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Whose conscience or whose feelings should we accept? And even if we find our-
selves in agreement, how do we know that our consciences or feelings are right? It is
with these questions in mind that we turn to the moral philosophy of Kant.

F. MORALITY AND REASON: KANT

Aristotle, Hume, and Rousseau all give feeling an important place in their concep-
tions of morality. For Aristotle, the virtuous man wants to act virtuously and enjoys
doing so. For Hume and Rousseau, sentiment defines morality. On all such accounts,
our concept of duty—what we ought to do—is derivative, at least in part, from such
feelings and from our upbringing. But what if feelings disagree? What if people are
brought-up to value different things? What are we to say of a person who is brought
up by criminals to value what is wicked and to enjoy cruelty? And what are we to
say, most importantly of all, in those familiar cases in which a person’s feelings all
draw him or her toward personal interests but duty calls in the opposite direction?
This is the problem that Kant considered, and because of it, he rejected all attempts
to base morality on feelings of any kind. Morality, he argued, must be based solely
on reason and reason alone. Its central concept is the concept of duty, and so moral-
ity is a matter of deontology (from the Greek word dein, or “duty™).

Hume had restricted the notion of reason to concern with knowledge, truth, and
falsity; Kant replies that reason also has a practical side, one that is capable of telling
us what to do as well as how to do it. Rousseau had said that morality must be uni-
versal, common to all men, even in a presocietal “state of nature”; Kant (who very
much admired Rousseau) agrees but says that the nature of this universality cannot
lie in people’s feelings, which may vary from person to person and society to society,
but only in reason, which by its very nature must be universal. And Aristotle had in-
sisted that morality must be taught within society and that morals were very much a
matter of public opinion and practices; but unlike most modern philosophers, Kant
insisted on the independence of morality from society. What is most important, he
argues, is that morality be autonomous, a function of individual reason, such that
every rational persoﬁmnding oummEhmehat is wrong for
himself or herself. Where Hume and Rousseau had looked for morality in individual
feeling, Kant again insists that it must be found through an examination of reason,

nothing else. This is the key to Kant’s moral philosophy: Morality consists solely of
rational principles. ———
Since mo ity is based on reason, according to Kant, it does not depend on
particular societies or particular circumstances; it does not depend on individual
feelings or desires (Kant summarizes all such personal feelings, desires, ambitions,
impulses, and emotions as inclinations). The purpose of moral philosophy, there-
fore, is to examine our ability to reason practically and to determine from this exam-
ination the fundamental principles that lie at the basis of every morality, for every
person, and in every society. In direct contrast to Aristotle, Kant begins by saying
that what is ultimately good is none of those benefits and virtues that make up Greek




MEV N AL S L 3 MY er NG A OWIY . i s s

bappiness, but rather what he calls a good will. And a good will, in turn, is the will
that exercises pure practical reason.

FROM FUNDAMENTAL PRINCIPLES
OF THE METAPHYSICS OF MORALS,
BY IMMANUEL KANT

Nothing can possibly be conceived in the world, or even out of it, which can be
called good without qualification, except a good will. Intelligence, wit, judg-
ment, and other zalents of the mind, however they may be named, or courage,
resolution, perseverance, as qualities of temperament, are undoubtedly good and
desirable in many respects; but these gifts of nature may also become extremely
bad and mischievous if the will which is to make use of them, and which, there-
fore, constitutes what is called character, is not good. It is the same with the
gifts of fortune. Power, riches, honor, even health, and the general well being and
contentment with one’s condition which is called happiness, inspire pride and
often presumption, if there is not a good will to correct the influence of these or
the mind, and with this also to rectify the whole principle of acting, and adapt

it to its end. The sight of a being who is not adorned with a single feature of a
pure and good will, enjoying unbroken prosperity, can never give pleasure to an
impartial rational spectator. Thus a good will appears to constitute the indispens-

able condition even of being worthy of happiness. 4

The argument behind this opening move is this: It makes no sense to blame or
praise a person for his or her character or abilities or the consequences of his or her
actions. Many factors contribute to a person’s circumstances. Whether or not a per-
son is wealthy, intelligent, courageous, witty, and so on (Aristotle’s virtues) is often
due to his or her upbringing and heredity rather than any personal choice. But what
we will, that is, what we try to do, is wholly within our control. Therefore it is the
only thing that is ultimately worth moral consideration. Notice that Kant is con-
cernmns of morality WQ 1in general. What
makes us happy is not particularly his concern. He is only concerned with what

makes a person morally worthy of being happy.
—_— T

A good will is good not because of what it performs or effects, not by its aptness
for the attainment of some proposed end, but simply by virtue of the volition—
that is, it is good in itself, and considered by itself is to be esteemed much higher
than all that can be brought about by it in favor of any inclination, nay, even of
the sum-total of all inclinations. Even if it should happen that, owing to special
disfavor of fortune, or the niggardly provision of a step-motherly nature, this

"*Immanuel Kant, Fundamental Principles of the Métaphysics of Morals, trans. T. K. Abbott (New York:
Longmans, Green, 1898). All subsequent quotations from Kant are from this edition.
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will should wholly lack power to accomplish its purpose, if with its greatest ef-
forts it should yet achieve nothing, and there should remain only the good will
(not, to be sure, a mere wish, but the summoning of all means in our power),
then, like a jewel, it would still shine by its own light, as a thing which has its
whole value in itself. Its usefulness or fruitlessness can neither add to nor take
away anything from this value. It would be, as it were, only the setting to enable
us to handle it the more conveniently in common commerce, or to attract it to
the attention of those who are not yet connoisseurs, but not to recommend it to
true connoisseurs, or to determine its value.

There is, however, something so strange in this idea of the absolute value of
the mere will, in which no account is taken of its utility, that notwithstanding the
thorough assent of even common reason to the idea, yet a suspicion must arise
that it may perhaps really be the product of miere high-flown fancy, and that we
may have misunderstood the purpose of nature in assigning reason as the gover-
nor of our will. Therefore we will examine this idea from this point of view.

Kant’s argument here is surprisingly similar to Aristotle’s argument in his Ethics.
You remember that Aristotle argues that the good for man must be found in man’s na-
ture, in that which is unique to him. The assumption is that since man is singularly
endowed with reason, then reason must have a special significance in human life.
Kant’s argument also begins with the observation that man, unlike other creatures, is
capable of reasoning. But why should he have such a capacity? Not in order to make
him happy, Kant argues, because any number of instincts would have served that end
more effectively. (Remember that Kant is presupposing God as Creator here, so he
believes, like Leibniz, that everything exists for some sufficient reason.)

- .. our existence has a different and far nobler end, for which and not for hap-
piness, reason is properly intended, and which must, therefore, be regarded as
the supreme condition to which the private ends of man must, for the most part,
be postponed.

This “far nobler end” and “supreme condition” is what Kant calls duty. “The notion
of duty,” he tells us, “includes that of a good will,” but a good will that subjects itself
to rational principles. Those rational principles are moral laws, and it is action in ac-
cordance with such laws that alone makes a man good.

It is important, however, to make a distinction, which Aristotle makes too: It is
one thing to do what duty requires for some personal interest, and it is something
else to do one’s duty just because it is one’s duty. For example, a grocer might refuse
to cheat his customers (which is his duty) because it would be bad for business: then
he is not acting for the sake of duty, but for personal interests. But he may refuse to
cheat his customers just because he knows that he ought not to. This does count as
doing his duty and thereby makes him morally worthy.

. T omit here all actions which are already recognized as inconsistent with duty,
f although they may be useful for this or that purpose, for with these the question
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whether they are done from duty cannot arise at all, since they even conflict with
it. T also set aside those actions which really conform to duty, but to which men
have no direct inclination, performing them because they are impelled thereto by
some other inclination. For in this case we can readily distinguish whether the
action which agrees with duty is done from duty or from a selfish view. It is
much harder to make this distinction when the action accords with duty, and the
subject has besides a direct inclination to it. For example, it is always a matter
of duty that a dealer should not overcharge an inexperienced purchaser; and
wherever there is much commerce the prudent tradesman does not overcharge,
but keeps a fixed price for everyone, so that a child buys of him as well as any
other. Men are thus honestly served; but this is not enough to make us believe
that the tradesman has so acted from duty and from principles of honesty; his
own advantage required it; it is out of the question in this case to suppose that he
might besides have a direct inclination in favor of the buyers, so that, as it were,
from love he should give no advantage to one over another. Accordingly the ac-
tion was done neither from duty nor from direct inclination, but merely with a
selfish view. :

On the other hand, it is a duty to maintain one’s life; and, in addition, every-
one has also a direct inclination to do so. But on this account the often anxious
care which most men take for it has no intrinsic worth, and their maximum has
no moral import. They preserve their life as duty requires, no doubt, but not be-
cause duty requires. On the other hand, if adversity and hopeless sorrow have
completely taken away the relish for life, if the unfortunate one, strong in mind,
indignant at his fate rather than desponding or dejected, wishes for death, and
yet preserves his life without loving it—not from inclination or fear, but from
duty—then his maxim has a moral worth.

To be beneficent when we can is a duty; and besides this, there are many
minds so sympathetically constituted that, without any other motive of vanity
or self-interest, they find a pleasure in spreading joy around them, and can take
delight in the satisfaction of others so far as it is their own work. But T maintain
that in such a case an action of this kind, however proper, however amiable it
may be, has nevertheless no true moral worth, but is on a level with other incli-
nations, for example, the inclination to honor, which, if it is happily directed to
that which is in fact of public utility and accordant with duty, and consequently
honorable, deserves praise and encouragement, but not esteem. For the maxim
lacks the moral import, namely, that such actions be done from duty, not from
inclination. Put the case that the mind of that philanthropist was clouded by
sorrow of his own extinguishing all sympathy with the lot of others, and that
while he still has the power to benefit others in distress he is not touched by their
trouble because he is absorbed with his own; and now suppose that he tears him-
self out of this dread insensibility and performs the action without any inclina-
tion to it, but simply from duty, then first has his action its genuine moral worth.
Further still, if nature has put little sympathy in the heart of this or that man, if
he, supposed to be an upright man, is by temperament cold and indifferent to the
sufferings of others, perhaps because in respect of his own he is provided with
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the special gift of patience and fortitude and supposes, or even requires, that
others should have the same—and such a man would certainly not be the mean-
est product of nature—but if nature had not specially framed him for a philan-
thropist, would he not still find in himself a source from whence to give himself
a far higher worth than that of a good-natured temperament could be? Unques-
tionably. It is just in this that the moral worth of the character is brought out
which is incomparably the highest of all, namely, that he is beneficent, not from
inclination, but from duty.

In a curious two short paragraphs, Kant tells us that we have a duty to make our-
selves happy, not because we want to be happy (wants are never duties) but because
it is necessary for us to do our other duties. Then, with reference to the Bible, Kant
makes a famous (or infamous) distinction between two kinds of love: practical love, -
which is commanded as a duty, and pathological love, in other words, what we would
call the emotion of love.

To secure one’s own happiness is a duty, at least indirectly; for discontent with
one’s condition, under a pressure of many anxieties and amidst unsatisfied
wants, might easily become a great temptation to transgression of duty. But here
again, without looking to duty, all men have already the strongest and most inti-
mate inclination to happiness, because it is just in this idea that all inclinations
are combined in one total. But the precept of happiness is often of such a sort
that it greatly interferes with some inclinations, and yet a man cannot form any
definite and certain conception of the sum of satisfaction of all of them which
is called happiness. It is not then to be wondered at that a single inclination,
definite both as to what it promises and as to the time within which it can be
gratified, is often able to overcome such a fluctuating idea, and that a gouty pa-
tient, for instance, can choose to enjoy what he likes, and to suffer what he may,
since, according to his calculation, on this occasion at least, he has [only] not
sacrificed the enjoyment of the present moment to a possibly mistaken expecta-
tion of a happiness which is supposed to be found in health. But even in this
case, if the general desire for happiness did not influence his will, and supposing
that in his particular case health was not a necessary element in this calculation,
there yet remains in this, as in all other cases, this law—namely, that he should
promote his happiness not from inclination but from duty, and by this would his
conduct first acquire true moral worth.

