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Introduction

Ideas change the world. Every revolution, and every transformation in human history, has 
been based on an idea about what makes individual lives and communities better. Ideas 
frame our world, linking us to the past, giving the present relevance and meaning, and 
allowing us to project ourselves into the future. They provide context for our lives and offer 
the promise that things can be different. Some ideas are ideals that guide us by articulating 
a conception of the best possible way of being. Others are practical constructs that help us 
shape our lives by expressing what our priorities should be and where we should direct 
our energy and resources. When we analyze or assess our ideas, we evaluate them; we 
craft value systems. The values we adopt might arise from many sources: our upbringing, 
education, experiences, or personal reflection. But values are dynamic, and our encounters 
with the world might render what we once held dear to be less important—or they may 
completely change the way we think.

Ultimately, our values underpin our deliberations, guide our behavior, and give 
purpose to our lives. They shape our identity and steer our actions. Values are captured by 
concepts such as right and wrong, fair and unfair, good and bad, just and unjust, and oth-
ers that are often hard to label: A student believes the right thing to do is to never cheat on 
an exam. A child claims that getting a smaller allowance than his older brother is unfair.  
A diplomat accuses another country of human rights violations. A society views with 
disgust some unfamiliar practice of another cultural group. Values tend to be the most 
influential motivators for human action, even more powerful than economic incentives or 
orders from authority. People work for money and generally comply with laws or regula-
tions, but they rarely risk their lives for those things. Yet time and again people are willing 
to die for ideals such as freedom, faith, honor, or glory.

Generally we do well enough on our own without looking too deeply into issues, 
but there are times when we are confronted by new or difficult questions that demand 
some reasoned framework for analysis. In this text, we will examine the foundational  
value-based concepts that we use to understand and govern our actions. With the help of  
philosophy, we can look critically at the assumptions at work behind our judgments to 
see if they necessarily lead to their purported conclusions. Perhaps we can even propose  
better ways of thinking about the issues.

Sometimes we find ourselves reflecting on our assumptions after a dramatic event with 
wide publicity suddenly puts them into sharp relief; at other times we are just unsatisfied 
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with how things are and wonder if they could be improved. The issues we often ponder and deal 
with are not only the big ones that dominate our actions but also those that may at first glance 
appear trivial or inconsequential. This is typical because we live our lives in a series of small 
encounters with one another. Consider the following questions:

•	 Should we allow people to engage in dangerous activities, or should we encroach on their 
liberty by regulating them?

•	 Should we hold companies responsible for injuries their products cause?
•	 Should we favor some groups over others, or should we treat everyone exactly the same?
•	 In health care, what determines the best way to allocate limited resources? Do we spread 

out as much as we can to as many as possible or use some other means such as personal 
ability to pay?

•	 Should we educate students in the sciences or emphasize the arts?
•	 Ought women and men have the same rights worldwide?

All these questions have embedded assumptions, and part of the role of philosophy is to 
bring these unstated ideas to the surface and examine them in some detail.

Philosophy helps us make thoughtful and reasoned choices that others can defend. 
Philosophical thinking, whether or not we realize it, helps form the principles that we use to 
shape our communities, and ultimately the way we deal with other nations and the planet. Many 
people want to make the world a better place to live—a fine and noble goal. However, in prac-
tical terms, our value-based or ethical decisions turn out to manifest themselves in mundane 
encounters—the way we treat individuals in our daily lives and in the scores of decisions we make 
all the time about our consumption and disposal of goods in our market economy. Nevertheless, 
it is important to appreciate that these routine decisions are framed by general principles that 
have long been the subject of philosophical inquiry.

This book introduces you to the central concerns of classical and contemporary ethics, 
using examples and cases to highlight particular issues, show how theory can inform our discus-
sions, and reflect on how we ought to treat one another and the world around us.

Chapter 1 situates ethics within the wider discipline of philosophy and examines some of 
the enduring questions philosophers have examined since the times of Ancient Greece. Chapter 2 
looks at the nature of ethical theory and how it differs from legal and religious approaches. 
The following two chapters deal with the persistent issues of egoism and relativism. An egoist  
believes a person should promote his or her own interest. The relativist argues that there are 
no absolute rules and everything needs to be considered in terms of its own circumstances, to 
the point where we have no right to impose our views on anyone else. Chapter 5 reflects on the 
nature of the self and our relationship to others. Chapters 6, 7, and 8 present the classical ethical 
theories of utilitarianism, deontology, and virtue-based ethics, respectively, and examines their 
various strengths and weaknesses.

Chapter 9 integrates some of the abstract theory to discuss issues of rights and justice. 
Whatever our personal ethical views might be, in a very real sense, notions of rights and justice 
connect broad ethical principles to the way we govern ourselves and interact with others. They 
are fundamental in determining our laws, how we view ownership of property and the imposi-
tion of taxes, the care we accord those unable to look after themselves, our handling of end-of-life  
questions, our attitudes toward military intervention overseas, and the many other ways we 
create our world.
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Chapter 10 looks at some significant feminist insights in ethics: Do men and women have 
a common nature, or are there essential differences in the way they view the world? If ethical 
thinking has been framed by a gendered approach that brings in biases, are there responses that 
can address them? Are there alternative approaches such as care and empathy that provide an 
adequate philosophical basis for our dealings with one another?

Chapter 11 examines some of the dramatic challenges philosophy has faced in the last fifty 
years from so-called postmodernist movements. These approaches have questioned not only the 
assumptions within philosophical traditions but also the way that philosophy has emerged as a 
unique discipline. Drawing on material from history and psychology, postmodernists point out 
that ethics relies on certain stories we use to explain how things are, and that we are often un-
aware of institutions and power relationships that frame these narratives.

Ethical theory can also be informed by non-Western traditions, and so Chapter 12 
examines Confucian, Taoist, Buddhist, and Africana approaches to morality. These traditions 
have stood the test of time and give us perspectives which put community and social harmony at 
the forefront, or ask us to find moral enlightenment in nature or within ourselves.

The text paves the way for three outcomes. First, readers will become acquainted with 
the main figures and movements in classical and contemporary ethics, including feminist, post-
modern, and non-Western perspectives. Second, it models a critical analysis of the material that 
encourages readers to take a justified stand on many of the issues and points of view. Third, 
numerous cases and real-life examples allow the reader to apply general principles to their own 
particular real-life experience.

This text represents the efforts of many people. I especially want to acknowledge the edito-
rial staff at Pearson Education, my department chair, James South, and my graduate assistant, 
Jennifer Fenton. 
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Chapter 1	

Philosophy and Ethics

We all have beliefs and opinions that shape our lives. We often do philosophy when we 
question our assumptions and demand clear meanings, and we can do it without refer-
ence to grand theories or technical jargon. However, arguments often grind to a halt and 
become a contest of wills unless we look more closely at some of the ways people come to 
their opinions and link them to various conclusions.

What Is Philosophy?

Philosophy is both an activity and a body of knowledge. Philosophers are rarely content 
to accept the status quo at face value. We want to know not so much how far we’ve gone 
in quantifiable terms, but instead whether we are on the right track. It would be wrong, 
though, to think that philosophers agonize over every decision and policy constantly—
that would make everyday life impossible. However, we sometimes face serious issues, 
individually and as a society, when it is appropriate to take the time to reflect on what 
we are doing and why. Thankfully, many great thinkers have contributed to a body of 
knowledge that will help us sort out questions that vex us at this very fundamental level. 
Not everyone has to dedicate his or her life to philosophy, but it offers tools to help us 
confront and resolve some of life’s most difficult problems—or to recognize more clearly 
what makes them so troublesome.

The discipline of philosophy is often associated with the seminal thinker Socrates 
(ca. 470–399 bce). At one point, Socrates angered the city fathers of Athens so much that 
they put him on trial for his life on the charge of subverting the youth. According to the 
Plato’s dialogue The Apology, Socrates’ response was telling:

For if you kill me you will not easily find another like me, who, if I may use such 
a ludicrous figure of speech, am a sort of gadfly, given to the state by God; and the 
state is like a great and noble steed who is tardy in his motions owing to his very 
size, and requires to be stirred into life. I am that gadfly which God has given the 
state and all day long and in all places am always fastening upon you, arousing and 
persuading and reproaching you.1

1Plato, The Apology, 30e
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His point is that we can maintain the way things are, but there is value in revisiting our 
working beliefs. This is true especially when we face novel or difficult issues.

One function of philosophy, then, is to critically examine basic concepts and ideas, and 
their wider implications for everyday life. By providing us with the analytical framework to 
examine ideas and competing claims, philosophy allows us to see if they are valid and justified. 
For example, one theory of justice suggests that we should help those who are unable to benefit 
from the virtues of the “genetic lottery”—intelligence, health, aptitudes, and even the capacity to 
do hard work. In other words, the theory suggests we have a responsibility to help others who 
have, through no fault of their own, a more difficult struggle to survive and prosper. A contrast-
ing theory, however, says that we are entitled to whatever we earn and we don’t owe anything to 
anyone else. By this reasoning, if we are able to use our genetic gifts to generate wealth, we could 
help others, but doing so remains our individual choice.

When we look at these sorts of claims more closely, we realize that there is more going on 
than a simple matter of arbitrarily choosing this or that theory. If we explore the basic assump-
tions people make, then we have the possibility of finding areas of agreement and at the same 
time testing whether our own intuitions lead clearly to the conclusions we draw. For instance, 
it might seem obvious at first that we are entitled to what we earn and should spend it how 
we wish, but it turns out that people disagree about notions of property, ownership, and the 
scope of personal choice. Engaging in open dialogue with others, analyzing their reasoning and 
evaluating our own, challenges us to explain and justify our views and perhaps revise them if our 
logic or basic beliefs are somehow faulty.

Philosophy may not give us the means to reach conclusive answers—in fact, it frequently 
raises more questions than it resolves. On the other hand, it raises the standard of justification 
from assertion to argument. An assertion declares something without any support or need for 
justification. An argument is a connected series of claims leading to a conclusion, and when 
we proceed to examine every step in the series, we find that each individual claim may be true 
or false, or the links between them may be invalid. In philosophy all assumptions are up for 
reexamination. For instance, if we talk about why we should keep our earnings, we have to con-
sider what it means to have the right to property and if that comes about by virtue of the society 
in which we live. Additionally, we might consider our duties to others and whether our ability to 
earn has a consequent responsibility to help the less fortunate.

Philosophers contend that it is always worth reflecting on our foundational beliefs and the 
way they play out in our actions. As Socrates famously observed:

The life which is unexamined is not worth living.2

While this phrase can be read in many ways, it chides us to reflect on our purpose and 
goals in life. We can go along from day-to-day, but it suggests that perhaps the best life is one 
where we have taken the time and effort to think deeply about what we do and why. Philosophy 
as a discipline gives us structure and tools that will enable us to do that well.

These tools include logic, which enables us to examine our reasoning to ensure it is con-
sistent and reaches valid conclusions; the history of philosophy, which allows us to look at the 
works of philosophers across ages and cultures so we don’t have to constantly reinvent material 
that has been refined through discussion and criticism over many years, sometimes centuries; 

2Plato, The Apology, 38a
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metaphysics, which deals with issues not readily addressed by science, such as whether we are 
minds and souls as well as bodies; epistemology, or the study of knowledge, which challenges us 
to defend that we really know what we claim to know.

What Is Ethics?

We can initially define ethics as the study of the origin and scope of the language of morality. 
Morals are the values that may derive from a theory or set of principles that concern good and 
bad, right and wrong, justice and fairness.

Ethics can be construed as theorizing about the proper regulating mechanisms for 
our behavior. It tells us what to aspire to and also constrains our actions. It is informed by 
psychological elements, for example, sympathy, generosity, compassion, kindness, concern for 
others, or even revenge or outrage. However, these traits can lead to confusing and sometimes 
conflicting impulses, and thus it is useful to codify them in some way. We can do that by using 
the power of reasoning to work out priorities, make our actions consistent and predictable, and 
communicate our ideas of right and wrong, and justice and fairness to others.

There are continuing debates about the origins and mix of our dispositions and reason: 
Some say that we can see the hand of the divine that allows us to rise above our animal nature, 
whereas others think that ethical practices are evidence of our evolution as a species. For the 
present we can put those debates aside and recognize that all human societies exhibit morality, 
for example, cooperation, child care, and the importance of keeping promises. Moreover, we not 
only have those traits but also are capable of critiquing and improving our behavior and perhaps 
that of others as well.

What are the Different Senses of Ethics?

In daily language we use the term ethical in a variety of ways. Sometimes when we talk about 
an ethical person or discuss others doing something ethical, the connotation is that a person is 
doing something unusual and praiseworthy. For example, we may use the term to refer to people 
who do deeds such as serving at a soup kitchen, as if their actions are somehow distinctly heroic 
or saintly. We might suspect they are content with either less material wealth or less free time 
than we are, or perhaps they were born with an exceptional disposition to serve others. The 
problem with this view is that it makes ethics remote and something which applies only to a 
select few, with the implication that the rest of us need not aspire to behave or act any better than 
we already do.

In contrast, we can consider a compelling alternative by treating moral decisions in a broad 
sense as just as much a part of our lives as any other choices. We are not born with a full-fledged 
sense of right and wrong, but we learn through trial and error as we mature, and even people 
who do admirable deeds have inevitably made mistakes along the way. Thus, it is not a matter of 
such people living in a different reality of personal martyrdom or misguided notions of happi-
ness. Rather, some people simply put more weight on certain values than others. Morality, then, 
should not be seen as some sort of special state for some individual saints in special situations, 
but as a common dimension of the regular choices we all face routinely.

When we live day-to-day, we probably don’t ordinarily distinguish moral questions from 
all others, deciding in each such case whether to be good or bad. More typically we judge people 
on their moral consistency in various situations and fault them if they adapt their values to 
changing circumstances around them. Thus rather than thinking of moral actions as things like 
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working in a soup kitchen, a more suitable model of morality might be to say that moral elements 
are mixed in with everything we do. We make choices all the time using a constellation of factors, 
one of which will be the morality of the issue. The moral aspect isn’t always at the forefront and 
has to compete with other impulses and considerations.

Consider when you buy soap; it probably matters that it is effective, smells good, and 
is priced reasonably. The question of whether the manufacturer made animals suffer unnec-
essarily in testing the product may come into the decision, but it has to battle with the other 
considerations. Perhaps if the concern has been highlighted in the media, or you as the buyer 
are particularly sensitive to the issue, it will tip your purchasing decision. The point remains that 
for most of us morality is not a separate and isolated activity, but part and parcel of our regular 
existence and the various choices we make.

A narrower sense of ethical describes a set of rules or conventions within a specialized 
field. Thus some institutions or professions have “codes of ethics.” These codes tend to 
give specific rules about particular situations in which members might find themselves. For 
example, a doctor is prohibited by his or her professional organization from having a romantic 
relationship with a patient, or an accountant doing an audit cannot invest in a company when 
he or she has discovered insider information not available to the general public. Significantly, 
although the doctor/patient relationship is a special and privileged one in our society, it is 
important to realize that medical ethics is not a distinct morality with a completely different 
set of governing principles. Instead it operates as a special case that overlies a general back-
drop of principled behavior, such as telling the truth or treating patients fairly. That is, we 
work from the very widest sense of common ethics first, and then narrow it down to deal with 
ever more special circumstances. Hence, it is important to begin by understanding the broad 
picture about the way individuals and communities have reasoned about the proper ways to 
treat one another.

Seeing ethics only in a narrow sense may lead to two important misunderstandings. The 
first suggests that we have different sets of behavior for the various compartments of our lives—
business, friendship, romance, and so forth. Someone with this approach might claim that we 
should behave differently in particular situations—“all is fair in love and war” or “business is 
business,” where all morality depends on the situation. While this might be true in some limited 
spheres, it demands that the individual knows where the boundaries of each compartment are, 
and that everyone involved has a shared knowledge of the appropriate practices. Thus we expect 
to be fooled by a magician, perhaps, but in general we operate with background conditions of 
trust and honesty. In normal interpersonal dealings, we anticipate that we aren’t routinely being 
lied to or constantly duped. As it turns out, moral infractions are dramatic in large part because 
they depart from the shared expectations we have and use in our everyday lives. To illustrate the 
point, imagine, for instance, what a world would be like where no one could ever be trusted and 
everything had to be policed constantly.

Second, a narrow view implies that ethics is an external set of rules that we are required to 
follow, and slavishly doing so discharges our moral responsibility. If this were true, then being 
ethical would just consist in knowing the rules and obeying them. It would not allow the indi-
vidual to question values enshrined in the code. In contrast, most of us have significant freedom 
and discretion in the way we behave, and there is considerable latitude in the interpretation 
and application of the rules we live by. Even voluntarily joining a rule-oriented organization 
such as the military or a religious order involves initial assent by recruits, which represents their 
individual moral choice.
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Taking an expansive view at the outset creates a baseline of mutual understandings which 
can then be refined or made more specific as necessary. Philosophy and ethics provide power-
ful resources for navigating both the more difficult fundamental questions and problems we 
face, and subsequently for those decisions we make in our regular activities, interactions, and 
relationships.

Can Ethics Give Us Answers?

A complaint about philosophy in general and especially ethics is that it does not provide us with 
answers. This suggests that the goal of ethics is to come up with a computer-style algorithm 
where we feed in the facts and issues and get a neat answer to our problems in return.

While this has considerable appeal, think about what it would be like if we had this ability. 
When faced with a value question, we would fill in some sort of questionnaire, feed it into some 
impersonal machine, and then follow its commands to the letter. Suppose, for example, we are 
puzzled about whether to use our limited resources to either provide medical care or install 
traffic lights at an intersection. Both have the potential to save some lives and the cost is roughly 
the same. We could vaccinate a large population and ensure that, say, five people would not get a 
deadly disease. Alternatively, we could install traffic signals likely to prevent most accidents in a 
location that has claimed roughly the same number of fatalities over the last few years. We go to 
our computerized program, respond to a series of prompts on a screen, and get the response to 
use the money for vaccinations.

But how does that make you feel? Would you be comfortable delegating your moral deci-
sions to a third party? In effect, that is what we are asking if we demand a definitive answer for 
each case we encounter.

First, we might legitimately worry that all factors haven’t been included in the decision: 
An automated questionnaire may fail to consider all the relevant factors. Perhaps the vaccine 
has its own associated risks, for instance, and these need to be brought into the deliberations. 
Or perhaps some people may feel that there is a morally relevant difference between acting and 
failing to act, although the results may be the same; these concerns would need to be factored in 
somehow. Indeed, however we structure the formulaic questions around a moral issue, there is 
always a nagging feeling that there is more to be asked to pin down the most important aspects 
of a case at hand.

Moreover, we might be concerned about the way the computer was programmed. What 
assumptions were made, or what approaches were chosen if there were two or more opposing 
viewpoints? A program might give more weight to some factors than others, or make logical 
links between issues that we might dismiss as unimportant. The software could, for example, give 
great importance to the fact that drivers have responsibility for their driving, whereas it is hard to 
blame someone for catching a virus. Still, such a link isn’t completely self-evident and universally 
accepted. Even if the machine had flawless logic, we would still likely have some objections to the 
guiding principles it uses to reach its conclusions.

One recurring theme in ethical thinking is that you are ultimately responsible for your 
own moral decisions, and there is rarely someone else better suited to make them on your behalf. 
Consequently ethical theory does not do the work for you—it is a tool that gives an analytical 
framework to help make appropriate distinctions and discover some of the more subtle areas 
in a moral argument. Hence it won’t, by itself, provide answers, and perhaps it is the process of 
thinking through a problem that emerges as the most valuable part of reaching a suitable answer. 
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Theory will help provide the critical questions about which factors ought to be considered in our 
decisions, what sort of principles ought to direct our behavior, and how we should act.

Summary
Ethical theory is tremendously helpful when 
we form our arguments and conclusions. 
Eventually we may adopt a specific theory com-
pletely, or we may choose to draw elements from 
several established theories, or we may combine 
some of their insights to create something new 
and unique. Whatever approach we take, study-
ing ethics will enhance our thinking, giving us a 
theoretical conceptual apparatus with practical 
implications. Thus clarifying the questions and 
discovering what an adequate answer will look 
like are the least we can expect from studying 
philosophy. At its best, it can provide us with 
new perspectives and a richer understanding of 
the world and our place in it.

As we go through life, we will encounter 
moral issues. We will inevitably need to make 
choices or take stands one way or another. 
We are all individually responsible for choices 
we make and for the consequences of our 
personal philosophical views and actions. 
Good argument takes the time to lay out the 
groundwork and various positions involved, 
and experience suggests that it is therefore 
wise to give time to reflection and balanced 
consideration about what constitutes right and 
wrong before we make important decisions 
unreflectively in the heat of the moment.



10

Chapter 2
Moral Foundations

Either consciously or unconsciously we all operate within a moral framework. 
Occasionally, though, it is helpful to explore the boundaries of our behavior or question 
how things are always done, especially when we face new or difficult situations. In both 
ethics and science, we tend to start from our experiences. We encounter the world and 
recognize phenomena in it—the seasons change; apples drop from trees; only the mast 
of an approaching ship at sea is seen before the rest comes into view, and so forth. We 
operate on a few assumptions about the world without necessarily doing the fundamental 
science to explain what we see; and yet, at the same time we (and, in particular, scientists) 
find it helpful to generate a theoretical basis for these phenomena to make them more 
predictable and useful. Similarly most of us have a general sense of good and bad behavior  
that serves us well in our everyday dealings, but at some point considerable value in  
developing a theoretical framework allows us to critically examine conduct and make  
recommendations about how to live better lives.

Ethics and the Law

A common reaction to moral issues is to say that we can simply look at the law, which will 
provide the answers we need. Hence if we want to know if it is appropriate to freely share 
electronic files with others, we consult a lawyer who will tell us what to do. This approach 
has the virtue of being clear and directive. In general, following the law will be sufficient in 
most cases and if you are uncertain about what to do, it is the safe option.

The law has moral foundations and the policies that are enacted are deliberated  
in much the same way as ethical theory has framed them. For example, there is a legal 
idea called eminent domain where a community can legally override the property 
rights of an individual. It is generally applied in cases where the community feels that 
the welfare of the many outweighs that of the few. If a city wants to extend an airport 
to increase commerce and there is a house in the way of a proposed runway, under the 
law of eminent domain, the community can demolish the house to make way for the 
runway. The policy is based on a results-based theory—looking at the beneficial con-
sequences overall, not just at the impact on the individual—and could possibly be de-
feated if opponents could show that the purported benefits were miscalculated through 
flawed evidence.
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In contrast, we cannot legally extract blood from someone with a very rare blood type 
against his or her will. This is based on the philosophical principle of personal autonomy, which 
sometimes conflicts with theories based on overall benefit. Hence, it appears the law does not 
come fully formed, but in large part has been drawn from deeper philosophical commitments.

