “sentient creation” (that is, all beings capable of feeling pleasure or pain).  That means that I might often be required to sacrifice my own happiness (perhaps even my own life) so as to maximize the total happiness.  What is more, utilitarianism offers suggestions for promoting compliance with this impartiality requirement (in the sanctions mentioned above).


Utilitarianism is “Too High a Calling”


Once it is understood how demanding utilitarianism can be (for instance, that it often requires self-sacrifice), the objection might be raised that it is “too high a calling,” that only angels could follow something like the GHP and that we cannot expect human beings to use such a principle as a guide and incentive for their behavior.


Mill replies that the objector needs to distinguish between rules and motives.  People need not consciously follow the GHP as long as their behavior is in compliance with it (regardless of what actually motivated the behavior).  The actions need only conform to the GHP; it need not be motivated by the GHP.  Indeed, insofar as it conforms to the GHP, our behavior will, for the most part, be motivated by Mill’s “internal and external sanctions,” and not by the GHP itself.  Individuals may even be ignorant of the GHP.  


Note how this is the opposite of Kant’s view of duty.  Note also the distinction that Mill draws between “the morality of an action” (which is determined by its actual consequences) and the “moral worth of the agent” (which is determined by the agent’s motive for acting — the intended consequence, or goal).


[52] Summary of Problems with Utilitarianism


Practical Problems of Utilitarianism: How to Apply the GHP


A strong motivation for deontological ethics arises from the various problems encountered in utilitarian ethics, and these problems are of two sorts: practical and theoretical.  Practical problems are “technical” in nature: they attack not the truth of the GHP, but rather its implementation in our lives.  Theoretical problems leave aside the problem of implementation, and focus on the principle’s truth: Does the GHP conform to what we really believe about morality?  Does it require us to do things that we feel certain are immoral, or fail to require us to do things that we know are morally required?  


Can we measure pleasure?


Utilitarianism has always been challenged by two practical problems.  The first concerns the difficulty of measuring pleasure, such that we can’t determine how much pleasure and how much pain each action produces.  It would seem, for instance, that we must be able to give some numerical value to the amount of pleasure and pain caused by each alternative action (so that we will know which action to pursue).  This sort of calculation will require some basic unit of pleasure or pain: we can call the unit of pleasure a ‘hedon’, and express our various pains in terms of “minus-hedons” (or absence of pleasure).  So, for instance, eating a certain kind of pizza might provide eight hedons, listening to a good performance of Beethoven’s Seventh Symphony might provide seventeen hedons, having a tooth pulled might involve a deficit of twenty-nine hedons, and so on.  This all sounds fine in theory, but can we actually arrive at these precise values?  


Nietzsche on the Utilitarians


“If we possess our why of life we can put up with almost any how.  — Man does not strive after happiness; only the Englishman does that.”


— Friedrich Nietzsche, Twilight of the Idols (1888)


Measurements require a standard unit.  For distance, the standard unit in the metric system is the meter, and a meter is defined as the length of a certain metal bar housed in a well-guarded room at the International Bureau of Weights and Measures in Sèvres, France (near Paris).
  What will our standard be for the hedon?  The unit itself can be arbitrary, so let’s take some random fellow off the street, Wally Smith, feed him a Milky Way candy bar, and let us take the amount of pleasure he experiences here as a single hedon.  We can pay Wally a handsome salary, give him room and board, and all the candy bars he needs, and carefully guard him in a locked room in Washington DC at the Bureau of Weights and Measures.  Now, just as when someone needs to check the real length of a meter stick they can go to Paris and compare their sample stick with the standard meter stick, the utilitarian can go to Washington D.C., feed Wally Smith a Milky Way candy bar, and determine the amount of pleasure contained in a hedon.  This sounds straightforward, but how do we know just how much pleasure Wally is really experiencing?  Will he experience the same amount each time?  What if another utilitarian had arrived just five minutes before me and fed Wally a candy bar; is this second candy bar going to give him the same amount of pleasure as the first?  Even if we can get past this hurdle, how do we compare our various activities in terms of these hedons?  It doesn’t seem like such calculations are even remotely possible.


Defenders of utilitarianism have an easy response to this objection, however.  All we need is an ordinal measuring of pleasure, not cardinal (which is what we were attempting above with our standard hedon).  In other words, we need only to rank experiences relative to each other (e.g., event A is more pleasurable than event B), and not to assign actual values to them (e.g., event A produces nine hedons of pleasure, while B produces only four).  Mill points out that we must simply look to see which pleasures people do in fact choose; and since we rank pleasures all the time in real life, this isn’t a problem.


Can we calculate the consequences?


A second practical problem raised against utilitarians concerns determining the various consequences that might result from an action.  If more than a few individuals are affected by the actions being considered, then deciding which action will have the best consequences quickly degenerates into blind guesswork.  There isn’t time or mental ability to perform the calculations necessary to decide which action will maximize happiness in the world, for in any given situation there will be numerous alternative actions that could be taken, and for each of these actions, there can result a whole host of various consequences (which will vary with the special circumstances surrounding each action).  All of this involves such complexity, that we could never carry out the calculations.


But Mill points out that using rules of thumb (principles that a deontologist would probably claim to be morally basic, but which Mill derives from the GHP) helps avoid this problem so long as these rules are generally correct in favoring the greatest outcome of happiness.  Mill writes:


Nobody argues that the art of navigation is not founded on astronomy, because sailors cannot wait to calculate the Nautical Almanac.  Being rational creatures, they go to sea with it ready calculated; and all rational creatures go out upon the sea of life with their minds made up on the common questions of right and wrong.


These “secondary rules” of morality have no moral force of their own, of course, and should be followed only if doing so will, in fact, maximize happiness.


Current work in chaos theory might also shed some light on this point.
  At least prima facie, none of our actions are “morally irrelevant” according to utilitarianism since for any action one can always ask: Will it (from among all of the alternative actions that I might have performed instead) produce the greatest amount of net pleasure?  Now, just as a butterfly beating its wings off the coast of Brazil might cause some tornado in Kansas (this is the sort of observation that chaos theorists like to make), whether I scratch my left ear before or after I scratch my right ear might determine whether a life-destroying monsoon forms in the Bay of Bengal five months hence.  Chaotic systems are characterized by their unpredictability: because of the number of interacting parts within the system, the resulting behavior of the system becomes, in principle, unpredictable (for example, one might have to crunch more bits of information than there are hydrogen atoms in the universe, etc. etc.).  


While these sorts of considerations make things look rather bad for utilitarianism, they could instead be seen as a defense of Mill’s position.  After the consequences of one’s actions go more than two or three steps, the further consequences are wholly unpredictable, and so we are not obliged to worry about them.  We often predict quite well all the consequences that we can in principle predict; and when our predictive abilities are stymied, we should appeal to the accumulated wisdom of humankind as a way to hedge our bets.  This does not strike me as terribly bad advice.


Theoretical Problems of Utilitarianism


To challenge utilitarianism at the theoretical level is to claim that the GHP somehow “gets morality wrong” — perhaps by placing an undue emphasis on consequences or by having a mistaken conception of the good.  


“If utilitarianism is the correct moral theory, then it ought to agree with our moral intuitions when we make particular moral judgments.”  


This is a claim that all theoretical objections make, but can’t such a claim be rejected?  After all, it might turn out that utilitarianism is in fact the correct theory, and that some of our intuitions are simply wrong.  Just as we would like to think that racists are wrong when their intuitions tell them that one race is morally superior to another race, it might also be the case that some of our “moral common sense” is misguided.  A second general defense against such a claim is to note that our moral beliefs or intuitions might themselves be structured so as to maximize happiness in the world; utilitarianism is a theory about what is good in the world, not what our beliefs or moral intuitions might be.  What follows are some instances where moral intuitions seem to disagree with the dictates of utilitarian theory.


General (in rem) duties


We have duties of fairness, duties not to harm others, and so on, which utilitarianism will sometimes enjoin us to ignore.  Recall the case of the four sick children and Hal: utilitarian considerations may well require us to kill Hal in order to save the four sick children, since the outcome of that course of action would seem to be more favorable (four live children and one dead child, as opposed to four dead children and one live child).  This is the utilitarian’s “fatal problem,” according to E. F. Carritt (a 20th century critic of utilitarianism).  


Or consider the affair resulting in the court case of York v Story, and documented in the records of the U. S. Court of Appeals, Ninth Circuit (Southern District of California), 1963:


In October 1958, appellant [Ms. Angelynn York] went to the police department of Chino for the purpose of filing charges in connection with an assault upon her.  Appellee Ron Story, an officer of that police department, then acting under color of his authority as such, advised appellant that it was necessary to take photographs of her.  Story then took appellant to a room in the police station, locked the door, and directed her to undress, which she did.  Story then directed appellant to assume various indecent positions, and photographed her in those positions.  These photographs were not made for any lawful purpose.  Appellant objected to undressing.  She stated to Story that there was no need to take photographs of her in the nude, or in the positions she was directed to take, because the bruises would not show in any photographs….


Later that month, Story advised appellant that the pictures did not come out and that he had destroyed them.  Instead, Story circulated these photographs among the personnel of the Chino police department.  In April, 1960, two other officers of the police department, appellee Louis Moreno and defendant Henry Grote, acting under color of their authority as such, and using police photographic equipment located at the police station made additional prints of the photographs taken by Story.  Moreno and Grote then circulated these prints among the personnel of the Chino police department.… [From the excerpt in Rachels, The Elements of Moral Philosophy, pp. 94-95]


Would utilitarianism have directed Story to act as he did?  It seems like he might have been doing the right thing.  Admittedly, Ms. York was upset and perhaps embarrassed by what happened.  But Story and his colleagues may have enjoyed the photographs a great deal, and if there were enough police officers deriving pleasure from the photographs, then the sum of their happiness should outweigh the unhappiness experienced by York.  


Or take the case of “The Successful Peeping Tom”: Imagine someone peering through York’s bedroom window, and taking roughly equivalent photographs of her in this manner.  Here York has no idea of what is happening (because the Peeping Tom is successful, and doesn’t get caught), and so she suffers no displeasure; the Peeping Tom, on the other hand, experiences immense pleasure.  Therefore, the good is maximized by Officer Story’s actions, or by those of successful Peeping Toms, and utilitarianism appears to allow — even require — such behavior.  Yet most people believe that such behavior is immoral and that utilitarianism, which has seemingly given us the wrong answer here, is therefore mistaken.


