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To preach morality is easy,
to give it a foundation is hard.

ARTHUR SCHOPENHAUER
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Preface

Tt would be enormously presumptuous for any writer, in a
subject that has engaged the earnest attention of the world’s
greatest minds over twenty-five centuries, to claim very much
originality. Such a ciaim would, moreover, probably be more
presumptuous in ethics than in any other subject; for as 1 point
out in my Introduction, any ethical system that proposed a
“transvaluation of all {traditional) values” would be almost
certainly wrong.

Yet progress in ethics is none the less possible, and for the same
reasons that it is possible and has been achieved in other branches
of knowledge and thought. “A dwarf sees farther than a giant
can, if he stands on the giant’s shoulders.” Because we stand on
the shoulders of our great predecessors, and have the benefit of
their insights and solutions, it is not unreasonable to hope that we
can formulate more satisfactory answers to at least a few
questions in ethics than the answers they were able to find. This
progress is most likely to consist in achieving greater clarity,
precision, logical rigor, unification, and integration with other
disciplines.

I was myself originally led to write the present book by the
conviction that modern economics had worked out answers to the
probiems of individual and social value of which most
contemporary moral philosophers still seem quite unaware. These
answers not only throw great light on some of the central
problems of ethics, but enable us to make a better analysis of the
comparative moral merits of capitalism, socialism, and
communism than ethical specialists have hitherto been able to
offer.

After I decided to write this book, however, and began to think
and read more about the problems of ethics, I became
increasingly impressed with the enormous amount, also, that
cthical theory had to learn from what had already been
discovered in jurisprudence. It is true not merely that law enforces
a “minimum ethics,” that “law is a circle with the same center as
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moral philosophy, but with a smaller circumference.” It is true
also that jurisprudence has worked out methods and principles
tfor solving legal problems that can be extremely illuminating
when applied to ethical problems. The legal point of view leads,
among other things, to explicit recognition of the immense
importance of acting in strict accordance with established general
rules. I have sought here to present a “unified theory” of law,
morals, and manners.

Finally I was increasingly struck by the falsity of the antithesis
so commonly drawn by moral philosophers between the interests
of the individual and the interests of society. When the rightly
understood interests of the individual are considered in the long
run, they are found to be in harmony with and to coincide
{almost if not quite to the point of identity) with the fong-run
interests of society. And to recognize this leads us to recognize
conduciveness to social cooperation as the great criterion of the
rightness of actions, because voluntary social cooperation is the
great means for the attainment not only of our collective but of
nearly all our individual ends.

On the negative side, I have been depressed by the excessive
preoccupation of most of the serious ethical literature of the lase
thirty and even sixty years (if we begin with G. E. Moore’s
Principia Ethica) with purely linguistic analysis. I have touched
on this (in Sections 7 and 8 of Chapter 23) only enough to point
out why most of this hair-splitting and logomachy is a digression
from the true business of ethics.

In a field that has been furrowed as often as ethics, one’s
intellectual indebtedness to previous writers must be so extensive
as to make specific acknowledgment seem haphazard and
arbitrary. But the older writers from whom 1 have learned most
are the British Utilitarians beginning with Hume, and running
through Adam Smith, Bentham, Mill, and Sidgwick. And the
greatest of these is Hume, whose insistence on the utility of acting
strictly in accordance with general rules was so strangely
overlooked by nearly all of his classical Utilitarian successors.
Much of what is best in both Adam Smith and Bentham seems
little more than an elaboration of ideas first clearly stated by
Hume.

My greatest indebtedness to a living writer {(as 1 think will be
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evident from my specific quotations from his works} is to Ludwig
von Mises—whose ethical observations, unfortunately have not
been developed at length but appear as brief incidental passages
in his ereat contributions to economics and “praxeology.”
Among contemporary moral philosophers 1 have learned much,
even when T disagreed with them, from Sir David Ross, Stephen
Toulmin, A. C. Ewing, Kurt Baier, Richard B. Brandt, J. O.
Urmson, and John Hospers. And in tracing the relations berween
law and ethics, my chief sources have been Roscoe Pound, Sir
Paul Vinogradoff, and E A. Hayek.

I am deeply indebted both to Professor von Mises and
Professor Hospers (in addition to the help 1 have received from
their writings) for kindly reading my manuscript and offering
their criticisms and suggestions, Whatever the defects of my book
may still be, and however much I may have fallen short of
appreciating the full force of some of their criticisms, or of
making adequate correction, I am sure this is a much better book
than it would have been without their generous help.

A gquestion that may occur to some readers at the very
beginning, and must haunt many a writer on ethics at some time
during the course of his study and composition, is: What is the
use of moral phitosophy? A man may know what is right and still
fail to do it. He may know that an action is wrong and still lack
the strength of will to refrain. I can only offer for ethical theory
the defense offered by John Stuart Mill in his Awutobiography for
the usefulness of his System of Logic, that “whatever may be the
practical value of a true philosophy of these matters, it is hardly
possible to exaggerate the mischiefs of a false one.”

Hrenry HAZLITT
December 1963






Preface to the Second Edition

I wish to express my gratitude to the Institute for Humane
Studies for making this new edition possible.

No changes have been made from the original edition of 1964
except to correct a few typographical errors. This does not mean
that my ideas on ethics have undergone no change whatever in
the last nine years, but simply that these have not been important
enough to justify rewriting and resetting.

Moral philosophers often have second thoughts. The ideas of
Bertrand Russell underwent such frequent and radical changes
that in 1952 he wrote to two anthologists (Seflers and Hospers)
who reprinted an essay of his published in 1910: “I am not quite
satisfied with any view of ethics that I have been able to arrive at,
and that is why I have abstained from writing again on the
subject.” (Later, however, he did.)

I have no such violent reversals to report. I cannot think of a
single change, for example, that I would make in my views as
summarized in the final chapter. Yet if I were writing the book
afresh, there would no doubt be changes in emphasis and in
minor points. In discussing the ultimate goal of ethics I would use
the word “happiness” less frequently and more often substitute
“satisfaction” or “well-being” or even simply “good.” In fact,
would give less attention to trying to specify the ultimate goal of
conduct. As social cooperation is the great means of achieving
nearly all our individual ends, this means can be thought of as
itself the moral goal to be achieved.

If T have anywhere written a sentence which seems to imply
that individuals are or should be always actuated by exclusively
egocentric or eudemonic motives, I would now modify or
withdraw it. 1 would emphasize even more strongly than [ do in
the section which runs from page 123 to page 127 that though
the ideal rules of morality are those best calculated to serve the
interest of everyone in the long run, there will nevertheless be
occasions when these rules will call for a real sacrifice of his
immediate interests by an individual, and that when they do so
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this sacrifice must be made because of the overriding necessity of
maintaining these rules inviolate. This moral principle is no
different from the universally acknowledged legal principle that a
man must abide by a valid contract even when it proves costly for
him to do so. The rules of morality constitute a tacit social
contract.

Is the moral philosophy advocated in these pages “utilitarian”
or not? In the sense that all rules of conduct must be judged by
their tendency to lead to desirable rather than undesirable social
results, any rational ethics whatever must be utilitarian. But
when the word is used it seems most often to arouse in the minds
of readers some specific nineteenth-century writer’s views, if not a
mere caricature of them. I found it extremely discouraging to
have my ideas characterized in one so-called scholarly journal as
“straight utilitarianism” (whatever that may mean) even though I
had pointed out {p. 359), however facetiously, that there are
probably more than thirteen “utilitarianisms,” and in any case
had unequivocally rejected the “classical” ad hoc utilitarianism
implicit in Bentham, Mill and Sidgwick, and espoused instead a
“rule-utilitism” as earlier propounded by Hume, The review just
cited only reinforced the conviction I expressed (also on page
359) that the term Utilitarianism is beginning to outlive its
usefulness in ethical discussion. I have called my own system
Cooperatism, which seems sufficiently descriptive.

HenrRY HAZLITT
Awngust 1972



Foreword

Any sensible policy position presupposes understanding the
reality that the natural and social sciences investigate. It also
presupposes value judgments—notions of good and bad, desirable
and undesirable, right and wrong. Ethics thus enters not only
into private lives but also into public policy. But what is the
grounding of ethics?

For many decades, utilitarian ethics has undeservedly had a
bad press, not least in libertarian circles. It draws scorn as the
mindset of crass, grasping, unprincipled people. Tt supposedly
invites government hyperactivity aimed at maximizing some
misconceived aggregate welfare. The critics would instead
ground ethics and policy in noble and intuitively obvious
principles such as unswerving respect for human dignity and
natural human rights.

In this hostile intellectual atmosphere, Henry Hazlite
forthrightly and courageously avows a utilitarian ethics {although
he did seek a more attractive label, perhaps cooperatism). Two
classical-liberal think tanks, carlier the Institute for Humane
Studies and now FEE, also deserve admiration for keeping his
book in print. Hazlitt does not scorn human dignity and rights—
of course not. But precisely because they are important, those
values deserve a solider grounding than mere intuitions reported
in noble-sounding language. The inviolability of rights rests, he
says, “not...on some mystical yet self-evident ‘law of
nature’...[but] altimately (though it will shock many to hear this)
on utilitarian considerations.” [1964 ed., p. 286] Utilitarian
philosophers can give reasons, grounded in reality, for respecting
cherished values and the standard precepts of morality.