If the law and morality were identical, it would be impossible to have times when an 
act could be legal but not moral, or conversely, moral but not legal. Perhaps an employer in a 
developing country legally may not have to provide workers with the latest safety gear available 
and required in the United States and Europe. Some people may think that failing to do so is 
morally inappropriate, but the employer isn’t breaking the prevailing law. In another example, 
consider your view of abortion: if the law were changed overnight, would it alter your opinion 
about its morality? Probably not, and hence we are dealing with two distinct approaches—one 
that is governed by laws and one that is based on morality. Although they may often overlap, 
they are not interchangeable. There can also be times when morality may tell us to go against 
the prevailing legal standards, perhaps by staging a protest, or refusing to be enlisted in a draft 
for a war perceived as unjust. The fact that the two realms are distinct and do not always overlap 
tells us that we should not automatically say the legality of an action necessarily implies that it 
is moral. Thus while following the law is generally a very good threshold for moral behavior, it 
should not be an absolute yardstick for morality. This is especially true in cases where technol-
ogy develops more rapidly than the law, for example, in cases of sharing electronic data or using 
social media.

Another key difference of law and morality is in the focus of moral responsibility. If we 
make our own decisions about right and wrong, they can certainly be informed by our sense of 
ethics, legality, and convention, but ultimately we have to take the responsibility for our own 
choices and acts. Imagine a hypothetical world where we constantly defaulted to the law as our 
guide. It would be full of legislators making the law, police enforcing it, and judges assessing 
punishments for those who transgress. We would all have to become encyclopedic about the 
current regulations. However, in reality the law is not static and uniform. Lawyers are hired to 
interpret the law in a way that best favors their clients. Various readings of the facts, issues, prec-
edents, and appropriate regulations show us that the view of morality as the law leaves us with a 
state of affairs that ultimately resolves into the same kind of debates that we currently find within 
philosophy itself.

Ethics and Religion

Philosophy and religion also overlap in many areas, but they are distinct fields and deal with ethi-
cal issues from different perspectives. They may reach the same conclusions—for instance, both 
would probably agree that taking the life of an innocent is wrong, or that charity is good. However, 
the starting point and methodology will be different and the two should not be confused.

Religious commitment involves alignment of one’s life with a divine being. Ideally, every 
action is an attempt to be more harmonious with a supernatural force that informs and guides 
the life of a believer. The divine may be known by a revelatory experience, perhaps through 
encounters with a text such as the Bible, a religious organization like a church, or a spiritual 
being. Typically a canonical text is considered to be divinely inspired. Further, the mystery of 
the religion invokes faith, and the believer will accept some basic tenets on that basis. Certain 
teachings are held to be authoritative and intertwined with the faith, insofar as questioning them 
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would be regarded as heretical. A further hallmark of religion is its various rituals, including 
worship and prayer.

In contrast, philosophical inquiry does not require an act of faith. In the Western tradi-
tion at least, it favors rational argument to demonstrate its conclusions, and it fosters analysis 
and debate. Texts are not held to be immune from criticism, and indeed, much of the disci-
pline involves close critical reading and responses to classic works. No single text is held to be 
authoritative, and the history of philosophy often reads like an unfolding dialogue that emerges 
from earlier works.

These differences are significant when we consider the study of ethics. A religious approach 
will demand some connection with the supernatural and certain dogmatic assumptions that fuel 
moral action. For instance, the Ten Commandments that Moses brought down from Mount 
Sinai give many people an ethical anchor, but at the same time they may feel that these religious 
laws are immune to interpretation or criticism. That is, people feel the Commandments should 
be obeyed simply because they come from God, and therefore they do not need any further justi-
fication. Even though a philosopher might agree with the Decalogue as a set of moral principles, 
he or she need not start from the same place. We could imagine that they could be considered 
a reasonable set of conventional rules to govern a society, but it is not essential to philosophical 
inquiry to make reference to a spiritual author.

Although ethics does not depend on a religious backdrop, it need not be antagonistic to 
those with religious commitments. For a believer, religion typically governs one’s whole life, and 
not just morality, and many philosophers have deep spiritual lives that are based in faith. At the 
same time, they feel it is worthwhile to engage in inquiry about the nature and scope of moral 
behavior. Saint Thomas Aquinas, for example, argued that a life of faith can be congruent with 
philosophical investigation based on logic and experience.

The religious believer might maintain that a full and rich life requires knowledge of 
the supernatural, a view contested by the atheist. However, as an empirical matter, an ethical 
life need not depend on being religious, or having any particular faith or worldview. We can  
see this because someone could create a moral system and live a good life without any reference 
to a supreme being. We can have both theistic and atheistic ethics where we scrutinize the consis-
tency of the recommended behaviors and their outcomes. For instance, whatever the origin of a 
moral intuition, it would be appropriate to question theories that lead to suffering or oppression. 
Certain ethical attitudes will spring from religious beliefs, to be sure, but the philosopher can 
examine them on their own merits without having to question the underlying faith commitment. 
Conversely, someone of faith should not see ethical theory as a challenge or threat, but rather as a 
useful analytic tool, which is capable of refining and clarifying how we should treat one another.

The Nature of Conscience

Another approach to morality is to say that we have an inner feeling or voice that tells us right 
from wrong, in other words a conscience. For example, in the Disney movie Pinocchio the charac-
ter Jiminy Cricket cheerfully sings about letting conscience be a guide for your actions, leading us 
to believe that we can judge each moral question by reflecting on whether it makes us feel good 
or uneasy. Thus, for example, when faced with a choice of whether to peek at an answer sheet 
accidentally left on a teacher’s desk or not, we might reflect on whether (and to what extent)  
we would feel guilty for being dishonest. Most of us have had this type of experience at one  
time or another.
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There is an issue of timing, because having a conscience is often thought of as carrying 
a burden after the fact for having done something wrong. This dynamic is often portrayed in  
TV crime dramas where the confronted suspect voluntarily confesses all because the crime is 
weighing on his or her mind. This is not new: In Shakespeare’s story of Hamlet, the title character 
arranges a play to mimic the apparent murder of his father by his uncle. The idea is that this will 
flush out the culprit because someone with a guilty conscience is troubled and will not be able to 
keep the secret indefinitely. Hamlet’s uncle sees the play and storms out, which Hamlet takes as 
proof of his guilt.

Despite widespread acceptance of the notion, many philosophers have questioned the very 
concept of having a conscience, believing that it may just be shorthand for some other psycho-
logical dynamic at work such as conforming to societal norms. Let us look at it more closely.

First, do all of us react similarly? If we all had the same moral sense, then perhaps we would 
all react similarly when faced with moral choices or at least those who choose the wrong path 
would regret their actions and seek to redress them.

Laura Bohannan, an anthropologist, lived among the Tiv people in Nigeria. She was 
confident that the story of Hamlet would have universal meaning, and told them of a chieftain 
killed by his brother, and the desire for vengeance by the dead chieftain’s son. To her surprise, 
the Tiv interpreted the story quite differently. They thought that the brother was the proper heir 
and instead of being shocked that the queen cut short her mourning and married the new king, 
they thought it entirely appropriate. Their cultural framework shaped their moral judgments 
which were at odds with Bohannan’s.

It appears that moral judgments based on conscience have to be taken in the context 
of the society and its conventions. Perhaps what we mean by conscience is an immediate re-
sponse based on our sense of conformist judgments where we assess our actions in terms of 
how others in our cultural group would respond. Additionally, various opinions about the moral 
acceptability of practices such as the treatment of animals suggest that conscience may be a func-
tion of upbringing just as much as nature.

As children, our behavior is largely influenced by others, mainly our parents. We are 
encouraged to behave in specific ways and rewarded or punished accordingly. If we are taught to 
protect, love, and care for animals, for instance, our response to killing animals for sport may be 
condemnation. However, if we are encouraged to believe that killing animals for sport is actually 
a means to practice a survival technique, we may be more open to the idea. Similarly, some feel 
guilty when engaging in activities, such as jet skiing or disposing of plastic in landfills, which 
may harm the environment. Others have no problems doing so. If conscience is really a function 
of our human nature, then we should all react to issues similarly, which is clearly not the case. 
Hence it is difficult to establish what is actually an innate, raw, or unbiased response because of 
the influences of others beginning at very early stages of life.

Furthermore, conscience can be fluid in nature. We can imagine someone who is reluctant 
to steal office supplies from work, but is told by her coworkers that “it’s no big deal” and that 
“everyone does it.” The reluctant employee may take a ream of paper, but agonizes over her 
action all night long even though she realizes there is very little likelihood of being found out 
and, even if she were, the consequences would be minimal. A few days later, when she runs out 
of toner for her home printer, she decides to take some home, this time justifying her actions by 
telling herself “it would never be missed” and that “she is worth more than she is paid.” Sleep 
comes more easily this time and after a while, she is completely undisturbed by her actions and 
wouldn’t even describe them as morally wrong.
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The issue here is that even if we hear that inner voice of conscience, we are adept at ignor-
ing it or interpreting it in various ways. The remedy might be to assess potentially moral actions 
quietly and reflectively, but there is no guarantee that our findings will be any different from the 
justifications we’ve already made. In other words, this may be a case where we choose to explore 
multiple kinds of justification without any real governing principle to arbitrate between them, 
and whether decisions are made hastily or at leisure would not affect their validity.

Conscience is used in another sense when we talk about people who have stood up for their 
beliefs and face punishment as a result, as in the phrase “a prisoner of conscience” describing 
someone who will not recant political views in the face of a repressive regime. In a slightly different 
sense, the term has recently been applied to cases where, say, a pharmacist refuses to dispense birth 
control pills to a customer because of his personal religious beliefs. However, conscience in this 
context need not be referring to the mysterious inner voice. These cases describe a mode of behav-
ior that is based on an individual moral stance. The fact that some people are willing to make sacri-
fices based on their strongly held personal beliefs does not by itself verify that they are responding 
to an unprejudiced moral sense or that their views are any more correct or justified than others.

One of the continuing issues in ethics is the difficulty of putting our concerns about behav-
ior into words and then persuading others (or being convinced by their arguments). If we leave 
conscience as a lurking, subjective voice, then we will preclude that possibility. But if we think of 
it as a useful starting place reflecting primitive ethical intuitions, it opens up the opportunity for 
moral discourse and arguments.

Ethical Projects

Other approaches place ethics in the context of a wider project. For example, some theorists will 
argue that our current ethical views are shaped by evolutionary biology, asserting that we have 
successfully survived as a species because we have developed psychological mechanisms that pro-
mote cooperation and nurturing. This is known as sociobiology and draws on work in zoology 
and anthropology. In this case, it is plausible that ethics could be reduced to a natural science of 
observation and prediction. Others believe that mankind is unique among the animals, set apart 
because of our ability to reason. Natural law theorists believe that human nature reveals funda-
mental truths reflected in the way we behave (e.g., that we form family units). Oftentimes natural 
law is used in conjunction with a theistic world view, which suggests that we have been created 
with certain natural dispositions to the good and the right by God and our mission is to discern 
those truths through reason.

Some take the ethics project to trace the implications of deeply rooted convictions about 
the nature of people and existence. For example:

•	 Foundationalists believe there are certain core moral anchors, and there are both sacred 
and secular versions of this thesis. For instance, many believe that the key moral precepts 
are the Ten Commandments found in the Old Testament of the Bible and any ethical 
question can be answered by reference to these few central ideas. However, the set of core 
tenets need not be religious in nature; we could create a system of similar moral claims 
without reference to a divine origin. Their project typically involves a marriage between 
these central tenets and prescriptions about the way people should behave.

•	 Coherentists are not concerned as much with immutable truths but try to understand 
the justification of moral language in terms of its internal consistency. For example, 
if someone says human life is invaluable, coherentists ask if the same line of argument 
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be used for both the debates about abortion and capital punishment. Dealing with these 
kinds of knotty problem, coherentists believe, will help establish sound analyses that can 
be applied to difficult or novel cases.

•	 Ethical egoists believe the fundamental moral unit is the individual and he or she ought 
to always promote his or her own good. This means the person does not accept external 
values, whether they are from conventions, laws, or divine commands unless he or she sees 
them in his or her interests to do so. The egoist may cooperate with others, but ultimately 
the arbitrating factor in making any ethical decision is whether there is any personal 
payoff involved. An egoist viewpoint is often seen at work in the literature of strategy and 
business.

•	 Relativists focus on the idea that there are no fixed points in ethics and all claims must 
be expressions of preference. Just as some people prefer coffee and others soda, decisions 
about lying, cheating, or stealing are considered individual expressions of personal choice. 
What goes for one person or group applies only to them, but has no privileged status that 
means it should be imposed on anyone else. However, as a practical matter we don’t live 
in societies where anything goes, and standards are rarely arbitrary. Thus the relativist is 
challenged to explain why some behaviors should be encouraged and others sanctioned.

•	 Cultural relativists accept the claim that there are certain acceptable conventions within 
a community and look at the differences between different societies. This leads to a view 
that ethics is a societal construct, but should not be regarded as reflecting any objective or 
universal truths. For example, bullfighting is popular in Spain, but would be considered 
barbaric in some other countries; or the government has a say in family size in China, 
which many in the West would consider an infringement of a basic human right. Yet at the 
same time, some countries have gone to war with others to prevent genocide or liberate a 
repressed people, and the cultural relativist faces the challenge of justifying such acts.

Thus there are clear differences in diverse approaches to the study of ethics and the objectives 
involved. Whatever someone’s starting point, though, all these perspectives are open to crit-
ical scrutiny, and philosophers have created strong arguments on all sides. The benefit from 
these clashing views is that every objection demands that the proponent respond with ever 
greater clarity and sophistication. In the next section we will look at the various strategies that  
philosophers used to tackle ethical issues, and some of the key distinctions they use to present 
their arguments.

Varieties of Philosophical Ethics

The study of ethics is often broken down into a number of subfields. As the discussion becomes 
more specific, technical terms are used to clarify the distinctions. Although not everyone would 
agree with the distinctions or accept the classifications, it is nevertheless worthwhile to grasp an 
overview of the various schools of thought.

Descriptive Ethics

Descriptive ethics focuses on actual behavior. Thus if we say we care about buying dolphin-
safe tuna or recycling, but if the research shows people are unwilling to pay more or alter the 
way they act, then our talk may be less significant than our actions. In studying ethics, we can 
gain useful self-awareness from empirical research in descriptive ethics. Even if the particular 
manifestations of morality differ across time and culture, all societies have had a sense of what 
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constitutes justice and goodness, and descriptions of practice are useful in working out the emer-
gence and application of value-based attitudes.

To understand descriptive ethics in a broader context, let us begin with a simple statement:

All human societies kill animals for sport.

This is a descriptive sentence. It is important to notice several features of the sentence: 
First, it is a statement. That means it asserts a fact which can be either true or false. Philosophers 
sometimes use the term proposition or propositional content when discussing the truth or falsity 
of a fact-asserting or declarative sentence. Statements, however, need not be true; their function 
is to make a claim along with conditions which would either affirm or deny it. In this case, if a 
society venerates its animals and never kills them for sport, then the claim is still a statement, but, 
as it turns out in this case, a false one.

Second, by itself the statement conveys no values: It only says that the activity takes place. 
We may react with alarm, disgust, or a complacent shrug, but the sentence doesn’t demand any 
specific response. The same would be true if research indicated that one-third of all job seekers 
lied on their applications. But these empirical findings do not tell us whether such actions are 
good or bad, only that they happen.

Professionals in certain disciplines (e.g., zoology, anthropology, and psychology) specialize 
in examining human and animal behavior and report their findings. For example, zoologists tell 
us that dolphins support sick companions and will push them to the surface to breathe, anthro-
pologists report that poor people give proportionally more of their incomes to charity than the 
rich, and psychologists indicate that bystanders tend to avoid helping others in an emergency. 
These researchers do not present their conclusions with an “ought to”; instead they leave it to us 
to draw our own moral implications.

A note of caution is appropriate as it is not unusual for a merely descriptive sentence to 
have an embedded persuasive element. For example, in the following:

No decent society kills animals for sport

the word decent imports an implicit value element into what initially appears to be a neutral 
statement, and so we always need to be wary, in so far as some words and phrases introduce a 
personal bias that frame statements likely to alter the perceptions of its audience.

Metaethics

Metaethics looks at the nature of moral language, how we use it, and asks questions about the 
meaning of moral utterances. Additionally, it touches on a range of other issues in philosophy, 
since it questions the knowledge claims involved, which is the province of the branch of 
philosophy called epistemology. Since metaethics is largely concerned with examining moral 
language, the key elements are conceptual analysis and examination of the reasoning involved. 
If we have good reasons to accept some ideas and reject others, and we can concur on ways to 
ascertain the validity of certain claims, then we are more likely to identify flawed ways of think-
ing such as vague terminology and sweeping conclusions, and move toward moral consensus.

The work of writers in this area often discerns the set of beliefs that people have and the 
reasons behind what they say when describing their own values and trying to influence those of 
others. For example, here is a sentence with an explicit value component:

It is wrong to torture kittens for fun.
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In exploring the nature and meaning of the sentence we could ask whether it is a statement 
of fact or an expression of personal feeling. If it is a fact, then is it fixed in a certain context, for 
instance, here and now, or is it true for all people everywhere and always? If it is an expression of 
a personal view, could someone’s view ever change, and should other people hold the same belief?

These sorts of questions are important in discovering how ethical discourse functions: 
If you dislike the idea of torturing kittens, but feel that other people are entitled to their own 
opinions about how to treat their animals, your view won’t have much leverage in persuad-
ing others to alter their behavior. Alternatively, you may take the position that torture of any 
animal is, and always will be, wrong in any circumstances, and that your claim is on par with 
scientific facts.

Metaethics is usually divided into two camps: cognitivism and noncognitivism, each 
with its own subfields. Cognitivism (from the Latin word cognoscere, meaning “to know,” or 
“to recognize”) is the philosophical view that moral statements make knowledge claims. Thus 
cognitivists believe that moral statements reflect facts, and they should be treated in the same way 
as other factual claims. Importantly, they don’t say that all statements are true, only that they are 
capable of being shown to be true or false someday. In some cases, we may not yet conclusively 
know the truth, but a hypothesis is susceptible to proof that future technology or research will 
provide. For instance, consider the claim that pregnant women who drink over 300 mg per day 
of caffeine, or eight cups of coffee, may cause birth defects in their children. While we may not 
have a definitive answer at the moment, in the end the claim itself will turn out to be either true or 
false. In the same way cognitivists talk about moral claims such as “x is bad” or “y is unjust” very 
much as if they were irrefutable statements about the world, just like sentences about gravity or 
electromagnetism.

Similarly, the cognitivist may say that the mission of ethics is to determine how best to 
obtain the truth or falsity of moral statements, and deny that there is any room for personal 
interpretation. Hence it may indeed be true that it is wrong to torture kittens, and the cognitivist 
maintains that such a statement has the force and irrefutability of a scientific claim. It is impor-
tant to note that moral disagreement does not necessarily undermine the cognitivist view. Just 
as people historically have had the false perception that the world is flat and the idea has been 
subject to scientific discovery, individuals may get their facts wrong about morality. Nonetheless, 
the cognitivist holds out the promise that one day we will have the appropriate means to estab-
lish the truth one way or another.

Cognitivism is typically broken down further into naturalism and intuitionism. 
Naturalism asserts that moral talk turns out to be shorthand for natural facts, that is, the kind 
that can be established through demonstration or scientific proof. Thus the naturalist believes 
that we can translate moral terms into physical, sociological, or psychological hypotheses that 
can subsequently be tested. For example, it could be that:

Torturing kittens for fun is wrong.

means

Most people disapprove of torturing kittens.

or

All sane people release certain brain chemicals when they witness the unnecessary suffering 
of kittens.
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The preceding statements are simple and crude, and most naturalists would say that once we 
parsed out what we mean by “good” or “wrong” or other value components, their meanings will 
end up being far more complex and subtle. At the same time, naturalists believe with research 
and sufficient data the study of various cultures and human physiology will yield scientific 
findings corresponding to the value components of our sentences. That is, they believe there is 
no mysterious quality of “good” or “right” that could not be reduced into descriptive sentences 
of observable data. One view along these lines is that given sufficiently advanced imaging of 
the brain, for example, every value statement could be translated into a fact about brain states,  
with the corresponding belief that value differences may be explained as chemical imbalances 
in the body.

Some philosophers, notably G. E. Moore (1873–1958), feel that naturalism rests on a 
fallacy. They say that any purported translation from a value statement to a factual one will fail 
to fully capture its meaning. The evidence for this is that we can always ask “But is it good?” to 
any factual claim. For example, if the naturalist maintained that “Ending malnutrition is good” 
translates into “All sane people approve of ending malnutrition” or even “All humans react with 
the release of certain brain chemicals when confronting malnutrition,” Moore would say that the 
factual statements are still subject to the value question of whether all people approving some-
thing makes it good, or whether our bodily responses tell us how to judge something morally.

Moore himself represented another cognitivist school known as intuitionism. It ac-
cepts that moral statements can be determined as true or false, but contends they arise from a 
human sensibility that we all share, which enables us to determine right from wrong. It explains 
apparent variations by saying our moral senses are often clouded and we need to refine them to 
make accurate judgments. If we had appropriate clarity about a moral question, they argue, we 
would achieve universal agreement. Someone who relies on conscience alone would be an intu-
itionist, and as we have seen he or she faces the task of explaining a sense which is elusive and 
unclear to many.

In its defense, we cannot deny that often people have similar experiences and reactions 
to some moral issues, such as intuitions that promises ought to be kept or that babies should 
be cared for. As an analogy, think about the nature of love—many people experience it and are 
more certain about it than many other facts. They could be persuaded that they are subject to 
perceptual mistakes, but will maintain that their experience of love is raw and immediate. When 
asked to explain what it means to be in love or how they could demonstrate it to others, they find 
themselves hard-pressed to do so. However, we don’t necessarily give up on the concept of love 
just because it is hard to explicate, and the intuitionist would say much the same about our moral 
sensibilities.

Noncognitivism, in stark contrast, focuses on the belief that moral language expresses 
or exhorts only our personal attitudes and is incapable of expressing objective facts about the 
world. One noncognitivist view, emotivism, suggests that a moral statement translates into a 
sincere representation of our reactions such as the idea of “Torturing kittens-Ugh!” They would 
deny that there are universal moral facts, and believe that morality is a question of personal reac-
tions, which may vary significantly. Another version, prescriptivism, gives additional force to 
our reactions by suggesting that our responses and utterances not only express a personal view, 
but they serve to encourage others to think the same way as well—for example, “Torturing kit-
tens is wrong and you should think so too!”

The cognitivist/noncognitivist split is not the only way of slicing the metaethical pie. An 
alternate version uses the terms realism and antirealism. In ethics, a realist is someone who 
believes there is an objective truth to moral claims. That is, the realist would say that there is 
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a reality to moral matters that does not depend on individual perception or interpretation. A 
realist would assert that there is something we perceive about the act as we understand it and 
we recognize this reality in our moral assessment of the act. Therefore, all realists are cognitiv-
ists insofar as they posit that moral statements have a factual basis. In the 1930s, W. D. Ross, 
an English intuitionist, claimed some duties such as doing good and preventing harm are self-
evident and obvious, and are therefore real because the moral assessment by anyone with normal 
sensibilities would always be the same.

Conversely, the antirealist position asserts that there is no objective moral reality, implying 
that all antirealists are also noncognitivists. But, that does not necessarily mean that there are 
no standards or that all moral decisions are a function of individual preferences. The antirealist 
denies that there is any ultimate moral reality, but at the same time is likely to agree that we live 
by a set of practical conventions.