It is in this manner, undoubtedly, that we are to understand those passages of
Scripture also in which we are commanded to love our neighbor, even our en-
emy. For love, as an affection, cannot be commanded, but beneficence for duty’s
sake may, even though we are not impelled to it by any inclination—nay, are
even repelled by a natural and unconquerable aversion. This is practical love,
and not pathological—a love which is seated in the will, and not in the propen-
sions of sense—in principles of action and not of tender sympathy; and it is this
love alone which can be commanded.
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Having thus defended his primary proposition that what is ultimately good is a
good will acting in accordance with practical reason, in other words, from duty, Kant
moves on to two corollary propositions:

The second proposition is: That an action done from duty derives its moral
worth, not from the purpose which is to be attained by it, but from the maxim
by which it is determined, and therefore does not depend on the realization of
the object of the action, but merely on the principle of volition by which the ac-
tion has taken place, without regard to any object of desire. It is clear from what
precedes that the purposes which we may have in view in our actions, or their
effects regarded as ends and springs of the will cannot give to actions any un-
conditional or moral worth. In what, then, can their worth lie if it is not to con-
sist in the will and in reference to its expected effect? It cannot lie anywhere but
in the principle of the will without regard to the ends which can be attained by
the action. For the will stands between its a priori principle, which is formal,
and its a posteriori spring which is material, as between two roads, and as it
must be determined by something, it follows that it must be determined by the
formal principle of volition when an action is done from duty, in which case
every material principle has been withdrawn from it.

The third proposition, which is a consequence of the two preceding, I would
express thus: Duty is the necessity of acting from respect Jor the law. I may have
inclination for an object as the effect of my proposed action, but I cannot have
respect for it just for this reason that it is an effect and not an energy of will.
Similarly, I cannot have respect for inclination, whether my own or another’s;

I can at most, if my own, approve it; if another’s, sometimes even love it, that

is, look on it as favorable to my own interest. It is only what is connected with
my will as a principle, by no means as an effect—what does not subserve my
inclination, but overpowers it, or at least in case of choice excludes it from its
calculation—in other words, simply the law of itself, which can be an object

of respect, and hence a command. Now an action done from duty must wholly
exclude the influence of inclination, and with it every object of the will, so that
nothing remains which can determine the will except objectively the law, and
subjectively pure respect for this practical law, and consequently the maxim that
I should follow this law even to the thwarting of all my inclinations.

Thus the moral worth of an"action does not lie in the effect expected from it,
nor in any principle of action which requires to borrow its motive from this ex-
pected effect. For all these effects—agreeableness of one’s condition, and even
the promotion of the happiness of others-—could have been also brought about
by other causes, so that for this there would have been no need of the will of
a rational being; whereas it is in this alone that the supreme and unconditional
good can be found. The pre-eminent good which we call moral can therefore
consist in nothing else than the conception of law in itself, which certainly is
only possible in a rational being, in so far as this conception, and not the ex-
pected effect, determines the will. This is a good which is already preset in the
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person who acts accordingly, and we have not to wait for it to appear first in
the result.

By what sort of law can that be the conception of which must determine the
will, even without paying any regard to the effect expected from it, in order that
this will may be called good absolutely and without qualification? As I have de-
prived the will of every impulse which could arise to it from obedience to any
law, there remains nothing but the universal conformity of its actions to law in
general, which alone is to serve the will as a principle.

This conception of “universal conformity to law” is Kant’s central notion of duty. He
defines it, as we shall see, as a generalized version of the Golden Rule: “Do unto oth-
ers as you would have them do unto you.” The point is, decide what you ought to do
by asking yourself the question, “What if everyone were to do that?” The rule, as he
states it, is

I am never to act otherwise than so, that I could also will that my maxim should
become a universal law. Here, now, it is the simple conformity to law in general,
without assuming any particular law applicable to certain actions, that serves

the will as its principle, and must so serve it if duty is not to be a vain delusion
and a chimerical notion. The common reason of men in its practical judgments
perfectly coincides with this, and always has in view the principle here sug-
gested. Let the question be, for example: May I when in distress make a promise
with the intention not to keep it? I readily distinguish here between the two sig-
nifications which the question may have: whether it is prudent or whether it is
right to make a false promise? The former may undoubtedly often be the case.
I'see clearly indeed that it is not enough to extricate myself from a present dif-
ficulty by means of this subterfuge, but it must be well considered whether there
may not hereafter spring from this lie much greater inconvenience than that
from which I now free myself, and as, with all my supposed cunning, the conse-
quences cannot be so easily foreseen but that credit once lost may be much more
injurious to me than any mischief which I seek to avoid at present, it should be
considered whether it would not be more prudent to act herein according to a
universal maxim, and to make it a habit to promise nothing except with the in-
tention of keeping it. But it is soon clear to me that such a maxim will still only
be based on the fear of consequences. Now it is a wholly different thing to be
truthful from duty, and to be so from apprehension of injurious consequences. In
the first case, the very notion of the action implies a law for me; in the second
case, I must first look about elsewhere to see what results may be combined with
it which would affect myself. For to deviate from the principle of duty is beyond
all doubt wicked; but to be unfaithful to my maxim of prudence may often be
very advantageous to me, although to abide by it is certainly safer. The shortest
way, however, and an unerring one, to discover the answer to this question
whether a lying promise is consistent with duty, is to ask myself, Should I be
content that my maxim (to extricate myself from difficulty by a false promise)
should hold good as a universal law, for myself as well as for others; and should
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I be able to say to myself, “Every one may make a deceitful promise when he
finds himself in a difficulty from which he cannot otherwise extricate himself”?
Then I presently become aware that, while I can will the lie, T can by no means
will that lying should be a universal law. For with such a law there would be no
promises at all, since it would be in vain to allege my intention in regard to my
future actions to those who would not believe this allegation, or if they over- .
hastily did so, would pay me back in my own coin. Hence my maxim, as soon
as it should be made a universal law, would necessarily destroy itself.

The impressive name Kant gives to this general formulation of his notion of duty
is the categorical imperative. An imperative, however, is just what we called a com-
mand in our preliminary discussion of morality. It is of the form “do this!” or “don’t
do this!” The word that distinguishes moral commands in general is the word ought,
and this tells us something about the term categorical. Some imperatives tell us to
“do this!” but only in order to get or do something else. Kant calls these “hypotheti-
cal imperatives.” For example, “go to law school” (if you want to be a lawyer) or
“don’t eat very hot curry” (unless you don’t mind risking an ulcer). But imperatives
with a moral ought in them are not tied to any such “if” or “in order to” conditions.
They are simply “do this” or “don’t do this,” whatever the circumstances, whatever
you would like or enjoy personally; for example, “don’t lie” (no matter what). This is
what Kant means by “categorical.”

Now all imperatives command either hypothetically or categorically. The former
represent the practical necessity of a possible action as means to something else
that is willed (or at least which one might possibly will). The categorical impera-
tive would be that which represented an action as necessary of itself without ref-
erence to another end, that is, as objectively necessary.

Since every practical law represents a possible action as good, and on this
account, for a subject who is practically determinable by reason as necessary, all
imperatives are formulae determining an action which is necessary according to
the pﬁnciple of a will good in some respects. If now the action is good only as
a means to something else, then the imperative is hypothetical, if it is conceived
as good in itself and consequently as being necessarily the principle of a will
which of itself conforms to reason, then it is categorical.

With hypothetical imperatives, what is commanded depends upon particular cir-
cumstances. With moral or categorical imperatives, there are universal laws that tell
us what to do in every circumstance. (A maxim, according to Kant, is a “subjective
principle of action,” or what we would call an intention. It is distinguished from an
“objective principle,” that is, a universal law of reason.)

There is therefore but one categorical imperative, namely, this: Act only on that
maxim whereby thou canst at the same time will that it should become a uni-
versal law. ‘
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Now if all imperatives of duty can be deduced from this one imperative as
from their principle, then, although it should remain undecided whether what is
called duty is not merely a vain notion, yet at least we shall be able to show what
we understand by it and what this notion means.

Since the universality of the law according to which effects are produced con-
stitutes what is properly called narure in the most general sense (as to form)—
that is, the existence of things so far as it is determined by general laws—the
imperative of duty may be expressed thus: Act as if the maxim of thy action were
to become by thy will a universal law of nature.

We will now enumerate a few duties, adopting the usual division of them into ,
duties to ourselves and to others, and into perfect and imperfect duties.

1. A man reduced to despair by a series of misfortunes feels wearied of life, but
is still so far in possession of his reason that he can ask himself whether it
would not be contrary to his duty to himself to take his own life. Now he in-
quires whether the maxim of his action could become a universal law of na- -
ture. His maxim is: From self-love I adopt it as a principle to shorten my life
when its longer duration is likely to bring more evil than satisfaction. It is
asked then simply whether this principle founded on self-love can become a
universal law of nature. Now we see at once that a system of nature of which
it should be law to destroy life by means of the very feeling whose special
nature it is to impel to the improvement of life would contradict itself, and
therefore could not exist as a system of nature; hence that maxim cannot
possibly exist as a universal law of nature, and consequently would be wholly
inconsistent with the supreme principle of all duty.

2. Another finds himself forced by necessity to borrow money. He knows that
he will not be able to repay it, but sees also that nothing will be lent to him
unless he promises stoutly to repay it in a definite time. He desires to make
this promise, but he has still so much conscience as to ask himself: Is it not
unlawful and inconsistent with duty to get out of a difficulty in this way?
Suppose, however, that he resolves to do so, then the maxim of his action
would be expressed thus: When I think myself in want of money, I will bor-
row money and promise to repay it, although I know that I never can do so.
Now this principle of self-love or of one’s own advantage may perhaps be
consistent with my whole future welfare; but the question now 18, Is it right?
I change then the suggestion of self-love into a universal law, and state the
question thus: How would it be if my maxim were a universal law? Then [ see
at once that it could never hold as a universal law of nature, but would neces-
sarily contradict itself. For supposing it to be a universal law that everyone
when he thinks himself in a difficulty should be able to promise whatever he
pleases, with the purpose of not keeping his promise, the promise itself would
become impossible, as well as the end that one might have in view in it, since
no one would consider that anything was promised to him, but would ridicule
all such statements as vain pretenses.

3. A third finds in himself a talent which with the help of some culture might
make him a useful man in many respects. But he finds himself in comfortable
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circumstances and prefers to indulge in pleasure rather than to take pains in
enlarging and improving his happy natural capacities. He asks, however,
whether his maxim of neglect of his natural gifts, besides agreeing with his
inclination to indulgence, agrees also with what is called duty. He sees then
that a system of nature could indeed subsist with such a universal law, al-
though men (like the South Sea islanders) should let their talents rest and re-
solve to devote their lives merely to idleness, amusement, and propagation of
their species—in a word, to enjoyment; but he cannot possibly will that this
should be a universal law of nature, or be implanted in us as such by a natural
instinct. For, as a rational being, he necessarily wills that his faculties be de-
veloped, since they serve him, and have been given him, for all sorts of pos-
sible purposes.

4. A fourth, who is in prosperity, while he sees that others have to contend with
great wretchedness and that he could help them, thinks: What concern is it
of mine? Let everyone be as happy as Heaven pleases, or as he can make
himself; I will take nothing from him nor even envy him, only I do not wish
to contribute anything to his welfare or to his assistance in distress!'Now no
doubt, if such a mode of thinking were a universal law, the human race might
very well subsist, and doubtless even better than in a state in which everyone
talks of sympathy and good-will, or even takes care occasionally to put it into
practice, but, on the other side, also cheats when he can, betrays the rights of
men, or otherwise violates them. But although it is possible that a universal
law of nature might exist in accordance with that maxim, it is impossible to
will that such a principle should have the universal validity of a law of nature.
For a will which resolved this would contradict itself, inasmuch as many
cases might occur in which one would have need of the love and sympathy
of others, and in which, by such a law of nature, sprung from his own will,
he would deprive himself of all hope of the aid he desires.

These are a few of the many actual duties, or at least what we regard as such,
which obviously fall into two classes on the one principle that we have laid
down. We must be able to will that a maxim of our action should be a universal
law. This is the canon of the moral appreciation of the action generally. Some
actions are of such a character that their maxim cannot without contradiction be
even conceived as a universal law of nature, far from it being possible that we
should will that it should be so. In others, this intrinsic impossibility 1s not
found, but still it is impossible to will that their maxim should be raised to the
universality of a law of nature, since such a will would contradict itself. It is eas-
ily seen that the former violate strict or rigorous (inflexible) duty; the latter only
laxer (meritorious) duty. Thus it has been completely shown by these examples
how all duties depend as regards the nature of the obligation (not the object of
the action) on the same principle.