Possible Response: First, Officer Story (or the Peeping Tom) harms himself by his actions, and thus is actually worse off as a result of the behavior.  The immediate pleasure might be increased, but only at the expense of degrading his “higher self” — his personal integrity or honesty or self-esteem — which might lead to more misery in the long run.  So it might be that overall happiness is not maximized by such behavior, and that not even the supposed beneficiaries of the action actually benefit.


A second response is to point out that we aren’t considering all the options available to the actors here.  Normally, we aren’t forced to choose between either peeping in someone’s window or doing “nothing at all” (although even here the GHP might speak against peeping, given the above reasoning).  Rather, a person might peep in windows, or volunteer time in a local soup kitchen, or study for an exam, or read a book to a young child, or grow vegetables, etc., and it is quite likely that the net happiness would be maximized by the person pursuing some course of action other than peeping in windows.


Finally, these sorts of problems can be avoided by appealing to rule utilitarianism.  On the average, peeping in windows diminishes happiness if only because the peepers are often found out, which leads to insecurity and displeasure by the general population at the thought of possible peepers.  Consequently, it might be argued that the general happiness would be maximized if everyone followed the rule of “No Peeping.”


Special (in personam) duties


We have special duties to family, to promisees, and to other individuals to whom we are related in some morally peculiar way.  Utilitarianism does poor job recognizing these duties.  This is particularly noticeable with so-called “private promises,” where breaking the promise will likely never become public (and thus not adversely effect the honesty of the others).  Whenever a utilitarian makes a promise, before keeping it he should first ask whether doing so is in conformity with the GHP; the fact that the action under consideration is the result of a past promise is irrelevant.  Similarly, gratitude has no moral weight, in and of itself; what people have done to me or for me in the past matters little in deciding how I ought to act now.  Utilitarianism always has us looking forward to the consequences of our actions, and these consequences are to serve as our sole reasons to act: act if the consequences are good, don’t act if they are bad.  Yet there often seem to be “backward looking reasons” for many of our actions.  If I made a promise in the past, then that past action seems to count as a reason for my performing certain actions now.  Similarly, kindness shown me in the past would seem to oblige me to repay it; but not according to the utilitarian.


Possible Response: The GHP will always require us to keep promises, show gratitude, favor our own children over the children of strangers — and in general respect our full spectrum of special duties — if doing so maximizes overall happiness, and usually it does.  What matter’s isn’t our motivation to act, but the end results of our action.


Omitting and Committing


Whether a person performs an action or omits an action strikes many as a morally relevant feature, and yet it is one to which utilitarianism is blind.  As long as the consequences are the same, then the actions are morally equivalent.  Recall the “Baby in the Lake” scenarios:


(i) The baby falls into the lake; Ed could save it, but doesn’t.


(ii) Ed throws a baby into a lake and lets it drown.


The first scenario involves the omission of an act while the second involves a commission.  In both cases a baby dies, and so utilitarianism would not seem to differentiate between the two cases in evaluating their goodness or badness.  Ed is equally blameworthy in each instance since he failed to bring about a better state of affairs, which was the same in each case (a live, as opposed to a drowned, baby).  


Possible Response: Not everyone’s moral intuitions recognize a difference between omission and commission.  What is more, Mill says that the agent’s motive does in fact reflect upon his moral worth, and to this extent it may figure into the hedonic calculus.  Utilitarianism will always favor those human dispositions that maximize happiness.  Consequently, if sensitivity to the omission/commission distinction tends to maximize happiness, then utilitarianism will support the distinction.


Permitting and Intending


Utilitarianism does not distinguish between consequences that are intended by the agent, and those consequences that are foreseen but only permitted — and this for the simple reason that the consequence is the same in both cases.  For instance, traditional Catholic moral theology forbids mercy killing, but it does permit giving large doses of pain killers, such as morphine, to relieve pain — even to the extent that the dosage is likely to kill the patient.  Appealing to the Principle of Double Effect (see the “Introduction to Ethics,” above), it is noted that (1) the intended end (pain relief) is a good thing, (2) the evil result (the death of the patient) is only permitted and not intended, (3) the death of the patient is not a means to the relief of pain, and (4) the evil of the patient’s suffering outweighs the evil of the possible overdose.  A utilitarian will not find such moral reasoning especially compelling.


If you would agree with the utilitarian that intentions shouldn’t matter, consider these two dentists:


Dentist A, a sympathetic fellow, foresees and permits (but neither intends nor desires) the pain in pulling Smith’s tooth.


Dentist B, a sadist, both foresees and desires the pain in pulling Smith’s tooth.


Both dentists knowingly cause the pain, which is the unavoidable by-product of pulling the tooth.  Is there a moral difference between these two cases?  The GHP suggests there is, preferring the sadistic over the sympathetic dentist, for at least with him some pleasure can be had in the pulling of your tooth.  But this is at odds with most people’s moral intuitions, who typically do not favor sadists over non-sadists.


Possible Response: Utilitarianism works well enough in the real world, as opposed to the world of these artificial cases.  In the real world, for instance, sadistic dentists are more likely to minimize the good rather than maximize it, in that they are likely to inflict more pain than necessary, which is why the agent’s intentions will often become relevant in the utilitarian’s calculations.


[image: image5.jpg]This “sadistic dentist” scenario also highlights, however, the problem of utilitarianism honoring unnatural or bad preferences, like those of the Peeping Tom.  Such an objection, of course, requires some standard of right and wrong, and Mill will always reply that we have no basis for such other than our actual desires (which always point, ultimately, to pleasure).


Respect for Persons


Utilitarianism fails to respect persons and to view them as the source of value, rather than simply the vessels of happiness (where happiness, for the utilitarian, is the actual source of value).  Here the individuals themselves have no moral value or worth; rather, they are like cups containing either sweet or bitter liquid: only the liquid has value, while the cup itself is worthless, and the idea is to act so as to create as much of the sweet liquid as possible.  


If persons are viewed as ends-in-themselves, however, and never merely as means to some other end (e.g., the maximization of happiness), then persons will never be sacrificed for some other end.  With utilitarianism, since we are to maximize happiness, we may be required occasionally to sacrifice a person in order to increase the overall net happiness.  Our intuitions, however, may suggest that we should rather sacrifice the extra happiness in order to respect the person.  This is a distinctly “Kantian intuition” that is rejected in utilitarianism.


Against the Good as a State of Mind: “The Pleasure Machine”


Imagine a machine that can create experiences for you by feeding them through electrodes directly into your brain from a computer.  We are getting ever closer to such a “virtual reality” machine.  Imagine such a perfect machine existing now, and imagine that the computer is programmed so as to give you the most pleasurable experiences possible.
  It will, in effect, simulate a life for you.  You will have the experience of sitting down at the machine and having a technician attach the various electrodes.  You will then hear the technician ask: “Are you ready?”, and you’ll nod.  You’ll see the technician flip a switch, and then he’ll remove the electrodes, you’ll thank him and be on your way.  But in reality, after the switch is flipped, what you’re experiencing is coming from the computer, the electrodes are never removed from your head, and you never leave the machine.  You remain at the machine, while the technician leaves for lunch. 


As far as your experiences are concerned, however, you leave the machine and go on to live a wonderful life.  It’s the best one imaginable.  You marry the spouse of your dreams, you have wonderful, well-behaved children, and your tennis game steadily improves.  The computer programmers are clever at their job, too.  They know that you’d quickly grow bored with a life that presents no challenges and obstacles, and occasional setbacks.  So sometimes you’ll quarrel with your spouse, a child will occasionally get hurt or spill some milk; but you’ll be spared all the horror and agony that a real life can dish out for you: none of your children will die painful deaths from some brain tumor, none will be killed by a drunk driver, your mother won’t commit suicide, and you won’t find yourself in a dead-end job from which you can hardly wait to retire.  Not everyone’s life is this bad, of course, but we all know how life can often send us curve balls that bring about wholly gratuitous and unredeemable misery.  The pleasure machine, on the other hand, will maximize your pleasures.


So, would you hook yourself up?  If pleasure is the greatest good, then it seems as though you would.  We could even have everyone hooked up (to assuage any impartiality considerations we might have).  If, on the other hand, you think it would be a bad thing to hook yourself up to the machine, that intuition suggests that pleasure (of whatever kind) may not be of intrinsic value.  It could be that the problem with the pleasure machine is that it leaves us as wholly passive experiencers, and that we think that acting and willing are important.  If so, we may feel sympathetic with Kant’s view that the source of value is the human will.  If we place value in the will, then we would not want to enter the pleasure machine, for this would render the person into a passive experiencer (that is, it effectively nullifies the will), rather than encouraging the person’s role as someone who acts in the world.  Of course, not all agents are good (that is, have good wills), but agency is a pre-condition for there to be a good will at all.


The “Pleasure Machine” objection directly suggests what the “sadistic dentist” example addresses only indirectly, namely, that the hedonistic aspect of utilitarianism might be flawed.  Indeed, the psychological claim that we desire pleasure above all else may well be false.
  What we desire, for instance, is to play a good game of tennis; and if we succeed at this, then we feel pleasure.  We desire to do well not because it brings us pleasure; rather, it brings us pleasure because we desire obtaining it.
  Utilitarianism (and any other form of hedonism) seems to have this connection between desire and pleasure completely backwards.  Similarly, this suggests not merely that happiness or the good is not pleasure, but also that happiness — the good for humans — is not a mental state at all, but is instead some objective state of affairs.  When something bad happens, we feel displeasure, and it’s because of the bad thing that we feel displeasure.  The displeasure does not make the thing bad.  Similarly with pleasure and the good.  We desire the good, and when we attain the good (whatever it may be for us) we experience pleasure.


Hedonism could be rejected and yet a form of consequentialism retained, where the good to be maximized is defined in some non-psychological way.  The problem here, of course, is finding a conception of the good that all human beings would accept.  And this is probably Mill’s best defense: pleasure is the best candidate for the good, because it is the one that everyone seems to desire.


Deontological Ethics


“From the crooked timber of humanity, 
nothing wholly straight can be made.”