The bare facts of objective reality cannot by themselves provide
this grounding. Some fundamental value judgment (or
conceivably more than one) is also necessary, a judgment so
ultimate that it lies beyond any series of reasons one might offer.
Examples of relatively specific value judgments, in contrast, are
the standard condemnations of mueder, fying, cheating, and
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stealing. For them, one can give reasons that adduce the realities
of human affairs, as well as some further and fundamental
intuition. Only sloppy ethical theorizing appeals to a variety of
specific intuitions instead of to one broad and fundamental value
judgment. Hazlitt recommends applying Occam’s razor to the
promiscuous multiplication of alieged intuitions.

The one fundamental intuition of utilitarianism is approval of
human flourishing, of people’s success in making good lives for
themselves, and disapproval of the opposite conditions. To use a
single word for each, though each word requires much
unpacking, utilitarianism welcomes happiness and regrets misery.
This is a tame value judgment, to be sure; but combined with
positive knowledge of the physical world and human affairs, it
goes a long way in ethics. What fundamental value judgment or
criterion could be more plausible?

Henry Hazlitt’s great insight, following writers like David Hume
and Ludwig von Mises, is that direct appeal to the criterion of
happiness over misery is seldom necessary. A surrogate criterion is
more tractable. Mises and Hazlitt call it “social cooperation.” Tt
means a well-functioning society, one in which people live together
peaceably to their mutual advantage, all reaping gains from
specialization and trade, trade not only in the narrow business sense
but also in the informal interactions and mutual accommodations
and courtesies of everyday life. Actions, institutions, rules,
principles, customs, ideals, dispositions, and character traits count as
good or bad according as they support or undercut such a society,
which is prerequisite to the happiness of its members. Economics
and the other social and natural sciences have much to say about
what does support or undercut social cooperation,

Hazlitr gives powerful reasons for repudiating the brand of
utilitarianism (“act-utilitarianism”) that calls for whatever action
seems most likely, on each particular occasion, to contribute most to
the sum total of happiness. Although that brand has now sunk
almost to the status of a mere straw man, it remains the favorite
target of superficial critics of utilitarianism. Hazlitt advocates “rules-
utilitarianism” instead, which, following John Gray’s reading of
John Stuart Mill, might better be named “indirect utilicarianism.”
Hazlite calls for adherence, almost without exception, to ethical
principles that do satisfy the utilitarian criterion.
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Hazlier also argues that the interests of the individual are not
fundamentally in opposition to those of “society.” A person’s
rightly conceived or long-run self-interest coincides with what
serves social cooperation. (This reconciliation holds in a long-run
or probabilistic sense, as the Austrian philosopher Moritz Schlick
and others have explained; for life offers no absolute guarantees.)

Of all of Hazlite’s books on various topics and of all books on
cthics that I have read, The Foundations of Morality is my
favorite by far. Hazlite himself, in a 1977 interview, called it his
own favorite among the fifteen books he had then written. Yet—
let us face the fact—it has so far made only a small splash among
academic philosophers and economists. Why? One reason, I
suppose, is that Hazlitt lacked the standard academic credentials.
He was a profoundly educated man, but mostly self-educated.
Holding no professorship, he could form no school of students
and disciples. The book itself, with its many long direct
quotations from other writers, may have repelled potential
readers who merely flipped through it. But Hazliet chose his
quotations remarkably well, and they do help carry his own
argument forward.

Hazlitt’s book is admirable not only for substance but also for
writing style. The editor of a condensed version (also published
by FEE) could not employ the “Reader’s Digest” approach. As 1
understand it, that approach tries to squeeze out superfluous
words by rewriting even individual sentences and paragraphs.
Hazlitt’s writing left little scope for such tightening. Instead, the
editor had to discard large chunks of text, including whole
paragraphs, quotations, and chapters. Readers graduating to—or
starting with—the complete book deserve congratulations. It is a
full exposition of the intelligent utilitarianism that provides (in
my view) the soundest philosophical basis for the humane society
that is the ideal of classical liberals.

— LELAND B. YEAGER

*Ludwig von Mises Distinguished Professor of Economics
Emeritus at Auburn University, Alabama

“Paul Goodloe Mclntire Professor of Economics Emeritus at the
University of Virginia

March 1998






CHAPTER 1

Introduction

1. Religion and Moral Decline

Like many another writer, Herbert Spencer wrote his own
first book on morals, The Data of Ethics, under a sense of
urgency. In the preface to that volume, in June 1879, he told
his readers that he was departing from the order originally set
down for the volumes in his “System of Synthetic Philosophy”
because: “Hints, repeated of late years with increasing fre-
quency and distinctness, have shown me that health may perma-
nently fail, even if life does not end, before I reach the last part
of the task I have marked out for myself.”

“This last part of the task it is,” he continued, “to which I
regard all the preceding parts as subsidiary.” And he went on
to say that ever since his first essay in 1842, on The Proper
Sphere of Government, “my ultimate purpose, lying behind all
proximate purposes, has been that of finding for the principles
of right and wrong, in conduct at large, a scientific basis.”

Moreover, he regarded the establishment of rules of right
conduct on a scientific basis as “a pressing need. Now that moral
injunctions are losing the authority given by their supposed
sacred origin, the secularization of morals is becoming impera-
tive. Few things can happen more disastrous than the decay and
death of a regulative system no longer fit, before another and
fitter regulative system has grown up to replace it. Most of
those who reject the current creed appear to assume that the
controlling agency furnished by it may safely be thrown aside,
and the vacancy left unfilled by any other controlling agency.
Meanwhile, those who defend the current creed allege that in
the absence of the guidance it yields, no guidance can exist:
divine commandments they think the only possible guides.”

Spencer’s fears of more than eighty years ago have been in
large part realized, and at least partly for the reason he gave.
Along with the decline of religious faith since his day, there
has been a decline in morality. It is seen almost throughout the

1



2 THE FOUNDATIONS OF MORALITY

world in the increase of crime, in the rise of juvenile delin-
guency, in the increasing resort to violenice for the settlement
of internal economic and political disputes, in the decline of
authority and discipline. Above all, and in its most extreme
form, it is seen in the rise of Communism, that “religion of
immoralism,” t both as a doctrine and a world political force.

Now the contemporary decline in morality is at least in part
the result of the decline in religion. There are probably mil-
lions of people who believe, with Ivan Karamazov in Dostoyev-
sky's novel, that under atheism “everything is permissible.” And
many would even say, with his half-brother Smerdyakov, who
took him with tragic literalness, that “If there’s no everlasting
God, there's no such thing as virtue, and there’s no need of it.”
Marxism is not only belligerently atheistic, but seeks to destroy
religion precisely because it believes it to be “the opium of the
people”—i.e., because it supports a “bourgeois’” morality that
deprecates the systematic deceit, lying, treachery, lawlessness,
confiscation, violence, civil war, and murder that the Commu-
nists regard as necessary for the overthrow or conquest of cap-
italism.

How far religious faith may be a necessary basis of ethics we
shall examine at a later point. Here I wish merely to point out
that historically at least a large part of ethical rules and customs
have always had a secular basis. And this is true not only of
moral customs but of philosophical ethics. It is merely necessary
to mention the names of such pre-Christian moralists as Con-
fucius, Pythagoras, Heraclitus, Democritus, Socrates, Plato, Aris-
totle, and the Stoics and Epicureans, to recall the extent to
which this s true. Even the churchmen of the Middle Ages, as
represented pre-eminently by Thomas Aquinas, were indebted
for more of their ethical theory to Aristotle than to Augustine.

2. A Practical Problem

But granted that moral custom and moral theory can have an
autonomous or partly autonomous base apart from any specific
religious faith, what is this base, and how is it to be found? This
is the central problem of philosophic ethics. As Schopenhauer
has summed it up: ‘““T'o preach morality is easy, to give it a
foundation is hard.”
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It is so very hard, indeed, as to seem almost hopeless. "This
sense of near hopelessness has received eloquent expression
from one of the great ethical leaders of our century, Albert
Schweitzer:

Is there, however, any sense in ploughing for the thousand and
second time a field which has already been ploughed a thousand
and one times? Has not everything which can be said about ethics
already been said by Lao-tse, Confucius, the Buddha, and Zara-
thustra; by Amos and Isaiah; by Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle; by
Epicurus and the Stoics; by Jesus and Paul; by the thinkers of the
Renaissance, of the “Aufklirung,” and of Rationalism; by Locke,
Shaftesbury, and Hume; by Spinoza and Kant; by Fichte and
Hegel; by Schopenhauer, Nietzsche, and others? Is there any pos-
sibility of getting beyond all these contradictory convictions of
the past to new beliefs which will have a stronger and more last-
ing influence? Can the ethical kernel of the thoughts of all these
men be collected into an idea of the ethical, which will unite all
the energies to which they appeal? We must hope so, if we are not
to despair of the fate of the human race?

It would seem enormously presumptuous, after this list of
great names, for anyone to write still another book on ethics,
if it were not for two considerations: first, ethics is primarily a
practical problem; and secondly, it is a problem that has not yet
been satisfactorily solved.