Another way of describing the categorical imperative, using a term from Kant
that we’ve already encountered, is to say that it is an a priori principle, in this case,
independent of any particular circumstances. Moral principles are necessary for the
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same reason that certain principles of knowledge are necessary, according to Kant,
that is, because they are essential to human nature. It is important, therefore, for Kant
to insist that moral principles, as a priori principles of reason, hold for every human
being, in fact, even more generally, for every rational creature. (There is an ex-
tremely important point hidden in this phrase; traditionally, morality has always
been defended on the basis of God’s will, that 1s, we ought to be moral because God
gave us the moral laws. According to Kant, however, God does not give the laws but
as a rational creature He is bound to them just as we are. Thus, in answer to the ques-
tion, “Are the laws of morality good because God is good or is God good because he
obeys the laws of morality?” Kant would accept the latter.)

Kant’s discussion of the categorical imperative is made confusing because after
he has told us that “there is but one categorical imperative,” he then goes on to give
us others. He calls these “alternative formulations of the categorical imperative,” but
their effect on most readers is to confuse them unnecessarily. In actuality, for Kant
there are a great many categorical imperatives. The first one Kant gave us is merely
the most general. More specific examples are “don’t lie!” and “keep your promises!”
Another general categorical imperative is “never use people!” There is, however, a
sense in which “using people” may be perfectly innocent. For example, I “use” you
in order to play tennis, since I could not play alone. In such a case, you derive as
much benefit from my “using you” as I do, and we could say that you are “using me”
as well. But there are cases in which we are tempted to “use” people for our own
benefit without any regard to their interests. This is what Kant forbids.

Now I say: man and generally any rational being exists as an end in himself,
not merely as a means to be arbitrarily used by this or that will, but in all his
actions, whether they concern himself or other rational beings, must be always
regarded at the same time as an end. All objects of the inclinations have only a
conditional worth; for if the inclinations and the wants founded on them did not
exist, then their object would be without value. But the inclinations themselves,
being sources of want, are so far from having an absolute worth for which they
should be desired that, on the contrary, it must be the universal wish of every
rational being to be wholly free from them. Thus the worth of any object which
is o be acquired by our action is always conditional. Beings whose existence
depends not on our will but on nature’s, have nevertheless, if they are not ratio-
nal beings, only a relative value as means, and are therefore called things; ratio-
nal beings, on the contrary, are called persons, because their very nature points
them out as ends in themselves, that is, as something which must not be used
merely as means, and so far therefore restricts freedom of action (and is an ob-
ject of respect). These, therefore, are not merely subjective ends whose existence
has a worth for us as an effect of our action, but objective ends, that is, things
whose existence is an end in itself—an end, moreover, for which no other can be
substituted, which they should subserve merely as means, for otherwise nothing
whatever would possess absolute worth; but if all worth were conditioned and
therefore contingent, then there would be no supreme practical principle of
reason whatever.,
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If then there is a supreme practical principle or, in respect of the human will,
a categorical imperative, it must be one which, being drawn from the conception
of that which is necessarily an end for everyone because it is an end in itself,
constitutes an objective principle of will, and can therefore serve as a universal
practical law. The foundation of this principle is: rational nature exists as an end
in itself. Man necessarily conceives his own existence as being so; so far then
this is a subjective principle of human actions. But every other rational being re-
gards its existence similarly, just on the same rational principle that holds for
me; so that it is at the same time an objective principle from which as a supreme
practical law all laws of the will must be capable of being deduced. Accordingly
the practical imperative will be as follows: So act as to treat humanity, whether
in thine own person or in that of any other in every case as an end withal, never
as means only. We will now inquire whether this can be practically carried out.

To abide by the previous examples:

First, under the head of necessary duty to oneself: He who contemplates sui-
cide should ask himself whether his action can be consistent with the idea of hu-
manity as an end in itself. If he destroys himself in order to escape from painful
circumstances, he uses a person merely as a mean to maintain a tolerable condi-
tion up to the end of life. But a man is not a thing, that is to say, something
which can be used merely as means, but must in all his actions be always con-
sidered as an end in himself. I cannot, therefore, dispose in any way of a man in
my own person so as to mutilate him, to damage or kill him. (It belongs to ethics
proper to define this principle more precisely, so as to avoid all misunderstand-
ing, for example, as to the amputation of the limbs in order to preserve myself;
as to exposing my life to danger with a view to preserve it, etc. This question is
therefore omitted here.)

Secondly, as regards necessary duties, or those of strict obligation, towards
others: He who is thinking of making a lying promise to others will see at once
that he would be using another man merely as a mean, without the latter con-
taining at the same time the end in himself. For he whom I propose by such a
promise to use for my own purpose cannot possibly assent to my mode of acting
towards him, and therefore cannot himself contain the end of this action. This
violation of the principle of humanity in other men is more obvious if we take
in examples of attacks on the freedom and property of others. For then it is clear
that he who transgresses the rights of men intends to use the person of others
merely as means, without considering that as rational beings they ought always
to be esteemed also as ends, that is, as beings who must be capable of containing
in themselves the end of the very same action.

Thirdly, as regards contingent (meritorious) duties to oneself: It is not enough
that the action does not violate humanity in our own person as an end in itself,
it must also harmonize with it. Now there are in humanity capacities of greater
perfection which belong to the end that nature has in view in regard to humanity
in ourselves as the subject; to neglect these might perhaps be consistent with the
maintenance of humanity as an end in itself, but not with the advancement of
this end.
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Fourthly, as regards meritorious duties towards others: The natural end which
all men have is their own happiness. Now humanity might indeed subsist al-
though no one should contribute anything to the happiness of others, provided
he did not intentionally withdraw anything from it; but after all, this would only
harmonize negatively, not positively, with humanity as an end in itself, if every-
one does not also endeavor, as far as in him lies, to forward the ends of others.
For the ends of any subject which is an end in himself ought as far as possible to
be my ends also, if that conception is to have its full effect with me.

This principle that humanity and generally every rational nature is an end in
itself (which is the supreme limiting condition of every man’s freedom of ac-
tion), is not borrowed from experience, first, because it is universal, applying as
it does to all rational beings whatever, and experience is not capable of deter-
mining anything about them; secondly, because it does not present humanity as
an end to men (subjectively), that is, as an object which men do of themselves
actually adopt as an end; but as an objective end which must as a law constitute
the supreme limiting condition of all our subjective ends, let them be what we
will; it must therefore spring from pure reason.

In Kant’s own terms, every human will is a will capable of acting according to
universal laws of morality, not based upon any personal inclinations or interests but
obeying rational principles that are categorical. Using this as a definition of morality,
Kant then looks back at his predecessors:

Looking back now on all previous attempts to discover the principle of morality,
we need not wonder why they all failed. It was seen that man was bound to laws
by duty, but it was not observed that the laws to which he is subject are only
those of his own giving, though at the same time they are universal, and that he
is only bound to act in conformity with his own will—a will, however, which is
designed by nature to give universal laws. For when one has conceived man only
as subject to a law (no matter what), then this law required some interest, either
by way of attraction or constraint, since it did not originate as a law from his
own will, but this will was according to a law obliged by something else to act
in a certain manner. Now by this necessary consequence all the labor spent in
finding a supreme principle of duty was irrevocably lost. For men never elicited
duty, but only a necessity of acting from a certain interest.

Any morality worthy of the name, in other words, must be a product of a person’s
own autonomous reason yet universal at the same time, as a product of rational will
and independent of personal feeling or interest. All previous philosophy, however,
has insisted upon appealing to such personal feelings and interests and thus ended up
with principles that were in every case hypothetical and not, according to Kant, cat-
egorical or moral. Thus morality for Aristotle depended upon a person’s being a male
Greek citizen. For Kant, morality and duty are completely set apart from such per-
sonal circumstances and concerns. Morality and duty have no qualifications, and,
ultimately, they need have nothing to do with the good life or with happiness. In a
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perfect world, perhaps, doing our duty might also bring us happiness. But this is not
such a world, Kant observes, and so happiness and morality are two separate con-
cerns, with the second always to be considered the most important. (It is at this point,
however, that Kant introduces his “Postulates of Practical Reason,” and God in par-
ticular, in order to give us some assurance that, at least in the [very] long run, doing
our duty will bring us some reward.)

Kant’s conception of morality is so strict that it is hard for most people to accept.
What is most difficult to accept is the idea that morality and duty have nothing to do
with our personal desires, ambitions, and feelings, which Kant called our inclina-
tions. We can agree that at least sometimes our duties and our inclinations are in
conflict. But many philosophers have felt that Kant went much too far the other way
in separating them entirely. Furthermore, Kant’s emphasis on the categorical imper-
ative systematically rules out all reference to particular situations and circumstances.
In response to Kant, one may ask: Isn’t the right thing to do often determined only
within the particular context or situation? (A very recent moral philosophy called
“situation ethics” has renewed this ancient demand.) Don’t we have to know the par-
ticular problems and persons involved? What is right in one situation might very
well be wrong in another, just because of different personalities, for example. Some
people may be extremely hurt if we tell them the “truth” about themselves. On the
other hand, a little “white” lie will make them feel much better. Other people are of-
fended at any lie, however, and prefer even hurtful truths to the “ignorant bliss” of
not knowing. Must not all moral rules be tempered to the particular situation?

The Kantian response to this objection would be that there are many ways to
avoid hurting people other than telling lies. One can say, “no comment.” One can
cough conveniently, or drop the platter in one’s hand. The fact that certain deceptions
are institutionalized in our society (such as “regrets” for a dinner party) does not
mean that a Kantian should defend them. The question, then, becomes how one for-
mulates an accurate description of the options in such cases. Is it ever simply the
case that one has a choice—hurt someone or tell a lie?

In a more general way, it has been objected that Kant’s unqualified concept of
morality is much too general to help us decide what to do in any particular situation.
As an example, take the categorical imperative “don’t steal!” Although the impera-
tive itself, as a categorical one, must be unqualified, in order to apply it at all, we
have to understand the kinds of circumstances to which it applies. Can’t we have a
right to steal in certain circumstances? Or, to put the same point differently, aren’t
there some circumstances in which “stealing” isn’t really stealing at all? But what
then of the situation in which a starving man steals a loaf of bread from an extremely
wealthy baker. Surely he is stealing, but wouldn’t we say that under the circum-
stances he is justified in doing so? The Kantian reply here is to distinguish between
the question whether that person is wrong in stealing and the question of whether (or
how) he should be punished. In this case, we can presume, Kant would insist that the
man did wrong, but nevertheless agree that he should not be punished.

How do we decide “under which circumstances” a moral law is to be applied?
Kant’s formulation of the categorical imperative only tells us that we must act in
such a way that anyone in similar circumstances would act the same way. What
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defines these “similar” circumstances? Suppose I were to say that “anyone in these
circumstances, namely, being five-foot-seven and born in Detroit in 1942, having
blond hair and blue eyes, and being a graduate of C. High School, may steal.” Any-
one in the same circumstances can steal, but, of course, I have defined the circum-
stances in such a way that it is extremely unlikely that anyone but myself will ever
qualify. How can we avoid such trickery? Not by any considerations within the cate-
gorical imperative itself, for by its very nature it is incapable of telling us under what
circumstances a moral law applies. Another way of making the same objection is to
complain that there is no way of deciding how detailed the imperative must be. For
example, should we simply say, “don’t steal!” or rather “don’t steal unless you’re
starving and the other person is not!” or else, “don’t steal unless you’re blond and
blue-eyed!” and so on? Kant’s reply, to prevent such abuses, is to quite clearly leave
out all mention of particular circumstances in the formulation of principles. Never-
theless we have to decide in what circumstances to apply what principles, and here
the question comes up once again: How narrowly must we define the circumstances?
Which circumstances are relevant to the formulation of a categorical imperative?
Surely it won’t be to say that none is relevant; at least we must know enough to know
whether or not this act is an instance of stealing.