To explain, let us try another analogy. People build dwellings, which take various forms 
with functional elements such as sleeping areas, and dedicated spaces for cooking and bath-
ing. We would expect to find some basic concepts such as sound structure and weatherproofing 
as part of any design. However, these do not show there is some objective or ideal form that a 
home should manifest, but rather that humans tend to react to their surroundings in similar 
ways. Some aspects of a dwelling will depend, to a large degree, on the environmental conditions. 
Architectural and aesthetic values will also vary depending on the particular time and society in 
which we live—for example, the Soviet regime favored brutal concrete buildings, whereas other 
cultures look to spectacular ornamentation. The point is that in a human endeavor it should 
not surprise us that basic common features come about from functionality, and others vary by 
emergent conventions.

The same could be said of a wide range of activities, such as sports, the college curriculum, 
or the discipline of philosophy. From within the convention there are certain ideas of better 
or worse, but when we look at each activity as a whole, it is clear they have been crafted by 
our own design. Thus we prize strength and agility in many sports, but these often represent 
ancient martial qualities, and are traditional rather than natural—we could just as easily value 
elegance, balance, or endurance. Similarly, the subjects we study at college and the way they are 
approached has developed from a set of accepted conventions, but we can imagine a radically 
different approach—perhaps one that involves service learning or requiring life skills training.

The antirealist view in ethics does not deny that morality exists. Instead it claims that 
human societies have developed a set of functional and mutually beneficial standards for 
behavior that are social constructs, and do not represent an objective or eternal moral reality. 
The common features of the convention simply mirror what works best in any human commu-
nity. Hence while these codes and principles are internally consistent and we often find similar 
behaviors praised and sanctioned, antirealism maintains that they reflect the most practical or 
efficient functional underpinnings inevitably emerging as part of humans living together.

Normative Ethics

Normative ethics deals with setting norms or standards. In other words, it asks what we ought 
to do. Normative ethics is divided into two subfields: ethical theory and applied ethics.

Ethical theory deals with the theory and justification of moral principles. It tries to explain 
what is good and why that is so, and what makes an act right. If we return to the kitten case, we 
might say that torture is wrong because it causes unnecessary suffering or that it degrades us as 
human beings. We are now able to move beyond mere assertion toward providing principles to 
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support our claims about what we ought to do and how we ought to act. However, these prin-
ciples need to be justified, not just asserted, which involves developing arguments showing their 
internal consistency and coherence. There are several levels of justification in which we often 
move from looking at individual judgments to developing a universal rule and establishing a 
general principle.

Applied ethics, also called practical ethics, applies the principles of ethical theory to 
particular focused areas and cases. Philosophers in these areas make explicit arguments about 
how we should behave in specific cases. For example, there is considerable literature that applies 
ethical analysis to human rights, the environment, or the treatment of animals. Other areas 
deal with concerns where special standards might apply. For instance, in medicine issues such 
as confidentiality and informed consent are examined, in the law there are questions about 
attorneys as zealous advocates, and in business what the appropriate levels of social responsi
bility to the surrounding community should be.

Many philosophers have had little difficulty in bridging the gap between ethical theory and 
its application. Their works are peppered with examples to illustrate the points they make, and 
so it is difficult to maintain that theory is divorced from application. Nevertheless other philoso-
phers believe it is most useful to deal with the theoretical backdrop in isolation before we can 
apply theory in particular cases involving practical decisions.

Traditional ethical theories fall into three main groups: consequentialist, deontological, 
and virtue-based. Consequentialist theories, as the name suggests, look to the potential results 
of our actions to determine whether they are right or wrong. Deontological theories arise from 
the Greek term deon, meaning “duty,” which focus on motives or intentions. For example, there 
are cases where the greater good might be served by breaking a promise. Perhaps a recently 
deceased relative had extracted a deathbed promise that you spend a huge amount of his money 
on a monument to his memory, but you want to donate the money to a worthy cause instead. 
The tension arises when we have to discern where the moral focus should be—on the poten-
tial benefits, as a consequentialist would, or on the motivating obligations and duties, as a 
deontologist would. Virtue-based theory does not present direct principles or rules that would 
indicate what the best course of action is in particular cases, but instead tells us what matters 
most is developing a worthy character, suggesting that who we are is more significant than what 
we do. This theory looks at someone’s actions over the entire sweep of his or her lifetime, and 
judges him or her by the way he or she engages virtues guided by a core set of values.

Some ethical theories are described as teleological (from the Greek word, telos, meaning 
“end” or “destiny”). The general idea of teleological theories is that life should be purposeful. 
Thus a consequentialist might say that we should work to increase overall welfare by doing the 
maximum good for the maximum number, whereas others could argue that we should try to do 
our moral duty, or live in harmony with nature or glorify God. A virtue theorist might say that 
all human life should be aimed to encourage human flourishing, using all our gifts to fulfill our 
best potential.

Recent Challenges to Ethical Theory

The accepted teachings in ethical theory have been radically questioned in contemporary times. 
Feminist philosophers have suggested that classical views may have ignored some of the special 
concerns of women and insights they offer. These philosophers confront many of the assump-
tions that have been presented in the ethical canon. For example, the role of reason has often 
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been held to be dominant in contrast to that of emotion, which has typically been described as a 
feminine trait and downplayed in moral discourse.

Postmodernist philosophers have a wide range of perspectives on ethics. In general, they 
react against the modernist assumption that academic theoretical discourse has a privileged 
truth-telling function, and they look to the experience or phenomena of what goes on when we 
use ethical language. Postmodernists may claim that the concepts of ethics allow us to organize 
our experience in certain ways or construct notions of what it would be like to have an ideal life. 
Their focus shifts from looking at morality as a distinct practice to trying to make sense of the 
world through experience informed by ethical language. In other words, each of us constructs 
our own narrative based on our lives, and the function of ethical language is not so much to 
argue as it is to present a story that makes sense to others.

Summary
A frequent reaction to any ethical inquiry 
is often for people to rely on an immediate 
intuitive response, and then try to persuade 
others through various rhetorical techniques. 
Parents, for example, will often engage in 
moral instruction by simply telling a child that 
something is wrong and threatening punish-
ment if questioned. Nevertheless, at the end of 
the day this kind of approach is unsatisfactory: 
It leaves no room for questioning, argument, 
or progress in the ways we determine basic 
and everyday notions of right and wrong, good 
and bad, or what is fair and just.

The nature and scope of ethics can ini-
tially be intimidating, especially in its use of 

technical language and fine distinctions. Yet 
there is real value in looking at ethics by sys-
tematically distinguishing the various start-
ing points and assumptions at work. Further, 
once we have established some common 
foundations, it will allow us to develop prin-
cipled arguments to defend our views and 
persuade others through rational argument 
rather than assertion or bigotry. It is worth 
examining ethical claims in such a rigorous 
and methodical way since they may govern 
some of the most important features of human 
life, including ordinary interpersonal behav-
ior, social policy, human rights, the environ-
ment, and ultimately issues of life and death.
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Egoism and Hedonism

Moral philosophy relies in great part on basic assumptions about human nature: whether 
we ultimately care only about ourselves, those we love, or mankind and the earth more 
generally. Some see the spark of the divine in human action. In this chapter, we will exam-
ine arguments for and against putting the self first and their implications for moral action.

Egoism refers to putting the self—the ego—as the paramount focus of moral 
concern. Egoists only act from self-interest.

SELF-INTEREST or Cooperation? 

In William Golding’s book The Lord of the Flies, a plane crashes, killing all the adults and 
stranding the surviving group of boys on a remote uninhabited island. Initially the boys 
agree to work together for the common good. They cooperate in finding food, building 
shelter, and maintaining a signal fire, but as time goes on, they become more savage and 
individualistic, to the point where they start murdering one another. The book poses the 
question whether civilization is, in fact, only a thin veneer that hides a much darker side of 
human nature, and if there were no such external constraints, would communities rapidly 
spiral into anarchy and violence? There are similar stories of people stranded in lifeboats 
who initially get on well, but as resources begin to fail and hope of rescue fades, they turn 
on one another. In stark contrast, many other books such as the Wizard of Oz highlight 
cooperation and heroic self-sacrifice in the face of adversity.

Psychological egoism interprets actions in terms of what benefits we will derive 
from them, and predicts that we will do whatever is best for us. Thus it holds that we are 
looking for some payoff, and even a charitable act would be interpreted as seeking self-
satisfaction. Take cases of apparent altruism, where people do good for others or for their 
own sake (e.g., Mother Teresa who worked for the poor of India). The psychological ego-
ist would argue that whether she realized it or not, Mother Teresa was ultimately working 
to fulfill her own needs, perhaps a psychological desire to feel good about herself, or an 
attempt to earn salvation, and although these motives may be hidden from the individual 
doing the act, they nevertheless drive all we do.

Ethical egoism is the normative claim that says we ought to do whatever is in our 
self-interest. It often accepts psychological egoism as verifiable and makes the further claim 
that not only do we act in our self-interest, but also the moral claim, that we ought to.  

3Chapter
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Self-interest may take many forms, of course. Thus someone might deny himself a high-fat treat 
on the grounds that he is looking for long-term health; another might give to charity because it 
makes her feel good about herself; others might go for self-indulgence because they don’t worry 
about the future. The point is that they are all putting themselves at the center of the moral uni-
verse and, moreover, think it is right that they do so.

It is worth emphasizing that rational egoists may be motivated by what is best for 
themselves, but that doesn’t mean that they will always take a short-term perspective or ignore 
others. For example, it would be completely rational to donate blood on the self-interested 
grounds to support an institution that may someday save your own life.

There is a long tradition of egoism, and it has taken many forms. Here we will look at three 
central figures, Niccolo Machiavelli, Thomas Hobbes, and more recently Ayn Rand.

Machiavelli

Niccolo Machievelli (1469–1527) worked as an administrator and diplomat for the Florentine 
republic during a time of great political turmoil. He is most famous for his book The Prince, 
which was published posthumously. It is a reflection on how best to rule a principality, and in 
the book he recommends that a ruler should be bold and ruthless, acquiring and using power 
to his own advantage at every opportunity. The ethical notions of right and wrong become less 
important than maintaining power and order in any particular case, and thus a prince should do 
whatever is expedient or necessary to maintain his position: Generosity and compassion might 
help in some cases, but brutality and intimidation in others. What unifies Machiavelli’s use of 
cruelty and kindness though is that the primary focus of all action he prescribes for the prince is 
survival and dominance in a culture of mutual animosity. Thus if we believe that our personal in-
terests matter most, and also think everyone believes the same thing, the result is that we have to 
be constantly wary that others will be out to get us if it helps their cause in some way. It will also 
make us suspicious of their motives, because we might interpret even an apparent act of benevo-
lence as designed to create an obligation to return the favor in the future or put us off our guard.

It isn’t clear whether Machiavelli was sincere in everything he wrote, but his work has been 
widely cited as the source of the motto “Might Makes Right.” He is also famous for saying that 
it is desirable to be loved and feared by one’s subjects, but given the choice, it is ultimately bet-
ter to be feared.1 Essentially his philosophy is to promote the self through dominating others by 
any means necessary. However, as we find throughout the book this requires constant vigilance, 
strength, and strategic alliances: Imagine a world where mutual betrayal is more normal than 
mutual trust. It portrays the world as being divided into those who create their own destiny by 
imposing their values on others and those who merely adopt conventional morality, and hence 
The Prince resonates with the true egoist.

The notions of right and wrong are seen through the lens of what is good for the prince: 
Whatever he does to promote his own interests are necessarily good, and those which are likely to 
hurt him are wrong. Torturing a peasant, for instance, might be something the prince thinks he 
needs to do to prevent a rebellion, and because it helps his cause, it is automatically the right thing 
to do. Thus there is no independent or universal moral system involved. Machiavelli says that it 
is going to be useful for the prince to appear just and benevolent, but only insofar as the percep-
tions help him keep in power. Hence if he creates a system of laws that allow people property 

1Niccolo Machiavelli, The Prince, ch. 15.
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rights, it is likely to benefit commerce and keep the peace, and similarly appearing to be honest 
in diplomatic dealings may be to his benefit. Yet these are merely means to the end of keeping 
the prince’s fortune and sovereignty, rather than good in themselves, and the litmus test for any 
act will be whether it helps the prince’s own interests or not. In other words, honesty or justice 
become a mere tool that can be used or abandoned at any point rather than external measures of 
ethical action.

Hobbes

Thomas Hobbes (1588–1679) lived during the time of the English Civil War, when the idea that 
kings were appointed by God was overturned and members of the same family may have taken 
different sides in a bloody conflict. Like Machiavelli, Hobbes believed that mankind was naturally 
self-interested and competitive, but in contrast he had a different perspective on power. While  
Machiavelli advocates domination as the appropriate response to our natural state, Hobbes  
believes in enforced cooperation.

Hobbes’s mechanistic philosophy suggests that we are fundamentally animals motivated 
by various appetites. He denied the notion of absolute moral standards, but instead asserted 
that moral terms are just manifestations of our own preferences: We label what we approve of as 
good and what repels us as bad. He combines this with a view that we are more individualistic 
than communal, so that without a governing authority the natural human state would constantly 
compete for scarce resources effectively, a perpetual state of interpersonal strife. He asserted that 
the human natural state is a state of war in which we see everyone else as a potential adversary. 
Unchecked, he thinks we would live in “continual fear, and danger of violent death; and the life 
of man, solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.”

Like Machiavelli’s, Hobbes’s view begins with self-interest. His solution to this natural 
state of enmity is rationality, in the sense that we make a reasoned agreement to cooperate and 
restrain our ambitions for the sake of the common good. His book, The Leviathan, draws its 
name from a Biblical sea monster in the book of Job that can be conjured up at any time, to 
remind us of our human frailty. Under the system that Hobbes devises, we agree to subject our-
selves to a supreme authority, and in return we are rewarded with peace and prosperity. So in 
the natural state, as he suggests, no one would bother to plant seeds and work the land if it was 
certain that the resulting crops would be stolen by others. However, if we put a system of laws 
and punishments into place, then it sets up the framework for mutual prosperity.

This kind of arrangement arises from benign self-interest in which, though the prime 
motivation is still self-interest, the egoist realizes that he or she will benefit by contracting with 
others, leading to a system that increases welfare generally. However, the egoist is indifferent 
to the welfare of others except insofar as it affects his or her own interest. Paying taxes to main-
tain a community firefighting service, for example, would be acceptable as long as there were 
no preferable alternative arrangements that would benefit the egoist more. The central focus 
is on the advantage of the individual, and so if there were a more effective and cheaper private  
service available to the egoist, with the downside that it would not serve the indigent, then it would 
be consistent for him or her to opt for it rather than aid the community as a whole.

On the other hand, if he or she is also personally emotionally affected by the plight of people 
whose houses are destroyed, then he or she might choose to pay to avoid having that happen. Thus 
self-interest need not preclude helping others, but helping others is often seen as a means to one’s 
own self-interest, or an inadvertent effect of it. This also means that a sophisticated egoist will up-
hold the law, even though it may be inconvenient and damaging in the short run. For instance,  
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egoists may ideally wish to exempt themselves from rules about speeding, but come to realize 
that they are better off in a society where such rules are maintained.

Therefore, although Hobbes’s view of human nature seems cynical to many, he takes it to 
mean that we should approach morality from a rational point of view that takes into account our 
long-term best interest. The keys to such a system will be creating means that allow people to 
work out what is best for them and giving them the ways to achieve it. Thus if we consider health 
care, for example, people are notorious for their ability to irrationally discount the future health 
risks that they know will lead to harm by smoking, eating fatty foods, or not exercising. However, 
the truly wise egoist would reason about what would be in his or her best interests in the long 
term, and supporting a system that looks after the elderly when they are no longer able to take 
care of themselves might then be a good strategy. Similarly, such wide perspective and long-term 
thinking might result in a system of mutual cooperation and benefit, but it would depend on 
people having ready access to information and fighting the psychological tendency to focus on 
immediate and expedient outcomes.

Rand

A contemporary version of egoism is found in the works of Ayn (usually pronounced Ann) 
Rand (1905–1982). Rand was brought up in Russia where her family’s business was seized by the 
Soviets after the revolution in 1917. Subsequently she moved to America and earned her living as 
a screenwriter in Hollywood. She is best known for her philosophical novels, The Fountainhead 
and Atlas Shrugged. Rand used the term objectivism to describe her views, where an individual 
governed by reason measures achievement by productivity and the individual’s paramount goal 
is his or her own happiness.

On Rand’s view, we strive to achieve happiness by exercising our uncoerced personal 
choices. When this is manifested in free market capitalism, we all get what we earn through our 
own effort, without anyone depending on us, or vice versa. Central to her writing is the primacy 
of the individual who has no obligations other than the ones he or she voluntarily undertakes. 
The objective element comes about because there are external facts about reality that we have 
to acknowledge—for instance, human nature and our needs. If we can adjust our lives to fit the 
objective reality, she believes we will achieve happiness. Rand’s heroes are self-made types who 
then can trade their goods and services; if they tap into an unfulfilled human need, say, personal 
computing, then they will merit rich rewards.

A natural objection is that some people may not be able to compete in the marketplace, 
and yet we still consider them as morally considerable. Rand’s response is that the minority of 
adults who are unable to work have to rely on voluntary charity, but there would be no reciprocal 
sense of entitlement. From Rand’s perspective, people may voluntarily give to others, but misfor-
tune is no reason that the better-off have to provide for others without reward or, in her terms, 
engage in slave labor on their behalf. A person’s economic value is determined by the willingness 
of others to trade with him or her as a result of free market choices. If we choose to give some of 
our money away to charitable causes, that is fine, but it should be a voluntary act, not one forced 
on us by a government that may often serve interests other than our own. She regards her view as 
contrary to what she calls “tribalism” (the notion that we are responsible for others in our com-
munity) and “altruism” (doing good without regard for reward).

Rand believes that everyone operating out of self-interest as manifested in his or her 
actions in the free market will bring about the maximum human happiness. She thinks that a 
central government would be very bad at determining what would make us happiest—that is, 



26	 Chapter 3  •  Egoism and Hedonism

discovering the objective reality—and would prefer to let us choose for ourselves. At the heart of 
her theory, then, is the basic assumption that we do indeed know our own preferences, and ful-
filling them will make us happy. Often the counterclaim is that we think we know what we want, 
but those desires are malleable and subject to outside influences. For example, the advertizing 
industry is built on the premise that people can be influenced to buy goods and services. Further, 
happiness may be elusive: The Russian author Tolstoy noted that everyone feels he or she would 
be content if he or she had just ten percent more wealth than they do, but that becomes a shifting 
goal that may never be achieved.

Strategic Ethics—Game Theory

The logical extension of assuming that we are all egoists is to behave in a way that primarily 
maximizes benefits to ourselves. We may cooperate with others, but only so far as it maximizes 
the eventual personal payoff. Thus one way ethics can be thought of is as a game—a very serious 
game—of strategy among self-interested players. A strategic action is one that you take without 
knowing what the other party will do, and in the absence of full predictability we need to make 
our best assessment. This will involve rationally working out how people are likely to react in any 
given circumstance, based on our knowledge of human nature and psychology.

Strategic self-interest can be modeled mathematically. The term game theory describes 
scenarios where individuals have to make decisions that will affect their outcomes. If we start 
with the assumption that people are self-interested and rational, then we can develop models that 
will help us work out the potential results of various actions. Although we use the terminology 
of games and players, these names are somewhat misleading as they originated in work done in 
the cold war to assess options under the threat of nuclear annihilation, and thus we should not 
discount it as trivial.

At the simplest level, though, we can think of two children sharing a pizza, where one 
divides it and the other chooses one part. Given that both sides want as much as they can get,  
it would be rational to assume that the chooser would take the largest piece. Therefore, it  
would be a rational strategy for the cutter to divide it as evenly as possible to minimize any 
potential loss.

It appears that maximum gains are found in cooperation, but in the absence of full 
trust and information we recognize that someone is likely to defect on the group, a dynamic 
known as the prisoner’s dilemma. It gets this name from a story of two suspects who are 
separated by the police, and then independently offered a deal that if one confesses while the 
other does not, he will get off lightly whereas his partner will get a longer sentence. If both 
confess, then they both get the worst outcome, with the clear implication to each that they 
should confess before the other gets a chance to. The best outcome for the prisoners, though, 
is the one not advertised by the police: If both keep quiet, then both will be released without 
charge. If they trust each other fully, then the best option is for them to say nothing, but if 
there is any lingering doubt, the light sentence is preferable to the long one, and hence the 
dilemma each faces.

The same forces operate when we think about many mutual endeavors. Take the way we 
regard environmental resources: We know that it is probably in everyone’s mutual best inter-
ests if we individually cut back on the amount of pollution and waste that we cause. However, 
doing so may go against our personal ideas of what is best for ourselves, but if everyone thinks 
the same way and we don’t make any binding agreements with one another, then it is likely that 
someone will break the deal and look for instant payoffs. However, if we know that the deal will 
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be broken, then it makes sense for everyone to default to what is best for them without regard to 
anyone else. For instance, if fish are scarce, then all the trawler operators might agree to lower 
their quotas to give the stocks a chance to build up. However, that forces up the price of fish 
and the incentives to cheat on the agreement, and, of course, everyone involved faces the same 
temptations. Recall that Hobbes’s view is that the only way we can stop rampant self-interest is 
to create strong enforcement and punishment mechanisms that force us to actually do what we 
know to be best.

The game gets much more interesting if there are multiple encounters (termed iterations). 
Thus if the prisoners are mere acquaintances and are unlikely to see each other again, they may 
make different choices than if they are lifelong pals who anticipate working together in the fu-
ture. Scientists wondered what would be the most successful strategy where two parties played 
repeated games and arranged tournaments where computers went through hundreds of thou-
sands of iterations. The winning strategy was also one of the simplest. It is known as Tit for Tat 
and works by initially cooperating and then reciprocating every move the other side makes. The 
reciprocation element means it doesn’t hold grudges or punish the other party with a greater 
penalty than it suffered, qualities the programmer describes as “nice.”2 If we extend the findings 
to moral behavior, it makes sense for us to be mutually cooperative rather than always seeking 
our personal immediate gain, because other options are likely to result in inefficient distrust 
where everyone is just looking out for himself or herself.

In another realm, researchers have found that animals often exhibit cooperative behav-
ior, and sociobiologists have identified forms of the prisoner’s dilemma in animal behavior. 
Parasites, for instance, thrive on a host, but if there are too many, they will kill it and themselves 
as well. It seems that they achieve equilibrium where they are restrained from reproducing to a 
greater extent than the host can tolerate. Some bats, it seems, will share their food with those who 
have none, and research shows those who have benefited are more likely to help those who have 
previously helped them, and monkeys routinely pick parasites off another expecting the favor to 
be returned.3

One remarkable implication of marrying ethics to strategic models is that it means mo-
rality need not have to be an exclusively human activity since we could program a computer 
to prompt the best result. Consider that humans are fallible in our reasoning: For example, we 
become invested in our earlier decisions, tend to be selective in the evidence we use to confirm 
our decisions, and tend to discount contrary evidence.4 If we set up a program that equates maxi-
mizing self-interest as the goal, it would give us transparent, predictable, and accurate responses, 
and we might be able to rely on it more than our personal judgments. At the same time, the 
reservations we might have about delegating not only mathematical calculations but also moral 
judgments to computers might well give us some insights into why morality may be more than 
rational self-interest.

