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Introduction

“Everything that serves to preserve the social order is moral,
everything that is detrimental to it is immoral.”
—LUDWIG VON MISES, Liberalism

This book is an abridgment of Henry Hazlitt’'s The Foundations
of Morality (first edition, 1964; second edition, 1972). In his 1963
Preface to that book, Mr. Hazlitt wrote that he believed progress in
ethics was no less possible than in other branches of knowledge and
thought. He hoped to contribute something to our understanding
of ethics and morality by bringing together the teachings of other
disciplines, especially economics and jurisprudence.

Hazlitt was an economic journalist of note, the author of the
best-selling Economics in One Lesson and business columnist for
Newsweek. Countless editorials and book reviews by him had been
published in the New York Times and other newspapers. His famil-
iarity with economics led him to reject the thesis of many moral
philosophers that the interests of the individual and the interests of
society were in opposition. His studies in the field of human action
had convinced him that “modern economics had worked out
answers to the problems of individual and social value of which
most contemporary moral philosophers still seem quite unaware.”
Thus, he believed that ethical theory had a great deal to learn from
modern economics. Ethical theory could also learn from jurispru-
dence, especially respecting “the immense importance of acting in
strict accordance with established general rules.”

“When the rightly understood interests of the individual are
considered in the long run,” Hazlitt wrote, “they are found to be in
harmony with and to coincide (almost if not quite to the point of
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identity) with the long-run interest of society. And to recognize
this,” Hazlitt wrote, “leads us to recognize conduciveness to social
cooperation as the great criterion of the rightness of action, because
voluntary social cooperation is the great means for the attainment
not only of our collective but of nearly all our individual ends.” This
reasoning led Hazlitt to agree with his close friend and mentor, the
Austrian economist Ludwig von Mises, quoted above, that the crite-
rion for making moral judgments was simply whether or not it fos-
tered or hindered social cooperation. To Hazlitt, however, the ethi-
cal implications of this position called for further elaboration than
Mises gave them in his many economic writings. Hence The Foun-
dations of Morality.

This abridgment attempts to include the most important themes
presented by Hazlitt in The Foundations of Morality. Tt is not
intended to supersede the longer work. It is offered to those who are
interested in the conclusions derived from exploring the age-old
philosophical controversy over morality. Of course readers who
wish to pursue these issues further may refer to the longer work.

—BETTINA BIEN GREAVES



Foreword

Any sensible policy position presupposes understanding the
reality that the natural and social sciences investigate. It also pre-
supposes value judgments—notions of good and bad, desirable and
undesirable, right and wrong. Ethics thus enters not only into pri-
vate 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. It supposedly invites govern-
ment hyperactivity aimed at maximizing some misconceived aggre-
gate 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 inteflectual atmosphere, Henry Hazlitt forth-
rightly 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] ultimately {though
it will shock many to hear this) on utilitarian considerations.”
[p. 112 in this abridgment] 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
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viii Foreword

more than one) is also necessary, a judgment so ultimate that it lies
bevond any series of reasons one might offer. Examples of relatively
specific value judgments, in contrast, are the standard condemna-
tions of murder, lying, cheating, and 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 theo-
rizing appeals to a variety of specific intuitions instead of to one
broad and fundamental value judgment. In a chapter omitted from
this new edition, Hazlitt recommends applying Occam’s razor to the
promiscuous multiplication of alleged 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 plau-
sible?

Henry Hazlitt’s great insight, following writers like David Hume
and Ludwig von Mises, is that direct appeal to the criterion of hap-
piness over misery is seldom necessary. A surrogate criterion is more
tractable. Mises and Hazlitt call it “social cooperation.” It means a
well-functioning society, one in which people live together peace-
ably 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 pre-
requisite to the happiness of its members. Economics and the other
social and natural sciences have much to say about what does sup-
port or undercut social cooperation.

Hazlitt gives powerful reasons for repudiating the brand of util-
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itarianism (“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-utilitar-
ianism” instead, which, following John Gray’s reading of John Stu-
art Mill, might better be named “indirect utilitarianism.” Hazlitt
calls for adherence, almost without exception, to ethical principles
that do satisfy the utilitarian criterion.

Hazlitt 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 Hazlitt’s books on various topics and of all books on
ethics that | have read, The Foundations of Morality is my favorite
by far. Hazlitt 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, 1s that
Hazlitt lacked the standard academic credentials. He was a pro-
foundly educated man, but mostly self-educated. Holding no pro-
fessorship, 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 Hazlitt chose his quotations remarkably well, and they do help
carry his own argument forward.

This new edition omits many of those quotations. It is not a
condensation of the Reader’s Digest sort. That sort, as I understand
it, tries to squeeze out superfluous words by rewriting even individ-
ual sentences and paragraphs. Hazlitt’s excellent writing style leaves
little scope for such tightening. Instead, large chunks of text have
been omitted, including whole paragraphs, quotations, and espe-
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cially whole chapters—18 out of 33. I was sorry to see the sacrifice
of chapters on “Satisfaction and Happiness,” “Prudence and Benev-
olence,” “Egoism, Altruism, Mutualism,” “Duty for Duty’s Sake,”
“The Law of Nature,” and “Justice.”

On the other hand, this shortened edition will attract new read-
ers and new adherents to the intelligent utilitarianism that provides
(in my view) the soundest philosophical basis for the humane soci-
ety that is the ideal of classical liberals. Many of these new readers,
we may hope, will go on to study the uncut version of The Founda-
tions of Morality, which FEE is also keeping in print.

—LELAND B. YEAGER
* Ludwig von Mises Distinguished Professor of Economics Emer-
itus at Auburn University, Alabama

* Paul Goodlow Mclntire Professor of Economics Emeritus at the
University of Virginia

March 1998



CHAPTER 1
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 himself
approving or disapproving how other people act, but approving 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 insofar as we judge it to have conformed to the princi-
ples or standards by which we judge others. When we have failed, in
our own judgment, to live up to the moral code which we habitually
apply to others, we feel “guilty”; our “conscience” bothers us.

Our personal moral standards may not be precisely the same in
all respects as those of our friends or neighbors or countrymen, but
they are remarkably similar. We find greater differences 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 judgments
of moral approval or disapproval. From infancy we found such judg-
ments 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” playmate or “bad” play-
mate, “good” dog or “bad” dog, and even “bad” doorknob if we
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2 Henry Hazlitt

bumped our head against it. Only gradually did we begin to distin-
guish approval or disapproval on moral grounds from approval or
disapproval on other grounds.