– Immanuel Kant (1724-1804)

[53] Preliminary Remarks on Kant’s Ethics


Kant’s Writings on Moral Philosophy


Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) wrote prolifically on a wide range of subjects, most famously on epistemology and the limits of human reason in his Critique of Pure Reason (1781).  But he is also well known for his moral philosophy, and his writings here include the brief Foundations for the Metaphysics of Morals (1785), the Critique of Practical Reason (1788), and the Metaphysics of Morals (1797).  The first of these, the Foundations, was written to exhibit moral reason in its purest form; the Critique of Practical Reason addressed various criticisms of his moral theory and attempted to demonstrate the essential unity of reason (despite its theoretical and practical spheres); and in the Metaphysics of Morals, Kant attempted to develop a system of duties, by applying the theory developed in the previous writings.  Finally, because Kant was first and foremost a professor, he also gave lectures on moral philosophy to his students at Königsberg, and many of the notes from these lectures have been preserved and translated. Because these lectures are aimed at undergraduate students, they are often easier to understand than Kant’s own published writings, and they also discuss many topics not mentioned elsewhere.
  The following will concern Kant’s moral theory as presented in his Foundations for the Metaphysics of Morals.


Five Questions for Staying Oriented in Kant’s Practical Philosophy


Kant wants to explain the feeling that many of us have that certain actions are required or prohibited of us absolutely, unconditionally, without exception.
  For instance, many people feel that they are absolutely prohibited from torturing or killing innocent human beings no matter what, even if the whole world depended upon it.  Similarly, a parent may feel absolutely required to protect his young children from harm no matter what, even if it means giving up his own life to do so.  Now, what could be the source of such an unyielding sense of obligation?  We have already noted that the source of this obligation cannot be our desire for some consequence of our action or omission, for we find the action or omission to be right or wrong in itself, independent of any consequences.  I simply see that it is wrong to take innocent life, and I avoid it not because I fear going to jail, nor because I fear public criticism, nor because I am merely disinclined to kill the innocent, but because it is morally wrong.


Kant employs a moral principle called the Categorical Imperative to discover more specific, lower-level moral laws or duties (also called “categorical imperatives” or “moral imperatives” or “imperatives of duty”), and it is our duty to follow these moral laws.  Kant found a logical difference between two different kinds of duties — called perfect and imperfect duties — and this difference is also of moral and social importance, for perfect duties appear to be the necessary conditions for human existence within any society, while imperfect duties are the necessary conditions for human existence within any society that is worth having (or “is desirable”).
   This is what is of most value in Kant’s theory.  I'm not certain that his ethics can be wholly rewritten in these terms, but this intuition may have motivated parts of it.  Here, now are the five questions (and their answers).


(1) What is morally good without qualification?  (A: The good will.)


(2) What does it mean to have a good will?  (A: To act from duty rather than from inclination.)


(3) What does it mean to act from duty?  (A: To act from respect for the law — to view the law as objectively necessary.)


(4) What is the law according to which I am to act?  (A: Any law generated by the Categorical Imperative, viz.: “act only on that maxim that I can consistently will to become a universal law.”)


(5) And why should I act from respect for this law?  (Why is it so binding on me?)  (A: Because I made the law myself.)

[54] the Good Will and Duty


Kant’s ethics emphasizes the motives and intentions of a person’s actions rather than the consequences.  The will, for Kant, is that capacity found in human beings for acting from a principle.  As Kant writes:


Everything in nature works according to law.  Only a rational being has the capacity of acting according to the conception of laws, that is, according to principles.  This capacity is will. [Ak. 4: 412]


Insofar as the human being guides her actions according to some maxim or principle, rather than according to some whim or inclination — in other words, when an action is motivated by some principle — then the human being is a person, possessing dignity and worth, and is more than a mere biological creature.  Only human beings are capable of moral good because only they have reason (the ability to conceive of alternative possibilities) and freedom (the ability to choose and act on these possibilities); but unless they use this reason and freedom, these human beings are not persons, and are not much better off than cattle.  Kant characterizes this point quite nicely in a passage from his Metaphysics of Morals (1797):


In the system of nature, a human being is a being of slight importance and shares with the rest of animals, as offspring of the earth, an ordinary value.  Although a human being has, in his understanding, something more than they and can set himself ends, even this gives him only an extrinsic value for his usefulness; that is to say, it gives one man a higher value than another, that is, a price as of a commodity in exchange with these animals as things….

But a human being regarded as a person, that is, as the subject of a morally practical reason, is exalted above any price; for as a person he is not to be valued merely as a means to the ends of others or even to his own ends, but as an end in itself, that is, he possesses a dignity (an absolute inner worth) by which he exacts respect for himself from all other rational beings in the world. [Ak. 6: 434-5, Gregor translation (Latin phrases omitted)]


What confers worth upon us is the exercising of our wills, our acting according to some maxim or principle.  This elevates us above mere cattle, which chew their cud as a matter of inclination.  Furthermore, when our action is based on the right maxim or principle, then the will is morally good.  To act from inclination, however, is not to act with one’s will at all — here the will is simply idling.  This concept of the will is central to Kant’s theory.


What is the Source of Value?


If something is valued as an end, for its own sake, then it has final value.  It is the ultimate reason for all human action.  Aristotle, Kant, and Mill — and pretty much everyone else — believe that happiness is what has final value.  What has instrumental value, on the other hand, is anything valued because it brings about happiness.


Final and instrumental value both concern the way that we value something.  Having decided this, however, we might still ask about the source of value.  Whatever is the source of value we call intrinsically valuable, while everything else of value will be valuable only so far as it is related to the source of value in the right way (and so is valuable only extrinsically).  For Kant, the good will is the source of value, and happiness has value only if it is associated with the good will.  Similarly, anything that a good will desires will be thought to have value simply because the good will desires it.


Mill and other utilitarians view happiness as the source of value, as well as having final value.  Kant realized that all human beings desire happiness, and that we desire it for itself; but Kant also believed that happiness, apart from a good will, was without moral value.  If happiness were the source of value, then it wouldn’t matter how we obtained it, but as the common saying goes, “the end does not justify the means,” or at least not always, and some instances of happiness strike nearly everyone as not merely void of value, but positively bad.  Imagine, for instance, some brutal, wealthy fellow who amassed his fortunes by exploiting illegal aliens in slavery-like conditions in his sweatshop, and suppose that this wealth brought him great happiness.  Kant claims that such happiness will always strike an impartial observer as being without value.


Kant begins section one of the Foundations with his memorable claim that “nothing in the world … can possibly be conceived which could be called good without qualification except a good will.”  The good will has intrinsic value (“has absolute value,” “is good in itself”), and all other value is derived from this source, and so is extrinsic.  Happiness can’t have intrinsic value, for while we are all naturally inclined to seek happiness, Kant notes that we do not consider as good those who enjoy happiness at the expense of others.  We view such people “with disapproval.”
  The happiness felt by a successful sadistic murderer has no value (as judged by an “impartial observer”) because it is not joined with a good will.  Kant’s main concern is not with “what makes me happy” but rather with “what makes me worthy of happiness” — and having a good will seems necessary for a person to be considered worthy of happiness.  For John Stuart Mill, happiness is the source of value, the end-in-itself.  For Kant, persons are the source of value.  A corollary of this: for Mill, we might sacrifice people so as to maximize happiness; for Kant, we would instead sacrifice happiness for the sake of persons.


Motivations for Acting: Inclination and Duty


There are two possible motivations for any of our actions: inclination (which includes our sensuous or animal desires) and duty (the voice of reason).  As for inclination, we might be inclined by the desire for some consequence of the action (these are so-called non-immediate inclinations), or we might be inclined by a desire for the action itself (so-called immediate inclinations).  Were an action motivated by duty, however, the agent would perform the action even if the consequences were not desired and the action itself was repugnant.  The “call of duty” is the feeling that you must do something not because of some desired or feared consequence, nor because you want to do it, but because it is right, because it is the thing to do and so you must do it.  Even if the world were to be destroyed tomorrow, you would still feel obliged to honor this duty.  The most compelling examples are of duties not to act in certain ways, such as the duty not to torture children — recall Alyosha Karamazov, who would not torture a child even if it were to bring about universal happiness for the rest of humanity.


This notion of duty is built into the word ‘deontological’, the stem of which comes from the Greek ‘deon’ [= that which is binding or needful] or ‘dein’ [= to bind].  Similarly, ‘obligation’ comes from the Latin ‘ob’ [= in the way of; towards or against] and ‘ligare’ [= to bind].  We speak of being “duty bound,” for instance.  Duty and obligation are closely related concepts, and are central in Kant’s deontological ethics.


The Good Will is a Will acting from Duty


To have a good will means that one is acting from duty.  Reason, which is the same for everyone, determines those actions we have a duty to perform; if we then choose those actions because we see that they are our duty, then we are acting from a good will.  Our will is considered good simply because of its motivations; the consequences of our actions are irrelevant to the will’s value.  To say that the good will has intrinsic value is to say that it is good in itself, independent of all else and any possible consequences its actions might have – its value does not depend on it being a means to another good, such as happiness.  


The utilitarian judges the rightness of actions solely on the basis of their consequences.  For Kant, an action is right so long as it conforms with duty.  Kant then adds a new distinction, claiming that the action might be morally right, but it still lacks moral value (and the will choosing will not be considered good) unless the action is also motivated by duty.  For Kant, none of the possible consequences of an action can serve as a motive (e.g., where the self desires some likely consequence and therefore performs the action that is hoped to produce it).  The agent’s motive must be duty.  In contrast, the utilitarian considers only the consequences in assessing an action.


Actions in Conformity with Duty and Actions Motivated by Duty


Kant offers five illustrations of this three-fold distinction of motive (non-immediate and immediate inclination, and duty): (1) the honest grocer, (2) preserving one’s life, (3) helping others where one can, (4) assuring one’s own happiness, (5) loving neighbors and enemies.  


More Examples…

Action: I do not steal a book (which I would like to have) from the library.


Possible motive: 


 non-immediate inclination: I lack shelf space for it at home, someone is watching me at the moment, I don’t feel like risking getting caught; I fear the hellfire that will surely be mine if I do.


 immediate inclination: I don’t like to steal things, I enjoy being honest or trustworthy, etc.


Action: I preserve my life (although it has grown intolerable).


Possible motive:


 non-immediate inclination: I desire to help someone presently in need, or to finish some project (which, when finished, would no longer motivate preservation).


 immediate inclination: I love life, or fear death, or fear the violence done to my body (in an act of suicide).