The prisoner’s dilemma is a rational exercise, without any necessary ethical connotations. 
However, we can see that the moral qualities of trust and cooperation are desirable character-
istics for extended relationships, and it can go some way to showing why even from an egoist 
perspective cultivating certain moral traits may be desirable.

2 Robert Axelrod, 1984. The Evolution of Cooperation. New York: Basic Books.
3 H. Goscilo and P. Petrov, “The Vampire Bat,” available at http://www.pitt.edu/~slavic/courses/vampires/images/bats 
/vambat.html, accessed July 9, 2013.
4 M. Neale and M. Bazerman, 1991. Cognition and Rationality in Negotiation. New York: Free Press.
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Challenges

There are several arguments against egoism. First, egoists have to face the challenge of whether 
the theory applies to themselves or should be a general rule. Additionally, egoism requires a 
robust notion of personal identity that relies on certain commitments about the self. Egoists 
maintain that we care most about ourselves individually, but other philosophers believe that 
there is evidence this assumption is incorrect and human nature is, in fact, as much concerned 
about the welfare of others as our own self-interest. Let us examine these claims in turn.

Egoists who believe that everyone should maximize his or her own personal welfare face a 
logical problem, because what applies to them individually cannot be made into a general rule: 
What is best for one egoist will diminish the welfare of others, and they would be acting in the 
same way. There will inevitably be times when the liberty and interest of one person will clash 
with those of others, and there are not enough resources to give everyone what they want. Thus 
if the egoist recommends personal advancement as a general rule that applies to everyone, he or 
she will effectively be advocating actions which will sometimes thwart his or her personal ambi-
tions. This leaves the egoist with two options: Either accept the inconsistency or narrow the ethi-
cal theory so it applies to the egoist alone; that is, I should always do whatever I think best, and 
ignore the interests of others unless they give me some advantage.

Egoism also relies on a sense of personal identity called atomistic. This reflects our 
common-sense intuition that we are all separate beings with individual personalities, wants, and 
needs. Hence it follows easily that we should look after ourselves and may have to compete with 
others. We should note at the outset, though, that not all cultures put the individual at the center 
of moral concern—for instance, some stress the value of family, clan, or community more. And 
so it is possible that atomism may seem self-evident only due to our own cultural and historical 
location. Additionally, it prompts questions about how connected we are with one another, and 
whether we are responsible for anyone else and their actions. We might think of parents of young 
children: They typically put the welfare of the child ahead of their own, and if the child behaves 
badly or breaks an object, they are held responsible. Some feminist philosophers propose that 
the primal human experience is one of being cared for, and so the starting point for ethics ought 
properly to be not as isolated individuals but rather as part of a dynamic relationship of caring. A 
bond like that of the parent suggests that individuality may not be as straightforward as we typi-
cally think of it, and the egoist may inevitably not just be concerned with a single individual but 
those he or she cares deeply about.

The second test for the egoist is the associated view that humans naturally feel connected 
with one another. This need not be grounded in evolution, of course, and is a question of em-
pirical psychology. That is, are humans naturally competitive and aggressive, or perhaps sympa-
thetic and nurturing? David Hume (1711–1776), a Scottish philosopher, thought that morality 
arose from our sentiments, and decried those who felt that humans were basically selfish. Note 
that here again the argument does not say that we are always altruistic or that we ought to be, 
since it is sufficient for his purposes to show that we aren’t exclusively competitive or aggressive. 
He points to the fact that animals and humans care for their offspring and are grateful when they 
are looked after. Moreover, we all have friends, and their well-being matters to us and we often 
put ourselves out in order to help them.

A further challenge to egoism is a family of views known as natural law. Theorists of this 
view argue that at the core of human nature and activity is a set of general moral principles. 
Thus we find that humans naturally form couples, or develop friendships. From these observa-
tions they conclude that there are inherent human values that go beyond self-interestedness.  
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The philosopher and theologian St. Thomas Aquinas (c. 1224–1274) posited that the fundamen-
tal value all human beings share is, “Good is to be done, and evil avoided.”5 Aquinas explains that 
given the fallibility of human reasoning, the more particular we attempt to make this principle, 
the more subject to error it becomes. Nevertheless he provides a list of universal goods derived 
from natural human inclinations: Knowledge, rationality, and, he derives the universal values of 
life, community, and society from the natural human inclination for sex and procreation.

Although Aquinas sees the divine at work in natural moral principles, natural law could 
be derived from purely secular values, in that we find traits in all human societies that encourage 
community, and thus it may be that part of human nature is indeed other-regarding. Although 
it may be true anthropologically that people can be selfish and competitive, there is considerable 
evidence that they are also compassionate and cooperative by nature.

Altruism means people benefit others without an obvious payback. For example, a man 
might donate anonymously to charity, and never expect any recognition or personal benefit in 
return. Or seeing a child who has wandered into the path of an oncoming vehicle a woman tries 
to save her at considerable risk to herself. If altruism is truly part of the human makeup, then it 
poses a direct counterargument to egoism. Contrary to psychological egoism, altruism contends 
that people are not always motivated by benefits for the self. If we observe common instances of 
altruism, it might seem to be just as much a feature of human nature as self-interest.

Take the case of Raoul Wallenberg, a Swedish diplomat stationed in Budapest, Hungary, 
during the Second World War. He issued Jews with passports that said they were Swedish citizens 
awaiting repatriation, and housed them in buildings where he flew Swedish flags. The German 
officials accepted the documents and allowed the bearers diplomatic immunity. Some stories 
recount him going to deportation trains handing out passports to anyone he could, despite the 
presence of armed guards. It is estimated that he saved over 100,000 people who would otherwise 
have been sent to concentration camps. Wallenberg was eventually taken into Soviet custody and 
reportedly died a few years later in prison, but he is remembered and praised for his moral cour-
age. In fact, one of those he saved was a future U.S. Congressman, Tom Lantos, who said of him, 
“He had no official authorization. His only authority was his own courage. Any officer could 
have shot him to death. But he feared nothing for himself and committed himself totally. It was 
as if his courage was enough to protect himself from everything.”6

It is hard to account for Wallenberg’s actions without invoking the idea of altruism: 
Although we might concede that he acted from selfish psychological desires, the fact remains 
that he did significant good for others at a tremendous personal risk. Why would he act that 
way when he didn’t need to? Beyond the self-verifying claim that we all do whatever is best for 
us (and we can determine what was best for someone by looking at what they did), there are 
two linked explanations for altruism. The first is drawn from the emerging field of sociobiology, 
and suggests that humans are not primarily individualistic, but communal beings. The second 
suggests we make rational decisions that favor the family or community.

At this point, consider Plato’s story of the Ring of Gyges. A poor shepherd finds a ring that 
gives him invisibility, and he uses it to eventually become the king by using his powers to deceive 
and ultimately murder those who stood in the way of his newly found ambitions. The point of 
the story is to illustrate that in the absence of external restraints we will inevitably maximize our 

5St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica, Part II, Q. 94, Article 2.
6“Unesco pays tribute to Raoul Wallenberg” available at http://www.unesco.org/bpi/eng/unescopress/1999/99-101e 
.shtml, accessed June 6, 2013.

http://www.unesco.org/bpi/eng/unescopress/1999/99-101e.shtml
http://www.unesco.org/bpi/eng/unescopress/1999/99-101e.shtml
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own welfare, something that undergirds the ethics of Machiavelli, Hobbes, and Rand. However 
although the shepherd might have acted that way, it is entirely plausible that he could have used 
his new powers to help others or prevent harm.

A common observation is that parents will often sacrifice for their children, for example, 
working two jobs so their children can go to college or making sure the child has decent cloth-
ing before buying anything for themselves. Animals also show evidence that they will sacrifice 
themselves for the sake of the herd, which contradicts our understanding of Darwinian evolution. 
That is, if the individual truly matters most, we should expect that no animal would put itself at 
unnecessary risk. For example, Vervet monkeys and ground squirrels have been observed sound-
ing an alarm that incidentally attracts the attention of a nearby predator, an act that would obvi-
ously minimize its own chances of reproductive success.7 A number of studies have shown that 
animals have very strong kin bonds, and will sacrifice themselves to save their offspring. How then 
can we account for sacrificial behavior that seems paradoxical?—the altruist is likely to die with 
fewer successors, and hence it is a trait that should die out. Interestingly, Darwin’s own response 
is that man, like some animals, is a communal creature and therefore what matters most is not 
the survival of the individual but the survival of the group, and thus any behavior that promotes 
group welfare will be fostered. He explains that primitive humans would have acquired instinctive 
social feelings, such as discomfort, at being separated from their companions, and that their giving 
mutual aid for their livelihood entailed social feelings of sympathy, courage, and even love.

The salient point for issues of egoism is that it turns out that we are not naturally separate 
individuals, but joined by ties of love, friendship, and sympathy that go beyond the convenience 
of cooperation to explain action in the absence of reward. Thus one way of challenging the egoist 
is to question the assumption that humans are individualistic. All human societies are commu-
nal, after all, and we might question why so much moral weight is assigned to the view that we 
exist as isolated atoms.

Hedonism

A common theme in egoism is that individuals have their own personal preferences in much the 
same way that people prefer one flavor of ice cream to another. That is, people have different views, 
but they aren’t right or wrong in any absolute sense. Next we consider another area of our lives to 
see if an egoistic approach is realistic, and examine some of the variations of personal happiness 
for any common features or constraints that should apply. Hedonism is a theory that contends 
we are motivated by seeking pleasure and avoidance of pain, sometimes thought of as maximizing 
personal happiness. Here we will look at some cases to test our intuitions about whether personal 
values may have a common core, or all are a matter of individual choice.

The first hypothetical is a young man, Eric, who lives a life of indulgence. He has a trust 
fund and spends it on recreation, food, and alcohol. He is willing to try anything that promises 
pleasure, and is not too concerned about the legality of his actions. He drives cars fast and enjoys 
taking risks, thinking that life is short and he might as well enjoy everything he can.

The second is a young woman, Jennifer, who enjoys marijuana to the point where she 
no longer interacts much with anyone else. Her acquaintances describe her as a “pothead,” and 

7D. Chaney and R. Seyfarth, 1992. How Monkeys See the World: Inside the Mind of Another Species. Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press. p. 219; P. W. Sherman, 1977. “Nepotism and the Evolution of Alarm Calls.” Science 197: 1246–1253, 
at 1252.
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while they enjoy hanging out with her on the occasional Friday night, they tend to avoid spend-
ing frequent amounts of time with her, especially during the workweek, because she mostly 
seems to be having an internal conversation that she finds mildly amusing.

Let us now introduce some science fiction elements: Josh, the third, loves playing video 
games. He lives by himself, and he spends all his waking hours trying to achieve high levels 
within the games. He has no real friends, only gaming partners. His ambitions are confined to 
beating the machine, and he claims he is content with that. He is then chosen to try out a total 
immersion video game, called As Good As You Think played with highly advanced virtual reality 
equipment. Once attached to the machine, the player has highly enjoyable adventures, cannot 
feel pain, and possesses super powers. Optional extras allow the player to be fed intravenously 
and never have to exit the program.8

The fourth is a religious recluse, Larry, who spends his days in quiet contemplation and rou-
tine work sheltered away from the busy world outside. He does not feel the need to mix with others, 
and finds fulfillment in simple tasks and minimal distractions. Having lived in a world of material-
ism and competition, he now has found inner peace and contentment through his spiritual journey.

If the hedonist is correct, then we all should calculate the maximum pleasure we can ex-
perience, and then act that way. Yet there seems something amiss with the preceding characters 
that appear, initially at least, to represent various forms of hedonic action. It might be that it is 
a simple miscalculation about what will bring about the most pleasure—perhaps romantic en-
tanglements will result in regret and bitterness, or living like Eric and Jennifer will damage our 
mental and physical health. An initial problem, then, is working out how to value and compare 
our individual experiences. Eric may enjoy bungee jumping, for example, an activity that would 
fill others with dread; in contrast, some people may like nothing more than curling up with a 
good book, which Eric would consider boring and pointless.

Many people would find some of the lifestyles in these stories offensive or misguided. The 
point is that the disquiet we may feel with any of these suggests they fail to tell the whole moral 
story, and we should assess them in comparison to other approaches that recommend, say, that 
we do have duties to others or to make contributions to the world.

The question remains whether there is anything morally wrong with the behavior in these 
examples. We might have intuitions to the effect that some of the characters are living a truly 
“wasted” life—they are unproductive and contribute little to society or others. This kind of reac-
tion would imply that we are not always willing to “live and let live” but feel that members of a 
community probably have obligations to the society. A similar line of criticism might be that by 
avoiding engagement with the world we might also fail to live up to our full potential—if we have 
the capacity to do so much more and be a positive force in the world, then perhaps we should.

Larry the recluse’s avoidance is more physical than mental, but perhaps the same sorts of 
criticism might still apply. However, the case is unusual because people are not naturally reclusive—
we live in communities and are social beings. While this form of life is good for Larry, it would be 
impossible to universalize it. That is, we may say that we should strive for our own self-interest, but 
it wouldn’t work if everyone manifested his or her self-interest in the same way as Larry. So perhaps 
another hallmark of a plausible ethical theory is that it takes account of the facts of our normal exis-
tence; for the most part we are social beings and form close relationships with others. If that is true, 
then a life of pure egoism would not work either as an ideal or as an ethical theory.

8This example echoes Robert Nozick’s Experience Machine in his Anarchy, State and Utopia (1974). New York: Basic 
Books.
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We have seen that psychological egoism makes 
a strong case that we are all motivated by per-
sonal outcomes, and even when we think we 
are looking out for others, we may be doing so 
because it gives us personal satisfaction. Let us 
summarize the arguments on both sides.

First, we should return to the distinction 
between psychological and ethical egoism. The 
psychologist believes that we are, by nature, 
self-interested and thus our actions can be ex-
plained and predicted in those terms. At some 
point, though, the explanation becomes self-
verifying because it relies on an unknowable 
motivation, one that may be opaque to the 
individual. Imagine someone gives money to 
charity, and believes her actions are to ben-
efit others. The donation not only takes away 
from her disposable income but also causes 
her some hardship. She thinks that shar-
ing with others who are less fortunate is a 
necessary function of being a decent person. 
The psychological egoist may retort that while 
she thinks she is acting for others, her acts of 
charity are actually giving her satisfaction and 
buying her psychological peace. She may deny 
this, but the psychological egoist responds that 
he knows her motivation better than she does 
herself. However, the conversation goes on 
in the absence of any real information. Both 
explanations will fit the facts—the donation—
equally well, and there is no easy critical test to 
choose between them.

Consequently, we may admit that psy-
chological egoism is plausible and could be 
correct, although we should recognize it as a 
working assumption, not proof. By itself, this 
is a fairly harmless concession, in that it gives 
us one way to explain much of what we do.

The distinction becomes critical, 
though, when we move from the harmless 
concession that it is one model for our 
behavior to an assumption that it is a univer-
sal truth, which is less persuasive. Still more 
pernicious, though, is the move from an 

explanation of how we are to how we should be 
that ethical egoism makes. We can still con-
cede that people are basically self-interested 
but then say that we should not be. We have 
all sorts of psychological impulses to act in 
ways that we resist because we impose a rea-
soned filter. Even if we accept the egoist’s 
account of human nature, it is one thing to 
recognize that we have certain dispositions, 
and quite another to say that they should be 
followed as ethical guidelines.

Thus it is worth reading beyond the 
descriptions of self-interest to see what sorts 
of solutions philosophers have offered to 
deal with them. For instance, Hobbes pro-
poses  an  overriding authority—a benign 
sovereign—who would punish people who 
acted against the common good, whereas 
other theorists believe that rational people 
would necessarily realize the mutual ben-
efits of cooperation outweigh any immediate 
personal advantages and act accordingly.

The strict egoist presents us with two 
questionable assumptions. The first is that 
people always act according to their own best 
interests, and the second is that self-interest 
does not embrace the well-being of others, 
unless it is self-beneficial. While undoubtedly 
the claim is true of many people, it may not 
be a universal truth. It isn’t obvious, for in-
stance, that we would all use great power for 
self-aggrandizement, and quite plausibly 
it might turn into a story of a noble heroine 
who helps people in distress, along the lines 
of many comic-book superheroes. Hence, al-
though the premise of the egoist is that we will 
always promote ourselves above others, this 
isn’t always borne out by our experience. This 
is especially true in small groups like families 
or communities, where very often people do 
look out for one another without any clear de-
mands for rewards.

Another consideration is that it may be 
the case that the debate itself rests on the faulty 

Summary
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assumption of a strict dichotomy, that we are 
either purely altruistic or purely self-interested. 
But in fact, if humans are not atomistic, but 
rather innately social beings who are tied to 
those we are in relationships with, our feelings 
of beneficence and of self-interest may not be 
as easily pulled apart as the egoist suggests.

In a similar vein, some economists have 
recently challenged the prevailing view that 
we always act out of self-interest. Amartya 
Sen (1933–), for instance, recognizes that we 
sometimes act in ways that are confusing to 
classical economics. For instance, we might 
spend money to preserve penguins as a per-
sonal commitment, even if they had no 
perceptible effect on our living standards. 
He goes so far as to describe people who ne-
glect commitments and concentrate only on 
personal welfare as rational fools.9

In short, the egoist starts with the 
assumption that we are all independent and 
looking out for ourselves in a competitive en-
vironment. For this to be fully persuasive, we 
need to ask whether their claims are univer-
sal truths, or perhaps are sometimes true but 
sometimes not. Commentators sometimes 
use the metaphor of the jungle, saying that 
human society is “red in tooth and claw” and 
it is a “dog-eat-dog” world—just like Hobbes 
imagined. Still, the people in Hobbes’s world 
have not got to that point, but instead realize 
that without some constraints things could 
go to the extreme; that is, they are able to 
pull back from complete egoism because they 
see where it would lead. Moreover, whole-
sale adoption of the egoist program seems to 
imply that we agree with their view of human 
nature and discount altruistic or generous 
motives.

Egoism suggests that we all strive for our 
own self-interest, and some argue that egoism 
says that amounts to experiencing pleasure 
and avoiding pain. However, we find that 
the concepts are not as clear-cut as we might 
initially believe. For example, if we give to 
charity, we can derive some satisfaction from 
the act. That need not imply, though, that the 
giving is caused by our self-interest, only that 
it is correlated with it. We see that working out 
the best outcome in any particular case will 
involve comparisons of various dimensions of 
pleasurable activity, and these may vary from 
person to person. Additionally, egoism of this 
sort relies on a sense of individual personhood, 
which clouds the fact that we naturally live in 
social groups that necessarily involve relation-
ships and mutual obligations. To be a consis-
tent egoist, one needs to be disinterested in the 
welfare of others, except insofar as it will af-
fect our own interests. While this is a plausible 
stance, it does not seem to reflect how we actu-
ally live our lives.

Finally, although the jungle metaphor 
is appealing, it may not reflect how things re-
ally are. To illustrate the point we might look 
to one of its first uses in Rudyard Kipling’s 
Jungle Book, where the animals learn the laws 
of survival. In the case of the wolves, the verse 
actually speaks to our interdependence:

Now this is the Law of the Jungle—
as old and as true as the sky; And the 
Wolf that shall keep it may prosper, but 
the Wolf that shall break it must die . . . 
As the creeper that girdles the tree-trunk 
the Law runneth forward and back—
For the strength of the Pack is the Wolf, 
and the strength of the Wolf is the Pack.10 

9A. Sen, 1977. “Rational Fools: A Critique of the Behavioral Foundations of Economic Theory.” Philosophy and Public 
Affairs 6: 317–344.
10Rudyard Kipling, 1903. The Second Jungle Book. London: Macmillan.
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Ethical relativism is the view that no universal or absolute rules would apply to everyone 
regardless of context. All moral judgments, according to ethical relativists, must be 
considered in light of the particular situation, and so we can’t condemn any action ahead 
of time. For instance, the moral claims that genocide, killing, and torture are always 
wrong, whatever the facts, could be challenged by saying there are always exceptions and 
mitigating circumstances that might justify a specific case. Ethical relativism contrasts with 
classical ethical theories that assert some underlying universal moral principles will apply 
to everyone and in every case, whatever the circumstances. The dispute between these two 
ways of looking at morality centers on the way we describe the moral choices: An absolutist 
will say that some moral acts are always right or wrong. The relativist, on the other hand, 
might not agree with someone else’s beliefs, and may consider them to be misguided and 
harmful, but ascribes those differences to personal opinion and preference rather than  
deviating from a moral principle that applies to everyone in all times and places.

Another way to understand relativism is to think about what we each desire. Because 
our answers differ, we could argue that there is no universally agreed-on goal and we must 
decide for ourselves what is right or wrong behavior to lead the life we want. Hedonists 
believe that pleasure is the highest good. The challenge for the ethicist is whether our 
varying views can be captured in a way that avoids the relativist position.

Case—Edward Downes

In 2009, a well-known British composer and conductor, Sir Edward Downes, commit-
ted suicide. He and his terminally ill wife, Joan, had traveled to Switzerland to end their 
lives with the help of a Swiss group called Dignitas. At eighty-five, Downes was blind and  
almost completely deaf, and was dependent on his wife for his daily care. Joan, a for-
mer ballet dancer and Downes’s companion for fifty-four years, had been diagnosed with 
pancreatic cancer and given weeks to live. In addition to having been devastated by his 
inability to enjoy music any more, Downes had told people that he didn’t want to live on 
without his wife.1 Friends of the conductor said the act did not surprise them, and felt 

1 “Conductor Dies in Aided Suicide,” available at http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/entertainment/arts_and_
culture/8149166.stm, accessed June 4, 2013.
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he was entirely rational in realizing that his quality of life had diminished to the point that he 
preferred to end it.

The case received wide publicity, and reactions varied from condemnation by groups that 
believe it is wrong to assist people who are not terminally ill to kill themselves, to praise from 
others who feel it vindicates a person’s right to determine his or her own fate. In the UK, sui-
cide is not illegal, but helping others to do so is an offense punishable by up to fourteen years 
in prison. The British authorities chose not to prosecute Downes’s son, who had made travel 
arrangements to Switzerland and accompanied his parents on the journey, although it appeared 
he knew his parents’ intentions and stood to gain financially from their demise. They concluded 
that he had acted solely out of compassion, and they dropped the case. Nevertheless, shortly  
afterward the government decided to not revise the existing guidelines that make assisted suicide 
a criminal act, and the British Medical Association reiterated its opposition to assisted suicide.

Putting the legal issues aside, the question in the Downes case is whether taking one’s own 
life is morally wrong, and whether it is ever appropriate to prevent suicide when the individual 
involved appears rational and uncoerced. Some philosophers, such as Immanuel Kant, who fall 
into the absolutist camp, taught that it is always morally unacceptable in every circumstance. 
Relativists believe it depends on personal choice in the specific circumstances.