It is no disparagement of ethics to recognize frankly that the
problems it poses are primarily practical. If they were not prac-
tical we would be under no obligation to solve them. Even
Kant, one of the most purely theoretical of theoreticians, recog-
nized the essentially practical nature of ethical thinking in the
very title of his chief work on ethics: Critique of Practical Rea-
son. If we lose sight of this practical goal, the first danger is
that we may lose ourselves in unanswerable questions such as:
What are we here for? What is the purpose of the existence of
the universe? What is the ultimate destiny of mankind? The
second danger is that we may fall into mere triviality and dilet-
tantism, and end up with some such conclusion as that of
C. D. Broad:

We can no more learn to act rightly by appealing to the ethical
theory of right action than we can play golf well by appealing to
the mathematical theory of the golf-ball, The interest of ethics is
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thus almost wholly theoretical, as is the interest of the mathemati-
cal theory of golf or of billiards. . . . Salvation is not everything;
and to try to understand in outline what one solves ambulando
in detail Is quite good fun for those people who like that sort of
thing,?

Such an attitude tends toward sterility. It leads one to select
the wrong problems as the most important, and it gives no
standard for testing the usefulness of a conclusion. It is because
so many ethical writers have taken a similar attitude that they
have been so often lost in purely verbal problems and so often
satisfied with merely rhetorical solutions. One can imagine how
little progress would have been made in law reform, jurispru-
dence, or economics if they had been thought of as posing
purely theoretical problems that were merely “good fun for
those people who like that sort of thing.”

The present fashionable disparagement of “‘mere practicality”
was not shared by Immanuel Kant, who pointed out that: “To
yield to every whim of curiosity, and to allow our passion for
inquiry to be restrained by nothing but the limits of our ability,
this shows an eagerness of mind not unbecoming to scholarship.
But it is wisdom that has the merit of selecting, from among
the innumerable problems which present themselves, those
whose solution is important to mankind.”

But the progress of philosophical ethics has not been disap-
pointing merely because so many writers have lost sight of 1ts
ultimately practical aims. It has been retarded also by the over-
hastiness of some leading writers to be “original”"—to make over
ethics entirely at one stroke; to be new Lawgivers, competing
with Moses; to “transvalue all values” with Nietzsche; or to
seize, like Bentham, on some single, oversimplified test, like
Pleasure-and-Pain, or the Greatest Happiness, and to begin ap-
plying it in much too direct and sweeping a manner to all tra-
ditional ethical judgments, dismissing with short shrift all those
that do not immediately seem to conform with the New Reve-
lation.

3. Is It a Science?

We are likely to make more solid progress, I think, if we are
not at the beginning too hasty or too ambitious. I shall not
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undertake in this book a lengthy discussion of the vexed ques-
tion whether ethics is or can be a ‘“‘science.” It is enough to
point out here that the word “science” is used today with a
wide range of meanings, and that the struggle to apply it to
every branch of inquiry or study, or to every theory, is chiefly
a struggle for prestige, and an attempt to ascribe precision and
certainty to one’s conclusions. I will content myself here with
pointing out that ethics is not a science in the sense in which
that word is applied to the physical sciences—to the determina-
tion of matters of objective fact, or to the establishment of
scientific laws which enable us to make exact predictions. But
ethics is entitled to be called a science if we mean by this a
systematic inquiry conducted by rational rules. It is not a mere
chaos. It is not just a matter of opinion, in which one person’s
opinion is as good as another’s, or in which one statement is
as true or as false or as “meaningless” or as unverifiable as
another; in which neither rational induction nor deduction nor
the principles of investigation or logic play any part. If by
science, in short, we mean simply rational inquiry aiming to
arrive at a unified and systematized body of deductions and con-
clusions, then ethics is a science.

Ethics bears the same relation to psychology and praxeology
(the general theory of human action) as medicine bears to
physiology and pathology and as engineering bears to physics
and mechanics. It is of little importance whether we call medi-
cine, engineering or ethics an applied science, a normative sci-
ence, or a scientific art. The function of each is to deal in a
systematic way with a class of problems that need to be solved.

Whether ethics is or is not to be called a science is, as I have
hinted above, largely a semantic problem, a struggle to raise or
lower its prestige and the seriousness with which it should be
taken. But the answer we give has important practical conse-
quences. These who insist on its right to the title, and use the
word “‘science” in its narrower sense, are likely not only to claim
for their conclusions an unchallengeable inflexibility and cer-
tainty, but to follow pseudo-scientific methods in an effort to
imitate physics. Those who deny ethics the title in any form
are likely to conclude (or have already concluded) either that
ethical problems are meaningless and unanswerable and that
“might is right,” or, on the other hand, that they already know
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all the answers by “intuition,” or a “moral sense,” or direct
revelation from God.

Let us agree, then, provisionally, that ethics is at least one of
the “moral sciences” (in the sense in which John Stuart Mill
used the word) and that if it is not a “science” in the exact and
narrower sense it is at least a “discipline”; it is at least a branch
of systematized knowledge or study; it is at least what the Ger-
mans call a Wissenschaft.?

What is the aim of this science? What is the task before us?
What are the questions we are trying to answerr

Let us begin with the more modest aims and move on to the
more ambitious. Qur most modest aim is to find out what our
unwritten moral code actually is, what our traditional, “spon-
taneous,” or “common sense’’ moral judgments actually are.
Qur next aim must be to ask to what extent these judgments
form a consistent whole. Wherever they are inconsistent, or
apparently so, we must look for some principle or criterion that
would harmonize them or decide between them. After twenty-
five hundred years and thousands of books, it is enormously
probable that no completely “original” theory of ethics is pos-
sible. Probably all the leading major principles have been at
least suggested. Progress in ethics is likely to consist, rather, in
more definiteness, precision, and clarification, in harmonization,
in more generality and unification.

A “system” of ethics, therefore, would mean a code, or a set
of principles, that formed a consistent, coherent, and integrated
whole. But in order to arrive at this coherence, we must seek the
ultimate criterion by which acts or rules of action have been or
should be tested. We shall be inevitably led to this merely by
trying to make explicit what was merely implicit, by trying to
make consistent, rules that were inconsistent, by trying to make
definite or precise, rules or judgments that were vague or loose,
by trying to unify what was separate and to complete what was
partial.

And when and if we find this basic moral criterion, this test
of right and wrong, we may indeed find ourselves obliged to
revise at least some of our former moral judgments, and to
revalue at least some of our former values.




CHAPTER 2

The Mystery of Morals

Each of us has grown up in a world in which moral judgments
already exist. These judgments are passed every day by everyone
on the conduct of everyone else. Each of us not only finds him-
self approving or disapproving how other people act, but ap-
proving or disapproving certain actions, and even certain rules
or principles of action, wholly apart from his feelings about
those who perform or follow them. So deep does this go that
most of us even apply these judgments to our own conduct,
and approve or disapprove of our own conduct in so far as we
judge it to have conformed to the principles or standards by
which we judge others. When we have failed, in our own judg-
ment, to live up to the moral code which we habitually apply
to others, we feel “guilty”’; our “conscience” bothers us.

Qur personal moral standards may not be precisely the same
in all respects as those of our friends or neighbors or country-
men, but they are remarkably similar. We find greater differ-
ences when we compare “national” standards with those of other
countries, and perhaps still greater differences when we compare
them with the moral standards of people in the distant past.
But in spite of these greater differences, we seem to find, for
the most part, a persistent core of similarity, and persistent
judgments which condemn such traits as cruelty, cowardice, and
treachery, or such actions as lying, theft, or murder,

None of us can remember when we first began to pass judg-
ments of moral approval or disapproval. From infancy we found
such judgments being passed upon us by our parents—"‘good”
baby, “bad” baby—and from infancy we passed such judgments
indiscriminately on persons, animals, and things—"‘good” play-
mate or “bad” playmate, “good” dog or “bad” dog, and even
“bad” doorknob if we bumped our head against it. Only grad-
ually did we begin to distinguish approval or disapproval on
moral grounds from approval or disapproval on other grounds.

Implicit moral codes probably existed for centuries before

7
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they were made explicit—as in the Decalogue, or the sacred law
of Manu, or the code of Hammurabi. And it was long after they
had first been made explicit, in speech or writing, in proverbs
or commands or laws, that men began to speculate about them,
and began consciously to search for a common explanation or
rationale.

And then they were faced with a great mystery. How had
such a code of morals come into being? Why did it consist of a
certain set of commands and not others? Why did it forbid cer-
tain actions? Why only these actionst Why did it enjoin or
command other actions? And how did men know that certain
actions were “right” and others “wrong”?

The first theory was that certain actions were “right” and
others “wrong” because God (or the gods) had so decreed.
Certain actions were pleasing to God (or the gods) and certain
others displeasing. Certain actions would be rewarded by God,
here or hereafter, and certain other actions would be punished
by God, here or hereafter.

This theory, or faith, held the field for centuries. It is still,
probably, the dominant popular theory or faith. But among
philosophers, even among the early Christian philosophers, it
met with two difficulties. The first was this: Was this moral
code, then, merely arbitrary? Were certain actions right and
others wrong merely because God had so willed? Or was not
the causation, rather, the other way round? God’s divine nature
could not will what was evil, but only what was good. He could
not decree what was wrong, but only what was right. But this
argument implied that Good and Evil, Right and Wrong, were
independent of, and pre-existent to, God’s will.