Let’s consider the honest grocer example.  Imagine some grocer who treats all of his customers fairly and does not take advantage of young children or the feeble-minded, or foreigners unfamiliar with the local currency.  Clearly such honesty is in conformity with the grocer’s duty (we’ll investigate why it is later).  But the motivation behind such action might not be duty itself, but instead some inclination.  For instance, some actions conform to duty but are done from a “non-immediate inclination.”  Suppose the grocer’s honesty is motivated by a desire for its good consequences, namely, continued patronage of his store – or conversely, a desire to avoid the eventual consequences of dishonesty.  To do something out of a desire for the consequences of the act is to act from a non-immediate inclination.  Here the grocer is being honest not because he sees that it is his duty, but because he desires the rewards of honesty or fears the penalties of dishonesty.


Other actions conform to duty, but are done from some “immediate” inclination.  Suppose that the grocer’s honesty is motivated by a natural affection for his customers.  Suppose he is of that agreeable nature that rejoices in helping others, and that cheating a customer would be the farthest thing from his mind.  Here the honest behavior is itself desired.  Whenever an action (or omission) is motivated by a desire or abhorrence of the action itself (as opposed to any consequences of the action), then the action is motivated by an “immediate inclination.”  


Finally, some actions both conform to duty and are motivated by duty.  If the grocer’s honesty is motivated by the realization that honest behavior is his duty, then his action now has moral value.  The good will is the source of value, and it is defined as a will that acts from duty; so only such actions have any value.



[55] Imperatives and Duty


 [Poem]


next to of course god america i



“next to of course god america i



love you land of the pilgrims’ and so forth oh



say can you see by the dawn’s early my



country 'tis of centuries come and go



and are no more what of it we should worry



in every language even deafanddumb



thy sons acclaim your glorious name by gorry



by jingo by gee by gosh by gum



why talk of beauty what could be more beauti-



ful than these heroic happy dead



who rushed like lions to the roaring slaughter



they did not stop to think they died instead



then shall the voice of liberty be mute?”



He spoke.And drank rapidly a glass of water


— e e cummings (1894-1963)

Kant defines a good will as one that is motivated by duty; but how do we decide what our duty is?  Our duty will be those imperatives that bind us categorically or absolutely, and these can be found to bind us categorically because of their logical form (or, alternatively, because of the nature of human beings as the ultimate source of value).  So we will first consider what categorical imperatives are, and then examine their logical form (as displayed in the first formulation of the Categorical Imperative) and how they are related to humanity as the source of value (in the second formulation of the Categorical Imperative).


Hypothetical and Categorical Imperatives


An imperative is simply a command, and Kant distinguishes between two general kinds: hypothetical (of which there are imperatives of skill and imperatives of prudence) and categorical.  Only the latter are absolutely binding.  Hypothetical imperatives all have the logical form: “If you want E, then do A!”, where E is some particular end or goal, and A is some action: with imperatives of skill, the thing wanted might be any goal at all, while an imperative of prudence always posits happiness as the goal – a goal apparently shared by all humans.  Categorical imperatives, on the other hand, simply have the form: “Do A!”  


Kant wants to explain and account for our “sense of duty,” which is similar to the voice of conscience commanding us to do (or not do) something.  What is the nature of this command?  Is it hypothetical?  Seemingly not.  It binds us absolutely, and so is categorical.  With hypothetical imperatives an action is required to attain some end, while with categorical imperatives an action is simply required in and of itself.

Most of the imperatives that we hear in life are hypothetical, although they are often uttered as if they were categorical (that is to say, their true logical form is hypothetical, although their surface or apparent form is categorical).  For instance, a mother might command her child: “Eat your peas!”  It looks as though the mother is issuing a categorical command, and yet no one would mistake this as a moral utterance; it would be a strange world in which children had a moral duty to eat their peas.  Rather, the true form of her command is hypothetical, and she has simply left off the antecedent part: she’s really saying “If you want to have any dessert, then eat your peas!” or “If you want to leave the table, then eat your peas!” or “If you want to be healthy, then eat your peas!” and so on.


Hypothetical imperatives are not absolutely binding because they always assume some desired end, and so the command can be avoided simply by rejecting that end.  The child can always reply to her mother: “I don’t need to eat those peas because I don’t care for any dessert”  (or “… because I don’t care if you beat me” or “… because I don’t care about my physical health”).  The example of the peas is an imperative of skill: these always refer to an end that you might possibly want, and thus are commanded to act in a way that will not foreclose your ability to obtain that end.  But because the end is always contingent, the command is contingent as well.  


One might think that imperatives of prudence, on the other hand, are inescapable, since they posit one’s own happiness as the end of some action (“If you want to be happy, then do A!”).  Kant agreed with Aristotle and others that happiness is an end towards which all human beings strive, and so it might stand to reason that such imperatives would indeed be absolutely binding on us, thus serving as a basis for our moral claims.  Yet closer inspection reveals that such claims still lack an ultimate binding force.  I could with all sincerity encourage you to study more philosophy with the claim: “If you want to be happy, then study philosophy!” – for although philosophy is often difficult, and occasionally frustrating, it will make possible for you degrees and kinds of happiness that you aren’t likely to find elsewhere.  Hard as it may be to imagine, however, many of you will manage not to believe me, and so will avoid my command by pointing out that, while you do want to be happy, you don’t think studying philosophy will get you there.
  Imperatives of prudence are therefore still hypothetical, for although everyone desires happiness as an end, what actually brings about happiness for each person may be different.


Categorical imperatives are imperatives of morality, and have the form: “Do A.”  Here an action is required in and of itself, regardless of any possible ends.  It is this species of command that Kant is trying to identify and explain with his moral theory.


Morality and Religion


Many people base – or at least believe that they base – their moral views upon their religious views.  A typical notion is that we are to act morally because of what might happen after we die: if we act immorally (i.e., if we sin) then we will roast in hell eternally; if we act morally (i.e., do God’s bidding) we will gain entrance to heaven and its eternal rewards.  But to base morality on religion like this is to make the commands of morality all hypothetical, having the general form: “If you want to get to heaven (or avoid hell), then do A!”  This turns morality into little more than a kind of prudential reasoning, and because Kant believes that all true moral claims are categorical, he rejects this sort of religious foundation.  Nor does his rejection seem entirely implausible.  After all, how many of us refrain from murdering others, or torturing children, or littering, simply because we fear that not doing so might jeopardize our afterlife?  Don’t we believe that it’s wrong to torture children regardless of the consequences?


The Basis of Moral Obligation


To what extent do these hypothetical and categorical imperatives bind us, that is, oblige us?  Imperatives of skill have little binding power since we need merely say that we don’t desire the end.  Imperatives of prudence would appear to be more binding, since everyone desires happiness; but the path to happiness may be different for people, and so the imperative may simply be wrong.  Imperatives of morality, on the other hand, bind us completely – and this accords well with how we feel about duty.


At the same time, why hypothetical imperatives bind us is transparently clear: insofar as we desire the end, then we are bound to perform the necessary means.  Thus imperatives of skill are tautologically true: you want whatever means are necessary to some desired end.  Imperatives of prudence are also tautological, as long as you really know what means are necessary for happiness – but generally these are more like counsels than commands: “doing X will tend towards happiness.”  Both of these imperatives are based on some desire: if you desire something, then you must do whatever is necessary to obtain it, and the obligatory force of the imperative depends on that action being a necessary means to the satisfaction of the desire.


Imperatives of morality are not based on the desire for some end, and the ultimate source of their hold upon us is that they arise from the reason within each one of us.  Reason discovers moral laws within itself just as it discovers physical laws within the world, and so it is to these that we must now turn.Respect for the Law


To act from duty means to act out of respect for the moral law.  Here the “moral law” is seen as analogous to a “physical law”: it is a rule of action that all humans are to follow.  These rules are called categorical imperatives, or imperatives of morality or duty, and they are generated by what Kant calls the Categorical Imperative, which reads (in its first formulation): 


“Act only on that maxim that I can consistently will to become a universal law”


This is a rule for telling us how to make rules of action (a rule for rule making). At its heart is the prohibition against making a moral exception of oneself (there is to be “no double-standard” – one for me and another for everyone else).  To understand this criterion we need to understand its parts, namely, what maxims and universal laws are, and what is involved in “consistently willing” something.


A maxim is a subjective action-guide, a principle for guiding my actions in particular situations.  For example:


“I shall treat other humans as mere means to my own happiness.”


“I shall cheat on my exams if it will help my GPA.”


“I shall help others when I can without serious risk to myself.”


“I shall steal any library books that I really need.”


A universal law, on the other hand, is an objective action-guide, that is, a principle for guiding everyone’s actions.  For example: 


“Everyone shall treat other humans as mere means to their own happiness.”


“Everyone shall cheat on their exams if it helps their GPA.”


“Everyone shall help others if it involves no serious risk to themselves.”


“Everyone shall steal any library books that they really need.”


It turns out that there are two applicable senses of “willing consistently” that a maxim be made into a universal law, and these two senses distinguish what Kant calls perfect and imperfect duties.  With perfect (or “strict”) duties, the opposite maxim is logically impossible (i.e., self-contradictory) when universalized (see the second example, below).  With imperfect (or “meritorious”) duties, the opposite maxim can be universalized, but I cannot want to universalize it (see the fourth example, below).  In other words, some maxims – when universalized – result in a law that becomes self-defeating (these are logically inconsistent, and the opposite maxim is for us a perfect duty).  Other maxims can be universalized, but result in a situation that we do not really want (thus result in a contradiction in our will, showing that the opposite maxim is for us an imperfect duty).


If it was from duty that I did not steal the book, then what motivated my honesty in the matter was my recognition that the maxim governing such an action could not be consistently willed to be a law (a rule governing everyone’s actions, including my own).


Kant’s Examples of Perfect and Imperfect Duties


Because there are duties to oneself as well as duties to others, and because there are perfect as well as imperfect duties, Kant offers us four sample duties: a perfect duty to the self, a perfect duty to others, an imperfect duty to the self, and an imperfect duty to others (Ak. 4: 421-23).  There are, of course, many other duties that fall into these four categories. 


(1) Perfect duty to self: “From self-love end your life if it minimizes pain” 


Kant believes that I have a perfect duty not to commit suicide, because I cannot universalize the opposite maxim.  This “law” of ending one’s life out of self-love is inconsistent with itself; it cannot be universalized because the same principle of behavior (self-love) cannot, in a rational system, lead to diametrically opposed behaviors (viz., the furtherance of one’s life and the destruction of one’s life).  This makes sense primarily when the moral world is considered as analogous with the physical world, where the same natural law cannot issue in opposite behaviors.  Think of moral laws as natural human instincts: Here we have an instinct for survival (“self-love”), and it would be contradictory that this same instinct also desire its opposite.  This does not, however, prohibit all suicide (such as killing oneself to help another: the morality of this would require further inquiry); it only prohibits suicide motivated by self-love.