The fact that some people condoned Downes’s suicide whereas others thought it 
tantamount to murder seems to strike a blow to the ethical enterprise—after all, if a single act 
can provoke a wide range of moral responses, then it seems there is no single truth and everyone 
has to find his or her own values. It also implies that we can be responsible only for our own 
acts, as other people will make their own decisions regardless of what we think is right or wrong. 
Accordingly, we may criticize or try to persuade others that our standards are correct, but in the 
end we have no right to force our values on anyone. One consequence of taking a relativist posi-
tion is acceptance of the fact that there may be cases where we find practices morally repugnant 
but we are forced to deny that our reactions can be universalized to all situations.

For example, this view can be seen in the case of students’ perspectives on academic 
honesty. Many American colleges have an honor code along the lines of “I will not lie, cheat or 
steal, or tolerate those who do.” Nevertheless, there is a general reluctance for students to turn in 
their classmates. This may be because of a social stigma against being a “snitch,” but if we look 
more closely, we see that the discomfort at turning others in may also be motivated by students’ 
acceptance of moral relativism. Students often say that they believe they are responsible for their 
own conduct, and while they may feel disturbed by improper behavior of others, they are un-
comfortable censuring them, which they believe is not their business. So while a student may 
consider it is his or her personal responsibility not to cheat, whether other students comply with 
academic honesty is considered a matter of the individual’s own beliefs and opinions.

This view emerges from the common observation that people and communities have 
differing moral standards. Because we observe a range of differing moral perspectives across 
peoples, cultures, and times, it seems that moral judgments can perhaps apply only to individual 
cases and be specific to particular situations. In the United States in the twenty-first century, 
for example, slavery is regarded as morally wrong. But the practice has been accepted in parts 
of the world at different periods in history, and we might not be able to condemn the practices 
during the times and places it was not considered immoral. Relativists take the fact that there 
are counterexamples from different periods in history and across cultures in which a particu-
lar action has not been condemned to say that there are no principles that everyone agrees on. 
Subsequently they may claim that slavery is not wrong absolutely and universally (slaveowners in 
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ancient Greece did not think it was), but it is wrong depending on the historical period or culture 
in which it is practiced.

The relativist challenge is strong one: For almost every case where we think that people 
would agree on an act being universally condemned or praised, it appears we can be shown a 
counterexample. For instance, we might think that incest has been continuously condemned in 
every society, but then it turns out that it was routinely practiced among the pharaohs of ancient 
Egypt. Killing babies might seem to be viewed with distaste in all cultures and throughout his-
tory. But in the philosopher Plato’s famous treatise The Republic, it is suggested that it was in fact 
acceptable to kill “defective” infants during the time of the city-states.2 Similarly, we might think 
that stealing is always wrong and that this principle can be agreed upon universally, but then we 
are presented with tales of Robin Hood who is praised for stealing from the rich to help the poor. 
Moreover, lying may be bad, but there could be situations where terrorists demand to know the 
whereabouts of an intended victim, and lying could actually save a life.

One way relativists defend their view that morality is merely a matter of opinion is to point 
out those moral differences we tend to tolerate, or at least, don’t condemn. For instance, we tend to 
tolerate differences in opinion about whether people should give to charity, and if so, how best to 
go about doing it. Some people believe that the use of their taxes to support public services suffices 
as adequate means of charity, while others believe they should tithe through church, and still oth-
ers may believe they should give to local, or even global, foundations. Similarly, we tend to tolerate 
differences in opinion about whether people should send their children to public or private school, 
or whether it is alright to homeschool them. We see that different moral opinions exist, we accept 
them, and moreover, we generally don’t condemn people for differing on the matter.

The relativist seizes on these differences in people’s views about less controversial subjects 
such as charity and schooling, and then makes two associated claims: First, that the wide variety 
of values show that morality depends on the time, place, and context of the action. And second, 
because everything is, literally, relative, then there are no moral absolutes.

Challenges

The relativist position may not be as robust as it initially appears. While these examples of 
exceptions to what seem to be universally valid moral prescriptions are telling, there are 
going to be some claims where it is hard to find counterexamples. It is difficult to imagine a 
plausible case where it is acceptable to violate someone’s bodily integrity through rape, for 
instance. And harming the innocent, like children, for fun would find few defenders. Yet rape 
has been used as a weapon of warfare as recently as the Rwandan Genocide and the Bosnian 
War. Applying the moral relativists’ reasoning, we have no means to condemn such practices. 
Given these dangerous implications of relativism, we have good reason to critically examine 
the theory.

Remember that moral relativists point to the problems associated with absolutism as 
reason for accepting relativism. Because it seems that there are cases where exceptions to 
universal principles need to be made, and that there are a range of moral perceptions on many is-
sues, they propose relativism as an alternative view. But perhaps in doing so, they have succeeded 
in setting up a false dichotomy of sorts—between a theory that prescribes absolute and rigorous 
values and a theory that prescribes none. As it turns out, however, in order to stem the relativist  

2 Plato, The Republic, 460c.
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argument, we need not claim that all morality is absolute, only that we have to make moral judg-
ments taking into account the whole situation in which it occurs. This means that we need to 
understand the complex context in which actions and practices take place, and we can indeed 
make general moral evaluations upon having such an understanding.

Another response to the relativist is to consider the different/wrong distinction further. 
The fact that values differ across cultures and through time does not logically imply that they are 
all right. It may be true that the Egyptians practiced incest or that landowners in the Southern 
American states thought slavery was proper three hundred years ago, but it could be the case that 
they were wrong, and there has been moral progress since then. Some philosophers have referred 
to an expanding circle of moral concern—centuries ago, the ruler had sole authority over all his 
subjects, but since then the moral sphere has widened to include property owners, commoners, 
both men and women of all ages and races. This suggests that some variations are not just a case 
of preferences in context, but that the people involved were misguided or wrong and now we are 
more morally enlightened than we were in the past.

Several other lines of attack further diminish the relativist position. One problem with a 
view that there are no underlying principles and that people are free to follow their own inclina-
tions is that it gives no traction to criticize anyone else. Think of an instructor grading students. 
One gets an “A,” whereas another gets a “D.” When they approach the teacher, he says that the 
evaluation process is a matter of personal opinion, and that he gives grades based on his mood 
at the time. His response would be inadequate to most students because they feel there ought to 
be some rational principle at work behind the assessment. Similarly, if a bully capriciously hits 
weaker children, we condemn his actions, and his explanation that he just felt like causing them 
distress seems arbitrary and cruel.

Furthermore, if relativism is a moral stance, as opposed to, say, a sociological report, then 
relativists have to accept that their own theory applies relatively, and this leads to a paradox. 
That is, the relativist would have to acknowledge that others are free to adopt their own moral 
positions, which need not be relativist. The relativist cannot then consistently say that relativism 
ought to apply generally—otherwise it wouldn’t be relativism, which denies anything but the 
value of the individual’s own choice. Yet if the theory of relativism amounts to no more than a 
personal view, it lacks the leverage to move it to a universally applicable theory.

The relativist position suggests that because there are widely varying moral choices, there 
cannot be a single correct one, and they all have equal merit. The reality of variance does not, 
by itself, mean that there is no common factor. To make an analogy, in issues of religion, for 
instance, we might say that the plurality of religious beliefs and denominations is a sign that be-
lievers are mistaken and we should abandon spiritual endeavors. Yet we often arrive at the very 
opposite conclusion: We could take the fact that there are many religions to show that there is a 
strong spiritual thirst shared by many people, and the fact that there are many diverse types may 
demonstrate that there are varied routes to a similar goal, or, put differently, there are varied 
manifestations of the same phenomenon. The point is that we cannot deny the validity of an 
activity—whether ethics or religion—based on variations within the practice.

The ability to make moral judgments depends on such elements as overarching principles, 
presenting assessable and defendable reasons, the consequences of one’s actions in terms of the 
benefits and harms involved, the interests of others, the common good, and the environment, 
among others. The relativist will have to ignore all these factors unless they have direct bearing 
on his or her own welfare. It is simply true that there are diverse standards around the world. 
Yet this does not mean that they have equal moral standing. One aim of ethical theory is to make 
moral judgments subject to rational analysis and not just individual preferences.
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Relativism v. Absolutism

Sometimes the relativism debate is framed in terms of being between two isolated camps, the 
relativists and the absolutists, with no bridge between the two. One reason may be that the  
philosophers involved are engaged in different projects. Those who look for absolute, unchanging 
moral truths are concerned with finding moral anchors from which they can build a solid set of 
moral deductions. Hence they believe that a set of moral rules persist throughout time and place. 
Thus if it is wrong to kill the innocent, then it will be wrong whatever time and place, without 
exception. These rules might be religious or secular—perhaps the Ten Commandments, or a 
code like the American Constitution. The benefit is that with a secure base we can then be most 
concerned with working out how those general rules apply in more particular cases. Some legal 
scholars, for example, take the American Constitution as framing some basic rules from which 
we can extrapolate when working out more specific cases.

Additionally, it might be a mistake to equate relativism with the idea that anything goes: 
Not all relativists necessarily believe all moral claims have equal standing. Instead, they suggest 
that morality is not about finding enduring truths, but about making sure that our moral judg-
ments are consistent and cohere with one another. Take a nonmoral example: If we think of a 
dog show, there are no absolute standards involved—purity of breed, the way the dog responds, 
or its bodily proportions are all somewhat arbitrary. However, they all make sense within the 
context of a competition, and the canine association works to make sure the standards are con-
sistent and don’t call for conflicting ideals. Similarly, the coherentist argues, moral rules may not 
have some external or fixed foundation, but in order to have a functioning society we need to 
agree to conventions and work on justifying standards within the system.

Thus at the very basic level we have some shared understanding on what it takes to get 
along with each other. These agreements may be few, but they are sufficient to deny that there 
are no moral governing moral principles—there are at least some that all humans need to have in 
order to have any sense of community at all. Importantly, in this debate we don’t have to show 
universal agreement to defeat the strongest version of relativism. All we need to show is that 
there is some unanimity despite the appearance of variance. If we can counter the claims that 
anything goes and any and all ethical assertions are equally valid by showing that there are at least 
a few settled moral issues, then the relativist’s line of argument will fail.

An absolutist (sometimes called a foundationalist) would see the relativist as free-floating 
without any fixed point to make moral judgments, whereas the relativist would see the absolutist 
as inflexible and uncompromising to circumstances. As is often the case, the truth probably lies 
in a mixed view. Instead of two distinct camps, imagine a ball with a surface covering like a crust. 
The hard core of the ball represents the absolutes, and the covering the discretionary action. 
Some would argue that there is almost universal agreement on many things and the differences 
are quite minor, and others would say that there is a very small core and a very thick crust above 
it. This model gives us a sense of there being some broad universal moral agreements at the core 
of human endeavors, together with an area of discretionary judgments open to debate. We may 
find that we agree on very broad overarching values, but engage in various practices to protect 
those values. Importantly, though, it gives us a way to combine both the foundationalist anchor 
and the relativist reliance on context and choice.

Evidence for this model is found in the social sciences: Anthropologists tell us that some 
elements are common to all human societies. For instance, we think it is right to keep contracts. 
Although this might initially sound trivial, on reflection we can see it is essential to communal 
living. In trade, each party needs to believe that the other will fulfill its promises, and someone 
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who gains a reputation for not keeping his or her word would be ostracized. Communities need 
this sense of mutual trust to survive over time. Furthermore, researchers tell us that all commu-
nities have means to care for children and the elderly.

Some might counter by saying there are, for example, habitual or opportunistic liars, 
which is certainly true. However, the very fact that we distinguish lies as being abnormal shows 
us that they are regarded as outside normal discourse. They also become self-defeating in small 
communities, where there it is imperative that people rely on each other. We could say the same 
about other counterexamples—there may be some people who abandon their children, but they 
aren’t the norm.

The issue here is that we naturally look for principles that undergird our behavior, and these 
form the basis of moral claims about justification and validity. The relativist has to deny any com-
mon principles, and therefore truncates moral discussions that we might have over how to better 
integrate these values at the outset. While relativism is a plausible philosophical stance, the logical 
consequence is that the relativist has to be prepared to live in a world without mutual principles 
that undergird justice and fairness, something that many of us would prefer to avoid.

Once we engage in discussions about principles, the perceived differences in behavior may 
become less pronounced. For example, initially it looks like a significant divide exists between 
countries that allow or ban capital punishment, say, or wide variation in the way they deal with 
end-of-life issues such as voluntary euthanasia. It is undeniable that these differences exist, and 
so we can concede that behavior varies. However, when we subject the apparent dissimilarity to 
greater scrutiny, we should go beyond the actions people take to look at what makes them act 
that way.

Consider the case of dealing with the homeless. Some might say that it is best to encourage 
them to work and not give any handouts, while others believe that we should provide charitable 
assistance. Even though the two approaches seem at odds, when we look at the motivations, it 
turns out there is considerable agreement. Neither side believes homelessness is a good thing, 
and both want to assist people in that predicament. The difference is only in how they put their 
beliefs into action. If we not only look at the manifested behavior but also take into account the 
reasoning involved, we find there is much more agreement than we might initially think.

Likewise, in judgments about end-of-life decisions such as the Downes case, it would be 
wrong to characterize the various camps as promoting suffering or death. It is much more likely 
that they would describe their actions as allowing the individual maximum respect. Both parties 
may agree to the principle, although the concept may be put into practice in one society through 
heroic measures to prolong life in one case and allow the person to end his or her suffering in 
another. Though the views are almost completely opposite, they may, in fact, be drawing on the 
same motivation, and when we move the debate to a more abstract level, we may discover much 
more agreement than the relativist believes there is.

Moral Imperialism

While the relativist maintains that all moral judgments are dependent on the context and may 
not apply when the circumstances are different, imperialism comes about when one party is 
so sure of its moral position that it feels it is appropriate to impose its standards on others. 
Imperialism has two elements: first, the belief that there is a single set of moral truths, and sec-
ond that these truths can be expressed in only one way. The first claim is plausible—as we have 
seen, it could be that there is a set of moral truths (e.g., respect) expressed in abstract principles 
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that lead to different behaviors due to variations in interpretation and context. It is the second 
element that is more worrisome.

The problem can be illustrated historically in cases where colonizing powers felt they were 
civilizing native peoples when they demanded compliance with their domestic norms, believing 
that their values were superior. This would not be such an issue for us, perhaps, if we felt that 
their values were in some sense more enlightened or advanced; we can imagine it wouldn’t be 
objectionable from our vantage point, for example, if the dominant power prevented cannibal-
ism or banned slavery or torture. However, the practice gets more troubling if the imposition 
applies to a tribal tradition of polygamy or dressing to cover genitalia, especially if the people 
involved see no problem and the practices seem to do no harm. This picture gives a much more 
graduated view, where some actions are always going to be wrong (or always right), whereas oth-
ers depend much more on the circumstances. If this is correct, then it would be appropriate to 
intervene if one of the fixed moral issues is being compromised, but much less so when the act is 
more dependent on the specific situation. The difficulty, as usual, is working out the motives, the 
justifications presented, and the effects of the act.

Recall that the image of the two incompatible views, one where everything is dependent 
and the other where there must be fixity, tends to unnecessarily polarize the discussion. Instead, 
a better image is probably of a core of agreement in principle and a surface of differences in prac-
tice. Then debate is not so much about whether relativism or absolutism is correct, but becomes 
how much is common and how much should be discretionary.

One way of thinking about this is in terms of human rights, where proponents argue that 
some inviolate rights apply to everyone regardless of circumstances. Hence it may be always 
wrong to enslave or enact cruel punishments, and therefore is appropriate to educate others 
about what makes them wrong. However, once we move away from the core of settled issues, 
there is less of a mandate to interfere with others. This is especially true if we do so without some 
kind of cultural sensitivity. For instance, it might always be appropriate to stop the practice of 
sati, where a widow is burned on the funeral pyre of her husband, but less proper to interfere in 
a case where animals are killed for sport, such as in bullfighting.

Part of the analysis has to be working out at what level the disagreement occurs: Take the 
case of lying as one instance. All societies agree that routine lying is wrong. However, many 
Westerners are perplexed in Asia when they find that a refusal—seen as a personal slight that 
may hinder the relationship—is rarely stated directly, and what appears to be an agreement re-
mains unfulfilled.3 Thus a European visitor might think his Japanese host has not told the truth, 
whereas she was attempting to save face and preserve the relationship. This is not to say that 
lying is acceptable in Japan, but the visitor may not be aware of such subtleties in communication 
in that culture. Within the culture, though, intentional lying is still condemned as wrong. Thus 
it turns out there is considerable moral consistency across cultures, although it gets manifested 
in different ways.

Moral Imagination

Philosophers have recently taken a greater interest in the area of discretionary action. They  
believe that moral principles may not always directly map on to our moral experiences, and as 
such, we should spend less time dwelling on absolute moral principles and more on teaching 

3 “Japanese Refusals,” available at http://www.carla.umn.edu/speechacts/refusals/japanese.html, accessed May 15, 2013.

http://www.carla.umn.edu/speechacts/refusals/japanese.html
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people how to apply broad universal principles to various situations. Moral imagination is the 
creative exploration of options present in any situation. Individuals necessarily think in moral 
terms when presented with a value-based situation, but rather than defaulting to a simple for-
mula, moral imagination frees them up to see if there are solutions that are both reasoned and 
culturally sensitive. It incorporates many insights from social psychology that tell us about ways 
of thinking that trap us in standard routines and perspectives. These conceptual schemas can 
help us deal with the mass of information that we encounter everyday by blocking out unneces-
sary stimuli and getting us to focus on important data quickly.

This zone of moral deliberation is sometimes referred to as moral free space—not in the 
sense that there are no rules, but more to indicate that we are able to make free decisions within 
its constraints. For example, Uluru, a large rock in Australia, is a favored tourist destination, but 
the Aboriginals regard it as sacred and any intrusion as desecration. Eventually a compromise 
was reached where climbing was not prohibited, but strongly discouraged through an educational 
center at the base of the monolith. The solution did not impose a moral principle in an unso-
phisticated way, but instead required extensive discussions and mutual respect between all the 
stakeholders. Thus the language of moral imagination tells us that any application of moral theory 
ought to involve the creative ability to conceive of various possibilities within a situation, and then 
a principled evaluation of them.4

In one sense, moral imagination is a way of reframing the debate of moral absolutism and 
relativism that capitalizes on their strengths. In the Edward Downes case, for example, it may be 
too simple to cast the issue as suicide being either morally always right or always wrong. Rather, 
an imaginative approach will inform us about the various moral principles at work, and then let 
us evaluate proposed options in light of them.

4 The term was popularized by Mark Johnson, 1993. The Moral Imagination, Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Summary

At first, it looks like the fact that some people 
endorse some behaviors while others think 
them repugnant defeats any attempt to make 
morality more than individual preferences. It 
seems plain that morality varies over time and 
from culture to culture. For example, Edward 
Downes went from England, where assisted 
suicide is illegal, to Switzerland, where it is 
allowed. Additionally, the legality need not 
govern the morality of the case: When he 
committed suicide, it caused significant pub-
lic debate, showing that people disagreed even 
within the same culture. It is not surprising, 
therefore, that it is often said that there are no 
rights or wrongs, just personal choices.

Yet as we have seen, mere variation by 
itself does not mean there are no underlying 

standards, or that some people might be 
mistaken in their moral beliefs. Perhaps, akin 
to the spiritual quest, there are many ways of 
approaching the same goal.

There are significant risks in adopting 
a thoroughgoing relativist position. It would 
mean that we could not criticize others, 
yet alone intervene on moral grounds—for 
example, we could not justify military inter-
vention to prevent genocide. Additionally, we 
find there is probably considerable agreement 
over many issues, starting with basic anthro-
pological findings that all societies look after 
children or care for the sick or the elderly.

The picture that emerges is that there are 
likely some core beliefs that we all share at an 
abstract level. For example, few would deny 
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that the elderly should be afforded dignity and 
respect. However, the manifestation of those  
accepted beliefs can vary dramatically from 
person to person, time to time, and culture to 
culture. One response might be to abandon a 
search for ethical theory altogether. Another 
choice, though, is to discuss the nature and 
application of ethical principles in a rea-
soned way. In science, theories are taken as 
practical working hypotheses built on basic 

assumptions, but always with the thought that 
they could be overturned if a superior theory  
emerged. Perhaps we should approach ethics 
in the same way, as a means to work out the 
best kind of behavior and a full and rich life. 
Not everyone will agree, of course, but the 
search itself will nevertheless be instructive,  
as it will provide grounding principles and 
rational discussion of the most important 
issues we face.



		  43

Ethical theory draws in large part on fundamental ideas about the self. Typically we believe 
we make our own decisions and should be responsible for the consequences. However, 
philosophers have often taken more nuanced views about the link between the self and 
ethical behavior. In this chapter we will focus on four philosophers who have addressed 
the issue of human nature and ethics.

Summerhill

Summerhill, a private school founded in 1921 by the educational pioneer A. S. Neill in 
England, aims to follow the interests of the students, and classes are optional. If students 
wish to play or spend time by themselves during the day, they are allowed to. Children are 
encouraged to express their feelings without judgment by adults. Rules are created demo-
cratically, with children and teachers having equal say in communal meetings. The over-
riding principle—resting on the belief that freedom leads to happiness—is that children 
should be happy. Instead of being coerced or guided by adults, the students read books 
and create experiments or art at their own pace and as they wish. The staff acknowledges 
that students do not always attend lessons, but when they do, they are motivated to learn 
what interests them, rather than being drilled with facts that they find useless. Thus stu-
dents can cruise the Web for information, negotiate with teachers about what period of 
history to examine, or try their hands at craft projects. Contrary to what many people 
imagine, the students do not run wild or constantly laze around, but actively engage in 
play and study. When they leave school, students report that they are more self-confident, 
self-disciplined, and emotionally balanced than their peers.

Summerhill’s curriculum model—letting children take emotional, intellectual, and 
even physical risks and trusting them to make their own decisions—challenges almost 
everything we commonly think about child development and education. Neill contrasts 
the Summerhill curriculum model with traditional models that establish expectations 
for children at an early age, designating a certain path and particular learning goals, 
which will lead to their happiness. Interestingly, he points out, many of us know that 
this notion of there being one path to happiness is not true, yet we sustain the model, 
perhaps because we don’t believe there are any other alternatives. The Summerhill 
approach is focused on fostering happiness first, and Neill believes that most of the 
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work young people do at regular school is a waste of time—appropriated for a test, and then 
never used and forgotten. Neill also points out that while we routinely accept that children 
need to learn mathematics, history, geography, science, art, and literature, we often ignore the 
importance of emotional and interpersonal development. He believes that all outside interfer-
ence, whether by anxious parents who think they know what is best for the child, or educators 
with preset goals, actually diminishes us, by replacing creativity with learning—largely in the 
form of accumulating facts and formulas. In contrast, the founder’s paramount goal was to 
produce a school where children had the freedom to be themselves, and to do that he created 
an environment where children need not have discipline, direction, suggestion, moral instruc-
tion, or religious training.