There was a second difficulty. Even if Good and Evil, Right
and Wrong, were determined by God's will, how were we mor-
tals to know God’s will? The question was answered simply
enough, perhaps, for the ancient Jews: God himself dictated the
Ten Commandments—and hundreds of other laws and judg-
ments—to Moses on Mount Sinai. God, in fact, wrote the Ten
Commandments with his own finger on tablets of stone,

Yet numerous as the commandments and judgments were,
they did not clearly distinguish in importance and degree of
sinfulness between committing murder and working on the
Sabbath day. They have not been and cannot consistently be a
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guide for Christians. Christians ignore the dietary laws pre-
scribed by the God of Moses. The God of Moses commanded
“Eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot, burn-
ing for burning, wound for wound, stripe for stripe” (Exodus
21:24, 25). But jesus commanded: “Whosoever shall smite thee
on thy right cheek, turn to him the other also” (Matthew 5:39);
“Love your enemies, bless them that curse you, do good to them
that hate you” (Matthew 5:44); “A new commandment I give
unto you, that ye love one another” (John 13:34).

The problem then remains: How can we, how do we, tell
right from wrong? Another answer, still offered by many ethical
writers, is that we do so by a special “moral sense’” or by direct
“intuition.” The difficulty here is not only that one man’s moral
sense or intuition gives different answers than another’s, but
that a man’s moral sense or intuition often fails to provide a
clear answer even when he consults it

A third answer is that our moral code is a product of gradual
social evolution, like language, or manners, or the common law,
and that, like them, it has grown and evolved to meet the need
for peace and order and social cooperation.

A fourth answer is that of simple ethical skepticism or nihil-
ism which affects to regard all moral rules or judgments as the
product of baseless superstition. But this nihilism is never con-
sistent and seldom sincere. If one who professed it were knocked
down, brutally beaten, and robbed, he would feel something
remarkably similar to moral indignation, and he would express
his feeling in words very hard to distinguish from those of moral
disapproval.

A less violent way to convert the moral nihilist, however,
would be simply to ask him to imagine a society in which no
moral code existed, or in which it were the exact opposite of
the codes we customarily find. We might ask him to imagine
how long a society (or the individuals in it) could prosper or
even continue to exist in which ill manners, promise-breaking,
lying, cheating, stealing, robbing, beating, stabbing, shooting,
ingratitude, disloyalty, treachery, violence, and chaos were the
rule, and were as highly regarded as, or even more highly re-
garded than, their opposites—good manners, promise-keeping,
truth-telling, honesty, fairness, loyalty, consideration for others,
peace and order, and social cooperation.
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Later we shall examine in more detail each of these four
answers.

But false theories of ethics, and the number of possible falla-
cies in ethics, are almost infinite. We can deal only with a few
of the major fallacies that have been maintained historically or
that are still widely held. It would be unprofitable and un-
economic to explain in detail why each false theory is wrong
or inadequate, unless we first tried to find the true foundations
of morality and a reasonably satisfactory outline of a system of
ethics. If we once find the right answer, it will be much easier
to see and to explain why other answers are wrong or, at best,
half-truths. Our analysis of errors will then be at once clearer
and more economical. And we shall use such analysis of errors
to sharpen our positive theory and make it more precise.

Now there are two main methods which we might use to
formulate a theory of ethics. The first might be what we may
call, for identification rather than accuracy, the induclive or
a posteriori method. This would consist in examining what our
moral judgments of various acts or characteristics actually are,
and then trying to see whether they form a consistent whole,
and on what common principle or criterion, if any, they rest.
The second would be the a priori or deductive method. This
would consist in disregarding existing moral judgments, in ask-
ing ourselves whether a moral code would serve any purpose,
and if so, what that purpose would be; and then, having framed
the purpose, asking ourselves what principle, criterion, or code
would accomplish that purpose. In other words, we would try
to invent a system of morality, and then test existing moral
judgments by the criterion at which we had deductively arrived.

The second was essentially the method of Jeremy Bentharn,
the first the method of more cautious thinkers. The second, by
itself, would be rash and arrogant; the first, by itself, might
prove to be too timid. But as practically all fruitful thinking
consists of a judicious mixture—the “inductive-deductive”
method—so we shall find ourselves using now one method and
now another.

Let us begin by looking for the Ultimate Moral Criterion.



CHAPTER 3
The Moral Criterion

Speculative thought comes late in the history of mankind.
Men act before they philosophize about their actions. They
learned to talk, and developed language, ages before they devel-
oped any interest in grammar or linguistics. They worked and
saved, planted crops, fashioned tools, built homes, owned, bar-
tered, bought and sold, and developed money, long before they
formulated any explicit theories of economics. They developed
forms of government and law, and even judges and courts, be-
tore they formulated theories of politics or jurisprudence. And
they acted implicitly in accordance with a code of morals, re-
warded or punished, approved or disapproved of the actions oi
their fellows in adhering to or violating that code of morals,
long before it even occurred to them to inquire into the ration-
ale of what they were doing.

It would seem at first glance both natural and logical, there-
fore, to begin the study of ethics with an inquiry into the his-
tory or evolution of ethical practice and judgments. Certainly
we should engage in such an inquiry at some time in the course
of our study. Yet ethics is perhaps the one discipline where it
seems more profitable to begin at the other end. For ethics is a
“normative” science. It is not a science of description, but of
prescription. It is not a science of what is or was, but of what
ought to be.

True, it would have no claim to scientific validity, or even
any claim to be a useful field of inquiry, unless it were based
in some convincing way on what was or what is. But here we
have stepped into the very center of an age-old controversy.
Many ethical writers have contended during the last two centu-
ries that “no accumulation of observed sequences, no experience
of what @5, no predictions of what will be, can possibly prove
what ought to be.”” ' And others have even gone on to assert that
there is no way of getting from an is to an ought.

If the latter statement were true, there would be no possibil-
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ity of framing a rational theory of ethics. Unless our oughts are
to be purely arbitrary, purely dogmatic, they must somehow
grow out of what is.

Now the connection between what is and what ought to be is
always a desire of some kind. We recognize this in our daily
decisions. When we are trying to decide on a course of action,
and are asking advice, we are told, for example: “If you desire
to become a doctor, you must go to medical school. If you de-
sire to get ahead, you must be diligent in your business. If you
don’t want to get fat, yon must watch your diet. If you want
to avoid lung cancer, you must cut down on cigarettes,” etc.
The generalized form of such advice may be reduced to this:-
If you desire to attain a certain end, you ought to use a certain
means, because this is the means most likely to achieve it. The
is 1s the desire; the ought is the means of gratifying it.

So far, so good. But how far does this get us toward a theory
of ethics? For if a man does not desire an end, there seems no
way of convincing him that he ought to pursue the means to
that end. If a man prefers the certainty of getting fat, or the
risk of a heart attack, to curbing his appetite or giving up his
favorite delicacies; if he prefers the risks of lung cancer to giving
up smoking, any ought based on the assumption of a contrary
preference loses its force.

A story so old that it is told as an old one even by Bentham?®
is that of the oculist and the sot: A countryman who had hurt
his eyes by drinking went to a celebrated oculist for advice.
He found him at table, with a glass of wine before him. “You
must leave off drinking,” said the oculist. “How so?” says the
countryman. “You don’t, and yet methinks your own eyes are

none of the best.” —"“That’s very true, friend,” replied the ocu-
list: “but you are to know, I love my bottle better than my
eyes.”

How, then, do we move from any basis of desire to any theory
of ethics?

We find the solution when we take a longer and broader view.
All our desires may be generalized as desires to substitute a
more satisfactory state of affairs for a less satisfactory state. It is
true that an individual, under the immediate influence of im-
pulse or passion, of a moment of anger or rage, malice, vindic-
tiveness, or the desire for revenge, or gluttony, or an overwhelm-
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ing craving for a release of sexual tension, or for a smoke or a
drink or a drug, may in the long run only reduce a more satis-
factory state to a less satisfactory state, may make himself less
happy rather than more happy. But this less satisfactory state
was not his real conscious intention even at the moment of act-
ing. He realizes, in retrospect, that his action was folly; he did
not improve his condition, but made it worse; he did not act
in accordance with his longrun interests, but against them,
He is always willing to recognize, in his calmer moments, that
he should choose the action that best promotes his own interests
and maximizes his own happiness (or minimizes his own unhap-
piness) in the long run. Wise and disciplined men refuse to
indulge in immediate pleasures when the indulgence seems only
too likely to lead in the long run to an overbalance of misery
or pain.

To repeat and to sum up: It is not true that “no amount of
is can make an ought.” The ought rests, in fact, and must rest,
either upon an is or upon a will be. The sequence is simple:
Every man, in his cool and rational moments, seeks his own
long-run happiness. This is a fact; this is an is. Mankind has
found, over the centuries, that certain rules of action best tend
to promote the long-run happiness of both the individual and
society. These rules of action have come to be called moral rules.
Therefore, assuming that one see’s one’s long-run happiness,
these are the rules one ought to follow.