Implicit moral codes probably existed for centuries before 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 com-
mands 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 certain actions?
Why only these actions? 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, prob-
ably, the dominant popular theory or faith. But among philoso-
phers, 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 mortals to
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know God’s will? The question was answered simply enough, per-
haps, for the ancient Jews: God himself dictated the Ten Com-
mandments—and hundreds of other laws and judgments—to
Moses on Mount Sinai. God, in fact, wrote the Ten Command-
ments 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 guide for Christians.
Christians ignore the dietary laws prescribed by the God of Moses.
The God of Moses commanded “Eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand
for hand, foot for foot, burning 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 intu-
ition 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 nihilism
which affects to regard all moral rules or judgments as the product
of baseless superstition. But this nihilism is never consistent and sel-
dom sincere. If one who professed it were knocked down, brutally
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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 cus-
tomarily 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, ingratitude, disloyalty, treachery,
violence, and chaos were the rule, and were as highly regarded as, or
even more highly regarded than, their opposites—good manners,
promise-keeping, truth-telling, honesty, fairness, loyalty, considera-
tion for others, peace and order, and social cooperation.

But false theories of ethics, and the number of possible fallacies
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 uneconomic 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 formu-
late a theory of ethics. The first might be what we may call, for iden-
tification rather than accuracy, the inductive or a posteriori method.
This would consist in examining what our moral judgments of var-
ious acts or characteristics actuaily are, and then trying to see
whether they form a consistent whole, and on what common princi-
ple 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 asking ourselves whether a moral code would serve
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any purpose, and if so, what that purpose would be; and then, hav-
ing 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 judg-
ments by the criterion at which we had deductively arrived.

The second was essentially the method of Jeremy Bentham, 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 our-
selves using now one method and now another.

Let us begin by looking for the Ultimate Moral Criterion.



CHAPTER 2
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 developed any inter-
est in grammar or linguistics. They worked and saved, planted
crops, fashioned tools, built homes, owned, bartered, 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, before they formulated theories of
politics or jurisprudence. And they acted implicitly in accordance
with a code of morals, rewarded or punished, approved or disap-
proved of the actions of their fellows in adhering to or violating that
code of morals, long before it even occurred to them to inquire into
the rationale of what they were doing.

It would seem at first glance both natural and logical, therefore,
to begin the study of ethics with an inquiry into the history or evo-
lution 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 prof-
itable 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 sci-
ence 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 inguiry, 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 centuries that “no accumulation
of observed sequences, no experience of what is, no predictions of
what will be, can possibly prove what ought fo be.”! And others have
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The Moral Criterion 7

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 possibility 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 deci-
sions. 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 desire to get ahead,
you must be diligent in your business. If you don’t want to get fat,
you 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 is 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 drink-
ing,” 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 oculist: “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?
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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 impulse or passion,
of a moment of anger or rage, malice, vindictiveness, or the desire
for revenge, or gluttony, or an overwhelming 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 satisfactory 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 acting. 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 long-run 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 unhappiness) i
the long run. Wise and disciplined men refuse to indulge in immedi-
ate 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, secks 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 seeks 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
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by refraining from injury to their fellows, but by cooperating with
them. Social cooperation is the foremost means by which the major-
ity of us attain most of our ends. It is on the imphicit if not the
explicit recognition of this that our codes of morals, our rules of
conduct, are ultimately based.

Social cooperation is, of course, itself a means. It is a means to
the never completely attainable goal of maximizing the happiness
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 plea-
sure may be a great bore to another. “One man’s meat is another
man’s poison.” But social cooperation 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 Cooperation, and
cannot be achieved without that means.

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

1. Hastings Rashdall, The Theory of Good and Evil (London: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 1907), 1, p. 33.

2. Jeremy Bentham, An Introduction io the Principles of Morals and Legislation
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1823), p. 319n.



CHAPTER 3

Social Cooperation

1. Each and All

The ultimate goal of the conduct of each of us, as an individual,
is to maximize his own happiness and well-being. Therefore the
effort of each of us, as a member of society, is to persuade and
induce everybody else to act so as to maximize the long-run happi-
ness and well-being of society as a whole and even, if necessary,
forcibly to prevent anybody from acting to reduce or destroy the
happiness or well-being of society as a whole. For the happiness and
well-being of each is promoted by the same conduct that promotes
the happiness and well-being of all. Conversely, the happiness and
well-being of all is promoted by the conduct that promotes the hap-
piness and well-being of each. In the long run the aims of the indi-
vidual and “society” (considering this as the name that each of us
gives to all other individuals) coalesce, and tend to coincide.

We may state this conclusion in another form: The aim of each
of us is to maximize his own satisfaction; and each of us recognizes
that his satisfaction can best be maximized by cooperating with oth-
ers and having others cooperate with him. Society itself, therefore,
may be defined as nothing else but the combination of individuals
for cooperative effort.! If we keep this in mind, there is no harm in
saying that, as it is the aim of each of us to maximize his satisfac-
tions, so it is the aim of “society” to maximize the satisfactions of
each of its members, or, where this cannot be completely done, to
try to reconcile and harmonize as many desires as possible, and to
minimize the dissatisfactions or maximize the satisfactions of as
many persons as possible in the long run.

Thus our goal envisions continuously both a present state of

10
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well-being and a future state of well-being, the maximization of
both present satisfactions and future satisfactions.

But this statement of the ultimate goal carries us only a little
way toward a system of ethics.

2. The Way to the Goal

It was an error of most of the older utilitarians, as of earlier
moralists, to suppose that if they could once find and state the ulti-
mate goal of conduct, the great Summum Bonum, their mission was
completed. They were like medieval knights devoting all their efforts
to the quest of the Holy Grail, and assuming that, if they once
found it, their task would be done.

Yet even if we assume that we have found, or succeeded in stat-
ing, the “ultimate” goal of conduct, we have no more finished our
task than if we had decided to go to the Holy Land. We must know
the way to get there, We must know the means, and the means of
obtaining the means.

By what means are we to achieve the goal of conduct? How are
we to know what conduct is most likely to achieve this goal?

The great problem presented by ethics is that no two people find
their happiness or satisfactions in precisely the same things. Each of
us has his own peculiar set of desires, his own particular valuations,
his own intermediate ends. Unanimity in value judgments does not
exist, and probably never will.