(2) Perfect duty to others: “Make false promises when convenient” 


I have a perfect duty not to make false promises, because I cannot universalize the opposite maxim.  Universalization is not possible because it is logically inconsistent with the very institution of promise-making.


Kant is not saying here that I must not give false promises because eventually the institution of promise-keeping would be undermined, and that I do not want such an institution (this would result in a merely prudential, or hypothetical imperative [Why not an imperfect duty?]).  Rather, the universalization of the maxim results immediately in a logical contradiction.


(3) Imperfect duty to self: “Let your talents rust if you are content”


I have an imperfect duty to develop my talents, because I cannot will to universalize the opposite maxim.  This law is inconsistent with my will.  We can universalize this maxim (making idleness even an instinct in us), but we cannot will that it be so universalized, for our ends are often changing, and we always desire the means necessary to attain the end.  In the future, my ends may be such that I will have required the cultivation of those very talents that I am now neglecting.  So there is a contradiction in my will: I will that I do not cultivate my talents and I will that I do cultivate my talents (in order to attain possible future ends).


(4) Imperfect duty to others: “Let all people fend for themselves” 


I have an imperfect duty to help others in need, because I cannot will to universalize the opposite maxim.  This cannot be universalized because no matter how well off I may be now, there is always the possibility that I will some day be in need of help.  Because I will then desire the aid of others, I cannot also desire that no one ever give aid.  This would involve a contradiction in my will.


More on Perfect & Imperfect Duties


As the examples above indicate, all duties for Kant are either perfect (strict, non-discretionary) or imperfect (meritorious, discretionary) and we have seen how they are distinguished formally.  But how does this play out in practice?  The first thing to notice is that the perfect duties appear to line up with “negative in rem rights,” while imperfect duties seem to line up with “positive in rem rights.”  This is helpful, for we are always required to honor our perfect duties, while the imperfect duties are discretionary: having an imperfect duty to help others in need, it is up to me to decide when, who, and how much I will help.  That is all that the ‘imperfect’ means – not that these duties are somehow flawed or not as binding, but that they bind us in a different way.  We must be benevolent towards others, and we must develop our various talents; but it is up to us as individuals to decide how this is going to take place.  


This division seems to fit well with the structure of the moral universe and what is actually possible for finite human beings.  I can quite easily honor my perfect duty of not lying to others, or not torturing them, or not harming them unjustly – this is a duty that I have towards every human being, and yet I can perform this duty even while hopping on one foot in a locked room, with my hands tied behind my back.  Perfect duties (and negative rights) are like that.  Imperfect duties, on the other hand, are not so easy, for they actually require me to act.  Suppose for a moment that these imperfect duties were actually perfect, or non-discretionary.  Where would I begin?  The very thought makes me hyperventilate!  I must perfect my talents!  Which first?  I race to the piano and practice my scales; no, now it’s off to the tuba, to practice my tuba-playing talents; but wait, what about those Swahili lessons?  And there’s all those starving children in the world in need of food!  I race to the kitchen to prepare five million sack lunches….  Such duties would exhaust us, and we would still not have honored them all.  Fortunately, those duties that involve positive actions turn out to be discretionary: the duty itself is not discretionary (we must perform it), but how and when and towards whom we perform it is for us to decide.


Recall that some actions are morally trivial – we have no duty to perform them, nor to avoid them.  But how do we recognize an action as trivial?  The easiest test is to see whether its opposite can also be universalized.  If it can, then we know the action isn’t a perfect duty.  Further, if my will is indifferent to either universalization, then it can’t be an imperfect duty, either.


The Categorical Imperative is not the Golden Rule


Although the first formulation of the Categorical Imperative bears some resemblance to the Golden Rule (“Do unto others as you would have them do unto you”),
 they are not the same, and they do not yield the same results.  For instance, a masochist following the Golden Rule might harm others, since that is what he would like them to do to him.  The basic problem with the Golden Rule is that it takes what some person desires as its point of departure.  But desires and inclinations can be, and often are, highly idiosyncratic, and therefore they resist universalization.  Given this, and insofar as moral theory is attempting to find a code of behavior to which all human beings can assent, the categorical imperative is superior to the Golden Rule.


Moral Laws are Universal


These moral laws are modeled after physical laws (of science), and so are meant to be objectively necessary, which lends them their “binding force” (that is, we feel obliged to follow them).  The law (what Kant calls “the objective determination of the act”) is the command of reason, and respect for the law (what Kant calls “the subjective determination of the act”) is what should motivate my act.  Laws of nature are universal, and Kant thought laws of morality should also be universal since they arise from reason, which all humans share.  If a law is to be universal, it must be an action-guiding principle that every person can will to follow.   But if my maxim is such that every rational being can will to follow it, then it is not just a subjective principle of action, but an objective principle (for it is applicable to everyone).  This universalizability is also a good indication that my maxim does not merely embody some sensuous inclination.


Three Formulations – One Imperative


This one Categorical Imperative is meant as a principle or formula from which is to be derived all the commands of morality (the laws that practical reason gives for guiding our actions).  So it is really a second-order rule of action, from which we derive our first-order rules (e.g., of promise keeping, or of benevolence).  Kant also gives us three separate formulations of this imperative – the Universal Law, the End-in-Itself, and the Autonomy formulations – noting that these are three ways of thinking about the same thing, and not different moral principles.


The Universal Law formulation (“Act only on that maxim which you can consistently will to be a universal law” [Ak. 4: 421]) was discussed above with Kant’s four examples and the discussion of perfect and imperfect duties.


The End-in-Itself formulation (“Act so as to treat humanity, whether in your own person or in the person of another, always as an end, never merely as a means” [Ak. 4: 429]) focuses on the nature of human beings, insofar as they act according to maxims (“have wills”) and so are persons.  According to this formulation, I am not to use another in any way with which the other cannot in principle agree, since doing so would be to use that person merely as a means, as a mere tool or instrument of my own plans and desires.  This forbids the use of deception or coercion, since either of these involve the other person in a scheme of action to which they would not consent if they knew all the details (were not deceived) or if they were not forced.  For instance, to make a lying promise to another so as to procure a loan is to use the person lied to as a mere means.  One might as well hit him over the head and steal the money outright – the difference here between force and fraud is morally negligible.


Also, we act for various ends, most of which are relative, and so differ from person to person.  But is there an end of absolute value?  If so, it is an end common to all humans, and so can be the basis of a common principle of action.  Well, one end we all share is happiness – even Kant believes this (since happiness is a final good).  But happiness doesn’t exist in itself; it can occur only in humans, so we are to promote one another’s happiness, which is to promote one another’s ends, since having one’s ends promoted results in happiness.  Perfect duties require that we not treat a person as a mere means.  Imperfect duties require that we promote the interests of others (we view another as an end in itself, and therefore wish also to promote its interests).


This formulation bases the categorical imperative on the idea of the will of a rational being.  Kant views the good will as being the source of value (being an end in itself).  Reason exists not to pursue happiness or other worldly goods, but for itself.  So every person, as a rational willer, is an end in itself, and this forms the basis of the second formulation of the categorical imperative.


 [Poem]


[In Goya’s greatest scenes we seem to see]


In Goya’s greatest scenes we seem to see






the people of the world



exactly at the moment when




they first attained the title of







‘suffering humanity’



They write upon the page





in a veritable rage






of adversity



Heaped up




groaning with babies and bayonets







under cement skies



   in an abstract landscape of blasted trees




bent statues bats wings and beaks





slippery gibbets



      cadavers and carnivorous cocks



    and all the final hollering monsters





of the






‘imagination of disaster’




they are so bloody real






it is as if they really still existed.



And they do




Only the landscape is changed


They still are ranged along the roads



plagued by legionaires





false windmills and demented roosters


They are the same people





only further from home



on freeways fifty lanes wide




on a concrete continent





spaced with bland billboards




illustrating imbecile illusions of happiness


The scenes show fewer tumbrels




but more maimed citizens





in painted cars



          and they have strange license plates



and engines




     that devour America


— Lawrence Ferlinghetti (1919- )

The Autonomy formulation (“Act so that the will may regard itself as in its maxims laying down universal laws” [Ak. 4: 431]) instructs us to act as autonomous agents legislating for all agents in the kingdom of ends.  Everyone is legislating for themselves, and at the same time for everyone else, in that we are all using the same basic formula for deciding which of our maxims are moral, and which not.  This third formulation highlights Kant’s solution to the general problem of motivation, that is, how or why moral imperatives bind us categorically.  We already noted above how it was that imperatives of skill and prudence bind us.  With imperatives of skill, the will is obliged to desire the means to whatever ends are desired.  With imperatives of prudence, the will is counseled to do that which is necessary to attain happiness.  But how do imperatives of morality bind us?  With these imperatives, we impose the laws on ourselves (as an exercise of our autonomy), and thus oblige ourselves.  In other words, we follow the rules of morality because we made them ourselves.  Before coming to the notion of autonomy and the third formulation, Kant merely assumed moral imperatives to be categorical because we were bound to make this assumption if we wished to explain the concept of duty


Evolutionary Ethics



[56] Darwin on Human Beings


The Origin of Species


Charles Darwin (1809-1882) was born at Shrewsbury, England, the son of a prominent physician, and grandson of Erasmus Darwin (1731-1802), an important biologist in his own right.  Young Charles studied medicine at Edinburgh and later theology at Cambridge.  But more interested in studying the book of nature, Darwin secured a place as Ship’s Naturalist aboard the H.M.S. Beagle, setting sail for the Southern Hemisphere in 1831 and returning five years later.  His observations during these travels formed the basis for much of the work for which he later became well-known.


Like Aristotle, and unlike the modern mechanists (who tried to understand living things as machines), Darwin concerned himself with the question of forms (or species).  But, unlike Aristotle, Darwin believed that forms emerged over time, and thus were not immutable.  He was not the only person, nor the first, to believe that species arose from other species, but he has in time become the most significant, and his theory of change the most successful.
  Given the flux between species (in effect, the erasure of permanent species-boundaries), differences between humans and other animals were no longer as straight-forward, and the very notion of what species even were became problematic.  As regards human beings, Darwin did not believe that we possessed any properties that other animals did not also possess, at least in some rudimentary form.