Certainly this is the whole basis of what is called prudential
ethics. In fact, wisdom, or the art of living wisely, is perhaps
only another name for prudential ethics.

Prudential ethics constitutes a very large part of all ethics.
But the whole of ethics rests upon the same foundation. For
men find that they best promote their own interests in the long
run not merely by refraining from injury to their fellows, but
by cooperating with them. Social cooperation is the foremost
means by which the majority of us attain most of our ends. It
is on the implicit if not the explicit recognition of this that our
codes of morals, our rules of conduct, are ultimately based.
“Justice” itself (as we shall later see more clearly) consists in
observance of the rules or principles that do most, in the long
run, to preserve and promote social cooperation.

We shall find also, when we have explored the subject fur-
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ther, that there are no irreconcilable conflicts between egoism
and altruism, between selfishness and benevolence, between the
long-run interests of the individual and those of society. In most
cases in which such conflicts appear to exist, the appearance
exists because only shortrun consequences, and not conse-
quences over the long run, are being taken into consideration.

Social cooperation is, of course, itself a means. It is a means
to the never completely attainable goal of maximizing the hap-
piness and well-being of mankind. But the great difficulty of
making the latter our direct goal is the lack of unanimity in the
tastes, ends, and value judgments of individuals. An activity
that gives one man pleasure may be a great bore to another.
“One man's meat is another man’s poison.” But social coopera-
tion is the great means by which we all help each other to attain
our individual ends, and so to attain the ends of “society.”
Moreover, we do share a great number of basic ends in common;
and social cooperation is the principal means of attaining these
also.

In brief, the aim of each of us to satisfy his own desires, to
achieve as far as possible his own highest happiness and well-
being, is best forwarded by a common means, Social Coopera-
tion, and cannot be achieved without that means.

Here, then, is the foundation on which we may build a
rational system of ethics.



CHAPTER 4
Pleasure as the End

1. Jeremy Bentham

The doctrine that pleasure is the sole ultimate good, and
pain the sole evil, is at least as old as Epicurus (341-270 B.C.).
But the doctrine, from the beginning, has been denounced as
heretical by the bulk of orthodox or ascetic moralists—so much
so, that it almost disappeared until it was revived in the seven-
teenth and eighteenth centuries. The writer who then stated it
in its most uncompromising, elaborate, and systematic form was
Jeremy Bentham.!

If we may judge by the number of references to him and his
doctrines in the literature of the subject, even though most of
them are critical, angry, or derisive, Bentham has been the most
discussed and influential moralist of modern times. It secems
profitable, therefore, to begin with an analysis of the hedonistic
doctrine as he states it.

His best known (as well as his most authentic)? statement is
in his Principles of Morals and Legislation. The paragraphs
with which he opens that book are bold and sweeping.

Nature has placed mankind under the governance of two sov-
ereign 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.
On the one hand the standard of right and wrong, on the other
hand the chain of causes and effects, are fastened to their throne.
They govern us in all we do, in ail we say, in all we think: every
effort we can make to throw off our subjection, will serve but to
demonstrate and confirm it. In words a man may pretend to ab-
jure their empire: but in reality he will remain subject to it all
the while. The principle of utility recognizes this subjection, and
assumes it for the foundation of that system, the object of which
is to rear the fabric of felicity by the hands of reason and law.
Systems which attempt to question it, deal in sounds instead of
sense, in caprice instead of reason, in darkness instead of light.

It will be noticed that in the second sentence of this para-
graph Bentham draws no distinction whatever between what has
15
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since come to be known as the doctrine of psychological hedon-
ism (the doctrine that we always do take the action which we
think will give us the greatest pleasure) and the doctrine that
has come to be known as ethical hedonism /the doctrine that
we ought to take the action which will result in the greatest
pleasure or happiness). But we may leave the disentanglement
of this knotty problem to a later chapter.
Bentham goes on to explain that:

The principle of utility is the foundation of the present work.
. . . By the principle of utility is meant that principle which ap-
proves 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 js in guestion. . . . L say of
every action whatsoever; and therefore not only of every action
of a private individual, but of every measure of government.

By utility is meant that property in any object, whereby it tends
to produce benefit, advantage, pleasure, good, or happiness (all
this in the present case comes to the same thing), or (what comes
again to the same thing) to prevent the happening of mischief,
pain, evil, or unhappiness to the party whose interest is consid-
ered: if that party be the community in general, then the happi-
ness of the community: if a particular individual, then the hap-
piness of that individual.3

Bentham later modified his ideas, or at least their expression.
He acknowledged his debt for the “principle of utility” to
Hume, but came to find the principle too vague. Utility for
what end? Bentham took over from an essay on Government by
Priestley in 1768 the phrase “the greatest happiness of the great-
est number” but later substituted both for this and for "utility”
the Greatest Happiness Principle. Increasingly, too (as revealed
in the Deontology) he substituted “happiness” and “greatest
happiness” for “pleasure,” and in the Deontology he arrived at
the definition: “Morality is the art of maximizing happiness: it
gives the code of laws by which that conduct is suggested whose
result will, the whole of human existence being taken into
account, leave the greatest quantity of felicity.” *

2. The Charge of Sensuality

It is against the statement of his theory in the form found in
his Morals and Legislation, however (and against popular mis-
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conceptions of what he believed or continued to believe), that
the great storm of criticism has been directed.

As the primary purpose of these early chapters will be to lay
the foundation for a positive theory of morals, 1 shall here dis-
cuss only a few of the respects in which that criticism was either
valid or unjustified; and I shall discuss them, not so much as
they apply to the specific doctrines of Bentham, but to hedon-
istic or eudaemonic doctrines in general.

The most frequent objection to hedonism or utilitarianism
on the part of anti-hedonist and anti-utilitarian writers is that
the “pleasure” which it makes the goal of action refers to a
purely physical or sensual pleasure. Thus Schumpeter calls it
“the shallowest of all conceivable philosophics of life,” and
insists that the “pleasure” it talks of is merely the pleasure
epitomized in eating beefsteaks.® And moralists like Carlyle
have not hesitated to call it a “pig philosophy.” This criticism
is immemorial. “Epicurean” has become a synonym for a sen-
sualist, and the followers of Epicurus have been condemned as
the “swine” of Epicurus,

Closely allied to this criticism, and sharing almost equal
prominence with it, is the accusation that hedonism and utili-
tarianism preach essentially the philosophy of sensuality and
self-indulgence, the philosophy of the voluptuary and the liber-
tine.

Now while it is true that there are people who both practice
and preach the philosophy of sensuality, it receives very little
support from Bentham—or, for that matter, from any of the
leading utilitarians.

So far as the charge of sensuality is concerned, no one who
has ever read Bentham can have any excuse for making it.® For
in his elaborate enumeration and classification of “pleasures,”
he lists not only the pleasures of sense, in which he includes
the pleasure of health, and the pleasures of wealth and power,
including those both of acquisition and of possession, but the
pleasures of memory and imagination, or association and expec-
tation, and the pleasures of amity, of a good name, of piety, and
of benevolence or good will, (He is also realistic and candid
enough to list the pleasures of malevolence or ill will)

And when he comes to the question of how a pleasure should
be measured, valued, or compared, he lists seven criteria or
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“circumstances”: (1) Its intensity. (2) Its duration. (3) Its cer-
tainty or uncertainty. (4) Its propinguity or remoteness. {5) Its
fecundity (or the chance it has of being followed by sensations of
the same kind). (6) Its purity (or the chance it has of not being
followed by sensations of the opposite kind). (7) Its extent (that
is, the number of persons to whom it extends).”

The foregoing quotations do, I think, point to some of the
real shortcomings in Bentham’s analysis. These include his fail-
ure to construct a convincing “hedonistic calculus” (though his
elaborate effort to do so was itself highly instructive). They in-
clude his tendency to treat “pleasure” or “pain” as something
that can be abstracted and isolated from specific pleasures or
pains and treated like a physical or chemical residue, or like a
homogeneous juice that can be quantitatively measured.

1 will return to these points later. Here I wish to point out
that Bentham and the utilitarians generally cannot be justly
accused of assigning to “pleasure” a purely sensual meaning.
Nor does their emphasis on promoting pleasure and avoiding
pain necessarily lead to a philosophy of self-indulgence. The
critics of hedonism or utilitarianism constantly talk as if its
votaries measured all pleasures merely in terms of their inlen-
sity. But the key words in Bentham’s comparisons are duration,
fecundity, and purity. And the greatest of these is duration. In
discussing the virtue of “self-regarding prudence,” Bentham
constantly emphasizes the importance of not sacrificing the
future to the present, the importance of giving “preference to
the greater future over the less present pleasure.”® “Is not
temperance a virtue? Aye, assuredly is it. But wherefore? Be-
cause by restraining enjoyment for a time, it afterwards elevates
it to that very pitch which leaves, on the whole, the largest
additicn to the stock of happiness.” ®

3. Of the Greatest Number

Bentham’s views have been misunderstood in another impor-
tant respect—though this is in large part his own fault. One of
the phrases he is thought to have originated—which was once
most often quoted with approval by his disciples but is now the
most frequent target for his critics—is “the greatest happiness
of the greatest number.” But first, as we have seen, this was not
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Bentham's original phrase, but taken by him from Priestley
(who was in turn anticipated both by Hutcheson and Beccaria);
and secondly, Bentham himself later abandoned it. When he
did reject it he did so with a clearer and more powerful argu-
ment (so far as it goes) than any I have seen by any critic, It is
quoted by Bowring in the final pages of the first volume of the
posthumous Deontology, from which 1 paraphrase it:

The principle of the Greatest Happiness of the Greatest
Number is questionable because it can be interpreted as ignor-
ing the feelings or fate of the minority. And this questionable-
ness becomes greater the greater we conceive the ratio to be of
the minority to the majority.