This seems to present a dilemma, a logical dead end, from which
the older ethical writers struggled for a way of escape. Many of
them thought they had found it in the doctrine that ultimate goals
and ethical rules were known by “intuition.” When there was dis-
agreement about these goals or rules, they tried to resolve it by con-
sulting their own individual consciences, and taking their own pri-
vate intuitions as the guide. This was not a good way out. Yet a way
of escape from the dilemma was there.

This lies in Social Cooperation. For each of us, social coopera-
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tion is the great means of attaining nearly all our ends. For each of
us social cooperation is of course not the ultimate end but a means.
It has the great advantage that no unanimity with regard to value
judgments is required to make it work.? But it is a means so central,
so universal, so indispensable to the realization of practically all our
other ends, that there is little harm in regarding it as an end-in-itself,
and even in treating it as if it were the goal of ethics. In fact, pre-
cisely because none of us knows exactly what would give most satis-
faction or happiness to others, the best test of our actions or rules of
action is the extent to which they promote a social cooperation that
best enables each of us to pursue Ais own ends.

Without social cooperation modern man could not achieve the
barest fraction of the ends and satisfactions that he has achieved
with it. The very subsistence of the immense majority of us depends
upon it. We cannot treat subsistence as basely material and beneath
our moral notice. As Ludwig von Mises reminds us: “Even the most
sublime ends cannot be sought by people who have not first satisfied
the wants of their animal body.”® And as Philip Wicksteed has more
concretely put it: “A man can be neither a saint, nor a lover, nor a
poet, unless he has comparatively recently had something to eat.”™

3. The Division of Labor

The great means of social cooperatton is the division and combi-
nation of labor. The division of labor enormously increases the pro-
ductivity of each of us and therefore the productivity of all of us. This
has been recognized since the very beginning of economics as a sci-
ence. Its recognition is, indeed, the foundation of modern economics.
It is not mere coincidence that the statement of this truth occurs in
the very first sentence of the first chapter of Adam Smith’s great
Wealth of Nations, published in 1776: “The greatest improvement in
the productive powers of labor, and the greater part of the skill, dex-
terity, and judgment with which it is any where directed, or applied,
seem to have been the effects of the division of labor.”
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Adam Smith goes on to take an example from “a very trifling
manufacture; but one in which the division of labor has been very
often taken notice of, the trade of the pin-maker.” He points out
that “a workman not educated to this business (which the division
of labor has rendered a distinct trade), nor acquainted with the use
of machinery employed in it (to the invention of which the same
division of labor has probably given occasion), could scarce, per-
haps, with the utmost industry, make one pin a day, and certainly
could not make twenty.” In the way in which the work is actually
carried on (in 1776), he tells us: “One man draws out the wire,
another straights it, a third cuts it, a fourth points it, a fifth grinds it
at the top for receiving the head” and so on, so that “the important
business of making a pin is, in this manner, divided into about eigh-
teen distinct operations.” He tells how he himself has seen “a small
manufactory of this kind where ten men only were employed” yet
“could make among them upwards of forty-eight thousand pins in
a day. Fach person, therefore, making a tenth part of forty-eight
thousand pins, might be considered as making four thousand eight
hundred pins in a day. But if they had all wrought separately and
independently and without any of them having been educated to
this peculiar business, they certainly could not each of them have
made twenty, perhaps not one pin a day; that is, certainly, not the
two hundred and fortieth, perhaps not the four thousand eight hun-
dredth part of what they are at present capable of performing, in
consequence of a proper division and combination of their different
operations.”

Smith then goes on to show, from further ilfustrations, how “the
division of labor . . . so far as it can be introduced, occasions, in
every ati, a proportionable increase of the productive powers of
labor”; and how “the separation of different trades and employ-
ments from one another seems to have taken place in consequences
of this advantage.”

This great increase in productivity he attributes to “three dif-
ferent circumstances; first, to the increase of dexterity in every par-
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ticular workman; secondly, to the saving of the time which is com-
monly lost in passing from one species of work to another; and
lastly, to the invention of a great number of machines which facili-
tate and abridge labor, and enable one man to do the work of
many.” These three “circumstances” are then explained in detail.

“It is the great multiplication of the productions of all the dif-
ferent arts, in consequence of the division of labor,” Smith con-
cludes, “which occasions, in a well-governed society, that universal
opulence which extends itself to the lowest ranks of the people.”

But this brings him to a further question, which he proceeds to
take up in his second chapter. “This division of labor, from which so
many advantages are derived, is not originally the effect of any
human wisdom, which foresees and intends that general opulence to
which it gives occasion. It is the necessary, though very slow and
gradual, consequence of a certain propensity in human nature
which has in view no such extensive utility; the propensity to truck,
barter, and exchange one thing for another.”

In resting the origin of the division of labor on an unexplained
“propensity to truck, barter, and exchange,” as he sometimes seems
to do in his succeeding argument, Adam Smith was wrong. Social
cooperation and the division of labor rest upon a recognition
(though often implicit rather than explicit) on the part of the mdi-
vidual that this promotes his own self-interest— that work per-
formed under the division of labor is more productive than isolated
work. And in fact, Adam Smith’s own subsequent argument in
Chapter I clearly recognizes this:

In civilized society [the individual] stands at all times in
need of the cooperation and assistance of great multitudes.
. .. Man has almost constant occasion for the help of his
brethren, and it is in vain for him to expect it from their
benevolence only. He will be more likely to prevail if he can
interest their seff-love in his favor, and show them that it is
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for their own advantage to do for him what he requires of
them. Whoever offers to another a bargain of any kind, pro-
poses to do this: Give me that which I want, and you shall
have this which you want, is the meaning of every such offer;
and it is in this manner that we obtain from one another the
far greater part of those good offices which we stand in need
of. It is not from the benevolence of the butcher, the brewer,
or the baker, that we expect our dinner, but from their
regard to their own interest. We address ourselves, not to
their humanity but to their self-love, and never talk to them
of our own necessities but of their advantages.

“Nobody but a beggar,” Smith points out in extending the argu-
ment, “chooses to depend chiefly upon the benevolence of his fel-
low citizens,” and “even a beggar does not depend upon it entirely,”
for “with the money which one man gives him he purchases food,”
etc.