There have been other objections to Kant’s severe philosophy. For example, if
moral principles are categorical, then what do we do when two different moral prin-
ciples conflict? The rule that tells us “don’t lie!” is categorical; so is the rule that tells
us “keep your promises!” Suppose that I promise not to tell anyone where you will
be this weekend. Then some people wishing to kill you force me to tell. I have to say
something. Fither I break the promise or I lie. Kant gives us no adequate way of
choosing between the promise and the lie. He has ruled out any appeal to the conse-
quences of our actions. In Kant’s argument, even if your enemies are trying to kill
you, it is not morally relevant. Most importantly, Kant has ruled out any appeal to
what will make people happy, not only the person who must either lie or break a
promise but everyone else who is involved as well. Kant would reply, presumably,
that such cases of apparent conflict are due to a misrepresentation of the case. For ex-
ample, one could respond to the intruders by playing dumb, or refusing to say any-
thing, or trying to make them go away with force. The question of moral conflict
thus becomes critical for Kant’s moral philosophy. If moral principles conflict, we
need a way of choosing between them. If they do not conflict, then we need a way of
accounting for apparent conflicts and resolving them. But it is not clear that the
Kantian theory gives us either a satisfactory criterion for getting out of moral quan-
daries or for explaining away some of the very painful moral conflicts in which we
occasionally find ourselves.

G. UTILITARIANISM

In response to the harsh Kantian view of morality, with its neglect of happiness and
the good life, a number of British philosophers, chiefly Jeremy Bentham, James
Mill, and his son John Stuart Mill, developed a conception of morality that is called
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utilitarianism. It was an attempt to bring back personal inclinations and interests
into moral considerations. Utilitarians wished to reconsider the consequences as
well as the “will” of an action and to consider the particular circumstances of an ac-
tion in an attempt to determine what is morally right. Most importantly, it was an at-
tempt to return morality to the search for the personally satisfying life which Kant
had neglected.

The basis of utilitarianism is a form of hedonism, the conception of the good life
that says the ultimate good is pleasure and that in the final analysis we want and
ought to want this pleasure. But where traditional hedonism is concerned only with
one’s personal pleasure, utilitarianism is concerned with pleasure in general; that is,
with one’s own pleasure and the pleasure of other people. In many utilitarian writ-
ings, the notions of pleasure and happiness are used interchangeably. From our ear-
lier discussions (and especially our discussion of Aristotle), we know that we must
be cautious of such an exchange. Many short-lived pleasures do not make us happy,
and happiness is much more than mere pleasure. But this is a major concern for the
utilitarians; their whole theory revolves around a single aim, to make the most
people as happy as possible, sometimes sacrificing short-term pleasures for enduring
ones. Their central principle is often summarized as “the greatest good for the great-
est number.”

Jeremy Bentham was motivated to formulate his utilitarian theories not so much
by the strict moralism of Kant’s philosophy as by the absurd complexity of the
British legal system. Just as Kant sought a single principle that would simplify all
morality, Bentham looked for a single principle that would simplify the law. Ben-
tham began with the fact that people seek pleasure and avoid pain and developed the
“principle of utility” on just this basis:

FROM THE PRINCIPLES OF MORALS AND LEGISLATION,
By JEREMY BENTHAM

I. Nature has placed mankind under the governance of two sovereign masters,
pain and pleasure. It is for them alone to point out what we ought to do, as
well as to determine what we shall do. On the one hand the standard of right
and wrong, on the other the chain of causes and effects, are fastened to their
throne. They govern us in all we do, in all we say, in all we think; every ef-
fort we can make to throw off our subjection, will serve but to demonstrate
and confirm it. In words a man may pretend to abjure their empire; but in re-
ality he will remain subject to it all the while. The principle of utility recog-
nizes the subjection, and assumes it for the foundation of that system, the
object of which is to tear the fabric of felicity by the hands of reason and of
law. Systems which attempt to question it, deal in sounds instead of sense,
in caprice instead of reason, the darkness instead of light.

But enough of metaphor and declamation: it is not by such means that
moral science is to be improved.
II. The principle of utility is the foundation of the present work; it will be
proper therefore at the outset to give an explicit and determinate account
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of what is meant by it. By the principle of utility is meant that principle
which approves or disapproves of every action whatsoever, according to the
tendency which it appears to have to augment or diminish the happiness of
the party whose interest is in question; or, what is the same thing in other
words, to promote or to oppose that happiness. I say of every action whatso-
ever; and therefore not only of every action of a private individual, but of
every measure of government.

HI. 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 in-
terest is considered: if that party be the community in general, then the hap-
piness of the community: if a particular individual, then the happiness of
that individual.

IV. The interest of the community is one of the most general expressions that
can occur in the phraseology of morals: no wonder that the meaning of it is
often lost. When it has a meaning, it is this. The community is a fictitious
body, composed of the individual persons who are considered as constitut-
ing as it were its members. The interest of the community then is, what?—
the sum of the interests of the several members who compose it.

V. Itis in vain to talk of the interest of the community, without understanding
what is the interest of the individual. A thing is said to promote the interest,
or to be for the interest, of an individual, when it tends to add to the sum to-
tal of his pleasures: or, what comes to the same thing, to diminish the sum
total of his pains.

VI. An action then may be said to be conformable to the principle of utility, or,
for shortness’ sake, to utility, (meaning with respect to the community at
large) when the tendency it has to augment the happiness of the community
is greater than any it has to diminish it.

VII. A measure of government (which is but a particular kind of action, per-
formed by a particular person or persons) may be said to be conformable to
or dictated by the principle of utility, when in like manner the tendency
which it has to augment the happiness of the community is greater than any
which it has to diminish it.!

Morality, according to Bentham’s principle of utility, means nothing other than
action that tends to increase the amount of pleasure rather than diminish it.

X. Of an action that is conformable to the principle of utility, one may always
say either that it is one that ought to be done, or at least that it is not one that
ought not to be done. One may say also, that it is right it should be done; at

'3Jeremy Bentham, An Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation (New York:
Hafner, 1948). All subsequent quotations from Bentham are from this edition.
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least that it is not wrong it should be done: that it is a right action; at least
that it is not a wrong action. When thus interpreted, the words ought, and
right and wrong, and others of that stamp, have a meaning: when otherwise,
they have none.

How does one defend this principle of utility? One cannot. To try to prove the prin-
ciple is “as impossible as it is needless.” People quite “naturally,” whether they ad-
mit to it or not, act on the basis of it. This is not to say that they always act on it, but
that is only because, according to Bentham, people do not always know what is best
for them. That is the reason for formulating the principle in philosophy.

The heart of Bentham’s theory is the formulation of a procedure for deciding, in
every possible case, the value of alternative courses of action. The procedure simply
involves the determination of alternative amounts of pleasures and pain, according to
what has appropriately been called the happiness calculus.

I. Pleasures then, and the avoidance of pains, are the ends which the legislator
has in view; it behoves him therefore to understand their value. Pleasures and
pains are the instruments he has to work with: it behoves him therefore to
understand their force, which is gain, in other words, their value.

II. To a person considered by himself, the value of a pleasure or pain considered
by itself, will be greater or less, according to the four following circumstances.

1. Its intensity.

2. Its duration.

3. Its certainty or uncertainty.

4. Its propinquity or remoteness.

III. These are the circumstances which are to be considered in estimating a plea-
sure or a pain considered each of them by itself. But when the value of any
pleasure or pain is considered for the purpose of estimating the tendency of
any act by which it is produced, there are two other circumstances to be taken
intq the account; these are,

5. Its fecundity, or the chance it has of being followed by sensations of the
same kind: that is, pleasures, if it be a pleasure: pains, if it be a pain.

6. Its purity, or the chance it has of not being followed by sensations
of the opposite kind: that is, pains, if it be a pleasure: pleasures, if it
be a pain.

Then the test itself:

V. To take an exact account then of the general tendency of any act by which the
interests of a community are affected, proceed as follows. Begin with any one
person of those whose interests seem most immediately to be affected by it;
and take an account,

1. Of the value of each distinguishable pleasure which appears to be pro-
duced by it in the first instance.
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2. Of the value of each pain which appears to be produced by it in the first
instance.

3. Of the value of each pleasure which appears to be produced by it after
the first. This constitutes the fecundity of the first pleasure and the im-
purity of the first pain.

4. Of the value of each pain which appears to be produced by it after the
first. This constitutes the fecundity of the first pain, and the impurity of
the first pleasure.

5. Sum up all the values of all the pleasures on the one side, and those of
all the pains on the other. The balance, if it be on the side of pleasure,
will give the good tendency of the act upon the whole, with respect to
the interests of that individual person; if on the side of pain, the bad
tendency of it upon the whole.

6. Take an account of the number of persons whose interests appear to be
concerned; and repeat the above process with respect to each. Sum up
the numbers expressive of the degrees of good tendency, which the act
has, with respect to each individual, in regard to whom the tendency of
it is good upon the whole: do this again with respect to each individual,
in regard to whom the tendency of it is bad upon the whole. Take the
balance; which, if on the side of pleasure, will give the general good
tendency of the act, with respect to the total number of community of
individuals concerned; if on the side of pain the general evil tendency,
with respect to the same community.

Let us take an example. Bentham himself discusses the problem of lust (Prop.
XXX), which he says is always bad. Why? ‘“Because if the effects of the motive are
not bad, then we do not call it lust.” Lust, in other words, is sexual desire that is so
excessive that it brings about more pain than pleasure. Suppose you are sexually at-
tracted to another person. How do you decide (assuming that there is already mutual
agreement) whether to follow through or not? First, you estimate the amount of plea-
sure each person will gain. An important question is whether the pleasure of only
these two people should be estimated or the pleasure of others besides. If it is a ques-
tion of adultery, then the interests of at least a third person should be considered. But
assuming that no such direct complications are involved, even the indirect interests
of the rest of society must be considered. (If you and your potential lover are suf-
ficiently young, should the happiness of your parents enter into your decision?)
Then, after you have considered its initial pleasure, estimate the initial pain. (In this
case, we may presume it will be slight.) Then ask about the longer term pleasures
and pains for each person involved. If a sexual relationship will leave you feeling
happy about yourself and the other person, then the subsequent pleasure will be con-
siderable. If either person will feel regrets, or degraded, or embarrassed, or if sex
will spoil a good friendship, or if a sexual relationship will set up expectations that
one or both of you is unwilling to fulfill, the amount of subsequent pain may be over-
whelming. Then add up the pleasures and pains for each person, match the total
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amount of pleasure against the total pain, and if the balance is positive, go ahead. If
the balance is negative, don’t do it.

Suppose, for example, you each expect a great deal of initial pleasure, and one of
you expects nothing but good feelings afterward while the other expects only mild
regrets. No one else need even know, and so the balance, clearly, is very positive. But
suppose neither of you expects to enjoy it all that much, and the subsequent hassles
will be a prolonged and troublesome bother, then, very likely the balance will be
negative. We don’t often make this kind of decision in this way; we simply do what
we want to do at the time. And this is precisely what Bentham says we shouldn’t do.
He argues that it is because we so often act on the basis of impulses without rational
calculations that we end up unhappy. In other words, the fact that we are usually ir-
rational is not an argument against Bentham’s principles. Their purpose is precisely
to make us rational, to help us get what we really want.

There are problems with Bentham’s theory. All that is considered, according to
his “happiness calculus,” is solely the amount of pleasure and pain. But some of you,
in response to our preceding example, might well say, “It doesn’t matter how much
pleasure and how little pain two people will gain if they get into a sexual relation-
ship. Under certain circumstances (if it is adultery, or simply if they are not married)
such behavior is wrong! Mere happiness is not enough!” Here we see the beginning
of a swing back toward Kant. To see why such a move is necessary, let us examine
the following objection to Bentham.

Suppose a great many people would get a great deal of pleasure out of seeing
some innocent person tortured and slaughtered like a beast. Of course the victim
would suffer a great deal of pain, but by increasing the size of the crowd we could
eventually obtain an amount of pleasure on the part of everyone else that more than
balanced the suffering of the victim. Bentham’s calculus has no way of rejecting
such a gruesome outcome. A less horrible example is this: If a person gets great
pleasure from some activity and no pain, there are no other considerations that apply
to him or her (assuming that his or her actions do not affect others). Are we then to
say that a life of sloth and self-indulgence, if it satisfies everyone and gives them a lot
of pleasure and no pain, is to be preferred to any other life of any kind? Does Ben-
tham give us any reason to try for anything “better” than being happy pigs? This was
the problem that bothered Bentham’s godson, John Stuart Mill.

Mill’s version of utilitarianism added an important qualification to Bentham’s
purely quantitative calculus. He said that it is not only the quantity of pleasure that
counts, but the quality as well. Needless to say, this makes the calculations much
more complicated. In fact, it makes them impossible, for there cannot be precise cal-
culations of quality, even though there can be precise calculations of quantity. Mill’s
now-famous example is the following: If a pig can live a completely satisfied life,
while a morally concerned and thoughtful individual like Socrates cannot ever be so
satisfied, 1s the life of the pig therefore preferable? Mill’s answer is this:

It is better to be a human being dissatisfied than a pig satisfied; better to be
Socrates dissatisfied than a fool satisfied.
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On what grounds can he say this? Aren’t the pig and the fool happier?