Although it has never had more than a hundred pupils at one time, for almost a century 
Summerhill has been highly controversial, and something of a thorn in the side of the education-
al establishment in the UK. It typically fails the standard benchmarks for academic achievement, 
but it turns out that when its pupils do choose to sit for national exams, they tend to do well. The 
school attributes this to the fact that its students opt to study subjects they are attracted to instead 
of those they dislike. Looking at the Summerhill example, we might ask whether teaching as we 
regularly think of it, either in the home or at school, restricts children’s creativity, regiments 
them unnecessarily, and makes them feel inferior and overly dependent on adults. However, 
we might also ask whether certain guidelines are necessary for their development. Would we be 
better off with an educational system like Summerhill’s, where the emphasis is on fostering the 
individual rather than maximizing the data learned?

We can expand the question that Summerhill poses about how educational conventions 
shape or stifle our distinctive interests and apply it more generally too. The work of Jean Jacques 
Rousseau, Friedrich Nietzsche, and Jean-Paul Sartre tends to emphasize the formation of an au-
thentic self, free from social influences. In contrast, the work of Martin Buber tends to emphasize 
that the individual should not be the focus of ethical theory, and that we become fully alive only 
when we are in relationship with others.

Rousseau

Jean Jacques Rousseau (1712–1778) spent his life moving from place to place. However, he was 
highly influential and became famous for his autobiographical, political, and educational works 
that often caught the popular imagination while antagonizing the authorities. For instance, he 
is the author of the paradoxical phrase “Man is born free, but everywhere he is in chains.” One 
of Rousseau’s main concerns in his writings is how to preserve the individual’s liberty and au-
thenticity in a world where people are shaped and dependent on society. In order to do this, he 
first looks to the past, imagining how human nature was in ancient times and then conjecturing 
about the development of human society.

Rousseau was an essentialist, meaning that he believed that humans have an intrinsic core 
or essence that distinguishes them from other animals. He acknowledged the special power of 
humans to reason, but posited two other intrinsic human qualities that are evident before reason 
becomes apparent in human development. The first is amour de soi, meaning “love of self” or 
“self-respect” (i.e., our deep concern with our own welfare and preservation). However, it should 
be contrasted with the kind of self-love encouraged by egoism, which leads to amour-propre (self-
love, or pride), where individuals are trying to outdo everyone else. Rousseau maintains that it 
is appropriate to look out for one’s own preservation as this would lead to virtuous behavior. 
Amour-propre, on the other hand, is the source of all the damage humans inflict on one another. 
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It gives us a false perspective, because it encourages hypocrisy and illusion in the attempt to  
compete.

The second intrinsic human quality Rousseau posits is our natural disgust at seeing other 
sensible beings, particularly of our own species, suffer pain or death. In this way Rousseau re-
sponds to Thomas Hobbes’s notion that, left unchecked, people would be merely self-interested 
and competitive. However, he is also aware that the human story is one of violence and op-
pression. He suggests that the reason for this state of affairs, despite the fact that humans are 
essentially good, is the development of society. In a natural state, humans are self-sufficient and 
happy, without undue ambitions or desires, but as we build communities, we become corrupted. 
And so, Rousseau’s evaluation of Hobbes’s view of human nature is that Hobbes conflated the ills 
of current society into his account of human nature, and so wrongly considered the constructs of 
society to be intrinsic human characteristics.

According to Rousseau, in ancient times humans had no need for communities and thus 
were not compelled to compare themselves to one another. Only when people started to form 
communities—which foster internal competition and external aggression, leading to system-
atic domination and oppression—they began to see themselves as others defined them, thus ac-
counting for the emergence of vanity, deference, esteem, or contempt. He blames the emergence 
of society for creating wants that are not needs, and pitting individuals against one another. 
Furthermore, contrary to many of his contemporaries, he believed that the notion of private 
property serves us badly, as it is a further source of a societally formed sense of self-worth and 
a distorted understanding of amour de soi. However, if we have few needs, then we have no 
real reason to compare our wealth to others, and we wouldn’t rely on the opinion of others to 
establish our self-worth. Rather than developing into competitive, vain, and aggressive people, 
free from the constraints of society, Rousseau believes that we could develop into our naturally 
peaceful and self-sufficient selves.

Rousseau extols the self-sufficient man over the social man, with the latter only being 
conscious of his or her existence through the judgments of others. Thus the independent person 
is self-creating in that he or she will be self-aware, and have a sense of self that does not rely on 
outside judgments. In modern terms, the individual should be authentic to their inner self, and 
not rely on others to impose their views. For example, a child who is told that he or she is ugly 
or dumb will often accept those opinions and act accordingly. Similarly, we may be led to under-
stand that success in life correlates to acquiring certain goods or adopting a particular lifestyle. 
Authenticity, on the other hand, will require self-knowledge and confidence in our own beliefs, 
rather than meek acceptance of what others may tell us as true or right.

Consequently, Rousseau believes that education should concentrate not on conforming 
the child to social expectations but on actualizing the child’s inner potential. He explains in his 
philosophy that the first impulses of man’s nature are always right, and that notions of sin, obe-
dience, duty and obligation are foreign to man in this natural state. That is, in his natural state, 
man does not need morality, obligation, and duty because he is not filled with the vices of the 
aggressiveness brought to him through society. An ideal upbringing, outlined in his book Emile, 
would allow the child to make his or her own discoveries by trial and error, and the role of the 
educator becomes one of creating the right sort of environment that will enable students to be-
come aware of what makes them happy and how the world works. This entails removing the 
child from societal influences during his or her upbringing and education. Such an environment 
is designed to shield the child from unnecessary distractions and comparisons.

Rousseau is sometimes described as an ethical naturalist, in that his morality is based  
on natural inclinations. The natural inclinations he focuses on are self-preservation and  
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compassion. He contrasts the good, which is a natural trait, with virtue, which is a social skill. He 
acknowledges that humans inevitably do form communities, and that we cultivate skills, includ-
ing the use of reason, that help us get along. Nevertheless, he feels that communities distance us 
from our natural selves and introduce an element of politics into our lives, in effect enslaving 
us to artificial norms. Thus he stresses the innate freedom of humankind in its natural state, 
while at the same time pointing out the paradoxical yoke that society imposes on us. That is, on 
Rousseau’s view, the human is naturally free, and in this state, naturally good. However, he or she 
exists at the same time, and quite paradoxically, in the bondage of social conventions which will 
eventually compel him or her toward aggression and avarice.

It is instructive to revisit the Summerhill experience and contrast it to a more regular class-
room: Summerhill is not completely anarchic, with individuals all doing whatever they want. 
There is a very deliberate community, but it aims to ward off what Rousseau sees as the evils of 
society—striving after conformity to social norms and rules, and from this, arriving at the dev-
astations of vanity, pride, envy, self-love, competition, and aggressive interaction. The students 
at Summerhill are encouraged to follow their interests and not compare themselves in terms of 
academic or athletic achievement. Rather like Rousseau’s presocietal man, who is uncorrupt-
ed and naturally good, they are free, and whether they are happy is the fundamental gauge of 
their success. On the contrary in most educational environments, there are set rules and levels 
of achievement, and the measure of a student’s success is his or her obedience to those rules and 
performance on various exams. Therefore, in a regular school, those who do all these are encour-
aged, and those who don’t are sanctioned.

This all has a moral correlate, of course. In our current society, certain behaviors are pro-
moted, and there is a premium on following convention, being polite, and having good manners. 
While this leads to a level of peace, Rousseau’s thought challenges us to consider whether it actu-
ally does so at the cost of squelching personal aspirations or through the oppression of children by 
adults? Imagine the things around us and the activities we are told to engage in, and even the goals 
that we have set for ourselves—do they really make us happy, and are they really authentic? Part of 
the Summerhill philosophy is that quiet time, in which nothing is done or produced, is perfectly 
acceptable and healthy, a philosophy which contrasts markedly with the way we often live our lives.

A related question is whether there can even be an authentic self. Rousseau did not use 
this term, but he did believe that humans are alienated from their true selves because of the way 
society is structured. The natural man is instinctual, and morality is needed only when people 
form communities and become aware of obligations to one another. While Rousseau acknow
ledges that the development of society is inevitable, and therefore we cannot escape from the 
ways in which it suppresses our natural state, we can do our best to educate children to realize 
their own interests and what makes them happy.

The obvious objection to the view of human nature and development articulated by 
Rousseau and exemplified through the education philosophy of Summerhill is that some people 
might find that they are natural bullies, or enjoy destroying property. Although doing so might 
be uninhibited and genuine, is there any way we can describe such behavior as good if it harms 
others? Rousseau would probably respond that he is perfectly aware that children do small harms 
as part of their exploration of the world—for example, boys using a magnifying glass to burn 
ants—but as they mature, they realize that it is their nature to be peaceful and kind. He believes 
that we have an innate conscience, and that children misbehave only because of the aggressive 
and competitive vices associated with the expectation to conform to social norms and meet soci-
etal expectations. Educating the child absent such conditions, Rousseau maintains, will result in 
people who are strong and good, that is, true to uncorrupted human nature.
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We might take issue with Rousseau’s naïve psychology in that it sometimes seems to have an 
unrealistically rosy view of what people would be like if they weren’t corrupted by societal influences. 
However, perhaps the point we should take from Rousseau is not so much that his fundamental 
beliefs about human nature are empirically correct, but that his writings encourage us to distinguish 
between the norms we formulate for ourselves and those that emerge from social constructions. 
For example, in current society, we may believe it is correct to eat some animals but treat others as 
pets. Rousseau forces us to confront whether many of the ideas we hold are, in fact, anything more 
than what is conventionally acceptable. Consequently, perhaps when making judgments about our 
behavior, we should abandon such morally loaded words as good, right, and just and instead use to 
such terms as justified, proper, and correct, words that suggest we are being judged merely in a con-
text of external societal rules and not on the basis of some higher principle. Importantly he reminds 
us that we typically and unconsciously adopt external conventions as if they were eternal verities, 
and he encourages reflection about what is artificial rather than authentic in what we do.

Much of Rousseau’s views may strike contemporary readers as dated and quaint, and some 
of his work can be criticized for its sexism—for example, Rousseau believed that women de-
served little education beyond homemaking. However, it is important to separate the strands of 
his thought and to not dismiss his work completely because of some of his positions. He remains 
relevant for our study of ethics in that he offers us two important insights. The first is that moral 
terms such as good and bad may be used to represent artificial constructs that society sanctions, 
rather than some absolute value. Humans often follow rules unconsciously and rarely question 
set conventions. Moreover, even the fact that communities adopt similar codes, such as prohibi-
tions against stealing or obligations to tell the truth, would not convince Rousseau that morality 
is based on universal traits such as reason. Instead he would argue that these codes simply point 
to the fact that humans generally agree on what makes a society function reasonably well and 
thus they adopt similar standards as a practical matter.

The second insight Rousseau offers is about our own human nature. Is there some inner 
self that has been suppressed or shaped by societal conventions that we should try to recover? 
This view is not egoism in the sense that a person should regard himself or herself as more mor-
ally significant than others, but rather a call for the individual to search for an authentic set of 
inner truths. Ironically, these truths might accord perfectly with what society dictates—the dif-
ference is that they come from within and are not imposed. Thus someone might, as Rousseau 
suggests, be naturally compassionate, gentle, or generous. It would be important, though, to real-
ize that acting in such a way is motivated from within, and not because someone is simply fol-
lowing duties or external expectations.

Nietzsche

While Rousseau has been seen to challenge the prevailing conception of human nature, we now 
turn to the work of a philosopher who became notable for challenging the entire historical con-
text of the notion of human nature. Friedrich Nietzsche claims that many of the traditional moral 
systems are created and sustained by the powerful and dominant by perpetuating false pictures 
of human nature and human moral purpose to keep the masses in order. That is, most of us take 
up societal and institutional values like sheep, goaded not by the nature of society but rather by 
the interests of the special few. The truly self-mastered man that Nietzsche advocates, however, is 
one who rejects and rises above such coercion and control.

Friedrich Nietzsche (1844–1900) is perhaps most famous for his pronouncement that 
“God Is Dead,” and for the purported link between his philosophy and the rise of fascism. Unlike 
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that of most professional philosophers, his work relies heavily on irony and uses devices such as 
cryptic aphorisms. Because of Nietzsche’s unusual style, it isn’t always clear what his true mean-
ing is, or whether he is entirely serious. Nevertheless, his writing and thought has been highly 
influential. Moreover, his work draws on classical literature and philology—the study of the 
nature of languages—and his writings frequently refer to figures from Greek and Asian literature 
that demand a certain level of knowledge on the part of the reader. Therefore, viewing it from a 
different angle by way of an example will be helpful to gain an overview of his philosophy and to 
understand his ethical ideas more clearly.

Imagine that you are visiting a distant culture—or, maybe even a science-fiction world 
where you land on a planet inhabited by humans—and are observing this new, unfamiliar com-
munity. Apparently the people of this culture share many of our features: They are mortal, have 
roughly the same lifespan, have males and females of the species, and have a highly developed 
language. Yet they have organized their society differently from those we are acquainted with. 
There is rampant sexism and other forms of discrimination: Women and children are treated 
as property of the men. They have a strict code of conduct, and even the most minor of infrac-
tions leads to capital punishment. They are generally not discontent in their lot, because they 
believe that compliance in this life will lead to greater happiness in their next reincarnation, 
and there is no social mobility in their highly stratified social structure. There is no scientific 
or intellectual progress. They subscribe to a religious faith with many gods, who they believe 
control their destiny and monitor every action they take. There is no medical care, since they 
do not want to anger the gods by altering their destiny. They believe their moral goodness is se-
cured through obedience to the social conventions, which they think reflect the will of the gods. 
Against this background, everyone is reasonably satisfied, and even those in subservient roles 
accept their arduous lives with optimistic resignation.

From your standpoint, people face unnecessary hardship, and are stifling their potential. If 
you could intervene, what sort of appeal could you make that would allow them to see what you 
see? A first step might be to have them imagine that things could be different. For example, if 
their gods were loving and merciful instead of arbitrary, then they might be less fatalistic and be 
motivated to work to improve their welfare. If they reflected on their nature, they might wonder 
if the divisions of social classes and the discrimination were more products of social condition-
ing than inevitable aspects of their existence. But what would happen if they took notice of what 
you said? The news might, in fact, be unwelcome. It is one thing to be a drudge, but another to 
have a heightened consciousness about your position and not be able to do anything about it. As 
the saying goes, “Ignorance is bliss.” If enough of the oppressed population rebelled, then things 
might change, but there is no guarantee that things would change for the better. Would it be 
preferable to leave them ignorant of your insights?

In this example, you have just played the role that Nietzsche takes on as the narrator in 
his ethical works. He assumes the role of the lone prophet telling us how things really are, and 
encourages us to chart our own path. However, what he says tends to make people uncomfort-
able. His message places a huge burden on the individual to confront the realities of his or her 
existence and subsequently challenges him or her to work for change. Because of the enormity 
of the undertaking and the social and personal difficulties that will be encountered in trying to 
dismantle the oppressive social and moral framework that is now in place, only the honest and 
courageous will be able to rise to the task.

In Nietzsche’s view, many of the things we believe we know or take for granted are wrong. 
We have created myths to avoid the ugly truth: that humans are not at the crown of creation, that 
we have no eternal soul, and that there is no God who cares for us. If we recognized that we are 
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on our own, then we would have to accept that it is we who create values, and that there are no 
eternal truths to console us. Seeing this also means accepting the fact there is no objective good 
or evil; these are labels we have created. Moreover, we construct social arrangements and values 
that we cast as permanent and purposeful to find relief from the psychological anxiety about our 
real situation. The language we use also beguiles us; for example, the idea of fate or nature makes 
an entity where there may be none, and yet we often invoke these ideas as part of our everyday 
talk without noticing that they are just human inventions.

Although not everyone will want to escape the romantic illusions we create to cope with 
our existence, according to Nietzsche the few who do will find it liberating: They will no longer 
have to be confined by stifling conventions masquerading as eternal truths. When they look 
back, however, they will see those left behind as timid, dishonest, and weak.

Nietzsche’s particular target in his writings was the Christian Church, with its commit-
ment to certain social and moral systems that it believed to be commanded by God. He believed 
the Church preached quietism—acceptance of its teaching and abandonment of personal ambi-
tion. He claims that the implications of accepting the Christian teachings of sinfulness, a venge-
ful God, and damnation are that everyone must work solely toward his or her own salvation, and 
consequently would be incapable of seeking after any sorts of temporal comforts. This picture, 
he believed, was a miserable one, where people live in fear and trembling before a God that pun-
ishes them arbitrarily. Such teaching consequently makes people weak, as they deny their natural 
inclinations to create morality, and rather demean themselves to accept fixed values as sheep that 
follow a shepherd.

One common objection that some have raised is that if we abandon all notions of human 
nature and fixed values, as Nietzsche at first glance seems to do, wouldn’t this lead to a philoso-
phy of nihilism, where there are no ethical principles at all? In response to this concern though, 
Nietzsche thought that nihilists, like Christians, were weak and afraid of life. His philosophy 
promotes no such view. He argues rather that in the absence of God or conventional morality, 
the individual ought to embrace life completely, as it is he or she alone who is responsible for 
creating values to live by. Nietzsche’s response is to develop a philosophy based on strength, not 
weakness. He named this powerful person, the superior one who is capable of being fulfilled by 
his or her sense of purpose, the Übermensch—the “Superman.”

Although Nietzsche calls into question conventional morality, he does not dismiss moral-
ity altogether. Rather, he believes that the way society endorses certain behaviors acts to suppress 
the individual spirit. In an investigation he calls his genealogy, he looks to cultural history to 
see why in the past such conduct has been sanctioned or endorsed. He argues—in his investi-
gation into the ancestry of morals with ancient Greece, where character was paramount—that 
virtue amounted to what virtuous people did. Certain leaders, particularly dominant members 
of society, were able to justify their own actions through fabricating a list of virtues that the rest 
of society accepted at face value. On Nietzsche’s analysis, these dominant members of society—
aristocrats, masters, or knights—defined “nobility” simply by those actions that they performed, 
and the rest of society—a crowd of the powerless—didn’t possess the courage or will to exhibit 
these dominating traits. This mass of lesser people then classified behavior into two categories: 
good and evil. They created these categories to persuade one another that conventional actions 
were the better ones, glorifying meekness, obedience, patience, caution, and prudence as virtues. 
Meanwhile, the Übermensch disdains this petty system. As indicated by the title of Nietzche’s 
treatise Beyond Good and Evil, the Übermensch literally dismisses the idea that human moral-
ity can be captured by these two classifications of behavior. Nietzsche, taking on the persona 
of the Übermensch, calls himself an immoralist, not in the sense that he does bad things, but in 
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the sense that he is free of the shackles of conventional values. However, we should be careful 
here: Nietzsche is not advocating anarchy or pandemonium. On the other hand, he believes the 
superior person is the creator and arbiter of his or her own values, and is not fettered by typical 
notions of good conduct for its own sake.

In Thus Spoke Zarathustra, perhaps one of Nietzsche’s most famous writings, Nietzsche 
introduces the Übermensch through the development of the character of Zarathustra. In his por-
trayal of Zarathustra’s spiritual journey of self-mastery, he makes use of the literary device of 
prophetic writing, often in the form of inverted Biblical parables and symbols, and moreover, 
asserts rather than argues for his philosophy. At one point the protagonist announces that man 
is something that must be overcome, and this can be done only when we realize that good and 
evil are illusory constructs. He asserts that our inclination to take control and exert command 
over others is suppressed by the Church’s teaching, but in fact it is a natural and appropriate 
human tendency. Zarathustra warns us that those who cannot become masters of their own fate 
will inevitably become commanded by others. But this radical moral freedom is also balanced by 
increased personal responsibility. We must constantly find out what is right by ourselves instead 
of accepting prevalent codes or rules, and then we are compelled to live by the standards we 
make and apply them to our own acts just as much as to the behavior of others. To make one’s 
own laws is surely most difficult, and entails a risk of oneself, for one becomes judge, avenger, 
and victim to his or her own law.

The Superman that Nietzsche is speaking of is the supreme individualist. Thus it is par-
ticularly ironic that the notion is associated with the conformist and collectivist political system 
of fascism. While some of his writings and slogans were co-opted by the Nazi party, for example, 
their followers often adopted propaganda uncritically from party authorities, this was exactly the 
dynamic that Nietzsche disparaged. He feels that the individual is the one who has to decide, and 
he would reject any system either secular or religious that inspires blind obedience and servitude.

Nietzsche’s writing frames concepts in his favor somewhat in that he appeals to many 
readers who want to come away feeling they are uniquely honest and courageous, and distinct 
from the everyday crowd. In fact, this may explain the enduring popularity of Nietszche’s work, 
particularly among those who wish to be labeled as “nonconformists.” However, a deeper under-
standing of his work leads us to realize that his world is one of black and white, and that he leaves 
little room for compromise between positions. This is because his resolution to the problems he 
associates with various moral theories is a sheer rejection of those theories, rather than some sort 
of critical navigation through them. For example, he seems to rely on an ad hominem fallacy in 
rejecting any and every practice associated with or stemming from Christianity.

At this point, let us return to the remote culture described earlier. We can see there is some 
importance in taking the perspective of an outsider who can radically reassess that the patterns of 
behavior and morality that the community has come to assume are natural and inevitable. Given 
how things are, change is unlikely to come from within unless someone can step back and look at 
some of the fundamental conceptual underpinnings of the society. In our own case, it took intel-
lectual mavericks to champion the cause of emancipating slaves and promoting women’s rights, 
for example. Thus there is real value in Nietzsche’s call to examine not just the modes of behavior 
we have, but presumptions we may have about human nature and the proper way to organize so-
ciety. If values are human constructions instead of eternal verities, then it would be appropriate 
to consider how things came to be as they are, and whether what we do is for the best.

Nietzsche’s reliance on Greek myths throughout his writing to make his point is open  
to question, though. Is he correct in saying that there has always been a dominant class  
who has discerned that they are the value-creators and should impose those values on the  
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unthinking masses? Certainly, anthropologists tell us that human communities tend to have 
leaders who shape the values of the group. Nevertheless, leadership may not imply dominance, 
or that there shouldn’t be overriding principles such as justice or respect for persons. China, for 
instance, used a Confucian model of social order for many centuries. Nietzsche’s response to 
such an objection might be that these are simply sugarcoated instances that belie the underlying 
truth—say, that China had a ruling elite, or that a system of justice actually represents the value 
system of a dominant few.

Another criticism that might be leveled against Nietzsche is that his distinction of society 
into leaders or followers is neither as strict or necessary as he makes it out to be: We could imag-
ine that there are times when we are masters of our own fate, and make our own value-driven 
decisions, but at other times it is useful to be part of a societal convention that happens to suit 
our needs or aims for mutual benefit. It could be that the will to get along is just as strong as the 
will to exercise power and dominate.

Despite these criticisms, Nietzsche changed philosophical ethics by making it self-conscious. 
That is, before his critical work, moral philosophers often started from certain fixed assumptions, 
such as what human nature was like or that there were some eternal truths to be discovered. While 
we can still stipulate those as starting points for discussion, after Nietzsche we are aware that 
even those foundational claims cannot be taken for granted and are subject to scrutiny. His work 
signals a sea change in the discipline, and anticipated the challenges posed later by existentialist  
and postmodernist writers. We will examine one of these philosophers more closely next.