“As it is by treaty, by barter, and by purchase,” Adam Smith
continues, “that we obtain from one another the greater part of
those mutual good offices which we stand in need of, so it is this
same trucking disposition which originally gives occasion to the
division of labor. In a tribe of hunters or shepherds a particular per-
son makes bows and arrows, for example, with more readiness and
dexterity than any other. He frequently exchanges them for cattle or
for venison with his companions; and he finds at last that he can in
this manner get more cattle and venison, than if he himself went to
the field to catch them. From a regard to his own interest, therefore,
the making of bows and arrows grows to be his chief business, and
he becomes a sort of armourer.” And Smith explains how in turn
other specialists develop.

In brief, each of us, in pursuing his self-interest, finds that he
can do it most effectively through social cooperation. The belief
that there is a basic conflict between the interests of the individual
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and the interests of society is untenable. Society is only another
name for the combination of individuals for purposeful coopera-
tion.

4, The Basis of Economic Life

Let us look a little more closely at the motivational basis of this
great system of social cooperation through exchange of goods or
services. I have just used the phrase “self-interest,” following Adam
Smith’s example when he speaks of the butcher’s and the baker’s
“own interests,” “self-love,” and “advantage.” But we should be
careful not to assume that people enter into these economic rela-
tions with each other simply because cach seeks only his “setfish” or
“egoistic” advantage. Let us see how an acute economist restates the
essence of this economic relation.

The economic life, writes Philip Wicksteed, “consists of all that
complex of relations into which we enter with other people, and
lend ourselves or our resources to the furtherance of their purposes
as an indirect means of furthering our own.”? “By direct and indi-
rect processes of exchange, by the social alchemy of which money is
the symbol, the things I have and the things I can [do] are trans-
muted into the things I want and the things I would.”® People coop-
erate with me in the economic relation “not primarily, or not solely,
because they are interested in my purposes, but because they have
certain purposes of their own; and just as I find that I can only
secure the accomplishment of my purposes by securing their coop-
eration, so they find that they can only accomplish theirs by secur-
ing the cooperation of yet others, and they find that I am in a posi-
tion, directly or indirectly, to place this cooperation at their
disposal. A vast range, therefore, of our relations with others enters
into a system of mutual adjustment by which we further each
other’s purposes simply as an indirect way of furthering our own.”’

So far the reader may not have detected any substantial differ-
ence between Wicksteed’s statement and Adam Smith’s. Yet there is
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a very important one. I enter into an economic or business relation
with you, for the exchange of goods or services for money, primar-
ily to further my purposes, not yours, and you enter mto it, on your
side, primarily to further your purposes, not mine. But this does not
mean that either of our purposes is necessarily selfish or self-cen-
tered. I may be hiring your services as a printer to publish a tract at
my own expense pleading for more kindness to animals. A mother
buying groceries in the market will go where she can get the best
quality or the lowest price, and not to help any particular grocer; yet
in buying her groceries she may have the needs and tastes of her hus-
band or children in mind more than her own needs or tastes. “When
Paul of Tarsus abode with Aquila and Priscilla in Corinth and
wrought with them at his craft of tent-making we shall hardly say
that he was inspired by egoistic motives. . . . The economic relation,
then, or business nexus, is necessary alike for carrying on the life of
the peasant and the prince, of the saint and the sinner, of the apos-
tle and the shepherd, of the most altruistic and the most egoistic of
men.”8

The reader may have begun to wonder at this point whether this
is a book on ethics or on economics. But I have emphasized this eco-
nomic cooperation because it occupies so enormous a part of our
daily life. It plays, in fact, a far larger role in our daily life than most
of us are consciously aware of. The relationship of employer and
employee (notwithstanding the misconceptions and propaganda of
the Marxist socialists and the unions) is essentially a cooperative
relationship. Each needs the other to accomplish his own purposes.
The success of the employer depends upon the industriousness,
skill, and loyalty of his employees; the jobs and incomes of the
employees depend upon the success of the employer. Even eco-
nomic competition, so commonly regarded by socialists and
reformers as a form of economic warfare,” is part of a great system
of social cooperation, which promotes continual invention and
improvement of products, continual reduction of costs and prices,
continual widening of the range of choice and continual increase of
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the welfare of consumers. The competition for workers constantly
raises wages, as the competition for jobs improves performance and
efficiency. True, competitors do not cooperate directly with each
other; but each, in competing for the patronage of third parties,
secks to offer more advantages to those third parties than his rival
can, and in so doing each forwards the whole system of social coop-
eration. Economic competition is simply the striving of individuals
to attain the most favorable position in the system of social cooper-
ation. As such, it must exist in any conceivable mode of social orga-
nization. !

The realm of economic cooperation, as I have said, occupies a
far larger part of our daily life than most of us are commonly aware
of, or even willing to admit. Marriage and the family are, among
other things, a form not only of biological but of economical coop-
eration. In primitive societies the man hunted and fished while the
woman prepared the food. In modern society the husband is still
responsible for the physical protection and the food supply of his
wife and children. Each member of the family gains by this cooper-
ation, and it is largely on recognition of this mutual economic gain,
and not merely of the joys of love and companionship, that the
foundations of the institution of marriage are so solidly buiit.

But though the advantages of social cooperation are to an enor-
mous extent economic, they are not solely economic. Through
social cooperation we promote all the values, direct and indirect,
material and spiritual, cultural and aesthetic, of modern civiliza-
tion.

Some readers will see a similarity, and others may suspect an
identity, between the ideal of Social Cooperation and Kropotkin’s
ideal of “Mutual Aid.”"" A similarity there surely is. But Social
Cooperation seems to me not only a much more appropriate phrase
than Mutual Aid, but a much more appropriate and precise concept.
Typical instances of cooperation occur when two men row a boat or
paddle a canoe from opposite sides, when four men move a piano or
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a crate by lifting opposite corners, when a carpenter hires a helper,
when an orchestra plays a symphony, We would not hesitate to say
that any of these were cooperative undertakings or acts of coopera-
tion, but we should be surprised to find all of them called examples
of “mutual aid.” For “aid” carries the implication of gratuitous
help—the rich aiding the poor, the strong aiding the weak, the supe-
rior, out of compassion, aiding the inferior. It also seems to carry
the implication of haphazard and sporadic rather than of systematic
and continuous cooperation. The phrase Social Cooperation, on the
other hand, seems to cover not only everything that the phrase
Mutual Aid implies but the very purpose and basis of life in soci-
ety.!?

1. Cf Ludwig von Mises, Human Action (New Haven: Yale University Press,
1549}, p. 143.

2. Cf. Ludwig von Mises, Theory and History (New Haven: Yale University
Press, 1957), pp. 55-61.
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Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1910), p. 154.