If the fool, or the pig, are of a different opinion, it is because they only know
their own side of the question. The other party [Socrates] knows both sides.'®

Some problems emerge from this theory. How are we to evaluate different “qual-
ities” of pleasure, even if we have tried them all? But first let us look to Mill’s revi-
sion of utilitarianism, as summarized in his popular pamphlet, appropriately called
Utilitarianism. (It was Mill, not Bentham, who invented this term.) It begins with a
general consideration of morality and of Kant’s moral philosophy in particular.

FROM UTILITARIANISM,
BYy JOHN STUART MILL

Our moral faculty, according to all those of its interpreters who are entitled to
the name of thinkers, supplies us only with the general principles of moral judg-
ments: it is a branch of our reason, not of our sensitive faculty; and must be
looked to for the abstract doctrines of morality, not for perception of it in the
concrete. The intuitive, no less than what may be termed the inductive, school of
ethics insists on the necessity of general laws. They both agree that the morality
of an individual action is not a question of direct perception, but of the applica-
tion of a law to an individual case. They recognize also, to a great extent, the
same moral laws but differ as to their evidence and the source from which they
derive their authority. According to the one opinion, the principles of morals are
evident a priori, requiring nothing to command assent except that the meaning
of the terms be understood. According to the other doctrine, right and wrong,
as well as truth and falsehood, are questions of observation and experience. But
both hold equally that morality must be deduced from principles; and the intu-
itive school affirm as strongly as the inductive that there is a science of morals.
Yet they seldom attempt to make out a list of the a priori principles which are
to serve as the premises of the science; still more rarely do they make any effort
to reduce those various principles to one first principle, or common ground of
obligation. They either assume the ordinary precepts of morals as of a priori
authority, or they lay down as the common groundwork of those maxims, some
generality much less obviously authoritative than the maxims themselves, and
which has never succeeded in gaining popular acceptance. Yet to support their
pretensions there ought either to be some one fundamental principle or law at
the root of all morality, or, if there be several, there should be a determinate
order of precedence among them; and the one principle, or the rule for deciding
between the various principles when they conflict, ought to be self-evident.

To inquire how far the the bad effects of this deficiency have been mitigated
in practice, or to what extent the moral beliefs of mankind have been vitiated or

'6 John Stuart Mill, Utilitarianism (New York: Bobbs-Merrill, 1957).
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made uncertain by the absence of any distinct recognition of an ultimate stan-
dard, would imply a complete survey and criticism of past and present ethical
doctrine. It would, however, be easy to show that whatever steadiness or consis-
tency these moral beliefs have attained has been mainly due to the tacit influence
of a standard not recognized. Although the nonexistence of an acknowledged
first principle has made ethics not so much a guide as a consecration of men’s
actual sentiments, still, as men’s sentiments, both in favor and of aversion, are
greatly influenced by what they suppose to be the effect of things upon their hap-
piness, the principle of utility, or, as Bentham latterly called it, the greatest hap-
piness principle, has had a large share in forming the moral doctrines even of
those who most scornfully eject its authority. Nor is there any school of thought
which refuses to admit that the influence of actions on happiness is a most mate-
rial and even predominant consideration in many of the details, of morals, how-
ever unwilling to acknowledge it as the fundamental principle of morality and
the source of moral obligation. I might go much further and say that to all those
a priori moralists who deem it necessary to argue at all, utilitarian arguments are
indispensable. It is not my present purpose to criticize these thinkers; but I can-
not help referring, for illustration, to a systematic treatise by one of the most
illustrious of them, the Metaphysics of Ethics by Kant. This remarkable man,
whose system of thought will long remain one of the landmarks in the history of
philosophical speculation, does, in the treatise in question, lay down a universal
first principle as the origin and ground of moral obligation; it is this: “So act that
the rule on which thou actest would admit of being adopted as a law by all ratio-
nal beings.” But when he begins to deduce from this precept any of the actual
duties of morality, he fails, almost grotesquely, to show that there would be any
contradiction, and logical (not to say physical) impossibility, in the adoption by
all rational beings of the most outrageously immoral rules of conduct. All he
knows is that the consequences of their universal adoption would be such as no
one would choose to incur.

Then Mill gets down to the business of redefining utilitarianism. Like Bentham,
he insists that the principle of utility cannot be proven as such, for it is the ultimate
end in terms of which everything else is justified. But there is, Mill tells us, a “larger

-sense of the word ‘proof’”:

On the present occasion, I shall, without further discussion of the other theo-
ries, attempt to contribute something towards the understanding and apprecia-
tion of the “utilitarian” or “happiness” theory, and towards such proof as it is
susceptible of. It is evident that this cannot be proof in the ordinary and popular
meaning of the term. Questions of ultimate ends are not amendable to direct
proof. Whatever can be proved to be good must be so by being shown to be a
means to something admitted to be good without proof. The medical art is
proved to be good by its conducing to health; but how is it possible to prove that
health is good? The art of music is good, for the reason, among others, that it
produces pleasure; but what proof is it possible to give that pleasure is good? If,
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then, it is asserted that there is a comprehensive formula, including all things
which are in themselves good, and that whatever else is good is not so as an end
but as a means, the formula may be accepted or rejected, but is not a subject of
what is commonly understood by proof. We are not, however, to infer that its
acceptance or rejection must depend on blind impulse, or arbitrary choice. There
is a larger meaning of the word “proof,” in which this question is as amenable
to it as any other of the disputed questions of philosophy. The subject is within
the cognizance of the rational faculty; and neither does that faculty deal with

it solely in the way of intuition. Considerations may be presented capable of
determining the intellect either to give or withhold its assent to the doctrine;
and this is equivalent to proof.

WHAT UTILITARIANISM IS

A passing remark is all that needs be given to the ignorant blunder of supposing
that those who stand up for utility as the test of right and wrong use the term in
that restricted and merely colloquial sense in which utility is opposed to plea-
sure. An apology is due to the philosophical opponents of utilitarianism, for
even the momentary appearance of confounding them with anyone capable of so
absurd a misconception; which is the more extraordinary, inasmuch as the con-
trary accusation, of referring everything to pleasure, and that, too, in its grossest
form, is another of the common charges against utilitarianism: and, as has been
pointedly remarked by an able writer, the same sort of persons, and often the
very same persons, denounce the theory “as impracticably dry when the word
‘utility’ precedes the word ‘pleasure,” and as too practicably voluptuous when
the word ‘pleasure’ precedes the word ‘utility.”” Those who know anything
about the matter are aware that every writer, from Epicurus to Bentham, who
maintained the theory of utility, meant by it, not something to be contradistin-
guished from pleasure, but pleasure itself, together with exemption from pain;
and instead of opposing the useful to the agreeable to the ornamental, have al-
ways declared that the useful means these, among other things. Yet the common
herd, including the herd of writers, not only in newspapers and periodicals, but
in books of weight and pretension, are perpetually falling into this shallow mis-
take. Having caught up the word “utilitarian,” while knowing nothing whatever
about it but its sound, they habitually express by it the rejection or the neglect of
pleasure in some of its forms: of beauty, of ornament, or of amusement. Nor is
the term thus ignorantly misapplied solely in disparagement, but occasionally in
compliment, as though it implied superiority to frivolity and the mere pleasures
of the moment. And this perverted use is the only one in which the word is pop-
ularly known, and the one from which the new generation are acquiring their
sole notion of its meaning. Those who introduced the word, but who had for
many years discontinued it as a distinctive apellation, may well feel themselves
called upon to resume it if by doing so they can hope to contribute anything to-
wards rescuing it from this utter degradation.
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The creed which accepts as the foundation of morals “utility” or the “greatest
happiness principle” holds that actions are right in proportion as they tend to
promote happiness, wrong as they tend to produce the reverse of happiness. By
happiness is intended pleasure, and the absence of pain; by unhappiness, pain,
and the privation of pleasure. To give a clear view of the moral standard set up
by the theory, much more requires to be said; in particular, what things it in-
cludes in the ideas of pain and pleasure; and to what extent this is left an open
question. But three supplementary explanations do not affect the theory of life
on which this theory of morality is grounded—namely, that pleasure and free-
dom from pain are the only things desirable as ends, and that all desirable things
(which are as numerous in the utilitarian as in any other scheme) are desirable
either for the pleasure inherent in themselves, or as means to the promotion of
pleasure and the prevention of pain.

Now such a theory of life excites in many minds, and among them in some
of the most estimable in feeling and purpose, inveterate dislike. To suppose that
life has (as they express it) no higher end than pleasure—no better and nobler
object of desire and pursuit—they designate as utterly mean and groveling; as
a doctrine worthy only of swine, to whom the followers of Epicurus were, at
a very early period, contemptuously likened; and modern holders of the doctrine
are occasionally made the subject of equally polite comparisons by its German,
French, and English assailants.

When thus attacked, the Epicureans have always answered that it is not they,
but their accusers, who represent human nature in a degrading light, since the
accusation supposes human beings to be capable of no pleasures except those
of which swine are capable. If this supposition were true, the charge could not
be gainsaid, but would then be no longer an imputation; for if the sources of
pleasure were precisely the same to human beings and to swine, the rule of life
which is good enough for the one would be good enough for the other. The com-
parison of the Epicurean life to that of beasts is felt as degrading, precisely be-
cause a beast’s pleasures do not satisfy a human being’s conception of happiness.
Human beings have faculties more elevated than the animal appetites and, when
once made conscious of them, do not regard anything as happiness which does
not include their gratification. I do not, indeed, consider the Epicureans to have
been by any means faultless in drawing out their scheme of consequences from
the utilitarian principle. To do this in any sufficient manner, many Stoic, as well
as Christian, elements require to be included. But there is no known Epicurean
theory of life which does not assign to the pleasures of the intellect, of the feel-
ings and imagination, and of the moral sentiments, a much higher value of
pleasures than to those of mere sensation. It must be admitted, however, that
utilitarian writers in general have placed the superiority of mental over bodily
pleasures chiefly in the greater permanency, safety, uncostliness, etc., of the
former—that is, in their circumstantial advantages rather than in their intrinsic
nature. And on all these points utilitarians have fully proved their case; but they
might have taken the other and, as it may be called, higher ground with entire
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consistency. It is quite compatible with the principle of utility to recognize the
fact that some kinds of pleasure are more desirable and more valuable than oth-
ers. It would be absurd that, while, in estimating all other things, quality is con-
sidered as well as quantity, the estimation of pleasures should be supposed to
depend on quantity alone.

If I am asked what I mean by difference of quality in pleasures, or what
makes one pleasure more valuable than another, merely as a pleasure, except its
being greater in amount, there is but one possible answer. Of two pleasures, if
there be one to which all or almost all who have experience of both give a de-
cided preference, irrespective of a feeling of moral obligation to prefer it, that is
the more desirable pleasure. If one of the two is, by those who are competently
acquainted with both, placed so far above the other that they prefer it, even
though knowing it to be attended with a greater amount of discontent, and would
not resign it for any quantity of the other pleasure which their nature is capable
of, we are justified in ascribing to the preferred enjoyment a superiority in qual-
ity so far outweighing quantity as to render it, in comparison, of small account.