Darwin’s Voyage of Discovery


As the twenty-two year old Darwin began his famous tour as the ship’s naturalist on the H.M.S. Beagle, his views on the nature of humans were somewhat more orthodox than they would be upon his return five years later.  But this is not the place to give an account of all that transpired in Darwin’s mind during his study of the flora and fauna of the southern hemisphere — suffice it to mention that this “almost country parson” grew steadily convinced that species evolved from other species, and therefore that humans had descended from non-humans.  As he later wrote in one of his notebooks at the age of twenty-eight:


It is absurd to talk of one animal being higher than another. We consider those, where the cerebral structure/intellectual faculties most developed, as highest. A bee doubtless would where the instincts were. [B Notebook, p. 74]


This quote hints at a point in evolutionary theory that Darwin took to be an obvious consequence, but which is commonly misunderstood in the popular mind — namely, that all organisms alive today are as “evolved” as any other.  Human beings did not evolve from apes or monkeys that exist today; the claim, rather, is that humans, apes, and monkeys all share a common ancestor (some group of animals which diverged into the various species that now exist).  A helpful metaphor here is to view all of life as a bush, with the currently existing species as leaves on the bush.  All life has a common ancestor (the trunk), and some leaves are more closely related than others; but no leaves are “higher” or “more advanced” than other leaves.

Four Aspects of Darwinism


(1)
Multiplication of species.  This theory explains the enormous diversity of living organisms by postulating that species multiply, by either splitting or “budding,” through the establishment of isolated populations that gradually evolve into new species.


(2)
Common descent.  All species ultimately share the same ancestral group of organisms.


(3)
Gradualism.  Evolutionary change takes place through the gradual change of populations and not by the sudden production of new individuals representing a new type.


 (4)
Natural selection.  The gradual change in a population occurs through the abundant production of slight genetic variations in every generation.  The relatively few individuals that survive, owing to their particularly well-suited combination of inheritable characters, pass on their traits to the next generation.


Darwin’s “species humility” was hardly a novelty in human thought, of course, having appeared sporadically ever since the ancient Greeks.  But in 19th century England, at the beginning of Queen Victoria’s lengthy reign, these thoughts bore an element of the unpopular.  Later, in the same notebook, Darwin wrote that everyone held that the soul was superadded, and that animals do not have a soul and thus are unable to “look forward.”  But, he continued, …


…if we choose to let conjecture run wild, then animals our fellow brethren in pain, disease, death and suffering, and famine, our slaves in the most laborious works, our companions in our amusements; they may partake from our origin in one common ancestor; we may be all netted together. [B Notebook]


“We may be all netted together.”  This was indeed Darwin’s faith: we are all members of a single community of life, and we live out our days in a single, unified world.  We are not spread across two worlds — the mental and the material — as the Cartesians believed.


A common argument against there being any insurmountable gap between humans and non-human animals was to compare examples of the most human-like animals with the least human-like humans.
  In a later notebook (February to July, 1838), Darwin attempted such a comparison:


Let man visit Ourang-outang in domestication, hear expressive whine, see its intelligence when spoken to, as if it understood every word said, see its affections to those it knows, see its passions and rage, sulkiness and very extreme of despair; let him look at savage, roasting his parent, naked, artless, not improving, yet improbable and then let him dare to boast of his proud pre-eminence. [C Notebook]


As most observers of nature are brought to admit, Darwin did hold there to be “a chasm between man … and animals,”  but he contended that this chasm was no argument for there being a separate origin for humans and non-humans [C Notebook, pp. 209-23].  These were views expressed by Darwin in his notebooks and for his own use.  In The Origin of Species, published in 1859, his thoughts on the human’s place in nature were confined to a short paragraph near the end of the book:


In the distant future I see open fields for far more important researches.  Psychology will be based on a new foundation, that of the necessary acquirement of each mental power and capacity by gradation.  Light will be thrown on the origin of man and his history.


A full account of his views on human evolution was finally made public twelve years later with the publication of The Descent of Man in 1871.
  Here Darwin argued for an historical connection with the rest of the animals in terms of both corporeal and mental characteristics.


What is a Species?


There are numerous definitions of ‘species’, the most common being the “folk,” “biological,” “morphological,” and “phylogenetic” definitions.  The folk concept views species as groups of animals that are “reproductively compatible” (dogs beget dogs, never cats) and “discontinuous” (there is an absolute division between species, evident from simple inspection).  This is the way that most lay people understand the term.  The biological concept understands a species as a “reproductively isolated community.”  Breeding is possible across species, but this rarely happens in the wild because the different species are separated geographically (e.g., living on different sides of a mountain range) or temporally (e.g., one comes out during the day, the other at night, or they mate at different seasons) or ecologically (e.g., one lives in tree tops, the other in the undergrowth).  These all serve as natural barriers to interbreeding.  The morphological concept defines species as “the smallest groups consistently and persistently distinct and distinguishable by ordinary means.”  This avoids many of the problems encountered by the “reproductive isolation” criterion, such as asexual populations, self-pollinators, and the difficulties of applying it to actual populations.  Finally, the phylogenetic (or evolutionary) concept distinguishes species by their phylogenesis, that is, their evolutionary history.


Estimates of the total number of species ever to have existed on earth range from 100 to 250 million (1.4 million have been cataloged); estimates of the number of species currently in existence range from five to ten million.  Thus, over ninety percent of the species that once existed are now extinct; and, indeed, we are currently in the midst of a major species die-off as a result of human activities.  New species emerge much more slowly (although studies with fruit flies show that they can be forced to speciate in less than a dozen generations).


Deciding how we are to understand a species is far from idle; it has, for instance, important policy implications for the protection of endangered species.  For examples, the red wolf (Canis rufus) is currently endangered, having suffered set-backs from trapping, hunting, and the destruction of their habitat by human activities.  A “natural” threat to this species, however, is that these various changes made by humans have allowed the coyote (Canis latrans) to successfully populate the red wolf’s territory, leading to their constant interbreeding.  As a result, very few pure red wolfs remain.  Similarly, the Baltimore oriole and the Bullock’s oriole had, until recently, been considered separate species, but because of their interbreeding the American Ornithologists’ Union has now reclassified them both as “northern orioles.”


What kinds of species exist?  The eminent Harvard entomologist E. O. Wilson studied the literature of the world’s fauna in the late 1980’s, and estimated that 42,580 species of vertebrates (animals with backbones) have been described (including 6,300 reptiles, 9,040 birds, and 4,000 mammals), whereas 990,000 invertebrates have been described, 290,000 of which are beetles.  In short, of those animals that we know about, 4 percent are vertebrates and 96 percent invertebrates.  Over one in four (28 percent) of all animal species is a beetle.
  (The great biologist J. B. S. Haldane was once asked what his years of studying biology had taught him about the Creator; his reply was that God seems to have an “inordinate fondness of beetles.”)


Comparing Human and Non-Human Animals


In the fourth chapter of Descent, Darwin noted various differences between the bodies of humans and animals, namely, that humans have relatively larger brains (here Darwin noted a correlation between complexity of the central nervous system (CNS) and the sociality of the organism, pointing out the relatively high complexity of the CNS of ants, bees, and humans), relatively less hair (than other mammals), no tails, and more perfect motor skills.


 “The animal shall not be measured by man.  In a world older and more complete than ours they move finished and complete, gifted with extensions of the senses we have lost or never attained, living by voices we shall never hear.  They are not brethren, they are not underlings; they are other nations, caught with ourselves in the net of life and time, fellow prisoners of the splendor and travail of the earth.”


— Henry Beston, The Outermost House (1928)


The last characteristic is of particular interest.  Here Darwin claims that with humans we find “the most consummate perfection in the correlated action of the hand, arm, and shoulder,” “the perfect co-adaptation of numerous muscles,” “the use of a perfect hand,” such as in the throwing of objects, while apes “perform these actions clumsily, and they are quite unable, as I have seen myself, to throw a stone with precision” [i.140].  He also notes that a “more perfect hand” is disadvantageous in an arboreal niche and suggests a scenario wherein such a hand might arise (namely, from pressure to leave the forests for the plains, forcing the animal to choose between bipedalism and quadrapedalism and, should the former be selected, allowing the development of a more perfect hand).  Those bodily differences between humans and animals are best thought of as differences of degree only: not all mammals have hair, and those that do have it in varying degrees; likewise with the presence of a tail, and the brain size.  Further, many apes are semi-erect and have a hand-coordination roughly approximating those of humans.  


Darwin saw our differences in mental powers to be likewise one of degree:


There can be no doubt that the difference between the mind of the lowest man and that of the highest animal is immense…. Nevertheless the difference in mind between man and the higher animals, great as it is, is certainly one of degree and not of kind. [i.104-5]


Darwin compared the mental features of humans and animals in chapters two and three, offering a list of some eleven features which were thought at one time or another to constitute “an impassable barrier from all the lower animals,” namely, that humans alone: (1) are capable of progress [i.49-50], (2) make use of tools or fire [i.l51-3], (3) domesticate other animals [i.187], (4) possess property [i.52, 109], (5) have a sense of beauty [i.63-5, 108-13], (6) are liable to caprice [i.64], (7) employ language [i.53-62], (8) are self-conscious [i.62-3], (9) have the power of abstraction [ii.391], (10) are endowed with a conscience [Ch. 3 and ii.391-94], and (11) believe in God [i.65-9].


With each of these characteristics he attempts to show that at least some non-humans possess the characteristic to some degree, however small (namely, with items 1-6); or else he describes how they might have naturally evolved in humans, and what would be necessary for their development in animals (7-10); or else he argues that the characteristic is not universal among humans (11).  Darwin felt that the most significant human features were language-use and the presence of a conscience or moral sense — traits unique to humans, but based upon other traits that animals do possess, only in an underdeveloped state.