5. Ibid., p. 158.

6. Ibid., p. 166,

7. Loc. cit.

8. Ibid., pp. 170-171.
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“cooperation” that superiors sometimes insist on from subordinates—unless this is
compatible with a comprehensive cooperation with the aims of society as a whole.
Nor is it, for the same reason, intended to apply to cooperation with a mere tem-~
porary or local majority, when this is incompatible with a broader cooperation for
the achievement of human aims.



CHAPTER 4

Long Run vs. Short Run

1. The Voluptuary’s Fallacy

There is no irreconcilable conflict between the interests of the
individual and those of society. If there were, society could not
exist. Society is the great means through which individuals pursue
and fulfill their ends. For society is but another name for the combi-
nation of individuals for cooperation. It is the means through which
each of us furthers the purposes of others as an indirect means of
furthering his own. And this cooperation is in the overwhelming
main voluntary. It is only collectivists who assume that the interests
of the individual and of society (or the State) are fundamentally
opposed, and that the individual can only be led to cooperate in
society by Draconian compulsions.

The real distinction we need to make for ethical clarity is not
that between the individual and society, or even between “egoism”
and “altruism,” but between interests in the short run and those in
the long run. This distinction is made constantly in modern eco-
nomics.! It is in large part the basis for the condemnation by econo-
mists of such policies as tariffs, subsidies, price-fixing, rent control,
crop supports, featherbedding, deficit-financing, and inflation.
Those who say mockingly that “in the long run we are afl dead™ are
just as irresponsible as the French aristocrats whose reputed motto
was Apreés nous le déluge.

The distinction between short-run interests and long-run inter-
ests has always been implicit in common sense ethical judgments,
particularly as concerns prudential ethics. But it has seldom
recefved explicit recognition, and more seldom still in those words.?
The classical moralist who came nearest to stating it systematically

21
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is Jeremy Bentham. He does this, not in the form of comparing
short-run interests with long-run interests, or short-run conse-
quences of actions with long-run consequences, but in the form of
comparing greater or smaller amounts of pleasure or happiness.
Thus in his effort to judge actions by comparing the quantities or
“values” of the pleasures they yield or lead to, he measures these
quantities by “duration” (among seven standards) as well as by
“intensity.”* And in his Deontology a typical statement is: “Is not
temperance a virtue? Aye, assuredly is it. But wherefore? Because by
restraining enjoyment for a time, it afterwards elevates it to that very
pitch which leaves, on the whole, the last addition to the stock of
happiness.”

The common sense reasons for temperance and other pruden-
tial virtues are frequently misunderstood or derided by ethical skep-
tics:

Let us have wine and women, mirth and laughter,
Sermons and soda-water the day after.

So sang Byron. The implication is that the “sermons and soda-
water,” are a short and cheap price to pay for the fun. Samuel But-
ler, also, cynically generalized the distinction between morality and
immorality as depending merely on the order of precedence
between pleasure and pain: “Morality turns on whether the pleasure
precedes or follows the pain. Thus it is immoral to get drunk
because the headache comes after the drinking, but if the headache
came first, and the drunkenness afterwards, it would be moral to get
drunk.”®

When we talk seriously, it is of course not at all a question
whether the pain or the pleasure comes first, but which exceeds the
other in the long run. The confusions that result from failure to
understand this principle lead not only, on the one hand, to the
sophisms of the ethical skeptics but, on the other, to the fallacies of
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anti-utilitarian writers and of ascetics. When the anti-utilitarians
attack not merely the pleasure-pain calculus of the Benthamites but
the Greatest Happiness Principle, or the maximization of satisfac-
tions, it will be found that they are almost invariably assuming, tac-
itly or expressly, that the utilitarian standards take only immediate
or short-run consequences into consideration. Their criticism is
valid only as applied to crude forms of hedonistic and utilitarian
theories.

2. The Ascetic’s Fallacy

The confusion in another form leads to the opposite result—to
the theories and standards of asceticism. The utilitarian standard,
consistently applied, merely asks whether an action (or more prop-
erly a rule of action) will tend to lead to a surplus of happiness and
well-being, or a surplus of unhappiness and ill-being, for all those
whom it affects, in the long run. One of Bentham’s great merits was
that he attempted to apply the standard thoroughly and consis-
tently. Though he was not wholly successful, because there were sev-
eral important tools of analysis that he lacked, what is remarkable
is the degree of his success, and the steadiness with which he kept
this standard in mind.

In the interests of the individual’s long-run well-being, it is nec-
essary for him to make certain short-run sacrifices, or apparent sac-
rifices. He must put certain immediate restraints on his impulses in
order to prevent later regrets. He must accept a certain deprivation
today, either in order to reap a greater compensation in the future or
to prevent an even greater deprivation in the future.

But ascetics, by a confused association, conclude that the
restraint, deprivation, sacrifice, or pain that must sometimes be
undergone in the present for the sake of the future, is something vir-
tuous and praiseworthy for its own sake. Asceticism was caustically
defined by Bentham as “that principle, which, like the principle of
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utility, approves or disapproves of any action, according to the ten-
dency which it appears to have to augment or diminish the happi-
ness of the party whose interest is in question; but in an inverse
manner: approving of actions in as far as they tend to diminish his
happiness; disapproving of them in as far as they tend to augment
it.”7 And he continued: “It is evident that any one who reprobates
any the least particle of pleasure, as such, from whatever source
derived, is pro tanto a partizan of the principle of asceticism.”$

A more favorable judgment of asceticism is possible if we give it
another definition. As Bentham himself explained, it comes etymo-
logically from a Greek word meaning exercise. Bentham then went
on to declare that: “The practices by which Monks sought to distin-
guish themselves from other men were called their Exercises. These
exercises consisted in so many contrivances they had for tormenting
themselves.™

However if, rejecting this definition, we think of asceticism as a
form of athleticism, analogous to the discipline that athletes or sol-
diers undergo to harden themselves against possible adversity, or
against probable trials of strength, courage, fortitude, effort, and
endurance in the future, or even as a process of restraint to sharpen
“the keen edge of seldom pleasure,” then it is something that serves
a utilitarian and even a hedonistic purpose.

Confusion of thought will continue as long as we use the same
word, asceticism, in both of these senses. We can avoid ambiguity
only by assigning separate names to each meaning.