Now it is an unquestionable fact that those who are equally acquainted with
and equally capable of appreciating and enjoying both, do give a most marked
preference to the manner of existence which employs their higher faculties. Few
human creatures would consent to be changed into any of the lower animals for
a promise of the fullest allowance of a beast’s pleasures; no intelligent human
being would consent to be a fool, no instructed person would be an ignoramus,
no person of feeling and conscience would be selfish and base, even though they
should be persuaded that the fool, the dunce, or the rascal is better satisfied with
his lot than they are with theirs. They would not resign what they possess more
than he for the most complete satisfaction of all the desires which they have in
common with him. If they ever fancy they would, it is only in cases of unhappi-
ness so extreme that to escape from it they would exchange their lot for almost
any other, however undesirable in their own eyes. A being of higher faculties
requires more to make him happy, is capable probably of more acute suffering,
and certainly accessible to it at more points, than one of an inferior type; but in
spite of these liabilities, he can never really wish to sink into what he feels to be
a lower grade of existence. We may give what explanation we please of this un-
willingness; we may attribute it to pride, a name which is given indiscriminately
to some of the most and to some of the least estimable feelings of which man-
kind are capable: we may refer it to the love of liberty and personal indepen-
dence, an appeal to which was with the Stoics one of the most effective means
for the inculcation of it; to the love of power or to the love of excitement, both
of which do really enter into and contribute to it; but its most appropriate appel-
lation is a sense of dignity, which all human beings possess in one form or other,
and in some, though by no means in exact, proportion to their higher faculties,
and which is so essential a part of the happiness of those in whom it is strong
that nothing which conflicts with it could be otherwise than momentarily an
object of desire to them. Whoever supposes that this preference takes place at
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a sacrifice of happiness—that the superior being, in anything like equal circum-
stances, is not happier than the inferior—confounds the two very different ideas
of happiness and content. It is indisputable that the being whose capacities of
enjoyment are low has the greatest chance of having them fully satisfied; and a
highly endowed being will always feel that any happiness which he can look for,
as the world is constituted, is imperfect. But he can learn to bear its imperfec-
tions, if they are at all bearable; and they will not make him envy the being who
is indeed unconscious of the imperfections, but only because he feels not at all
the good which those imperfections qualify. It is better to be a human being
dissatisfied than a pig satisfied; better to be Socrates dissatisfied than a fool
satisfied. And if the fool, or the pig, are of a different opinion, it is because they
only know their own side of the question. The other party to the comparison
knows both sides.

It may be objected that many who are capable of the higher pleasures occa-
sionally, under the influence of temptation, postpone them to the lower. But this
is quite compatible with a full appreciation of the intrinsic superiority of the
higher. Men often, from infirmity of character, make their election for the nearer
good, though they know it to be the less valuable; and this no less when the
choice is between two bodily pleasures than when it is between bodily and men-
tal. They pursue sensual indulgences to the injury of health, though perfectly
aware that health is the greater good. It may be further objected that many who
begin with youthful enthusiasm for everything noble, as they advance in years,
sink into indolence and selfishness. But I do not believe that those who undergo
this very common change voluntarily choose the lower description of pleasures
in preference to the higher. I believe that, before they devote themselves exclu-
sively to the one, they have already become incapable of the other. Capacity for
the nobler feelings is in most natures a very tender plant, easily killed, not only
by hostile influences, but by mere want of sustenance; and in the majority of
young persons it speedily dies away if the occupations to which their position
in life has devoted them, and the society into which it has thrown them, are not
favorable to keeping that higher capacity in exercise. Men lose their high aspira-
tions as they lose their intellectual tastes, because they have no time or opportu-
nity for indulging them; and they addict themselves to inferior pleasures, not
because they deliberately prefer them, but because they are either the only ones
to which they have access, or the only ones which they are any longer capable
of enjoying. It may be questioned whether any one who has remained equally
susceptible to both classes of pleasures, ever knowingly and calmly preferred the
lower, though many, in all ages, have broken down in an ineffectual attempt to
combine both.

I have dwelt on this point, as being a necessary part of a perfectly just con-
ception of utility or happiness considered as the directive rule of human conduct.
But it is by no means an indispensable condition to the acceptance of the utili-
tarian standard; for that standard is not the agent’s own greatest happiness, but
the greatest amount of happiness altogether; and if it may possibly be doubted
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whether a noble character is always the happier for its nobleness, there can be
no doubt that it makes other people happier, and that the world in general is
immensely a gainer by it. Utilitarianism, therefore, could only attain its end by
the general cultivation of nobleness of character, even if each individual were
only benefited by the nobleness of others, and his own, so far as happiness is
concerned, where a sheer deduction from the benefit. But the bare enunciation
of such an absurdity as this last renders refutation superfluous.

According to the greatest happiness principle, as above explained, the ulti-
mate end, with reference to and for the sake of which all other things are desir-
able—whether we are considering our own good or that of other people—is an
existence exempt as far as possible from pain, and as rich as possible in enjoy-
ments, both in point of quantity and quality, the test of quality and the rule for
measuring it against quantity being the preference felt by those who, in their op--
portunities of experience, to which must be added their habits of self-conscious-
ness and self-observation, are best furnished with the means of comparison.
This, being, according to the utilitarian opinion, the end of human action, 1S nec-
essarily also the standard of morality, which may accordingly be defined “the
rules and precepts for human conduct,” by the observance of which an existence
such as has been described might be, to the greatest extent possible, secured to
all mankind; and not to them only, but, so far as the nature of things admits, to
the whole sentient creation.!”

H. THE CREATION OF MORALITY:
NIETZSCHE AND EXISTENTIALISM

The single term morality must not mislead us. We have been discussing not simply
different theories of morality (ethics) but different conceptions of morality, and that
means different moralities, even if they should have many principles in common.
The problem of relativism, in other words, is not confined to the comparison of exot-
ically different cultures. It faces us in a far more urgent form in our own conceptions
of morality. We might agree that killing without extreme provocation is wrong. But
why do we believe that it is wrong? One person claims that it is wrong because the
Ten Commandments (and therefore God) forbid it. Another says it is wrong because
it is a mark of insensitivity and therefore a flaw in character. Another says it is wrong
because it violates peoples’ rights, while still another says it increases the amount of
pain in the world without equally adding to happiness. They all agree that killing is
wrong, but the different reasons point to different circumstances in which each
would kill: the first, if God commanded him or her to; the second, if the killing could
be seen as a sign of strength and heroism; the third, if he or she found a way to take

YMIll, Utilitarianism.
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away people’s right to live or found another right that was overriding; the fourth, as
a utilitarian, would only have to find a circumstance in which the death of one per-
son was more than balanced by the increased welfare of the others (as in a criminal
execution).

From the three great moral philosophies we have studied, four such conceptions
emerge. They all agree on many principles, but the reasons differ widely, and some
of the principles do also. But most dramatic is the difference between Aristotle’s
ancient Greek morality and Kant’s modern morality of duty. Kant’s morality may be
taken as a fair representation of the modern Judeo-Christian morality in its strictest
form: the emphasis on moral principle and laws, the emphasis on reason and in-
dividual autonomy, the emphasis on good intentions (“a good will”) and doing
one’s duty. There are small differences that we have already pointed out: the Greek
emphasis on pride as a virtue in contrast to the Christian condemnation of pride
as a “deadly sin” (or at least a personality flaw) and its emphasis on humility. One
of Aristotle’s first virtues was courage in battle, while most modern moralities con-
sider that as a special case, not as a matter of being an everyday “good person” at all.
This difference might well be attributed to the different political climates of the two
societies. But that is not enough. As we shall see, the differences are much deeper
than that.

There are crucial differences between ancient and modern moral perspectives; the
most striking is the difference in the scope of their applicability. In Aristotle’s moral
philosophy, only a small elite is thought to be capable of true happiness (eudaimo-
nia) through virtuous action and contemplation. Other people (women, slaves,
noncitizens) may live comfortably enough and do their duties and chores efficiently,
but they cannot be called “happy.” The elite, however, are characterized by their ex-
cellence, by their individual achievements, including wealth, power, honor, intelli-
gence, wit, and all of those rewards that come with an aristocratic upbringing, the
best of education and a life that is guaranteed in basic comforts from birth. In Kant’s
conception of morality, by contrast, all people who are rational (that is, everyone ex-
cept morons, very young children, and popular musicians) are to be judged by the
same moral standards, the standards of duty. There are no elites. And since the judg-
ments of moral worth are made solely on the basis of good intentions, no “external”
advantages are relevant to a person’s goodness or badness. In fact, it is possible that
a perfectly “good” person would, with only the best intentions, cause chaos and un-
happiness around him wherever he goes. And the harder he tries to make amends,
the more he fouls them up. Dostoyevski wrote one of his greatest novels, The Idiot,
about just this—a perfectly good man, with all the right intentions, causes suffering
and even death every time he tries to do good. Yet the point is, he is, by this modern
conception, still the perfectly good man. Aristotle would find this laughable. How
could we call a man virtuous just because of his intentions? How can a perfect fail-
ure be an example of ideal goodness?

In Aristotle’s morality, the only people who operate on the basis of duty are those
who are incapable of being truly good and truly happy. Duty is a morality for women
and servants. For the elite, it is rather a question of personal excellence—in battle, in
games, in business, in love, in debate, and in all things, especially philosophy. And
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where Kant’s morality mostly consists (like the Ten Commandments) of “thou shalt
not . ..” Aristotle’s morality appropriately consists of personal desires and ambitions,
not commands to achieve, and certainly not negative commands. The key element of
Kant’s philosophy, duty, is treated minimally in Aristotle, where the emphasis is on
personal growth and achievement. On the other side, the image of the well-rounded,
successful man, excellent in all things and the envy of his fellow men, plays only a
secondary role in Kant’s philosophy (for example, in his Doctrine of Virtue, the sec-
ond part of the Metaphysics of Morals). For him, what is important is the person who
does what he or she is supposed to do. For Aristotle, the ideal is to strive for personal
excellence, and doing what a person is supposed to do is simply taken for granted
along the way.

Now notice that both moralities have many of the same results. Aristotle’s moral-
ity will praise many and condemn most of the same acts as Kant’s morality: Killing
needlessly and stealing are wrong; telling the truth and keeping promises are right.
But their conceptions of morality, and consequently, their conceptions of people are
distinctively different. As we appreciate the nature of this difference, we. will be in a
position to understand one of the most dramatic moral revolutions of modern times,
initiated by Friedrich Nietzsche. Nietzsche called himself an immoralist, and he at-
tacked morality as viciously as he attacked Christianity. But though he has often
been interpreted as saying that we should give up morality and feel free to kill, steal,
and commit crimes of all kinds, his moral philosophy does not in fact say that at all.
What he did was to attack modern morality, as summarized by Kant and Christianity,
and urge us to return to ancient Greek morality as summarized by Aristotle. He also
attacked utilitarianism, which he considered “vulgar.” Like a great many philoso-
phers of the nineteenth century (particularly German philosophers: Fichte, Hegel,
Marx), Nietzsche saw in the ancient Greeks a sense of personal harmony and a sense
of excellence that had been lost in the modern world. Nietzsche, like Aristotle, saw
the concept of duty as fit for servants and slaves, but such a morality was wholly in-
adequate to motivate us to personal excellence and achievement. And Nietzsche, like
Aristotle, was an unabashed elitist. Only a few people were capable of this “higher”
morality. For the rest, the “slave morality” of duty would have to suffice. But for
those few, nothing was more important than to give up the “thou shalt not . . .” of
Judeo-Christian morality and seek out one’s own virtues and abilities. This does not
mean that such a person need ever violate the laws of morality although it must be
said that Nietzsche’s belligerent style and often warlike terminology certainly sug-
gests that his master morality will include a good amount of cruelty and immorality.
But it is clear that Nietzsche does not consider obedience to laws as the most impor-
tant thing in life. Nor does this mean that Nietzsche is (as he is often thought to be)
an ethical egoist. To say that a person should develop his or her own virtues and be-
come excellent in as many ways as possible is not at all to say that one must act only
in one’s own interests. As in Aristotle, the excellence of the individual is part of and
contributes to the excellence of mankind as a whole.

Nietzsche takes his central project as a philosopher to be what he calls “the cre-
ation of values.” In this he is rightly listed as one of the existentialist philosophers,
or at least as one of their most important predecessors. The phrase is perhaps mis-
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leading, however. What Nietzsche is doing is not inventing new values so much as
reasserting very old ones. Furthermore, Nietzsche, like Aristotle, takes ethics to be
based solely upon human nature, and so it is not a question of “creating values” so
much as finding them in oneself. But where such a philosophy for Aristotle was in
agreement with most of the thinking of his times, Nietzsche’s thought was a radical
disruption of the usual Kantian style of thinking of the modern period and so takes
on the tone of violent destructiveness rather than—as in Aristotle—the self-satisfied
tones of a gentleman. Since Nietzsche, unlike Aristotle, did not believe that every
human “nature” was the same, he taught that different individuals would most as-
suredly find and follow different values, different conceptions of excellence and thus
have different moralitics. For this reason, students who read Nietzsche looking for
concrete moral advice, a set of principles to act on, are always disappointed. His cen-
tral teaching is rather “follow yourself, don’t follow me.” Consequently, he can’t—
and won’t—try to tell you how to live. But he does tell you to live and to give up the
servile views that we have held of ourselves for many centuries.