Let us suppose a community of 4001 persons of which the
“majority”’ numbers 2001 and the minority 2000. Suppose that,
to begin with, each of the 4001 possesses an equal portion of
happiness. 1f, now, we take his share of happiness from every
one of the 2000 and divide it among the 2001, the result would
be, not an augmentation, but a vast diminution of happiness.
The feelings of the minority being, according to the “greatest
number” principle, left out of account, the vacuum thus left,
instead of remaining a vacuum, may be filled with the greatest
unhappiness and suffering. The net result for a whole commu-
nity would not be a gain in happiness but a great loss.

Or assume, again, that your 4001 persons are at the outset in
a state of perfect equality with respect to the means to happi-
ness, including power and opulence, with every one possessing
not only equal wealth, but equal liberty and independence.
Now take your 2000, or no matter how much smaller a minor-
ity, reduce them to a state of slavery, and divide them and their
former property among the 2001. How many in the community
will actually have their happiness increased? What would be the
result for the happiness of the whole community? The questions
answer themselves.

To make the application more specific, Bentham then went
on to ask what would happen if, in Great Britain, the whole
body of the Roman Catholics were made slaves and divided
among the whole body of Protestants, or if, in Ireland, the
whole body of Protestants were divided, in like manner, among
the whole body of Roman Catholics.

So Bentham fell back on the Greatest Happiness Principle,
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and spoke of the goal of ethics as that of maximizing the hap-
piness of the community as a whole.

4. “Pleasure” vs. “Happiness”

This staterment of the ultimate criterion of moral rules leaves
many troublesome questions unanswered. We may postpone
consideration of some of these to a later point, but we can
hardly escape dealing with a few of them now, if our answer is
to be even provisionally satistactory. Some of these questions are
perhaps purely semantic or linguistic; others are psychological
or philosophical; and in some cases it is difficult to determine
whether we are in fact dealing with a verbal or a psychological
or a moral problem.

This applies especially to the use of the terms pleasure and
pain. Bentham himself, as we have seen, who originally made
the systematic use of these terms basic to his ethical system, later
tended to abandon the term pleasure more and more for the
term happiness. But he insisted to the end that: “Happiness is
the aggregate of which pleasures are the component parts. . . .
Let not the mind be led astray by any distinctions drawn be-
tween pleasures and happiness. . . . Happiness without pleas-
ures is a chimera and a contradiction; it is 2 million without any
units, a square yard in which there shall be no inches, a bag of
guineas without an atom of gold.” *

The conception of happiness as a mere arithmetical surnma-
tion of units of pleasure and pain, however, finds little accept-
ance today, either by moral philosophers, psychologists, or the
man in the street. And persistent difficulties are presented by the
words pleasure and pain. It is in vain that some moral philoso-
phers have warned that they should be used and understood
only in a purely formal sense.!® The popular association of
these words with merely sensual and carnal pleasure is so strong
that such a warning is certain to be forgotten. Meanwhile anti-
hedonists consciously or unconsciously make full use of this
association to deride and discredit the utilitarian writers who
use the words.

It seems the part of practical wisdom, and the best way to
minimize misunderstanding, to use the terms “pleasure” and
“pain” very sparingly, if not to abandon them almost alto-
gether in ethical discussion.




CHAPTER 5

Satisfaction and Happiness

1. The Role of Desire

The modern doctrine of eudaemonic ethics is differently
framed. It is customarily stated, not in terms of pleasures and
pains, but in terms of desires and satisfactions, Thus it bypasses
some of the psychological and verbal controversies raised by the
older pleasure-pain theories. As we saw in Chapter 3 (p. 12), all
our desires may be generalized as desires to substitute a more
satisfactory state of affairs for a less satisfactory state. A man acts,
in Locke’s phrase, because he feels some “uneasiness” ! and
tries as far as possible to remove this uneasiness.

I shall argue in this chapter, therefore, in defense of at least
one form of the doctrine of “psychological eundaemonism.”
Superficially similar doctrines, under the name “psychological
hedonism” or “psychological egoism,” are actively opposed by
many modern moral philosophers. We shall consider here the
criticism offered by an older moral philosopher, Hastings Rash-
dall.

Rashdall, criticizing “‘psychological hedonism,” held that it
rested on a great “hysteron-proteron’—an inversion of the true
order of logical dependence, a reversal of cause and effect:

The fact that a thing is desired no doubt implies that the satis-
faction of the desire will necessarily bring pleasure. There is un-
doubtedly pleasure in the satisfaction of all desire. But that is a
very different thing from asserting that the object is desired be-
cause it is thought of as pleasant, and in proportion as it is
thought of as pleasant. The hedonistic Psychology involves, ac-
cording to the stock phrase, a “hysteron-proteron”; it puts the
cart before the horse. In reality, the imagined pleasantness is cre-
ated by the desire, not the desire by the imagined pleasantness.?

But in making this criticism, Rashdall was forced to concede
something—the fact that men actually do seek satisfaction of
their desires, whatever these desires happen to be. “The grati-

21
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fication of every desire necessarily gives pleasure in actual fact,
and is consequently conceived of as pleasant in idea before the
desire is accomplished. That is the truth which lies at the bot-
tom of all the exaggerations and misrepresentations of the
hedonistic Psychology.” 3

And here we have a firmer positive basis than the older pleas-
ure-pain psychology on which we can build. As the German
philosopher Friedrich Heinrich Jacobi (1743-1819) declared:
“We originally want or desire an object not because it is agree-
able or good, but we call it agreeable or good because we want
or desire it; and we do this because our sensuous or supersensu-
ous nature so requires. There is, thus, no basis for recognizing
what is good and worth wishing for outside of the faculty of
desiring—i.e., the original desire and the wish themselves.”*
But all this was said much earlier by Spinoza in his Ethics (Part
I, Prop. IX}): “In no case do we strive for, wish for, long for,
or desire anything because we deem it to be good, but on the
other hand we deem a thing to be good, because we strive for
it, wish for it, long for it, or desire it.”

Bertrand Russell, whose opinions on ethics have undergone
many minor changes and at least one major revolution, has
finally settled on this view, as revealed in two books published
nearly thirty years apart. Let us begin with the carlier state-
ment:

There is a view, advocated, e.g. by Dr. G. E. Moore, that “good”
is an indefinable notion, and that we know a priori certain gen-
eral propositions about the kinds of things that are good on their
own account. Such things as happiness, knowledge, appreciation
of beauty, are known to be good, according to Dr. Moore; it is
also known that we ought to act so as to create what is good and
prevent what is bad. I formerly held this view myself, but I was
led to abandon it, partly by Mr. Santayana’s Winds of Doctrine.
I now think that good and bad are derivative from desire. I do
not mean quite simply that the good is the desired, because men's
desires conflict, and “good” is, to my mind, mainly a social con-
cept, designed to find issue from this conflict. The conflict, how-
ever, is not only between the desires of different men, but between
incompatible desires of one man at different times, or even at the
same time.%

Russell then goes on to ask how the desires of a single individ-
ual can be harmonized with each other, and how, if possible,
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the desires of different individuals can be harmonized with each
other.

In Human Society in Ethics and Politics, published in 1955,
he returns to the same theme:

I mean by “right” conduct that conduct which will probably
produce the greatest balance of satisfaction over dissatisfaction,
or the smallest balance of dissatisfaction over satisfaction, and
that, in making this estimate, the question as to who enjoys the
satisfaction, or suffers the dissatisfaction, is to be considered ir-

relevant. . . . I say “satisfaction” rather than “pleasure” or “in-
terest.” The term “interest” as commonly employed has too nar-
row a connotation. . . . The term “satisfaction” is wide enough

to embrace everything that comes to a man through the realiza-
tion of his desires, and these desires do not fiecessarily have any
connection with self, except that one feels them. One may, for
instance, desire—I do myself—that a proof should be discovered
for Fermat's last theorem, and one may be glad if a brilliant
young mathematician is given a sufficient grant to enable him to
seck a proof. The gratification that one would feel in this case
comes under the head of satisfaction, but hardly of self-interest
as commonly understood.

Satisfaction, as I mean the word, is not quite the same thing as
pleasure, although it is intimately connected with it. Some ex-
periences have a satisfying quality which goes beyond their mere
pleasurableness; others, on the contrary, although very pleasur-
able, do not have that peculiar feeling of fulfillment which I am
calling satisfaction.

Many philosophers have maintained that men always and in-
variably seck pleasure, and that even the apparently most altru-
istic acts have this end in view. This, I think, is a mistake. It is
true, of course, that, whatever you may desire, you will get a cer-
tain pleasure when your object is achieved, but often the pleasure
is due to the desire, not the desire to the expected pleasure. This
applies especially to the simplest desires, such as hunger and
thirst. Satisfying hunger or thirst is a pleasure, but the desire for
food or drink is direct, and is not, except in a gourmet, a desire
for the pleasure which they afford.