Sartre

In addition to being one of the leading philosophers of the twentieth century, Jean-Paul Sartre 
(1905–1980) was a fiction writer, playwright, and leading figure of the Existentialist movement. 
Many traditional moral theories are grounded in assumptions about what is essential or un-
changing about human nature. The term existentialist emerged from the slogan that existence 
precedes essence, meaning that when we remove all preconceptions about what it is to be human, 
we are left with the stark fact that we find ourselves alone in the world. This realization means 
that we can’t think of ourselves as conditioned by other people or societal expectations, but are 
creators of our own values. This is both liberating and frightening: We must recognize that we 
are free to choose the way we live our lives, but at the same time we have to take responsibility for 
our choices—we cannot abdicate them to mysterious external forces. If, for instance, we believe 
in fate, then we are relieved of the burden of responsibility for the decisions we make, as they can 
be attributed to some other source. But according to Sartre, if we recognize our freedom, or that 
we are the source of all values, we must also recognize our responsibility.

This is not to deny that there are limiting factors for our choices: There are, for instance, ge-
netic realities that we are born with, or social and economic realities we inevitably find ourselves 
in. Sartre describes these elements as “facticity.” Nevertheless he believes it is wrong to blame 
those circumstances—our facticity—for the subsequent choices we make. That is, whatever situ-
ation in life, humans always have complete freedom within those limits to define themselves, 
and those choices imply personal responsibility. Thus even though someone is imprisoned and 
has no physical liberty, Sartre argues that he or she makes decisions about personal conduct and 
can be held accountable for those choices. Importantly, while some have criticized existentialists 
such as Sartre as lacking the resources from which to get any notion of morality given that he 
believed in a world without God, fate, or human nature, the very absence of something external 
to blame is precisely what, on his view, makes us responsible.
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Making our own choices does not mean that we must constantly rebel against rules and 
conventions, however. We may conform to the rules all around us, and in effect, look like we 
are merely obeying the rules and blindly conforming to the norms. However, in Sartre’s view, if 
we have consciously chosen to follow them instead of unreflectively conforming, we are acting 
ethically. What matters for Sartre in determining the rightness and wrongness of acts is why we 
choose to do as we do, that is, our motive. The fact that humans are individuals with total moral 
freedom is an overwhelming prospect for most people, causing us great psychological anxiety. 
For Sartre, to confront this anxiety and make conscious choices while acknowledging responsi-
bility is to be ethical.

According to Sartre, working out the right thing to do and then being responsible for the 
choice creates a burden, and most people would rather shift responsibility to someone else, or 
to fate or an institution like the Church. Once we are told what to do, we no longer have to con-
front a range of options, and we can also shift the blame if the outcome isn’t what we thought it 
would be. Similarly, when we hold one conscious choice, as one might do when one privileges 
one moral principle for all cases—such as pursing personal happiness or looking after the less  
advantaged—we close ourselves off from other possible choices and we become, in effect, less 
capable of authentic moral decision making.

Thus we all face a constant struggle against the temptation to avoid the harsh problems 
that a personal morality involves. Perhaps someone is offered an opportunity that would involve 
breaking a prior promise. Sartre believes that defaulting to an external authority or set of com-
mandments to make a decision about how to behave in this instance is likely to make our lives 
easier in one sense. For instance, in such a case it is far easier to simply rely on the principle, 
“Never break promises,” to avoid the burden of reasoning through the choice before us. But, in 
Sartre’s terms, failing to deal with the dilemma internally will lead to an inauthentic decision.

Being moral for Sartre includes knowing oneself, and then being true to that self. Existential 
authenticity means that an individual is acting in accordance with his or her own values. At one 
point, Sartre gives us the image of a waiter who smiles and shows deference in front of the clients, 
but he seems too enthusiastic as he balances his tray on one hand above his head. It is as if the man 
is putting on a mask—in ancient Greek drama, a persona—when playing the role of the waiter, but 
his behavior belies his real self. Of course, there may be waiters who are genuinely unctuous and 
happy in their work. However, the waiter may not be aware of his freedom and the decisions that 
keep him in that role, or, alternatively, he may know that he is, in effect, acting. The important point 
is that the waiter’s enthusiasm is motivated by his unquestioning, or in Sartre’s words, inauthentic, 
acceptance of the role of “waiter,” not because he has consciously chosen to be friendly and polite 
to customers. Ultimately, Sartre challenges us to consider why so much of what we do, especially at 
work, seems to be role defined. His answer is that it is what society demands, and we easily conform 
to these expectations. However, these roles are not merely imposed on us: He argues that the actor 
also has to be a willing participant in the drama. If the players all know their roles, each knowing 
how he or she is supposed to act, it gives a comfortable predictability to the employer, customers, 
and the staff. It relieves each individual of the anxiety of having to work out things for themselves—
we are then all able to “switch off” while in our roles, and simply do what is expected of us.

In contrast to this inauthentic role-playing, Sartre believes we should be constantly re-
flective about our acts, and we should be authentic. If we deceive ourselves or dissociate from 
the choices we make, they no longer represent our freely chosen values, and he contends this 
amounts to living in a state of bad faith—what he terms mauvaise foi.

Consider as an example the fact that in America, many students go to college: From an 
early age they are told that college is the means to a successful life and sometimes told that it is 
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the only means. Moreover, the school system is geared to funneling them into higher education. 
It is probably beneficial for students to graduate from college, and few regret the experience. Yet 
Sartre would have us look at the nature of the decisions along the way: Were the students aware 
of the choices they made, or did they defer to external pressures and expertise? When they got 
to college, did they then adopt what others told them were the characteristics of good college 
students, as if they were taking on a role in a play? It is important to remember that Sartre has no 
problem with someone confronting a decision and eventually deciding that it is best to follow a 
conventional path. He is more concerned with unreflective thinking or the belief that there is no 
choice to be made in the first place.

In some of his essays Sartre portrays man as “condemned to be free”; that is, he is con-
demned to his facticity, but free in that he is responsible for every choice he makes in the world 
he finds himself in. We must then, in Sartre’s thought, invent ourselves despite whatever world 
we find ourselves thrown into.

Sartre goes on to give an example to illustrate both the freedom and weight of personal 
responsibility. Sartre tells of a student who came to see him in the early years of the Second 
World War. Seeking counsel and advice on what to do, the young man explained that his brother 
had been killed in the German offensive in 1940, and his father, a suspected collaborator, was 
separated from his mother. The student wanted to leave France to join the Free French Forces, 
but he lived alone with his mother and realized that his departure, or potential death, might be 
devastating to her. At the same time, it wasn’t clear that he could reach England, as he might 
be interred in Spain on the way. The young man’s internal conflict was that he felt a direct and 
personal commitment to his mother and yet a far more general and uncertain duty to his coun-
try. Through this example, Sartre points out that in many cases, ethical theory appears to come 
up short. That is, we find ourselves in messy conflicts that following one simple moral principle 
would not seem to resolve.

Interestingly, Sartre tells us that although the student had sought guidance from him, he 
would not give it: The student had the freedom to act, and only in making the choice himself 
could he exercise that freedom. Sartre felt that it would be wrong for the student to delegate the 
decision to a mentor, because in choosing the mentor the student would already have an inclina-
tion of the answer he would get—going to a collaborationist priest, for example, would pretty 
much determine advice to stay with the mother. The dilemma would be resolved only by the 
student making a choice, and then acting on it, and subsequently taking full responsibility for it 
as a free personal decision.

Sartre notes that not making a choice is not an option: Even vacillating is a choice the per-
son makes. Moreover, he denies that decisions are ever arbitrary. We cannot, for example, toss 
a coin and then blame our subsequent actions on some kind of fate. We frame the options, and 
then set up our own decision procedures. In the case of the coin toss, we have already outlined 
the various possible choices, and we have decided the appropriate decision procedure for making 
that choice. Thus there is no getting away from the fact that we are the ones shaping our own 
destiny.

The picture that Sartre paints could be considered nihilistic: Why should we bother to 
embrace life’s decisions actively instead of just passively accepting whatever comes along without 
agonizing over it or trying to aspire to more virtuous action? However, this is very much con-
trary to Sartre’s view. He believes that our acts affect the world in some way, and our choices as 
actions define who we are: People are not born heroes or cowards but create themselves as such 
by the choices they make. Because the future is uncertain and we are not subject to some particu-
lar fate, we constantly have the opportunity to shape it. Sartre’s fundamental notion of existential 
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choice thus becomes advocacy of social engagement. We become who we are only by making de-
cisions in a social context, and conversely, the social reality is a function of individuals working 
together. Just as there is no essential human nature for Sartre, there are no predetermined social 
laws, contracts, or hierarchies, for we are constantly engaging our facticity, sustaining such prac-
tices, revising them, or creating them new. In this way, Sartre views his account of existentialism 
as a doctrine that is more optimistic than any other, since it grounds our destiny in ourselves and 
tells us our only hope is found in acting toward the creation of it. Despite this optimism, if every 
decision relies on reflective individual commitment, the task can be overwhelming, and it is not 
surprising that the figures in Sartre’s novels and plays are often paralyzed by the tasks they are 
faced with.

One potential objection is that Sartre could still be charged with ethical relativism: If some-
one authentically wants to be a Nazi, and commits to it, could he or she be criticized from an ex-
istentialist standpoint? That is, if the decision is the focus of moral activity, and the person makes 
a reflective and considered choice to commit genocide, does Sartre have any way of condemning 
him or her? One answer Sartre gives is that the freedom also carries its own responsibility: We 
cannot later make excuses that we were swept up in enthusiasm for a cause, or persuaded by cir-
cumstances or other people. In other words, we are accountable for every choice we make, and 
there are no excuses. Moreover, in Anti-Semite and Jew, Sartre points to oppression, violence, 
and racism as a perversion of our natural recognition of the other. That is, Sartre holds that we 
live in a world of interpersonal relationships, and this fact of our existence calls us to oppose op-
pression, violence, and racism.

To some, human choice may seem arbitrary in the absence of a divine or secular absolute 
authority. Sartre admits this, but asks what alternative we have. Humans are the authors of values 
and so must create meaning for themselves. Beyond the freedom to choose, he believes, there are 
no preordained constraints or fixed points to guide us. If God did exist, he says, it would change 
nothing, and he sees the reliance on divine commands as just another way to avoid taking re-
sponsibility for ourselves and thus avoiding the anxiety personal choices provoke.

Another defense against the charge that his view implies ethical relativism is found in 
Sartre’s play No Exit, in which three damned souls are forced to confront one another in a locked 
room in the afterlife. All have performed evil deeds: Garcin, the soldier, deserted the army and 
cheated on his wife; Estelle married for material advancement and later killed a child she had as 
a result of an affair; Ines had led a life of cruel manipulation of those around her. However, only 
Ines is honest about her actions and, moreover, refuses to allow the others to sugarcoat what they 
did. The play illustrates two relevant points: that we are free to make choices, but that we also 
must face the judgment of others who may not permit us to hide behind the stories we make up 
about our own lives. This means, as one of the characters declares, that “Hell is other people”— 
not because they punish us, but because they reveal to us our shortcomings and our inauthentic-
ity. Thus Sartre feels that it is not the case that ethics is unprincipled: The common aspiration 
should be to live authentically.

Although he completely denies the idea that humans have some type of essential nature, 
Sartre maintains that it is part of the human condition to choose to be concerned about other 
people. In his view, information about others—the child, the foreigner, even the idiot—enables 
us to understand them. He goes on to argue that we can also pass judgment on others, since they 
could falsely believe they are forced to make certain decisions, which he condemns as cowardice. 
Thus the key factor is whether individuals have somehow abused their freedom. Because free-
dom is the central concern of all people, it should be evident in every choice. And because our 
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own freedom and that of others is interdependent, any personal act will have an effect on others, 
however small. Thus he contends that our responsibility is very great, because it pertains to all 
of mankind. Nevertheless, he contends that the sort of freedom he is talking about is highly ab-
stract, and could be manifested in many different ways.

If we return to the student’s question once again, Sartre has already stacked the deck by 
framing the issues in a certain way and using connotative language—for example, that by staying 
he would be helping his mother. Although entirely plausible, the situation could be described 
using other terms that might incline him to another decision, perhaps, that his mother would be 
better off establishing her independence from others. The point is that although Sartre claims we 
have free choice, we may in fact be trapped in ways of seeing the world and linguistic expressions 
that already confine those choices. In order to escape them, we would need to have some remote 
perspective independent of culture and language. Since that is impossible to achieve, perhaps 
Sartre’s notion of radical freedom is much more bounded by social constructs than he believes 
it to be.

Sartre’s work is most powerful when showing that we often live mindlessly—we constantly 
follow one path and then delude ourselves about what we did. In response to this thought, he 
says that we have control over our actions, and need to take responsibility for what we do, what-
ever our personal circumstances. His advice to the student may not have been consoling, but 
there again, Sartre doesn’t offer comfortable words: He wants us to face the blunt reality of the 
world without relying on the crutches of ethical systems or external guidance.

Yet at the same time, Sartre perhaps overplays the idea of the individual mind—the ego—
and our ability to live authentically. The dominant idea is that of the anxious human trying to 
deal with his or her infinite freedom alone. This view seems to downplay, if not deny outright, 
the value of relationships in our lives. It may also understate the power and influence of outside 
institutions, such as the government or education, in shaping the way we think and act—both for 
good and for ill. In the next section we will examine a philosopher who held a radically different 
approach that suggests, against Sartre, that mutuality, not individuality, is the prime mode of our 
existence.

Buber

Martin Buber’s (1878–1965) moral philosophy is perhaps best explained as a dramatic presenta-
tion of the philosophical idea of intersubjectivity. His most famous work, I and Thou (1923), does 
not read as traditional philosophy, and because his sometimes poetic essays tend to challenge 
basic assumptions about how we see the world, they bear repeated readings. Nevertheless, his 
work is important for contemporary ethics in that it disputes the classic notion of the autono-
mous individual making discrete decisions and focuses instead on the ways we encounter the 
world as social beings.

Buber believes that the traditional description of personhood is incomplete. To understand 
why, imagine a picture, perhaps of a landscape. The picture will typically have a foreground and 
a background, and we distinguish the two in contrast to one another—that is, we can’t think of 
the foreground without its background, and vice versa. In that sense, the elements of the picture  
are not separate, but exist in relationship to each other. It is fundamental to the elements 
that they are put in relief to one another: Even though we may talk about, say, the figures in  
the foreground, and may not consciously think about the background, the two aspects exist  
only in relation to each other. Similarly, Buber suggests that it is wrong to think of people as 
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independent and discrete beings. In effect, we only come to understand our existence in relation 
to the external world—we know that we are separate only because we have something to say we 
are separate from.

Buber uses two compound words to explain his view that isolated existence is impossible. 
The first is I-It, where we encounter the world as objects. These objects may be inanimate, such 
as rocks or tables. Here the person relates to them from self-interest, and, as he puts it, monologi-
cally. That is, the encounter essentially reflects the person’s own attitudes, and we tend to look to 
how we can benefit from the object—can I use it, or what good is it to me?

The second kind of encounter is much more rare. In an I-Thou relationship, we recognize 
the other not as an object, but as a being that resonates with us. Importantly, although the lan-
guage to describe the encounter suggests two independent entities, what Buber finds important 
is the moment of connection where the separateness of our existence falls away. This is not sim-
ply two people having mutual respect, in the sense of Kant saying that we should treat others as 
ends-in-themselves. Instead, Buber is saying that we can define ourselves only when we interact 
with the world. Most of the time we treat the world as a collection of objects, and indeed we often 
treat people in much the same way. However, there are those times where we surrender our 
guard, and open ourselves to a special rapport or communion with others in what theologians 
call a numinous experience. The word numinous literally means an experience of the divine, 
and Buber believes such a communion is possible not only with people but also with nature. 
He recounts instances when he was enthralled with nature in the case of being epitomized by 
a tree, and at another time when he gazed into the eyes of an animal. Thus the relationship is 
paramount, and he strives for the exchange of values. We come alive for Buber when there is a 
meaningful relationship at work, and conversely if we didn’t engage in the world, we would not 
be truly alive.

The I-Thou relation for Buber is one of life and value, but it is fragile and may collapse into 
an I-It. Yet with love and art, it is possible, he believes, for the I-It to transform into an I-Thou. 
Elsewhere, Buber introduces the notion of Other (with a capital “O”) to signify the connection 
with a being in this kind of shared experience, sometimes known as mutuality.

When we experience the world, we often do so in the form of I-It. That is, we relate to the 
world as an individual perceiving an object. In this experience, we perceive beings and events 
as things, or as objects, and we analyze their various parts. We relate to them as owners, and 
consequently as strangers detached from them. However, it is the I-Thou that establishes the 
world of relation in which I face a human being not as an object of my perception or as a thing 
individuated from other things in space and time, but as a unified Thou with whom I am in a 
living relation.

Buber’s thought is elusive to many. However, perhaps that is just the point: The classical 
ethical systems start with a concrete idea of the subjective self, and then consider ways that we 
should interact with one another. Buber challenges that notion of identity, and suggests that 
every time we try to pin down what it is to be a person, we will inevitably fail. We can isolate 
particular features—height, hair color, manner of speaking, and so forth, but however long the 
list, we will still be unable to fully describe the person, because personhood is inevitably tied up 
with relationships, not data. It is like trying to grasp fog—the moment we stop treating a person 
as a Thou, then the relationship is one of I-It, and we are left with a set of characteristics, not a 
living connection.

Put in technical terms, in traditional philosophy, metaphysics has typically preceded  
ethics. That is, we define a person as a rational being, a pleasure-seeking animal, and so on, and 
then construct an ethical system around those initial assumptions about human nature. Buber’s 
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challenge is to reverse the claim: We start with people in relationships, and only then can we  
determine what it is to be a fully realized person. The ethical life, in the sense of constantly be-
coming open and willing to engage in I-Thou relationships, becomes paramount, and the other 
issues in philosophy are simply derivative of this foundation. For Buber, the fundamental aware-
ness ought to be that our existence is found in dynamic relationships and connections and not 
in isolated individuals each controlling and affecting others like a set of separate balls on a pool 
table being knocked by others banging into them. Similarly, employing the I-Thou relation also 
means that the traditional notions of egoism and altruism—either emphasizing the primacy of 
one’s own interests or those of third parties—no longer apply. By definition these categories al-
ready appear to split the world into self and others, something that Buber would maintain gives 
us a false picture of our existence as states of being rather than in dynamic relationships.

It is difficult to draw easy ethical prescriptions from Buber’s work. He witnessed the Nazi 
Holocaust and the turmoil associated with the founding of Israel, and so was well aware of the 
presence of evil in the world. He held strong views on the horrors of genocide. It would certainly 
be wrong, therefore, to consider him an ethical relativist. However, it is clear that his ethical per-
spective begins from particular situations, not abstract principles, and is grounded in a notion of 
responsibility. He gets this account of responsibility from the notion of real response implicit in 
the I-Thou encounter. That is, my encounter with the other as a Thou calls me to respond with 
responsibility to him or her.

This raises the question of what Buber means by responsibility and response. As we might 
anticipate, he provides a double answer: We are responsible for objects in an I-It relation, and we 
are responsible to those in an I-Thou relation. One of the special features of the I-Thou is that it 
is dynamic—the other party calls to us and demands a response. A further nuance is that we can 
actually distance ourselves from our inner or true selves—in effect, treating ourselves as objects. 
We do this when we think reflectively in the third person, removing our involvement from a de-
cision or memory as if we were visualizing a stranger. Thus ethical action involves (a) being true 
to ourselves, (b) actively inviting the I-Thou relation, and (c) being attentive to the call to action 
that the I-Thou presents.

Most of the standard ethical maxims—do not lie, cheat, or steal, for example—would 
emerge from having a responsible relationship to a Thou. The very idea of an I-Thou dynamic 
would be broken by lying, it appears, because we inherently disrespect the other party by hiding 
the truth and thereby treat him or her as an object, or as the I-It. Buber rejected the criticism 
that his view lapsed into relativism, acknowledging that norms have their place as useful guiding 
principles but stressing that we can only work out what to do in concrete situations with a given 
context. Consider an example from the Second World War. Sometimes Nazi soldiers would de-
mand that observant Jews rip up the Torah scroll, the sacred text kept in each synagogue. Some 
refused at the cost of their lives, while in other cases they complied. Buber’s approach would say 
that a general rule would be inappropriate: Every case has to be considered in its own context 
and with sympathetic regard for the individuals involved. Arguably, committing sacrilege may 
have mattered less in some cases than preserving adherents of the religion who would make it 
possible to carry it on to future generations. Thus while the general norm of honoring the sacred 
is a reasonable starting place for ethical action, Buber holds that we must find our own direction 
in each particular encounter.

Buber believed that we are able to discover the mystical in an I-Thou relationship, and thus 
there is a spiritual element that suffuses and pervades his work. In spite of this religious under-
tone, as a philosophy his writings challenge us to reconsider what it means to be a person, and 
suggests that ethics is not an “add-on” element to our existence that can be treated separately.  
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Rather, fundamentally we have an ethical posture in anything we do: We can choose to treat 
things and people as objects, or we can open ourselves up to authentic engagement with them. 
Interestingly, Rousseau felt the only book appropriate for a child’s education was Robinson 
Crusoe, the story of a sailor who overcomes adversity when marooned alone on a desert island. In 
contrast, Buber would note that Crusoe really becomes a person only when he is able to interact 
with others.

Summary
As we have seen, philosophers have long be-
lieved that arriving at an understanding of the 
nature of the individual might point us to an 
adequate ethical system, but they have differed 
greatly on what those features may be. The 
first two thinkers we discussed in this chapter 
believed that there is some innate essence, that 
continues even as we grow and have fresh ex-
periences. Rousseau suggests that we have an 
innately good nature, which becomes compro-
mised by the political and social environment 
that communities inevitably foster. Nietzsche 
considers that our nature is reflected in the 
strength of our will, and it takes a superior per-
son to see through societal norms that mask as 
eternal moral truths. Sartre rejects essentialism 
and thinks there is an authentic self, and thus 
the moral project is to know ourselves well 
and act accordingly, not merely in response 
to external demands. In stark contrast, Buber 
rejects the notion of an isolated self that exists 
independently of our shared experiences with 
others.

The philosophers we have looked at all 
see that morality is intimately tied to a notion 
of the self, and what it takes to act morally in 
a world where we are constantly influenced by 
outside influences. In various ways, Rousseau, 
Nietzsche and Sartre want us to actively resist 
such dynamics and find true morality within, 
whereas Buber thinks we inevitably engage 
the world and become our authentic self only 
through sincere engagement with one another.

The founder of Summerhill said that 
he would rather his school produce a happy 
street cleaner than a neurotic scholar. If we 
value authenticity as a prime virtue, then ac-
cording to some philosophers it will become 
all-important to foster self-awareness and per-
sonal responsibility from a very young age to 
develop genuine relationships and behaviors, 
even if they sometimes lead to discomfort or 
inefficiencies, as they appear to at Summerhill. 
The alternative may be to accept a degree of 
inauthentic behavior for the sake of social ease 
and productivity.