Nietzsche’s moral philosophy is largely critical, and most of his efforts have gone
into the rejection of Kant’s conception of morality in order to make room for in-
dividual self-achieving as found in Aristotle. His argument, however, is not a refu-
tation in the usual sense. Instead, he undermines morality by showing that the
motivation behind it is decrepit and weak. categories of Nietzsche’s philosophy are
strength and weakness, and he considers the Greek tradition of personal excellence
a source of strength, the modern conception of morality a facade for weakness. Ac-
cordingly, he calls the first a “master morality,” the second, a “slave morality” or,
with reference to modern mass movements, a “herd instinct.” The excerpts that fol-
low, therefore, illustrate Nietzsche’s general attack on morality. But never forget that
his purpose is not merely destructive but, in his eyes, creative, and the point is to get
us to look to ourselves for values and to excel, each in our own ways (the phrase
“will to power” refers to just this effort to excel as individuals).

ON “MASTER AND SLAVE MORALITY,”
8y FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE

What does your conscience say? “You should become him who you are.”

Herd-Instinct.—Wherever we meet with a morality we find a valuation and
order of rank of the human impulses and activities. These valuations and orders
of rank are always the expression of the needs of a community or herd: that
which is in the first place to its advantage—and in the second place and third
place—is also the authoritative standard for the worth of every individual. By
morality the individual is taught to become a function of the herd, and to ascribe
to himself value only as a function. As the conditions for the maintenance of one
community have been very different from those of another community, there
have been very different moralities; and in respect to the future essential trans-
formations of herd and communities, states and societies, one can prophesy that
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there will still be very divergent moralities. Morality is the herd-instinct in the
individual.'8

Apart from the value of such assertions as “there is a categorical imperative
in us,” one can always ask: What does such an assertion indicate about him who
makes it? There are systems of morals which are meant to justify their author
in the eyes of other people; other systems of morals are meant to tranquillise
him, and make him self-satisfied; with other systems he wants to crucify and
humble himself; with others he wishes to take revenge; with others to conceal
himself; with others to glorify himself and gain superiority and distinction;—
this system of morals helps its author to forget, that system makes him, or some-
thing of him, forgotten; many a moralist would like to exercise power and
creative arbitrariness over mankind; many another, perhaps, Kant especially,
gives us to understand by his morals that “what is estimable in me, is that I know
how to obey—and with you it shall not be otherwise than with me!” In short,
systems of morals are only a sign-language of the emotions.

In a tour through the many finer and coarser moralities Wthh have hitherto
prevailed or still prevail on the earth, I found certain traits recurring regularly to-
gether and connected with one another, until finally two primary types revealed
themselves to me, and a radical distinction was brought to light. There is master-
morality and slave-morality;—1 would at once add, however, that in all higher
and mixed civilisations, there are also attempts at the reconciliation of the two
moralities; but one finds still oftener the confusion and mutual misunderstanding
of them, indeed sometimes their close juxtaposition—even in the same man,
within one soul. The distinctions of moral values have either originated in a rul-
ing caste, pleasantly conscious of being different from the ruled—or among the
ruled class, the slaves and dependents of all sorts. In the first case, when it is the
rulers who determine the conception “good,” it is the exalted, proud disposition
which is regarded as the distinguishing feature, and that which determines the
order of rank. The noble type of man separates from himself the beings in whom
the opposite of this exalted, proud disposition displays itself: he despises them.
Let it at once be noted that in this first kind of morality the antithesis “good” and
“bad” means practically the same as “noble” and “despicable”;—the antithesis
“good” and “evil” is of a different origin. The cowardly, the timid, the insignifi-
cant, and those thinking merely of narrow utility are despised; moreover, also,
the distrustful, with their constrained glances, the self-abasing, the dog-like kind
of men who let themselves be abused, the mendicant flatterers, and above all the
liars:—it is a fundamental belief of all aristocrats that the common people are
untruthful. “We truthful ones”—the nobility in ancient Greece called them-
selves. It is obvious that everywhere the designations of moral value were at
first applied to men, and were only derivatively and at a later period applied to

'8 Friedrich Nietzsche, Joyful Wisdom, trans. Thomas Common, in Complete Works of Friedrich
Nietzsche, Oscar Levy, gen. ed. (1909~11) (New York: Russell & Russell, 1964).
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actions; it is a gross mistake, therefore, when historians of morals start questions
like, “Why have sympathetic actions been praised?” The noble type of man
regards himself as a determiner of values; he does not require to be approved

of; he passes the judgment: “What is injurious to me is injurious in itself”; he
knows that it is he himself only who confers honour on things; he is a creator
of values. He honours whatever he recognises in himself: such morality is self-
glorification. In the foreground there is the feeling of plenitude, of power, which
seeks to overflow, the happiness of high tension, the consciousness of a wealth
which would fain give and bestow:—the noble man also helps the unfortunate,
but not—or scarcely—out of pity, but rather from an impulse generated by the
super-abundance of power. The noble man honours in himself the powerful one,
him also who has power over himself, who knows how to speak and how to keep
silence, who takes pleasure in subjecting himself to severity and hardness, and
has reverence for all that is severe and hard. “Wotan placed a hard heart in my
breast,” says an old Scandinavian Saga: it is thus rightly expressed from the soul
of a proud Viking. Such a type of man is even proud of not being made for sym-
pathy; the hero of the Saga therefore adds warningly: “He who has not a hard
heart when young, will never have one.” The noble and brave who think thus are
the furthest removed from the morality which sees precisely in sympathy, or in
acting for the good of others, or in désintéressement, the characteristic of the
moral; faith in oneself, pride in oneself, a radical enmity and irony towards
“selflessness,” belong as definitely to noble morality, as do a careless scorn and
precaution in presence of sympathy and the “warm heart.”—1It is the powerful
who know how to honour, it is their art, their domain for invention. The pro-
found reverence for age and for tradition—all law rests on this double rever-
ence,—the belief and prejudice in favour of ancestors and unfavourable to
newcomers, is typical in the morality of the powerful; and if, reversely, men of
“modern ideas” believe almost instinctively in “progress” and the “future,” and
are more and more lacking in respect for old age, the ignoble origin of these
“ideas” has complacently betrayed itself thereby. A morality of the ruling class,
however, is more especially foreign and irritating to present-day taste in the
sternness of its principle that one has duties only to one’s equals; that one may
act towards beings of a lower rank, towards all that is foreign, just as seems good
to one, or “as the heart desires,” and in any case “beyond good and evil”: it is
here that sympathy and similar sentiments can have a place. The ability and
obligation to exercise prolonged gratitude and prolonged revenge—both only
within the circle of equals,—artfulness in retaliation, raffinement of the idea in
friendship, a certain necessity to have enemies (as outlets for the emotions of
envy, quarrelsomeness, arrogance—in fact, in order to be a good friend): all
these are typical characteristics of the noble morality, which, as has been pointed
out, is not the morality of “modern ideas,” and is therefore at present difficult to
realise, and also to unearth and disclose.—It is otherwise with the second type
of morality, slave-morality. Supposing that the abused, the oppressed, the suffer-
ing, the unemancipated, the weary, and those uncertain of themselves, should
moralise, what will be the common element in their moral estimates? Probably
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a pessimistic suspicion with regard to the entire situation of man will find ex-
pression, perhaps a condemnation of man, together with his situation. The slave
has an unfavourable eye for the virtues of the powerful; he has a scepticism and
distrust, a refinement of distrust of everything “good” that is there honoured—
he would fain persuade himself that the very happiness there is not genuine. On
the other hand, those qualities which serve to alleviate the existence of sufferers
are brought into prominence and flooded with light; it is here that sympathy,

the kind, helping hand, the warm heart, patience, diligence, humility, and friend-
liness attain to honour for here these are the most useful qualities, and almost
the only means of supporting the burden of existence. Slave-morality is essen-
tially the morality of utility. Here is the seat of the origin of the famous antithe-
sis “good” and “evil”:—power and dangerousness are assumed to reside in the
evil, a certain dreadfulness, subtlety, and strength, which do not admit of being
despised. According to slave-morality, therefore, the “evil” man arouses fear;
according to master-morality, it is precisely the “good” man who arouses fear
and seeks to arouse it, while the bad man is regarded as the despicable being.
The contrast attains its maximum when, in accordance with the logical conse-
quences of slave-morality, a shade of depreciation—it may be slight and well-
intentioned—at last attaches itself to the “good” man of this morality; because,
according to the servile mode of thought, the good man must in any case be the
safe man: he is good-natured, easily deceived, perhaps a little stupid, un bon-
homme. Everywhere that slave-morality gains the ascendency, language shows a
tendency to approximate the significations of the words “good” and “stupid.”—
At last fundamental difference: the desire for freedom, the instinct for happiness
and the refinements of the feeling of liberty belong as necessarily to slave-
morals and morality, as artifice and enthusiasm in reverence and devotion are
the regular symptoms of an aristocratic mode of thinking and estimating.—
Hence we can understand without further detail why love as a passion—it is
our European specialty—must absolutely be of noble origin.

And on the philosopher:

The philosophical workers, after the excellent pattern of Kant and Hegel, have to
fix and formalise some great existing body of valuations—that is to say, former
determinations of value, creations of value, which have become prevalent, and
are for a time called “truths”—whether in the domain of the logical, the politi-
cal (moral), or the artistic. It is for these investigators to make whatever has hap-
pened and been esteemed hitherto, conspicuous, conceivable, intelligible, and
manageable, to shortern everything long, even “time” itself, and to subjugate the
entire past; an immense and wonderful task, in the carrying out of which all
refined pride, all tenacious will, can surely find satisfaction. The real philoso-
phers, however, are commanders and law-givers; they say: “Thus shall it be!”
They determine first the Whither and the Why of mankind, and thereby set aside
the previous labour of all philosophical workers and all subjugators of the past—
they grasp at the future with a creative hand, and whatever is and was, becomes
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for them thereby a means, an instrument, and a hammer. Their “knowing” is
creating, their creating is a law-giving, their will to truth is—Will to Power.—
Are there at present such philosophers? Have there ever been such philosophers?
Must there not be such philosophers some day?'®

Nietzsche is often viewed as the most extreme of the antimoralists, those who at-
tack the traditional duty-bound Kantian-Christian conception of morality. In fact, he
is but one among many philosophers who have rejected that morality in exchange
for a more personal and individual set of principles. Given his emphasis on human
“nature,” we can say that even Nietzsche is much more traditional than is usually
supposed (though it is the Aristotelian, not the Kantian tradition). In the past few
decades, however, morality has become far more personalized than even Nietzsche
suggested. In Anglo-American philosophy, largely in the wake of logical positivism,
ethics has been reduced to a matter of emotions, prescriptions, and attitudes rather
than principles and rational laws. (Ironically, Nietzsche has always been in extreme
disfavor among such philosophers while Kant has been considered with extreme
favor.) ’

The attack on the absolute moral principles of reason, which are the same for
everyone, has been one of the most vigorous philosophical movements of the twenti-
eth century, so much so that many philosophers, religious leaders, and moralists have
become alarmed at the destruction of uniform moral codes and have attempted to re-
assert the old moral laws in new ways. The problem is one of relativism. Is there a
single moral code? Or are there possibly as many moralities as there are people?
There are intermediary suggestions, such as relativizing morals to particular groups
or societies, but the question is still the same: “Is there ultimately any way of de-
fending one moral code against any other?”

The most extreme relativist position of all has emerged from Nietzsche’s existen-
tialist successors, particularly Jean-Paul Sartre. In Sartre’s philosophy, not only the
idea of a uniform morality but the idea of a human nature upon which this morality
might be based is completely rejected. Not because different people might have dif-
ferent “natures,” as in Nietzsche, but because for Sartre our values are quite literally
a question of creation, of personal commitment. In answer to any question about
morality, the only ultimate answer is “because I choose to accept these values.” But
what is most fascinating about Sartre’s conception of morality as choice is that he
does not therefore abandon general principles as Nietzsche does. Quite the contrary,
he adopts an almost Kantian stance about the need to choose principles for all man-
kind, not just oneself. The difference is that Sartre, unlike Kant, makes no claims
about the singular correctness of these principles. All he can say is “this is what
I choose mankind to be.” Thus Sartre’s moral philosophy is a curious mixture of the
most radical relativism and the most traditional moralizing.