Language 


Darwin gave language a central role in the mental life of humans.  While he knew of examples of animals using up to six different calls (each evoking a different kind of response [i.53-4]), he believed that an articulate language belonged to humans alone, and he based certain other intellectual powers, such as our self-consciousness and ability to abstract, on our highly developed language [i.105].  Language-use and the brain developed together:


The mental powers in some early progenitor of man must have been more highly developed than in any existing ape, before even the most imperfect form of speech could have come into use; but we may confidently believe that the continued use and advancement of this power would have reacted on the mind by enabling and encouraging it to carry on long trains of thought. [i.57]

The moral sense


At the beginning of chapter three of the Descent, Darwin states that “of all the differences between man and the lower animals, the moral sense is by far the most important” [i.70].  But this moral sense is not some separate faculty that we possess; rather, it is an ability derivative from a certain level of intellectual faculties that various non-humans also have, although to a lesser degree.  He views as improbable that any animal other than a human is a moral being, that is, “one who is capable of comparing his past and future actions or motives, and of approving or disapproving them” [i.88].  But this difference is merely one of intelligence:


Any animal whatever endowed with well-marked social instincts, would inevitably acquire a moral sense or conscience, as soon as the intellectual powers had become as well-developed, or nearly as well-developed, as in man. [i.71-2]


Darwin argues for this claim at some length, pointing out the many social instincts exhibited in animals [i.74-86], and the conflict from which they visibly suffer when one of these social instincts conflicts with some “less persistent instinct” (such as food-seeking) [i.87-93].  Later, he will also argue that language plays an important role in making individual claims and interests public or intersubjective [i.72], and that non-humans are hindered from developing a community of moral selves to the extent that they are unable to communicate in as finely-textured a fashion as we humans.


Insofar as humans regret some past failure to follow a social instinct (as opposed to some briefly-felt instinct such as that of self-preservation or lust) and even feel that they ought to regret such a failure, do humans “differ profoundly from the lower animals” [i.89].  But the difference here is a result not of some peculiar moral faculty that humans possess and animals lack, but of the ability of humans to compare those past acts with instincts which are now present.  The social instincts are always (or nearly always) present, while instincts to seek food, shelter, and the like are only temporary, their force diminishing as they become satisfied.  Consequently, in an hour of calm reflection, when such passing desires are absent and the social instincts alone remain, the acts, as it were, are relived, only now without the support of those ephemeral instincts which had previously motivated them — and this will occasion feelings of discomfort (remorse, regret, guilt, shame).  Darwin offers a hypothetical case of regret in a mother bird whose migratory instinct had momentarily over-powered her maternal instincts: 


Whilst the mother-bird is feeding or brooding over her nestlings, the maternal instinct is probably stronger than the migratory; but the instinct which is more persistent gains the victory, and at last, at a moment when her young ones are not in sight, she takes flight and deserts them.  When arrived at the end of her long journey, and the migratory instinct ceases to act, what an agony of remorse each bird would feel, if, from being endowed with great mental activity, she could not prevent the image continually passing before her mind of her young ones perishing in the bleak north from cold and hunger. [i.91]


Or imagine some father caught in a burning house with his young children.  It might happen that, due to an overwhelming fear and panic, the father flees the house without attempting to rescue his children, and thus allows them to perish.  Here his memories of the children will no doubt haunt him to his grave (in a way that the migrating bird is never haunted).  What bothers him is that his behavior makes no sense in the present situation (namely, where he now feels no fear, but only his love for his children).  Intellectually, he might understand why he abandoned his children; but emotionally, the event is without sense, and he is tortured whenever the memory confronts him.


In sum, our moral sensibilities arise because (1) we have conflicting instincts, (2) some of those instincts — the social ones — tend to be weak but chronic, while others are strong but short-lived, and (3) humans have the ability to recollect past acts and consider them in the light of presently-felt instincts, free of those acutely felt instincts which motivated the act originally.  This is what Darwin called conscience: reflection on past acts, causing regret due to the shifting dominance of different instincts, bringing us to “resolve with more or less force to act differently for the future” [i.91].  Or as he notes later, “any instinct which is permanently stronger or more enduring than another, gives rise to a feeling which we express by saying that it ought to be obeyed” [ii.392].  The point of conscience is not simply to torture us, but to motivate us to become more “self-controlled,” and through an act of will to overmaster various violent emotions in favor of the weaker but more persistent social emotions.


Darwin’s account of morality is not like the other moral theories we have examined (Aristotle, Kant, Mill).  Unlike these, Darwin’s account gives us no guidance for how to behave.  Rather than a normative theory, it provides instead an explanation of conscience, and so, perhaps, for any motivational force behind normative theories in general.  It is nonetheless an objective grounding of morality.  Just as Aristotle placed morality firmly in human nature (specifically, what he took to be our proper function: reason, as applied to our appetites), and Kant placed morality in the nature of reason itself, and Mill placed morality in our desire for pleasure and pain-avoidance, Darwin grounded morality in our natures, and as a feature that confers definite advantages to the species as a whole.


[57] A Morality for the Whole Human Being


Reason and the Emotions


Despite their important differences, Mill and Kant both base morality on reason, and both see the central problem of morality to be selfishness: human beings are, in their heart of hearts, self-interested individuals concerned only with their own welfare.  On this account, the major hurdle for any moral theory is to motivate these selfish individuals to be nicer towards one another, indeed, to be impartial.  For Mill, such impartiality means to view pleasure as having equal worth, regardless of who possesses it; for Kant, it means to act only on those maxims that can be universalized, to view all human beings as having absolute and equal worth, insofar as they are ends-in-themselves.


Both Mill and Kant view the task of morality as keeping a lid on the “natural self-interest” of each individual.  In doing this, these moral theories are assuming the standard modern theory of the self, namely, the self as an autonomous agent, as a “rational egoist,” as the “consumer with insatiable wants” of modern economic theory.  In the face of this extreme egoism and isolationism, both Mill and Kant believed that the proper moral antidote was to make morality abstract, by removing it as far from the local and the particular and the emotional as possible, since these features seemed always to point back to the self.  They wanted to find rules of behavior that were true for all human beings, and that would make possible our social existence.  (“Do whatever is in your own interest” is a rule that all could follow — and indeed will follow, if this modern theory of the self is correct — but it won’t allow for a social existence, since it will constantly bring individuals into conflict with each other.)  For Mill, the ultimate goal of every human being is pleasure, and the pursuit of pleasure is what brings us into direct conflict with each other; social harmony is possible only if we remain impartial as to whose pleasure it is, and always act so as to maximize the amount of pleasure in the world regardless of its location.  For Kant, the way around the conflict that our “inclinations” typically generate is to appeal to reason as a guide for our behavior.  Reason becomes practical in the different formulations of the Categorical Imperative — we must view all humans as following the same moral rules (the universal law formulation), we are to value reason wherever it occurs (the end-in-itself formulation), and we are to view all humans as the sort of being that makes its own rules (the autonomy formulation).


Now it might be that Mill and Kant are making a huge mistake here, insofar as they are basing their moral theories on what could be a deeply flawed theory of the self.  Suppose human beings are not selfish by nature.  Suppose that they are instead as Darwin found them to be: social creatures with deep social attachments.  Do we have any reasons for preferring one conception of the self over the others?


Against Contract Theorists


The “isolated self” (as I will call this conception shared by Mill, Kant, and nearly everyone else since the 16th century) has many sources and early proponents, but one of the clearest statements is found in the writings of Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679), whose monumental work on political philosophy — his book entitled Leviathan
 — has wielded enormous influence.  Hobbes’s view is a simple one: all things strive to preserve themselves.  We are all egoists (this is our nature), and Hobbes’s desire was that we be “rational” in our egoism, that we demonstrate a little “enlightened self-interest” or prudence in our daily lives and political institutions. The prudent human being wants peace above all else, for only in this way can she ensure her survival.  Here’s the problem Hobbes sees: First, we are radically self-interested (there is “a perpetual and restless desire of power after power, that ceaseth only in death”).  But second, we are roughly equal in physical and mental abilities, thus allowing for no natural subordination.  The world of such selfish individuals, unconstrained and perfectly at liberty, is what Hobbes calls “the state of nature,” and it is a world in which our lives are “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.”


How do we escape from this perpetual “war of all against all”?  Hobbes claims that we must come together by forming a social contract, whereby we agree to mutually restrict our liberties (e.g., “I won’t steal your cattle if you won’t steal mine”).  Hobbes also believed that for such a contract to be possible, there needs to be some overwhelming power to enforce it, and this power is the State (a monarch, a parliament, or what have you), which we create in forming our contract, and to which we yield nearly all of our power.  


There have been various other “social contract” theories that differ from Hobbes on one point or other (see, for instance, the theories of John Locke, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, or of the 20th century Harvard philosopher John Rawls), but they all share this core theory of the self: we are atoms, we are selfish, and we come together only because we see that it is in our own interests to do so.  This idea of a social contract is such a central part of our culture that it is hard to imagine any alternative.  Nonetheless, it suffers from some deep and, to my mind, unanswerable problems.


[selection from a play]


Shakespeare on Humans



But man, proud man,



Dressed in a little brief authority,



Most ignorant of what he’s most assured,



His glassy essence, like an angry Ape,



Plays such fantastic tricks before high heaven



As make the angels weep.


— William Shakespeare (1564-1616), 


Measure for Measure, II.2.117


First, while few social contract theorists believe that this state of nature was actual, they still need to answer to the details of how this contract is supposed to work.  It assumes that human beings are pure individuals with no natural connections, a bit like a roomful of strangers at a bar.  But this is a wholly distorted image of human beings as they actually live.  We know, for instance, that we get into this world by way of being born of a mother, and that we spend five years or so (at the least!) utterly dependent on caring adults; without this early nurturing, we would not exist.  Indeed, without this early nurturing, the species itself would cease to exist.  And yet social contract theory conveniently ignores this little fact about us.  It pretends that there are no natural connections between us, and yet we see that without certain very deep natural connections, human beings would not even be a possibility.  (Have none of these theorists raised children?)


Second, how are these individuals in the state of nature supposed to come together and form a political union?  It is a pretty well established fact that language is a communal accomplishment.  Languages arise in community; individuals don’t invent them.  So individuals isolated in their state of nature will be without speech.  Similarly, it is becoming ever more certain that those cognitive abilities distinguishing human beings from other animals arose over time alongside the development of language, and as a direct result of our communal existence.  In other words, the very rationality that was supposed to bring us into community, according to social contract theorists, is impossible until after we have already been there for some time.  Therefore, social contract theorists seems to have the entire relationship backwards.  We don’t begin with rational individuals, who then enter community for reasons of prudence; rather, we must first be in community before our linguistic and cognitive abilities develop at all.  (Again, I should point out that these criticisms hold even if we accept that the “state of nature” was only intended as hypothetical, for it still must be possible (even if not actual).  We should not accept such a theory anymore than we would an account of arithmetic that assumes the hypothetical that “2 + 3 = 9”.)