I am going to reject the semantic temptation to take advantage
of the traditional moral prestige of the ascetic ideal by using asceti-
cism only in the “good” sense of a far-sighted discipline or restraint
undertaken to maximize one’s happiness in the long run. If T did
this, I would then be obliged to use exclusively some other word,
such as flagellantism, for the “bad” sense of mortification or self-
torment. No one can presume to set himself up as a dictator of ver-
bal usage. I can only say, therefore, that in view of traditional usage
I think it would be most honest and least confusing to confine the



Long Run vs. Short Run 25

word asceticism to the anti-utilitarian, anti-hedonist, anti-eudae-
monist* meaning of self-denial and self-torment for their own
sakes, and to reserve another word, say seff-discipline, or even to
coin a word, like disciplinism'? for the doctrine which believes in
abstinence and restraint, not for their own sakes, but only in so far
as they serve as means for increasing happiness in the long run.

The distinction between the consideration of short-run and
long-run consequences is so basic, and applies so widely, that one
might be excused for trying to make it, by itself, the whole founda-
tion for a system of ethics, and to say, quite simply, that morality is
essentially, not the subordination of the “individual” to “society”
but the subordination of immediate objectives to long-term ones.
Certainly the Long-Run Principle is a necessary if not a sufficient
foundation for morality. Bentham did not have the concept (which
has been made explicit mainly by modern economics) in just these
words, but he came close to it in his constant insistence on the neces-
sity of considering the future as well as the present consequences of
any course of conduct, and in his attempt to measure and compare
“quantities” of pleasure not merely in terms of “intensity” but of
“duration.” Many efforts have been made to define the difference
between pleasure and happiness. One of them is surely that between
a momentary gratification and a permanent or at least prolonged
gratification, between the short run and the long run.

3. On Undervaluing the Future

Perhaps this is an appropriate point to warn the reader against
some possible misinterpretations of the Long-Run Principle. When
we are asked to take into consideration the probable consequences
of a given act or rule of action in the long run, this does not mean
that we must disregard, or even that we are justified in disregarding,
its probable consequences in the short run. What we are really being

*Ed. note, Anti-pleasure-seeking.
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asked to consider is the total net consequences of a given act or rule
of action. We are justified in considering the pleasure of tonight’s
drinking against the pain of tomorrow’s headache, the pleasure of
tonight’s eating against the pain of tomorrow’s indigestion or
unwelcome increase in weight, the pleasure of this summer’s vaca-
tion in Europe against this fall’s precarious bank balance. We
should not be misled by the term “long run” into supposing that
pleasure, satisfaction, or happiness is to be valued only, in accor-
dance with its duration: its “intensity,” “certainty,” “propinquity,”
“fecundity,” “purity,” and “extent” also count. In this insight Ben-
tham was correct. In the rare cases of conflict, it is the rule of action
that promises to yield the most satisfaction, rather than merely the
longest satisfaction, or merely the greatest firure satisfaction, that
we should choose. We need not value probable future satisfaction
above present satisfaction. It is only because our human nature is
too prone to yield to present impulse and forget the future cost that
it is necessary to make a special effort to keep this future cost before
the mind at the moment of temptation. If the immediate pleasure
does indeed outweigh the probable future cost, then refusal to
indulge oneself in a pleasure is mere asceticism or self-deprivation
for its own sake. To make this a rule of action would not increase the
sum of happiness, but reduce it.

In applying the Long-Run Principle, in other words, we must
apply it with a certain amount of common sense. We must confine
ourselves to consideration of the relevant long run, the finite and
reasonably cognizable long run. This is the grain of truth in
Keynes’s cynical dictum that “In the long run we are alt dead.”!!
That long run we may no doubt justifiably ignore. We cannot see
into eternity.

Yet no future, even the next five minutes, is cerfain, and we can-
not do more at any time than act on probabilities (although, as we
shall see, some probabilities of a given course of conduct or rule of
action are considerably more probable than others). And there are
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people capable of concern regarding the fate of mankind far beyond
the probable length of their own lives.

The Long-Run Principle presents still another problem. This 1s
the value that we ought to attach to future pains and pleasures as
compared with present ones. In his list of the seven “circumstances”
(or, as he later called them, “elements” or “dimensions”) by which
we should value a pain or a pleasure, Bentham lists *3. Its certainty
or uncertainty,” and “4. Its propinquity or remoteness.” Now a
remote pain or pleasure is apt to be less certain than a near one; in
fact, its uncertainty is widely considered to be a function of its
remoteness. But the question we are asking now is to what extent, if
any, Bentham was justified in assuming that we ought to attach less
value to a remote pain or pleasure than to a near one, even when the
element of certainty or uncertainty is disregarded or, as in Ben-
tham’s list, treated as a separate consideration.’?

Most of us cannot prevent ourselves from valuing a future good
at less than the same present and otherwise identical good. We value
today’s dinner, say, more than a similar dinner a year from now. Are
we “right” or “wrong” in doing so? It is impossible to answer the
question in this form. All of us “undervalue” a future good as com-
pared with a present good. This “undervaluation” is so universal
that it may be asked whether it is undervaluation at all. Economi-
cally, the value of anything is what it is valued at. It is value 7o some-
body. Economic value cannot be thought of apart from a valuer. Is
ethical value guite different in kind? Is there such a thing as the
“intrinsic” ethical value of a good (as many moralists persist in
thinking) apart from anybody’s valuation of that good? Here we are
concerned merely with the question of how we ought to value future
goods or satisfactions as compared with present ones.

When we look at the relative value that we actually do assign to
them, we find that in the economic world the market has worked out
a “rate of interest” which is, in effect, the average or composite rate
of discount that the market community applies to future as com-
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pared with present goods. When the interest rate is 5 percent, §1.05
a year from now is worth no more than $1 today, or $1 a year from
now no more than about 95 cents today. If an individual (who 1s in
desperate need) values 32 a year from now at no more than §$1 today,
we are perhaps entitled to say that he undervalues future as com-
pared with present goods. But whether we are entitled to say, simply
because there is a rate of interest or a rate of time-discount, that the
economic community as a whole “undervalues” the future, is very
dubious. Backward communities have a higher rate of future time-
discount than progressive communities. The poor tend to put a
higher relative valuation on present goods than the rich. But can we
say that the lower valuation placed on future as compared with pre-
sent goods by humanity as a whole is “wrong”?

1 for one will no more attempt to answer this question in the eth-
ical than in the economic realm. At best we can judge the individ-
ual’s valuation against the whole community’s valuation. What we
can say, however, is that any course of action based on a real under-
estimation or undervaluation of future consequences will result in
less total happiness than one which estimates or values future con-
sequences justly.