It is customary among moralists to urge what is called “unsel-
fishness” and to represent morality as consisting mainly in self-
abnegation. This view, it seems to me, springs from a failure to
realize the wide scope of possible desires. Few people’s desires are
wholly concentrated upon themselves. Of this there is abundant
evidence in the prevalence of life insurance. Every man, of neces-



24 THE FOUNDATIONS OF MORALITY

sity, is actuated by his own desires, whatever they may be, but
there is no reason why his desires should all be self-centered. Nor
is it always the case that desires concerned with other people will
lead to better actions than those that are more egoistic. A painter,
for example, may be led by family affection to paint potboilers,
but it might be better for the world if he painted masterpieces
and let his family suffer the discomforts of comparative poverty.
It must be admitted, however, that the immense majority of man-
kind have a bias in favor of their own satisfactions, and that one
of the purposes of morality is to diminish the strength of this
bias.®

2. “Happiness” or “Well-Being”?

Thus codes of morals have their starting point in human de-
sires, choices, preferences, valuations. But the recognition of
this, important as it is, carries us only a little way towards the
construction of an ethical system or even a basis for evaluating
existing ethical rules and judgments.

We shall take up the next steps in succeeding chapters. But
before we come to these chapters, which will be mainly con-
cerned with the problem of means, let us ask whether we can
frame any satisfactory answer to the question of ends.

It will not do to say, as some modern moral philosophers have
been content to say, that ends are “pluralistic” and wholly in-
commensurable. This evades entirely one of the most important
problems of ethics. The ethical problem as it presents itself in
practice in daily life is precisely which course of action we
“ought” to take, precisely which “end,” among conflicting
“ends,” we ought to pursue.

It is frequently asserted by moral philosophers, for example,
that though “Happiness” may be an element in the ultimate
end, “Virtue” is also an ultimate end which cannot be sub-
sumed under or resolved into “Happiness.” But suppose a man
is confronted with a decision in which one course of action, in
his opinion, would most tend to promote happiness (and not
necessarily or merely his own happiness but that of others)
while only a conflicting course of action would be most “virtu-
ous”’? How can he resolve his problem? A rational decision can
only be made on some common basis of comparison. Either hap-
piness is not an ultimate end but rather a means to some further
end, or virtue is not an ultimate end but rather a means to some
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further end. Either happiness must be valued in terms of its
tendency to promote virtue or virtue must be valued in terms of
its tendency to promote happiness, or both must be valued in
terms of their tendency to promote some further end beyond
either.

One confusion that has stood in the way of solving this prob-
lem has been the inveterate tendency of moral philosophers to
draw a sharp contrast hetween “means”’ and “ends,” and then
to assume that whatever can be shown to be a means to some
further end must be merely a means, and can have no value
“in itself,” or, as they phrase it, can have no “intrinsic” value.

Later we shall see in more detail that most things or values
that are the objects of human pursuit are both means and ends;
that one thing may be a means to a proximate end which in turn
is a means to some further end, which in turn may be a means
to some still further end; that these “means-ends” come to be
valued not only as means but as ends-in-themselves—in other
words, acquire not only a derivative or “instrumental” value
but a quasi-“intrinsic” value.

But here we must state one of our provisional conclusions
dogmatically. At any moment we do not the thing that gives
us most “pleasure” (using the word in its usual connotation)
but the thing that gives us most satisfaction (or least dissatisfac-
tion). If we act under the influence of impulse or fear or anger
or passion, we do the thing that gives us most momentary satis-
faction, regardless of longer consequences. If we act calmly after
reflection, we do the thing we think likely to give us the most
satisfaction {or least dissatisfaction) in the long run. But when
we judge our actions morally (and especially when we judge the
actions of others morally), the question we ask or should ask is
this: What actions or rules of action would do most to promote
the health, happiness, and well-being in the long run of the in-
dividual agent, or (if there is conflict) what rules of action
would do most to promote the health, happiness and well-being
in the long run of the whole community, or of all mankind?

1 have used the long phrase “health, happiness, and well-
being” as the nearest equivalent to Aristotle’s eudaemonia,
which seems to include all three. And I have used it because
some moral philosophers believe that Happiness, even if 1t
means the long-run happiness of mankind, is too narrow or too
ignoble a goal. In order to avoid barren disputes over words,
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I should be willing to call the ultimate goal simply the Goed, or
Well-Being. There could then be no objection on the ground
that this ultimate goal, this Summum Bonwm, this criterion of
all means or other ends, was not made inclusive or noble
enough. I have no strong objection to the use of the term Well-
Being to stand for this ultimate goal, though 1 prefer the term
Happiness, standing by itself, as sufficiently inclusive, and yet
more specific. But wherever I use the word Happiness standing
alone, any reader may silently add and/or Well-Being, where-
ever he thinks the addition is necessary to increase the compre-
hensiveness or nobility of the goal.

3. Pleasure Cannot Be Quantified

Before leaving the subject of this chapter it seems desirable
to deal with some of the objections to the eudaemonic view
that it presents.

One of these has to do with the relations of desire to pleasure
—the alleged “hysteron-proteron’ fallacy mentioned at the be-
ginning of the chapter. I suspect that the people who place most
emphasis on this so-called fallacy are themselves guilty of a con-
fusion of thought. Their position is sometimes stated in the
form: “When I am hungry, I desire food, not pleasure.” But
this statement depends for its persnasiveness upon an ambiguity
in the word “pleasure.” If we substitute for “pleasure” the term
satisfaction the statement becomes a form of hairsplitting:
“When I am hungry 1 desire food, not the satisfaction of my
desire.”” What is involved here is not a contrast between two
different things, but merely between two different ways of stat-
ing the same thing. The statement: “When I am hungry, I de-
sire food,” is concrete and specilic. The statement: “I desire the
satisfaction of my desires,” is general and abstract. "There is no
antithesis, Food in this example is merely the specific means of
satisfying a specific desire.

Yet since the time of Bishop Butler this point has been the
subject of bitter controversy. Both hedonists and anti-hedonists
too commonly forget that the word “pleasure,” like the word
“satisfaction,” is merely an abstraction. A pleasure or satisfac-
tion does not exist apart from a specific pleasure or satisfaction.
“Pleasure” cannot be separated or isolated like a sort of pure
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homogeneous juice from specific pleasures or sources of pleas-
ure.

Nor can pleasure be measured or quantified. Bentham’s at-
tempt to quantify pleasure was ingenious, but a failure. How
can one measure the intensity of one pleasure, for example,
against the duration of another? Or the intensity of the “same”
pleasure against its duration? Precisely what decrease in inten-
sity is equal to precisely what increase in duration? 1f one an-
swers that the individual decides this whenever he makes a
choice, then one is saying that it is his subjective preference
that really counts, not the “quantity” of pleasure.

Pleasures and satisfactions can be compared in terms of more
or less, but they cannot be quantified. Thus we may say that
they are comparable, but we may not go on to say that they
are otherwise commensurable. We may say, for example, that
we prefer to go to the symphony tonight to playing bridge,
which is perhaps equivalent to saying that gomg to the sym-
phony tonight would give us more pleasure than playing bridge.
But we cannot meaningfully say that we prefer going to the
symphony tonight 3.72 times as much as playing bridge (or that
it would give us 8.72 times as much pleasure).

Thus even when we say that an individual is “trying to maxi-
mize his satisfactions,” we must be careful to keep in mind that
we are using the term “maximize” metaphorically. It is an ellip-
tical expression for “taking in each case the action that seems to
promise the most satisfying results.” We cannot legitimately use
the term “maximize” in this connection in the strict sense in
which it is used in mathematics, to imply the largest possible
sum. Neither satisfactions nor pleasures can be quantified. They
can only be compared in terms of more or less. "To put the mat-
ter another way, they can be compared ordinally, not cardinally.
We can speak of our first, second, and third choice. We can say
that we expect to get more satisfaction (or pleasure) from doing
A than from doing B, but we can never say precisely how much
more.”

4. Socrates and the Ovysler

In comparing pleasures or satisfactions with each other, then,
it is legitimate to say that one is more or less than another, but
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it is merely confusing to say with John Stuart Mill that one is
“higher” or “lower” than another. In this respect Bentham was
far more logical when he declared: “Quantity of pleasure being
equal, pushpin is as good as poetry.” When, trying to escape
from this conclusion, Mill insisted that pleasures should be
measured by “quality . . . as well as quantity,”® he was in effect
abandoning pleasure itself as the standard of guidance in con-
duct and appealing to some other and not clearly specified
standard. He was implying that we value states of consciousness
for some other reason than their pleasantness.

If we abandon the “pleasure” as the standard and substitute
satisfaction, it becomes clear that if the satisfaction that it yields
is the standard of conduct, and John Jones gets more satisfac-
tion from playing ping-pong than he does from reading poetry,
then he is justified in playing ping-pong. One may say, if one
wishes, again following Mill, that he would probably prefer po-
etry if he had “experience of both.” But this is far from certain.
It depends on what kind of person Jones is, on what his tastes
are, what his physical and mental capacities are, and his mood
of the moment. To insist that he should read poetry rather than
play ping-pong (even though the latter gives him intense pleas-
ure and the former would merely bore or irritate him), on the
ground that if he plays ping-pong and abjures poetry he will
carn your contempt, is to appeal to intellectual snobbery rather
than to morality.