Against the Cartesian Theory of the Self


These criticisms against social contract theory can also be directed explicitly at the Cartesian theory of the self — which, after all, is the theory underlying the social contract.  Descartes, you will recall, believed that a human being consists of two parts: a human body (which is nothing more than a finely-crafted machine) and a rational soul (an immaterial something that thinks, believes, desires, and answers to the words ‘I’ and ‘me’).  While soul and body are closely joined, they are separable at death, and the true self is, for Descartes, the soul.  Emotions and the passions originate in the body; reason and thinking originate in the soul.


In a previous chapter, we noted what appeared to be insurmountable difficulties with this theory of the self, not least of which is our inability to comprehend how soul and body are able to interact.  And yet this Cartesianism has wholly permeated our intellectual culture: thinking, on this account, is something extra-bodily, otherworldly, separate from emotions and passions and the state of our digestion.  The most current research in neurobiology, however, speaks strongly against this view, as does certain strands of philosophical research.  In any normal sense of the words ‘think’ and ‘reason’, one cannot do either apart from our emotions.  This is not to echo what philosophers since Plato have been lamenting all along — that our feelings and emotions are constantly clouding and interfering with sound thinking.  Rather, current research indicates that good reasoning and thinking requires our emotions, and the lack of the latter undermines the former.


We need to return now to the question of morality.  As noted above, Kant and Mill both based their moral theory on reason, excluding feeling and the emotions as much as possible (viewing them as positive hindrances to morality).  Our selfishness (part of the emotional side of humans) needs to be constrained by the rational side: that’s what morality is all about, according to these theorists.  But can we really pursue morality using reason alone?  Consider the following discussion by Mary Midgley:


As human societies have developed, very many moralists in varying cultures have objected to local forms of partiality, calling for consideration for people currently neglected.  In doing this, they have depended quite as much on feeling as on thought.  Thought is indeed needed to work out the principles by which institutions must be changed.  But thought could never start this work if sympathy or compassion had not first drawn attention to what was wrong, and if that attention had not roused yet further sympathy.

Indeed, at this point the division between thought and feeling becomes quite obscure.  Is a person who begins to wonder what life must be like for the members of some oppressed class, and who grows increasingly disturbed in speculating about this, primarily engaged in thinking or feeling?  The two activities are conceptually inseparable. [The Ethical Primate (Routledge, 1994), p. 148]


Explaining the Origin of Morality


A natural predisposition toward ethical behavior will emerge within a community only insofar as it contributes to the reproductive fitness of that community.  What is being selected, however, is our actual behavior rather than our understanding of that behavior.  What is best for the population (and thus, on average, for each individual within the population) will be promoted, and behavior conducive to such fitness will be grounded on instinctive feeling – a far more reliable motivator than conscious decision and calculation.  Feelings of love, sympathy, and respect become built into the average human being because these feelings make us more reproductively fit.  


The Prisoner’s Dilemma offers a good example of how altruistic behavior can benefit the agent, for here one is benefited by seeking the good of the other (or at least the good of the group).  And so ethics – understood as a kind of impartiality or altruistic tendency or a sense of duty – is ultimately grounded in a kind of prudence, although this is a prudence built into the fabric of our emotional constitution.  It is not the prudence of rational calculation and self-interest.


[Poem]


The Tyger


	Tyger! Tyger! burning bright


	In the forests of the night,


	What immortal hand or eye


	Could frame thy fearful symmetry?


	


	In what distant deeps or skies


	Burnt the fire of thine eyes?


	On what wings dare he aspire?


	What the hand dare seize the fire?


	


	And what shoulder, & what art,


	Could twist the sinews of thy heart?


	And when thy heart began to beat,


	What dread hand? & what dread feet?


	


	What the hammer? what the chain?


	In what furnace was thy brain?


	What the anvil? what dread grasp


	Dare its deadly terrors clasp?


	


	When the stars threw down their spears,


	And water’d heaven with their tears,


	Did he smile his work to see?


	Did he who made the Lamb make thee?


	


	Tyger, Tyger! burning bright


	In the forests of the night,


	What immortal hand or eye,


	Dare frame thy fearful symmetry?





— William Blake (1757-1827)








� 	Impartiality comes in many varieties.  I might adopt an attitude of impartiality towards myself and my best friend, or towards all of my friends (while privileging myself above them all), or towards myself and my family, or all my neighbors, and so on.  Utilitarianism requires that this impartiality extend to all sentient creation.


� 	This is not for lack of kidneys, but of willing donors.  Less than one percent of those who die in the United States donate their or�gans.  While many of these aren’t suitable organ donors, of the roughly 23,000 who die each year from brain death (and thus typi�cally have healthy organs to donate), only 4,000 donate their organs.


�	The two main consequentialist moral theories are ethical egoism and utilitarianism.  Ethical egoism is the view that one ought to act only to maximize one’s own good.


�	This view is sharply at odds with Aristotle’s notion of the good.  Although Aristotle also identified the good with happiness, he did not identify happiness with mere pleasure; rather, he believed the highest form of happiness to be virtuous (excelling in one’s proper function as a human being), both morally and intellectually.  See his Nicomachean Ethics, Book One.


�	This is Mill’s one major departure from Bentham, who viewed all pleasures as equally worthy.


�	By claiming that there are different kinds of pleasure, it seems that what Mill is really doing here is shifting to “preference-satisfaction” as his conception of the good, for then he can easily say that differ�ent species have different preferences, and therefore different requirements for being happy.  Swine prefer to feed at the trough and sleep, human beings prefer to read Shakespeare and explore the wider universe.


�	Nowadays, the meter is defined as being equal to 1,650,763.73 wavelengths of the red-orange light given off by the krypton-86 isotope under certain conditions, and as such is reproducible in any well-equipped lab or corner convenience store.  The kilogram, however, is still defined by a standard “International Pro�totype Kilogram,” a cylinder comprised of an alloy of platinum and iridium, and under lock and key at Sèvres.


�	A helpful book for lay audiences that discusses chaos theory is Stuart Kauffman’s At Home in the Uni�verse: The Search for the Laws of Self-Organization and Complexity (Oxford University Press, 1995).


� 	Such a machine was first explored in Robert Nozick’s Anarchy, State, and Utopia (1974), pp. 42-45.


�	Suppose someone derived pleasure from helping others, and did so even when they laughed at him as a fool and a dupe (consider, for instance, Dostoevsky’s Idiot), and who clearly took advantage of his selflessness.  Is such a situation to be valued over one in which such “saintly fools” refuse to play their part, and attempt instead to bring “justice” to the social world?  Here the saint is being used as a mere means to the pleasure of others; are we comfortable with this?  If pleasure is the highest good and the source of all value, then such situations ought to be readily endorsed — but are they?   Or is the problem that such vicious characters often cause more displeasure than pleasure, since there typically are not enough saints for them to abuse — at least not in the real world. 


�	A similar point is made by Aquinas in his Summa Contra Gentiles, Bk. III (“The End of Man: Does Happiness Consist in an Act of the Will?”).


�	Lectures on Ethics, translated by Louis Infield (1930), and more recently in a translation with the same name by Peter Heath, edited by Heath and J. B. Schneewind (Cambridge University Press, 1997).  The best translations into English of Kant’s other ethical writings can be found in Kant, Practical Philosophy, translated and edited by Mary Gregor (Cambridge University Press, 1996).


�	To ask a more general question: “What else must be true if we assume that our moral beliefs are — on the whole — true?”  This is how Kant proceeds in sections one and two of the Foundations.  In section three he then moves in the opposite direction and attempts to derive the Categorical Imperative from the nature of reason itself.


� 	In place of ‘society’ one could instead write ‘social institution’.  We then assume that social existence and certain social institutions are worth having (and thus worth “making possible”).


�	It is hard not to think here of that often-quoted passage from the Christian scriptures, I Corinthians 13, where the author writes: “If I have all the eloquence of men or of angels, but speak without love, I am simply a gong booming or a cymbal clashing…(etc).”  Here love (Greek: agape) is seen in a way analogous to Kant’s good will.


� 	Note that some actions con�form with duty yet are trivial or morally irrelevant, for example, writing your name in your books or pulling your left sock on before your right sock.  These are not done from respect for the law, but only in conformity with it, and so lack moral worth.


�	Aristotle also noted this feature of happiness in his Nicomachean Ethics (Bk. 1, Ch. 2): “The masses and the cultured classes agree in calling [the thing towards which we all strive] happiness, and conceive that ‘to live well’ or ‘to do well’ is the same thing as ‘to be happy’.  But as to the nature of happiness they do not agree, nor do the masses give the same account of it as the philosophers.”


�	Variants of the Golden Rule occur in nearly all religions and ethical traditions.  In the Christian scriptures, see Matthew 7:12 (“So always treat others as you would like them to treat you; that is the meaning of the Law and the Prophets”).  The first recorded instance occurs six centuries earlier in the Analects of Confucius (c. 551-479 BCE): “What you do not like when done to yourself do not do to others.”


�	The idea of the common descent of all living things, and of the emergence of new species from old, has a history dating back to the Presocratics of the 6th century (bce), and it had gained considerable currency in the 18th and 19th centuries.  Darwin’s contribution lay not in that idea so much as in the mechanism (natural selection) that he developed for explaining the descent, and his masterful compilation of empiri�cal data supporting it.


� 	For instance, in Lake Victoria it appears that some 300 species of Cichlid fish arose from a single ancestral species over the course of just 200,000 years.


�	The famous taxonomist Karl von Linné (1707-78; better known by his Latin name: Carolus Linnaeus) wrote: “It is remarkable that the stupidest ape differs so little from the wisest man, that the survey�or of nature has yet to be found who can draw the line between them.”


�	Charles Darwin, The Descent of Man, and Selection in Relation to Sex, two volumes (London: J. Mur�ray, 1871).  All citations to Darwin not otherwise indicated are to these volumes.


�	Cf. Ernst Mayr, One Long Argument (Harvard, 1991).


�	These two examples come from Lilly-Marlene Russow, “Why do species matter?” in Environmental Ethics, 3 (1981): 101-12.


�	E. O. Wilson, “The Little Things that Run the World” in Conservation Biology, 1 (1987): 344-46.


�	Leviathan, or The matter, forme, and power of a common-wealth ecclesiasticall and civill (London: An�drew Crooke, 1651.  A Latin edition appeared in 1668.


�	Rawls nonetheless sees his theory of justice as compatible with evolutionary theory (pp. 502-3); and see Ruse, in Singer, Companion to Ethics, pp. 504-5.


�	This point is carefully argued by Antonio Damasio in his book, Descartes’ Error (op cit.).
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