The distinction between short- and long-run consequences was
implicitly, though not expressly, the basis of the ethical system that
Bentham presented in his Deontology, in which he classifies all the
virtues under the two main heads of Prudence and Beneficence, and
further divides them, in four chapters, under the heads of Self-
Regarding Prudence, Extra-Regarding Prudence, Negative Efficient
Benevolence, and Positive Efficient Benevolence.

It is consideration of long-run consequences that gives Pru-
dence a far larger role in ethics than it has been commonly assumed
to have. This is suggested by Bentham’s title head, “Extra-Regard-
ing Prudence.” The happiness of each of us is dependent upon his
fellows. He depends upon their concurrence and cooperation. One
can never disregard the happiness of others without running a risk
to his own.
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To sum up: The distinction between the short-run and the long-
run effects of conduct is more valid than the traditional contrasts
between the interests of the individual and the interests of society.
When the individual acts in his own long-run interests he tends to
act also in the long-run interest of the whole society. The longer the
run we consider, the more likely are the interests of the individual
and of society to become identical. Moral conduct is in the long-Tun
interest of the individual.

To recognize this is to perceive the solution of a basic moral
problem that otherwise seems to present a contradiction. The diffi-
culties that arise when this is not clearly recognized can be seen from
a passage in an otherwise penetrating writer:

Moralities are systems of principles whose acceptance
by everyone as overruling the dictates of self-interest is in
the interest of everyone alike, though following the rules of
morality is not of course identical with following self-inter-
est. If it were, there could be no conflict between a morality
and self-interest and no point in having rules overriding sclf-
interest. . . . The answer to the question “Why be moral?” is
therefore as follows. We should be moral because being
moral is following rules designed to overrule self-interest
whenever it is in the interest of everyone alike that everyone
should set aside his interest.!?

If we emphasize the distinction between short-run and long-run
interests, however, the solution to this problem becomes much sim-
pler and involves no paradox. Then we would rewrite the foregoing
passage like this: Moralities are systems of principles whose accep-
tance by everyone as overruling the apparent dictates of immediate
self-interest is in the long-run interest of everyone alike. We should
be moral because being moral is following rules which disregard
apparent self-interest in the short run and are designed to promote
our own real long-run interest as well as the interest of others who
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are affected by our actions. It is only from a short-sighted view that
the interests of the individual appear to be in conflict with those of
“society,” and vice versa.

Actions or rules of action are not “right” or “wrong” in the
sense in which a proposition in physics or mathematics is right or
wrong, but expedient or inexpedient, advisable or inadvisable, help-
ful or harmful. In brief, in ethics the appropriate criterion is not
“truth” but wisdom. To adopt this concept is, indeed, to return to
the concept of the ancients. The moral appeal of Socrates is the
appeal to conduct our lives with wisdom. The Proverbs of the Old
Testament do not speak dominantly of Virtue or Sin, but of Wis-
dom and Folly, “Wisdom is the principal thing; therefore get wis-
dom. . . . The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom. ... A
wise son maketh a glad father: but a foolish son is the heaviness of
his mother. . . . As a dog returneth to his vomit, so a fool returneth
to his folly.”

We shall reserve until later chapters the detailed illustration and
application of the Long-Run Principle. Here we are still concerned
with the epistemological or theoretical foundations of ethics rather
than with casuistry or detailed practical guidance. But it is now pos-
sible to take the next step from the theoretical to the practical. It is
one of the most important implications of the Long-Run Principle
(and one that Bentham, strangely, failed explicitly to recognize) that
we must act, not by attempting separately in every case to weigh and
compare the probable specific consequences of one moral decision
or course of action as against another, but by acting according to
some established general rule or set of rules. This is what is meant by
acting according to principle. 1t is not the consequences (which it is
impossible to know in advance) of a specific act that we have to con-
sider, but the probable long-run consequences of following a given
rule of action.

Why this is so, and how it is so, we shall examine in our next
chapter.
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I. The theme of the present author’s Economics in One Lesson (New York:
Harpers, 1946) is summed up on page 5 as follows: “From this aspect . . . the whole
of economics can be reduced to a single lesson, and that lesson can be reduced to a
single sentence. The art of economics consists in looking not mevely at the immediate
but ar the longer effects of any act or pelicy; it consists in tracing the consequences of
that policy not merely for one group but for all groups.” Tt is clear that this general-
ization may be widened to apply to conduct and policy in every field. As applied to
ethics it might be stated thus: Ethics must take inte consideration not merely the
inumediate but the longer effects of any aet or rule of action; It must consider the con-
sequences of that act or rule of action not merely for the agent or any particular group
but for everybody likely to be affected, presently or in the future, by that act or rule of
action.

2. John Maynard Keynes, Monetary Reform (New York: Harcourt Brace,
1924), p. 88.

3. See, however, Ludwig von Mises, Theory and History (New Haven: Yale,
1957), pp. 32, 55, 57.

4. Jeremy Bentham, Morals and Legislation, Chap. IV, pp. 29-30.

5. Jeremy Bentham, Deonrology, arranged and edited by John Bowring, 2
vols. (London, 1834), T1, 87.

6. Samuel Butler, Note-Books.

7. Jeremy Bentham, Morals and Legislation, p. 9.

8. Loc. cit.

9. Op. cit, p. &

10. Discipline is also, unfortunately, used in several senses. Thus one meaning
given in the Shorter Oxford English Dicrionary is: “7. Correction; chastisement; in
religious use, the mortification of the flesh by penance; also, a beating, or the like.”
And in Webster’'s New International Dictionary one finds: “7. R.C. Ch.; self-inflicted
and voluntary corporal punishment, specif., a penitential scourge.” But one also
finds, in, say, Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary: “Training which corrects, molds,
strengthens, or perfects.” This last definition, I think, represents dominant present-
day usage.

11. Keynes, op. cit., p. 88. As one who has written a whole book in criticism of
Lord Keynes's economic theories (The Failure of the “New Economics™ [Princeton:
Van Nostrand, 1959)), 1 am bound to point out in justice that this dictum, which is
the one for which Lord Keynes is most frequently criticized, was not without war-
rant in the particular context in which he used it. It is immediately followed by the
sentence: “Economists set themselves too easy, too useless a task if in tempestuous
seasons they can only tell us that when the storm is long past the ocean is flat
again.” This is a perfectly valid argument against the neglect of short-run problems
and short-run considerations. But the whole trend of Keyness thinking, as
reflected not only in Monetary Reform but in his most famous work, The General
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Theory of Employment, Interest and Money, 1s to consider only short-run conse-
quences and neglect far more important long-run effects of the policies he pro-
posed.