In fact, Mill introduced a great deal of confusion of thought
into ethics when he wrote: “It is better to be a human being dis-
satisfied 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 side of the question.
The other party to the comparison knows both sides.” ?

Now it may be doubted that the other party to the compari-
son knows both sides. An intelligent man has never been a pig,
and does not know precisely how a pig feels, or how he would
feel if he were a pig: he might then have a pig’s preferences,
whatever these should turn out to be.

In any case, Mill has simply introduced an irrelevancy. He
is appealing to our snobbery, our pride, or our shame. No one
who reads philosophy at all would like to admit that he prefers
to be an ordinary man rather than a genius, let alone that he
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would prefer being a pig to being an ordinary man. The reader
is expected to say, “A thousand times, no!”

But this does not happen to be the issue. If we stick to the
issue, then, we will reply: It is better to be Socrates satisfied
than Socrates dissatisfied. It is better to be a human being satis-
fied than a human being dissatisfied. It is better to be a fool
satisfied than a fool dissatisfied. It is better even to be a pig
satisfied than a pig dissatisfied.

Each of these, if dissatisfied, is usually capable of taking some
action that would make him less dissatisfied, 'The actions that
would make him least dissatisfied in the long run, assuming they
were not at the expense of other persons (or pigs), would be the
most appropriate actions for him to take.

The choice of such actions is a real choice. The choice im-
plied by Mill is not. Neither a human being nor a pig, regard-
less of his own desires, can change his animal status to that of
the other. Nor can a fool make himself into a Socrates simply
by an act of choice, nor Socrates into a fool. But human beings,
at least, are capable of choosing the actions that seem likely to
bring them most satisfaction in the long run.

1f a moron is happy gaping at television but would be miser-
able trying to read Plato or Mill or G. E. Moore, it would be
cruel and even stupid to try to force him to do the latter simply
because you think such reading would make a genius happy.
It would hardly be more “moral” for a commonplace man to
torture or bore himself by reading high-brow books rather than
detective stories if the latter gave him real pleasure. 'The moral
life should not be confused with the intellectual life. The moral
life consists in following the course that leads to the greatest
long-run happiness achievable by the individual concerned, and
leads him to cooperate with others to the extent of the capaci-
ties he actually has, rather than those he might wish he had or
might think he “ought” to have.

Yet this crypto-snobbish standard is appealed to again and
again by moral philosophers, Bertrand Russell, in one of his
many phases as a moral philosopher, once repeated, in effect,
Plato’s argument about the life of the oyster, having pleasure
with no knowledge. Imagine such mindless pleasure, as intense
and prolonged as you please, and would you choose it? Is it your
good? And Santayana replied:
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Here the British reader, like the blushing Greek youth, is ex-
pected to answer imstinctively, No! It is an argumentum ad
hominem (and there can be no other kind of argument in ethics);
but the man who gives the required answer does so not because
the answer is self-evident, which it is not, but because he is the
required sort of man. He is shocked at the idea of resembling an
oyster. Yet changeless pleasure, without memory or reflection,
without the wearisome intermixture of arbitrary images, is just
what the mystic, the voluptuary, and perhaps the oyster find to
be good. . .. The impossibility which people labor under of
being satisfied with pure pleasure as a goal is due to their want
of imagination, or rather to their being dominated by an imag-
ination which is exclusively human.10

Let us carry Santayana’s argument a step further. Let us as-
sume that the moral philosopher asked: “Suppose you could get
more pleasure, both immediately and in the long run, than you
now get from witnessing the plays of Shakespeare, but without
ever reading, seeing, or hearing a Shakespearian play, and re-
maining entirely ignorant of Shakespeare’s work? Would you
choose this greater pleasure?” Every lover of Shakespeare would
probably answer No. But isn’t this simply because he would not
believe in the hypothetical choice? Because he simply could not
imagine himself getting the pleasure of Shakespeare without
reading or seeing Shakespearian plays? Pleasure can hardly be
conceived as a pure abstraction apart from a particular pleasure.

The antihedonist may reply in triumph that if people refuse
to substitute one kind of pleasure for another, or one quality
of pleasure for another, then they have made something else
besides ‘“‘quantity” of pleasure their test. But it should be
pointed out to him that the test he applies to specific intellec-
tual or specific “higher” pleasures could be applied, with the
same kind of results, to specific sensual, carnal or “lower” pleas-
ures. If the question were put to a voluptuary: “Suppose, by
some other means, you could get more pleasure than you could
get from sleeping with the most seductive woman in the world,
but without having this latter privilege, would you choose this
greater but disembodied pleasure?” Any lecher who was asked
this question would probably also reply with an emphatic No.
And the reason would be basically the same as for our Shake-
speare lover. People cannot imagine or believe in a purely ab-
stract pleasure, but only in a specific pleasure.
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When a man is asked to imagine himself feeling pleasure,
though deprived of all his present sources of pleasure—oi all
the things or activities that now bring him pleasure—he natu-
rally finds himself unable to do it. It is like being asked to
imagine himself in love, but not with anybody.

The answer becomes clearer when we abandon the word
“pleasure” and substitute satisfaction. We do not ordinarily
speak of “quantity” of satisfaction, as we are tempted to do with
“pleasure,” but only of greater or less satisfaction. Nor do we
speak of “quality” of satisfaction. We merely ask whether this
or that object or activity gives us more or less satisfaction than
another. We recognize, moreover, that different people find sat-
isfaction in different things, and that the same person who finds
satisfaction in one activity today may find it in quite another
tomorrow. None of us permanently or always chooses “higher”
pleasures to “lower” pleasures, or even vice versa. Even the dedi-
cated ascetic stops to eat, or to satisfy other bodily needs. And
the devotee of Shakespearian tragedies may relish a good dinner
just before he goes to the theater.

We will return to a fuller discussion of the “pushpin-vs.-po-
etry” problem in Chapter 18.

5. Psychological Eudaemonism

1 announced at the beginning of this chapter that I would
argue in defense of at least one form of the doctrine of “psycho-
logical eudaemonism.”

Some antihedonists (of whom I might again cite Hastings
Rashdall ' as an outstanding example) have adopted what seems
a neat way of disposing of the hedonist contention. They first
seek to show that “"psychological hedonism” cannot account for
our teal motives in acting. They then point out that while
“ethical hedonism” is still possible, it is slightly ridiculous to
contend that it is one’s duty to seek solely one’s own pleasure
even if one doesn’t always want to.

"This refutation itself rests on a series of fallacies, which be-
come particularly apparent when we abandon the word “pleas-
ure,” with its special connotations, and instead talk of “‘satisfac-
tion” or “happiness.”

At the cost of repetition, let us review some of the principal
fallacies in the attack on psychological hedonism:
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1. The assumption that “pleasure” refers only, or primarily,
to sensual or carnal pleasure. 'There is hardly an antihedonist
writer who does not at least tacitly make this assumption. That
is why it seems advisable for eudaemonists to abandon the words
“hedonist” and “pleasure” and to speak instead of “satisfaction”
or “happiness.” Wherever we find the word “pleasure” used we
must be on guard against its ambiguity. For it may mean either:
(1) sensual pleasure; or (2} a valued state of consciousness.'

2. The refusal to see that the hedonist or eudaemonist posi-
tion can be stated negatively. Antihedonists accuse hedonists of
contending, for example (and some ill-advised hedonists actually
do) that a man voluntarily becomes a martyr because he thinks
the “pleasure” of martyrdom will predominate over the pain.
Rather he accepts martyrdom (where he might avoid it} because
he prefers the physical agony of torture, burning, or crucifixion
to the disgrace or spiritual anguish of repudiating his God or
his principles or betraying his friends. He is not choosing “pleas-
ure” of any sort; he is choosing what he regards as the lesser
agony.

8. Antihedonists (especially Rashdall, who devoles many
pages to it) iry to refute hedonism by referring to what they call
the “hysteron-proteron” fallacy. To quote Rashdall again: “'The
hedonistic Psychology explains the desire by the pleasure,
whereas in fact the pleasure owes its existence entirely to the
desire.” ¥ Or again: “[Hedonism] makes the anticipated “satis-
faction” the condition of the desire, whereas the desire is really
the condition of the satisfaction.” ¥

The contrast here between “desire” and “satisfaction” is of
dubious validity. It is a verbal distinction rather than a psycho-
logical one. It is merely tautological to say that what I really de-
sire is the satisfaction of my desires. True, I will not try to
satisfy a desire unless I already have the desire. But it is the
satisfaction of the desire, rather than the desire itself, that I
desire! Rashdall's objection comes down to the triviality that we
desire a pleasure only because we desire it. To say that 1 seck
the satisfaction of my desires is another way of saying that I
desire “happiness,” for my happiness consists in the satisfaction
of my desires.

4. Another objection to hedonism is that originating with
Bishop Butler. It declares that what I want is not “pleasure”
but some specific thing. To quote again the sentence cited a