9 Friedrich Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil, trans. Helen Zimmern, in Complete Works
of Friedrich Nietzsche, Oscar Levy, gen. ed. (1909-11) (New York: Russell & Russell, 1964).
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FrROM “EXISTENTIALISM,”
8y JEAN-PAUL SARTRE

Man is nothing else but that which he makes of himself. That is the first prin-
ciple of existentialism. And this is what people call its “subjectivity,” using

the word as a reproach against us. But what do we mean to say by this, but that
man is of a greater dignity than a stone or a table? For we mean to say that man
primarily exists—that man is, before all else, something which propels itself
towards a future and is aware that it is doing so. Man is, indeed, a project which
possesses a subjective life, instead of being a kind of moss, or a fungus or a
caulifiower. Before that projection of the self nothing exists; not even in the
heaven of intelligence; man will only attain existence when he is what he pur-
poses to be. Not, however, what he may wish to be. For what we usually under-
stand by wishing or willing is a conscious decision taken—much more often
than not—after we have made ourselves what we are. I may wish to join a party,
to write a book or to marry—but in such a case what is usually called my will is
probably a manifestation of a prior and more spontaneous decision. If, however,
it is true that existence is prior to essence, man is responsible for what he is.
Thus, the first effect of existentialism is that it puts every man in possession of
himself as he is, and places the entire responsibility for his existence squarely
upon his own shoulders. And, when we say that man is responsible for himself,
we do not mean that he is responsible only for his own individuality, but that

he is responsible for all men. The word “subjectivism” is to be understood in
two senses, and our adversaries play upon only one of them. Subjectivism
means, on the one hand, the freedom of the individual subject and, on the other,
that man cannot pass beyond human subjectivity. It is the latter which is the
deeper meaning of existentialism. When we say that man chooses himself, we
do mean that every one of us must choose himself; but by that we also mean that
in choosing for himself he chooses for all men. For in effect, of all the actions

a man may take in order to create himself as he wills to be, there is not one
which is not creative, at the same time, of an image of man such as he believes
he ought to be. To choose between this or that is at the same time to affirm the
value of that which is chosen; for we are unable ever to choose the worse. What
we choose is always the better and nothing can be better for us unless it is better
for all. If, moreover, existence precedes essence and we will to exist at the same
time as we fashion our image, that image is valid for all and for the entire epoch
in which we find ourselves. Our responsibility is thus much greater than we had
supposed, for it concerns mankind as a whole. If I am a worker, for instance,

I may choose to join a Christian rather than a Communist trade union. And if,
by that membership, I choose to signify that resignation is, after all, the attitude
that best becomes a man, that man’s kingdom is not upon this earth, I do not
commit myself alone to that view. Resignation is my will for everyone, and my
action is, in consequence, a commitment on behalf of all mankind. Or if, to take
a more personal case, I decide to marry and to have children, even though this
decision proceeds simply from my situation, from my passion or my desire,
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I am thereby committing not only myself, but humanity as a whole, to the prac-
tice of monogamy. I am thus responsible for myself and for all men, and I am
creating a certain image of man as I would have him to be. In fashioning myself
I fashion man. . . .

... Who can prove that I am the proper person to impose, by my own choice,
my conception of man upon mankind? I shall never find any proof whatever;
there will be no sign to convince me of it. . . .

If I regard a certain course of action as good, it is only I who choose to say that
it is good and not bad. ... nevertheless I also am obliged at every instant to per-
form actions which are examples. Everything happens to every man as though
the whole human race had its eyes fixed upon what he is doing and regulated its
conduct accordingly. . ..

As an example by which you may the better understand this state of abandon-
ment, I will refer to the case of a pupil of mine, who sought me out in the fol-
lowing circumstances. His father was quarrelling with his mother and was also
inclined to be a “collaborator’; his elder brother had been killed in the German
offensive of 1940 and this young man, with a sentiment somewhat primitive but
generous, burned to avenge him. His mother was living alone with him, deeply
afflicted by the semi-treason of his father and by the death of her eldest son, and
her only consolation was in this young man. But he, at this momemt, had the
choice between going to England to join the Free French Forces or of staying
near his mother, and helping her to live. He fully realized that this woman lived
only for him and that his disappearance—or perhaps his death—would plunge
her into despair. He also realized that, concretely and in fact, every action he
performed on his mother’s behalf would be sure of effect in the sense of aiding
her to live, whereas anything he did in order to go and fight would be an ambigu-
ous action which might vanish like water into sand and serve no purpose. For
instance, to set out for England he would have to wait indefinitely in a Spanish
camp on the way through Spain; or, on arriving in England or in Algiers he
might be put into an office to fill up forms. Consequently, he found himself con-
fronted by two very different modes of action; the one concrete, immediate, but
directed towards only one individual; and the other an action addressed to an end
infinitely greater, a national collectivity, but for that very reason ambiguous—
and it might be frustrated on the way. At the same time, he was hesitating be-
tween two kinds of morality; on the one side the morality of sympathy, of
personal devotion and, on the other side, a morality of wider scope but of more
debatable validity. He had to choose between those two. What could help him
to choose? Could the Christian doctrine? No. Christian doctrine says: Act with
charity, love your neighbour, deny yourself for others, choose the way which is
hardest, and so forth. But which is the harder road? To whom does one owe the
more brotherly love, the patriot or the mother? Which is the more useful aim,
the general one of fighting in and for the whole community, or the precise aim of
helping one particular person to live? Who can give an answer to that a priori?
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No one. Nor is it given in any ethical scripture. The Kantian ethic says, Never re-
gard another as a means, but always as an end. Very well; if I remain with my
mother, I shall be regarding her as the end and not as a means: but by the same
token I am in danger of treating as mieans those who are fighting on my behalf;
and the converse is also true, that if I go to the aid of the combatants I shall be
treating them as the end at the risk of treating my mother as a means.

If values are uncertain, if they are still too abstract to determine the particu-
lar, concrete case under consideration, nothing remains but to trust in our in-
stincts. That is what this young man tried to do; and when I saw him he said, “In
the end, it is feeling that counts; the direction in which it is really pushing me
is the one I ought to choose. If I feel that I love my mother enough to sacrifice
everything else for her—my will to be avenged, all my longings for action and
adventure—then I stay with her. If, on the contrary, I feel that my love for her
is not enough, I go.” But how does one estimate the strength of a feeling? The
value of his feeling for his mother was determined precisely by the fact that he
was standing by her. I may say that I love a certain friend enough to sacrifice
such or such a sum of money for him, but I cannot prove that unless I have done
it. I may say, “I love my mother enough to remain with her,” if actually I have
remained with her. I can only estimate the strength of this affection if I have per-
formed an action by which it is defined and ratified. But if I then appeal to this
affection to justify my action, I find myself drawn into a vicious circle. . . .

In other words, feeling is formed by the deeds that one does; therefore I can-
not consult it as a guide to action. And that is to say that I can neither seek
within myself for an authentic impulse to action, nor can I expect, from some
ethic, formulae that will enable me to act. You may say that the youth did, at
least, go to a professor to ask for advice. But if you seek counsel—from a priest,
for example—you have selected that priest; and at bottom you already knew,
more or less, what he would advise. In other words, to choose an adviser is nev-
ertheless to commit oneself by that choice. If you are a Christian, you will say,
Consult a priest; but there are collaborationists, priests who are resisters and
priests who wait for the tide to turn: which will you choose? Had this young
man chosen a priest of the resistance, or one of the collaboration, he would have
decided beforehand the kind of advice he was to receive. Similarly, in coming to
me, he knew what advice I should give him, and I had but one reply to make.
You are free, therefore choose—that is to say, invent. No rule of general moral-
ity can show you what you ought to do.

To say that it does not matter what you choose is not correct. In one sense
choice is possible, but what is not possible is not to choose. I can always choose
but I must know that if I do not choose, that is still a choice. This although it
may appear merely formal, is of great importance as a limit to fantasy and
caprice. For, when I confront a real situation—for example, that I am a sexual
being, able to have relations with a being of the other sex and able to have chil-
dren—I am obliged to choose my attitude to it, and in every respect I bear the
responsibility of the choice which, in committing myself, also commits the
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whole of humanity. . . . Man finds himself in an organized situation in which he
is himself involved: his choice involves mankind in its entirety, and he cannot
avoid choosing. Either he must remain single, or he must marry without having
children, or he must marry and have children. In any case, and whichever he may
choose, it is impossible for him, in respect of this situation, not to take complete
responsibility. Doubtless he chooses without reference to any pre-established
values, but it is unjust to tax him with caprice. Rather let us say that the moral
choice is comparable to the construction of a work of art.

*oe
No one can tell what the painting of tomorrow will be like; one cannot judge a
painting until it is done. What has that to do with morality: We are in the same
creative situation. We never speak of a work of art as irresponsible; when we are
discussing a canvas by Picasso, we understand very well that the composition
became what it is at the time when he was painting it, and that his works are part
and parcel of his entire life. '

It is the same upon the plane of morality. There is this in common between art
and morality, that in both we have to do with creation and invention. We cannot
decide a priori what it is that should be done. I think it was made sufficiently
clear to you in the case of that student who came to see me, that to whatever eth-
ical system he might appeal, the Kantian or any other, he could find no sort of
guidance whatever; he was obliged to invent the law for himself. Certainly we
cannot say that this man, in choosing to remain with his mother—that is, in
taking sentiment, personal devotion and concrete charity as his moral founda-
tions—would be making an irresponsible choice, nor could we do so if he pre-
ferred the sacrifice of going away to England. Man makes himself; he is not
found ready-made; he makes himself by the choice of his morality, and he can-
not but choose a morality, such is the pressure of circumstances upon him.?°

Sartre says that “man makes himself.” He believes this to be true both individu-
ally and collectively. It is through my actions that I commit myself to values, not
through principles I accept a priori or rules that are imposed upon me by God or so-
ciety. If you accept the voice of some authority, you have chosen to accept that au-
thority rather than some other. If you appeal for advice or help, you have chosen to
seek that kind of advice rather than some other kind. If you refuse to choose between
alternatives, then you are responsible for neglecting both or all the alternatives, for
“copping-out.” In any case, you must do something, even if what you do is “doing
nothing” (that is, not taking one of the important alternatives before you).

Here is Sartre’s reply to his predecessors: We are no longer in the position of
Aristotle, in which morality appears to us as a given, as “natural,” and without alter-
natives of the most irresolvable kind. We can no longer trust our “sentiments,” as

20 Jean-Paul Sartre, Existentialism As a Humanism, trans. Philip Mairet
{(New York: Philosophical Library, 1949).
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Hume did, for we now find ourselves torn with conflicting sentiments of every kind.
We can no longer accept the a priori moralizing of Kant, for we now see that the
circumstances in which we must act are never so simple that they will allow for a
simple “categorical” imperative. And even “the greatest good for the greatest num-
ber” no longer provides a guide for our actions, for we no longer pretend that we can
calculate the consequences of our actions with any such accuracy. Besides, who is to
say what “the greatest good” or, for that matter, “the greatest number” is today?
Against all of this, Sartre argues that there is simply our choice of actions and val-
ues, together with their consequences, whatever they are. There is no justification for
these and no “right” or “wrong.” But this does not mean that we need not choose or
that it is all “arbitrary.” To the c&ntrary, the upshot of Sartre’s thesis is precisely that
we are always choosing and that morality is nothing other than our commitments, at
least for the present, to those values we choose to follow through our actions.

I. ETHICS AND GENDER

One of the most obvious features of so much of the moral philosophy we have been
examining is its focus on (or occasionally the denial of) the centrality of abstract
principles of reason. Kant, most obviously, celebrates the a priori dictates of prac-
tical reason as the core of morality, and Mill, though the nature of his utilitarian
principles may be quite different, nevertheless emphasizes the importance of a cal-
culative impersonal principle in the determination of right and wrong. In recent
decades, however, an enormous volume of literature has appeared challenging this
view of morality as something essentially rational, principled, and impersonal.
Twenty years ago, the Harvard psychologist Carol Gilligan argued at some length
that women tended to think about moral issues differently than men did, and ever
since, there has been a booming business in trying to define and sort out the differ-
ences between the two. Of course, many of the features emphasized in feminist
ethics, for instance, a healthy attention to personal feelings as well as (or rather than)
impersonal reason, were anticipated by earlier male philosophers, such as Hume and
Rousseau. Some of the features of feminist ethics are indeed distinctively female,
such as the ability to give birth to a child and the experience of motherhood. In
the following essay, philosopher-feminist Virginia Held attempts to spell out some
of these differences and suggests new directions for moral thinking on the basis
of them.

ON FEMINIST ETHICS
BY VIRGINIA HELD

’ The history of philosophy, including the history of ethics, has been constructed
from male points of view, and has been built on assumptions and concepts that