12, T think T am warranted, from the whole context of his list, in assuming that
Bentham is thinking of what value “the legislator” oughr to attach to these seven
“dimensions” rather than the value that any given person actualiy does or that “all”
persons actually do attach to them.

13, Kurt Baier, The Moral Point of View (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University
Press, 1958), p. 314,



CHAPTER 5
The Need for General Rules

1. The Contribution of Hume

David Hume, probably the greatest of British philosophers,
made three major contributions to ethics. The first was the naming
and consistent application of “the principle of utility.”! The second
was his account of sympathy. The third, no less important than the
others, was to point out not only that we must adhere inflexibly to
general rules of action, but why this is essential to secure the inter-
ests and happiness of the individual and of mankind.

It is a puzzling development in the history of ethical thought,
however, that this third contribution has been so often overlooked
not only by subsequent writers of the Utilitarian school, including
Bentham, but even by historians of ethics when they are discussing
Hume himself.? One reason for this, perhaps, is that Hume, in the
discussion of Morals in his Treatise of Human Nature (1740)
devotes only a comparatively few paragraphs to the point. And in
his Inguiry Concerning the Principles of Morals, published twelve
years later (in 1752), which in his autobiography he described as
“incomparably the best” of all his writings, historical, philosophi-
cal, or literary, he gave even less space to it. Yet it is so important
and so central that it can hardly receive too much emphasis and
elaboration.

In his Treatise of Human Nature, Hume observes: “The avidity
and partiality of men would quickly bring disorder into the world,
if not restrained by some general and inflexible principles. Tt was
therefore with a view to this inconvenience that men have estab-
lished those principles, and have agreed to restrain themselves by

33
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general rules, which are unchangeable by spite and favor, and by
particular views of private or public interest.”?

In his Inguiry Concerning the Principles of Morals, a dozen years
later, Hume returns to the theme. And it is not till we get to the
Appendices that we find any extended discussion, and even this is
confined to two or three pages:

The benefit resulting from [the social virtues of justice
and fidelity] is not the consequence of every individual sin-
gle act, but arises from the whole scheme or system con-
curred in by the whole or the greater part of the society.
General peace and order are the attendants of justice, or a
general abstinence from the possessions of others; but a par-
ticular regard to the particular right of one individual citi-
zen may frequently, considered in itself, be productive of
pernicious consequences. The result of the individual acts is
here, in many instances, directly opposite to that of the
whole system of actions; and the former may be extremely
hurtful, while the latter is, to the highest degree, advanta-
geous. Riches inherited from a parent are in a bad man’s
hand the instrument of mischief. The right of succession
may, in one instance, be hurtful. Its benefit arises only from
the observance of the general rule; and it is sufficient if
compensation be thereby made for all the ills and inconve-
niences which flow from particular characters and situa-
tions.#

Hume then speaks of “the general, inflexible rules necessary to
support general peace and order in society,” and continues:

All the laws of nature which regulate property as well as
all civil laws are general and regard alone some essential cir-
cumstances of the case, without taking into consideration
the characters, situations, and connections of the person
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concerned or any particular consequences which may result
from the determination of these laws in any particular case
which offers. They deprive, without scruple, a beneficent
man of all his possessions if acquired by mistake, without a
good title, in order to bestow them on a selfish miser who
has already heaped up immense stores of superfluous riches.
Public utility requires that property should be regulated by
general inflexible rules; and though such rules are adopted
as best serve the same end of public utility, it is impossible
for them to prevent all particular hardships or make benefi-
cial consequences result from every individual case. It is suf-
ficient if the whole plan or scheme be necessary to the sup-
port of civil society and if the balance of good, in the mam,
do thereby preponderate much above that of evil.®

2. The Principle in Adam Smith

It would be impossible to exaggerate the importance of this
principle both in law and in ethics. We will find later that, among
other things, it alone can reconcile what is true in some of the tradi-
tional controversies of ethics—the long-standing dispute, for exam-
ple, between Benthamite Utilitarianism and Kantian formalism,
between relativism and absolutism, and even between “empirical”
and “intuitive” ethics.

Most commentators on Hume completely ignore the point.
Even Bentham, who not only took over the principle of utility from
Hume, but christened it with the cumbersome name of Utilitarian-
ism, which stuck.® missed, for all practical purposes, this vital qual-
ification.

It is only natural that we should look for some trace of the influ-
ence of Hume’s General-Rules Principle in Adam Smith, his
admirer and younger friend (by twelve years), and—at least in some
doctrines—his disciple. (Many of the views in The Wealth of
Nations, on commerce, money, interest, the balance and freedom of
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trade, taxes and public credit, are anticipated in Hume’s Essays, Lit-
erary, Moral, and Political, published some thirty years earlier.) And
we do in fact find that Adam Smith incorporated the General-Rules
Principle in his Theory of the Moral Sentiments (1759), particularly
in Part IT1, Chapters IV and V. He states it eloquently:

Our continual observations upon the conduct of others
insensibly lead us to form to ourselves certain general rules
concerning what is fit and proper either to be done or
avoided. . . .” The regard to those general rules of conduct is
what is properly called a sense of duty, a principle of the
greatest consequence in human life, and the only principle
by which the bulk of mankind are capable of directing their
actions. . . .¥ Without this sacred regard to general rules,
there is no man whose conduct can be much depended
upon. It is this which constitutes the most essential differ-
ence between a man of principle and honor, and a worthless
fellow. The one adheres on all occasions steadily and res-
olutely to his maxims, and preserves through the whole of
his life one even tenor of conduct. The other acts variously
and accidently, as humour, inclination, or interest chance to
be uppermost. . . .> Upon the tolerable observance of these
duties [justice, truth, chastity, fidelity] depends the very exis-
tence of human society, which would crumble into nothing
if mankind were not generally impressed with reverence for
those important rules of conduct.!®

But in spite of this emphatic statement of the principle, Adam
Smith makes a doubtful qualification which is, in fact, inconsistent
with it. He tells us, apparently in contradiction to Hume, that: “We
do not originally approve or condemn particular actions because,
upon examination, they appear to be agreeable or inconsistent with
a certain general rule. The general rule, on the contrary, is formed by
finding from experience that all actions of a certain kind, or cir-