Nevertheless, if we hold authenticity as 
paramount, any compromise will be inauthen-
tic by definition. That is, if we suppress our 
own desires or feelings for the sake of the com-
mon good, we are not being true to ourselves. 
Following some of the thinkers in this chapter 
we need to consider whether there is a balance 
between the authentic self and communal liv-
ing, or if they are two separate conceptual is-
lands without a link between them. Perhaps 
we have to work out that puzzle individually. 
Buber’s response is to provide a third option 
by radically questioning our traditional notion 
of the self as a discrete unit of existence—that 
is, as distinct people leading separate lives. 
Whatever view we adopt at the outset will have 
significant implications for the ways in which 
we treat one another, and show us the impor-
tance of framing a sense of self in the moral 
endeavor.
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Utilitarianism, an ethical theory, holds that the rightness or wrongness of actions is de-
termined by the results they produce. It is a consequentialist theory in that it is less con-
cerned with personal character or motives but looks instead to the consequences of the 
decisions we make. Utilitarianism is a particular brand of consequentialism. It claims that 
certain qualities such as happiness or pleasure are good, and that we should work to foster 
more in the world. Thus if there is a choice about how to behave, we should decide to do 
things that bring about the overall amount of happiness, or pleasure. So for a utilitarian, 
an action that results in an improvement of overall human welfare is good, and an action 
that results in a decline in human welfare is bad.

Economists often use the term utility as a measure of the total satisfaction received 
by consuming a good or service. We all have personal ideas about what provides most 
satisfaction, but one rough guide is to look at the way various people spend their money, 
which give us some indication of what makes them happy. Some will entertain themselves 
or acquire possessions, whereas others may donate to charity. Philosophers have given 
the term utilitarianism to theories that take consequences to be most important and also 
believe they can be measured in terms of utility. As noted, utility need not be judged just 
in monetary terms: Another way is to gauge it by how much it contributes to human hap-
piness, welfare, or the common good.

Case—Vaccination

In January 2008 a seven-year-old boy returned to San Diego after visiting Switzerland 
with his family. A week later he had a severe cough and was taken to his local doctor, but 
was allowed to return to school. A couple of days later his condition worsened and he 
went to the local hospital. Test results led to a diagnosis of measles. He had not been vac-
cinated against the highly infectious disease. Eleven more cases quickly developed: The 
boy’s siblings, five children in his school, and four other children who had been to the 
doctor’s office the same day. Additional cases arose from people who had no contact with 
the boy, but had been around those infected. Three were infants who were under a year 
old, one of whom travelled on an airplane to Hawaii before its symptoms became fully 
apparent. The outbreak was contained, but about seventy children who had been exposed 
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were placed under house quarantine because they had not been vaccinated, either because they 
were too young or because their parents had refused to let them have the injection.

Measles—which is transmitted through respiratory droplets—is a highly communicable 
viral disease that causes fever, cough, and a body rash, and can remain infectious for several days. 
Sufferers can develop complications such as encephalitis and pneumonia. It has a 3/1,000 risk 
of death, and one child in every thousand cases will be left with brain damage. A highly effec-
tive vaccine is given to children after their first birthday, although it provides protection only to 
95 percent of those who receive it.

California allows parents to opt out of mandatory vaccinations for children based on their 
personal beliefs. The seven-year-old went to a school where about 10 percent of children were 
unvaccinated. Large-scale vaccination reduces the chance of infection, but if the level goes below 
90 percent, the likelihood of an epidemic increases dramatically. Thus the consequences of non-
vaccination will probably affect more than the individual unvaccinated child. Parents who refuse 
vaccination often do so based on a belief that there is an association between administration of 
the vaccine and diagnosis of autism, originating from a now discredited study. However, in the 
words of one parent, “I cannot deny that my child can put someone else at risk… [but] I refuse to 
sacrifice my children for the greater good.”

Utilitarian Approaches

One formulation of utilitarianism says that we should act to maximize human welfare. Measles 
can be deadly, and it has significant risks. The benefit of vaccination is that it is inexpensive and 
gives lifelong immunity from the disease. The downside is that children may experience some 
discomfort when the vaccine is administered, and 3/10,000 may have a more serious reaction 
such as swelling in the mouth or a bleeding disorder.

A utilitarian analysis would look at the benefits and harms, not just for the individual par-
ents and patients but also for everyone who may be affected by the decision. It would not be as 
interested in motives or intentions, but assess the choices on whether they add or subtract to 
human welfare. Yet at the same time, not all utilitarians would agree that the state should impose 
mandatory vaccination. To see why, we should look at historical and contemporary approaches 
to utilitarianism, which is typically associated with its two major English originators, Jeremy 
Bentham and John Stuart Mill.

Bentham

Bentham (1748–1832) was a social reformer at a time when punishments under the English legal 
system were often arbitrary and extreme—for example, one could be sent to the penal colony of 
Australia for petty crimes such as poaching or vandalism. In order to create a more just system 
of punishment, he suggested that a standard be developed to compare and judge the rightness or 
wrongness of actions overall. His basic formulation is that the measure of right and wrong is dis-
covered by assessing the greatest happiness of the greatest number. Bentham explained his use of 
the principle of utility by saying we all seek happiness, and we are all ultimately governed by pain 
and pleasure. We try to avoid pain as much as possible, and work to do things that make us feel 
good, and when we do, we are happy. These pursuits can be intellectual as well as sensory—for 
instance, there is satisfaction in a job well done or looking after someone who is ill.

One of the early criticisms of utilitarianism suggested that hedonism essentially means 
sensuality. In the elegant language of the time, the critics made reference to the Epicureans who 
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supposedly advocated a life of eating, drinking, and sexual indulgence. However, this mischarac-
terizes utilitarianism in at least two ways: It excessively narrows the definition of pleasure, and it 
focuses solely on individual rather than the collective good. For instance, in the vaccination case, 
utilitarians would think of avoiding debilitating disease as happiness, and then would stress that 
we have to look to the community welfare, instead of thinking purely of ourselves.

The basic idea is straightforward: maximizing the amount of happiness. Happiness, 
though, is very hard to pin down or quantify, and Bentham felt that we had to include several 
factors—intensity, duration, certainty, propinquity, fecundity, purity, and extent—when exam-
ining total happiness. For example, imagine bungee jumping: The emotions are very intense 
although relatively short in duration. Certainty refers to predicting if an act will bring happi-
ness: For some, the jump could plausibly generate unpleasant traumatic memories in the future. 
Propinquity is an archaic term referring to how immediate and available an experience will be. 
Similarly, fecundity deals with the ability of an experience to produce further pleasure—perhaps 
the individual takes great joy in reminiscing about or retelling his or her adventures. Purity in-
volves the mix of pleasure and pain—very few of our experiences are exclusively just pleasure or 
pain—for example, finishing a marathon may bring great personal satisfaction at the expense of 
physical distress. Extent, also part of the calculus, asks how many people are affected by the act or 
experience. Taken together, Bentham believes, these factors can combine to assess any particular 
choice.

Bentham believes that we should look to the total amount of human happiness generated 
by any human project, that we all count equally, and that our choices are equally valid. Thus no 
particular individual or human activity would be given a privileged status. If more pleasure was 
generated overall from trivial video games than the opera, then he believed it would be mere elit-
ist prejudice to condemn the gamers merely on the grounds that their activities don’t somehow 
enhance learning and culture. Similarly, social policy should rely on what will bring about the 
best outcome for everyone, not just some particular group. Underlying utilitarianism, then, are 
two important notions: first, we have to integrate considerations about the wider community’s 
welfare into any decision, and second, no one has a privileged ability to tell others what is best 
for them. Hence in the vaccination case, Bentham would probably look to what is the aggregate 
benefit by balancing the value of individual freedom against the distress of widespread infection.

Mill

John Stuart Mill (1806–1873) was a child prodigy taught at home by his father. He later became 
an English civil servant and was for a brief period a Member of Parliament. His father was a 
friend and follower of Jeremy Bentham, and groomed his son to become a proponent of utilitari-
anism. Mill suffered a mental breakdown in his early twenties, and describes in his autobiogra-
phy how he was able to overcome it through the redemptive power of art and literature. He was a 
strong believer in individual rights and an early advocate of women’s suffrage.

Mill’s book Utilitarianism is a short but powerful statement of the doctrine. We should 
note that it is consequentialist in that the moral assessment of an action is determined by its re-
sults. It is hedonistic, because it takes happiness to be the sum of pleasures. Like Bentham, Mill 
thought the prime motivation was avoiding pain and creating pleasure. Moreover, he follows 
Bentham in that the calculation applies to everyone affected by the action, not just the individual. 
We also can’t give ourselves special favorable weighting in the calculation. As he puts it, we have 
to consider our own actions “as a disinterested and benevolent spectator.” Thus, for instance, if 
someone might benefit himself or herself at a cost to others by understating personal income on 
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a tax return, Mill would say that the person should judge the act as if he or she were a neutral 
third party with no particular stake in the outcome. Mill argues that if we behaved with commu-
nity interests in mind, it would lead to a society where everyone is better off.

The most significant distinction between Bentham and Mill is over the nature of pleasure. 
For Bentham the phrase “greatest happiness” means the greatest quantity. However, Mill believes 
that some pleasures are qualitatively different, too. As an advocate for enhancing the potential 
of great art, he thought that some experiences were worth more than others. He was an ardent 
believer in the power of education to improve one’s appreciation and enjoyment of life.

Mill did not think that appreciation of “higher” quality experiences precluded enjoying 
others. To make an analogy, meat-eaters might be content with hamburgers. However, once they 
have tasted a well-cooked filet mignon, it is likely that all things being equal they would prefer 
the filet. This is not to say that the experience of eating a hamburger is ruined or it would never 
be appropriate to eat one again. Rather, once people have been exposed to a range of qualitative 
experiences, they will be better equipped to make a choice. Similarly, presented with the option 
of funding opera, unsurprisingly most people would initially choose not to. On the other hand, 
if we have been educated about opera and taught how we could appreciate it, we might think 
differently. Mill’s point is that we shouldn’t treat utilitarian assessments as merely reflecting our 
naïve preferences. Instead they should be a result of education and experience.

Famously, Mill is remembered for saying “It is better to be a human being dissatisfied than 
a pig satisfied: better to be Socrates dissatisfied than a fool satisfied.”1 His point is that we would 
rather be more aware and engaged with the world even if it means we are less content. Generally, 
we are glad for our intelligence, even if it brings some highs and lows. It would be unusual, for 
instance, for someone to exchange 20 IQ points for a more even and content outlook on life. The 
pig or the fool does not know any better, but Mill suggests that it is part of our human makeup to 
embrace the frustrations that come with greater awareness. Another way of putting this is to dis-
tinguish happiness from contentment. Some may be content by having no ambition or awareness; 
their basic needs are furnished and they live moment to moment. Yet most of us would rather 
be conscious of broader ideas and aspirations, even if we can’t attain them. They may enrich our 
lives. Bentham’s point of view implies that all experiences are equal as long as they lead to happi-
ness; Mill suggests that some are qualitatively better and we can appreciate them despite the frus-
trations we might encounter. It might be better, for instance, to play a musical instrument and 
recognize that no performance will be perfect than to never appreciate music at all, or it might be 
better to work at a philosophy text and learn from it although the experience involves some hard 
work along the way than it would be to never encounter the material.

Because higher and lower pleasures matter critically to Mill, knowledge of happiness relies 
on being able to discern experiences relative to one another. Hence one interesting implication 
of his analysis might be that when we assess our moral options, we should rely on elders and con-
noisseurs, that is, people who have lived through more and have greater education than we do.

Act and Rule Utilitarianism

So far we have generally spoken about a moral act as the subject of the utilitarian analysis. If we 
imagine a case, for instance, where a rich person drops a $20 bill, and we are aware of an appeal 
for the victims of a disaster, would it be wrong to pick it up and donate it to a worthy cause? On 

1J. S. Mill, Utilitarianism http://www.gutenberg.org/files/11224/11224-h/11224-h.htm
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reflection, we can think of the case in two ways: first, as a snapshot where we look at the imme-
diate circumstances to determine what particular act will bring about the greatest happiness for 
the greatest number. But, second, we can also see utilitarianism as a way of generating rules for 
our behavior that would apply more broadly and give us a set of principles most conducive to 
maximizing happiness overall.

Act utilitarians think of the case in the first way. When faced with a choice, act utilitarians 
consider the particular situation to determine what individual act would maximize happiness. 
On the other hand, rule utilitarians generate rules or derive guidelines from the greatest happi-
ness principle that look beyond the immediate case and bring in other considerations. Thus the 
money dropped by the rich man might be appealing to the act utilitarian who would donate it, 
since the act would probably not harm the owner significantly, and could be used to bring great 
benefit to people facing distress. But if we shift the focus from the act that maximizes happiness 
to the rule that will bring it about, we might reach a different answer. For example, it is plau-
sible that maintaining property rights could be a part of generating overall welfare, and thus the 
principle that governs ought to be whether we should appropriate money that is not ours to use 
for causes that the owner might disagree with. Thus the rule utilitarian would likely return the 
money to the person who dropped it.

In both cases, the morality of the action is assessed in terms of the consequences, with 
the general principle that we should do whatever brings about a net balance of happiness over 
distress. The distinction between act and rule comes about when the individual looks at just the 
immediate circumstances or the broader context where the other considerations may alter the 
balance. Take a routine example such as giving to a homeless person who is begging on the street. 
If we don’t take any other considerations into play, by solely looking at the individual act, giving 
spare change may seem to help the person and not hurt the donor. Yet, on a broader social scale, 
rewarding begging may lead to the recipient not getting help from social agencies and possibly 
promote destructive behaviors such as drug or alcohol abuse.

The act/rule distinction is useful and helps us think through the way that a utilitarian cal-
culus might be applied. Nevertheless, we probably blend elements of both approaches when we 
make utilitarian decisions; perhaps it is more accurate to say that we initially invoke rules but 
then modify them if the particular circumstances are extraordinary and pressing. Thus a reason-
able utilitarian rule would be to help others if it would produce great benefit at low cost. The 
default would be to follow the general rule of giving charitably if you can afford it, but in any 
particular case our judgment will be affected by more sophisticated questions—in our example, 
for instance: How genuine is the need? Are there more effective ways of helping the person? Will 
you, in fact, be supporting substance abuse and its deleterious effects? Thus we cannot merely 
take the balance of happiness to be a simple calculation. In most cases, we must weigh several 
factors, recalling that utilitarians are centrally concerned with the overall effects on everyone 
affected.

Mill is a philosophical liberal who wants to allow people maximum choice. At the same 
time, as he evaluates actions based on aggregate happiness, some individual preferences may be 
overridden. He looks to a standard of what will be most useful to society, not to what each person 
would allow. Recreational drug use, for instance, might be tolerated, but only if it genuinely did 
no harm. If it stimulated a trade that involved crime and suffering that outweighed any indi-
vidual happiness, Mill would accept that it should be restricted. The vaccination case highlights 
this tension. There may be considerable value in having a society where individuals can make 
their own choices and opt out of government programs. However, those choices do not always 
affect the individual alone, and the risk of a disease epidemic has widespread repercussions. Thus 
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we have developed policies that generally tolerate personal choice up to the point that there is a 
societal interest in restricting the behavior, and there the overall balance may favor the aggregate 
interests of everyone potentially affected by either action or, in this case, inaction.

Contemporary Utilitarianism

About a hundred years ago, the philosopher G. E. Moore (1873–1958) took utilitarianism in a 
different direction by arguing that people strive for multiple goals. Moore’s problem with the 
traditional view of happiness is twofold. First, he thought it is not the single ultimate good; sec-
ond, he thought the utilitarians had confused the mental state of happiness with the means used 
to attain it. Recall that seeking overall happiness is the goal of utilitarianism. If we are all seeking 
overall happiness, then our own actions are the means to something else—let us call it the sum-
mum bonum, a Latin phrase meaning the best good.

Moore contends that our own happiness is thus a means to an ultimate end, and therefore 
utilitarians are confused over happiness as a means, and happiness as an end in itself. As an anal-
ogy, let’s take the acquisition of money. Unless you are a miser, you acquire money as a means 
to achieve other ends—perhaps personal comfort, health, or security. Thus getting money is not 
an end in itself, but rather a means to achieving an end. The question is whether there is a single 
end for all humans, or multiple possibilities. Some might say that the ultimate end for humans is 
something like happiness, as Mill and Bentham understood it as attaining pleasure and avoiding 
pain, while others describe it as human flourishing. On the other hand, Moore felt there were a 
range of potential things we find valuable.

To make his point, Moore describes a thought experiment, where we have a number of 
possible worlds. Some, like ours, have a mix of valuable things, such as love, health, sexual gratifi-
cation, or pleasure. Others have only a single quality; that is, we can imagine a world where there 
is happiness, but no love; or the only feature is pleasure. He believes that we would always opt 
for the world with the mix, and hence it is wrong to equate the overall good with just one feature.

Moore believed that Bentham and Mill were mistaken in saying there was a single quality 
that captures the concept of good, which he believed is a “simple, indefinable, unanalysable ob-
ject of thought.”2 For him, it is an intrinsic property. Although it is not simply defined through 
linguistic synonyms, he nevertheless thought we know it when we come across it. His view is 
more understandable if we think of something like beauty. We might think of an artwork or a 
person as beautiful, and we know it when we see it, but it is hard to define. Moore is open to the 
charge of social construction, in that some societies have very different views about what consti-
tutes beauty, for example. Nevertheless, for our immediate purposes we can see that we discern 
qualities that we can’t easily describe, and notions of love and what it means to be good may be 
less sensitive to cultural changes.

Moore claims that in his work Principia Ethica (1903) he was clearing the ground by show-
ing the defects of other theories, and he asserts without any other justification, that the two 
prime qualities are personal affection and the appreciation of beauty in art and nature. This is 
perfectly consistent with his analysis in that he believed people of refined sensibilities would be 
able to discern these qualities. Whatever we make of this, his important legacy is the move from 
a single hedonistic view of the good to one that is more open to plural notions about its nature.

The second major development is a challenge to the idea that we have to maximize: If we have 
a moral duty to maximize happiness, then the question is whether we can ever do enough or spend 

2G. E. Moore, Principia Ethica, 1903, section 15.
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time to ourselves when the potential to increase the general welfare remains. The Nobel Laureate 
Herbert Simon proposed an alternative, based on bounded rationality. He realized that because 
we have limited knowledge, time, and resources to make decisions, sometimes achieving the best 
available outcome may be better than the best possible one. Simon gives the example of looking for 
a needle in a haystack that contains many needles: One way would be to find and examine every 
needle in order to find the sharpest one (a maximization process). The other would be to search for 
the first needle sharp enough to do the job at hand. He describes the second process as satisficing. 
If we apply his approach to utilitarian ethics, we recognize the cognitive and other limitations that 
humans have, and at the same time it releases us from the demand to completely maximize the 
good, and tells us that we can find an answer that is both sufficient and satisfying (hence satisfice).

Combining these two developments, if we have multiple conceptions of the good and then 
do not have to maximize the good but satisfice it, what is the gauge for the contemporary utili-
tarian? One answer has been that we should not seek to maximize happiness in the abstract, 
but look to individual preferences. The utilitarian still attempts to achieve the best outcomes 
for all involved, and preference utilitarianism suggests that the moral endeavor is to fulfill as 
many preferences as possible. This could be one definition of happiness, of course, but modern 
theories tend to avoid the term because of the complications it introduces. Unlike earlier forms, 
it focuses on individual outcomes, so there we can all have our own unique preferences. It is an 
antirealist position in that what is considered good will completely depend on the interests of 
people involved, not some external moral standard.

An objection to preference utilitarianism might be that some people have preferences that 
many would consider odd or negative, for example, someone taking joy in plucking the wings 
off fruit flies or creating graffiti. Mill’s original answer “There is no difficulty in proving any 
ethical standard whatever to work ill, if we suppose universal idiocy to be conjoined with it” was 
somewhat abrupt.3 The more charitable way preference utilitarianism is formulated usually has 
conditions that mitigate the problem—perhaps that the only genuine preferences are those that 
would withstand reflective scrutiny or some kind of therapeutic intervention.

Moreover, although these preferences are individual, the people involved will have views 
about the kind of society that they want to live in, and so social policy will be framed based on the 
sort of political system that would maximize the preferences of as many as possible. Preference 
utilitarianism thus answers some of the criticisms, but it depends crucially on us having a solid 
sense of our preferences and priorities. A sophisticated preference theory will thus also encour-
age us to make sure that our preferences are authentic and thoughtful, rather than impulses 
prompted by peer pressure or marketing appeals.

A traditional criticism of utilitarianism is that it suggests a never-ending requirement to 
increase overall welfare, with the result that many people have dismissed the theory as overly 
demanding and unrealistic. However, preference utilitarianism, where we believe in satisficing 
rather than maximizing welfare, significantly reduces the potential burden on each person.

Singer

The move to personal preferences might be considered as returning to egoism, where ev-
eryone acts only on his or her own interests, but it actually brings us full circle to the initial 
starting point of utilitarianism and its two preconditions of impartiality and sympathy with 

3Mill, Utilitarianism, chapter 2. http://www.gutenberg.org/files/11224/11224-h/11224-h.htm
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others. Peter Singer (1946–), a leading proponent of preference utilitarianism, believes that 
the ethical project has to begin with the belief that we cannot favor ourselves and that our 
interests are inevitably intertwined with those of others. From this realization, he believes, we 
must take into account how our actions will touch everyone potentially affected by them for 
better or worse.4

Singer has been influential by reformulating utilitarianism in this way. By some readings 
of traditional utilitarianism he is not so very far from Bentham and Mill, as they might easily 
accept that we have personal interests, and in their terms the universal ones will be avoiding 
pain and enhancing pleasure. We can also see that the impartiality condition will imply that 
we should treat others as moral equals irrespective of their gender, race, or any other arbitrary 
features.

Singer’s claim is much more modest than that of Bentham or Mill: Simply, he says that 
if we can benefit others greatly at little costs to ourselves, then that is what we should do. He 
notes that the amount spent on a bottle of water would feed a starving child for a day and that 
if the one billion affluent people in the world each gave a single gift of $200, we could achieve 
the United Nations Millennium Development Goals of reducing by half the population liv-
ing in extreme poverty and hunger and ensuring primary school education for all children 
worldwide.5

Singer, in The Life You Can Save, proposes that people in the developed world should give 
5 percent of their income to charitable causes. He also notes that most people in the developed 
world live better lives than Louis XIV of France did in his day. Admittedly he could order palaces 
to be built, but he could not live as comfortably as most middle-class Americans, for example, 
who can eat out-of-season foods routinely, have access to advanced medical care, and travel at 
will. With the amount of disposable income many Americans and Europeans have at hand, his 
telling question is whether they would really miss $200, given the amount of good it could do for 
the needy.

Challenges

A number of issues that point to some difficulties for utilitarianism emerge. Utilitarianism has 
been criticized on several grounds that tend to cluster around three alleged problems: the utility 
calculus, challenges to autonomy, and the tenet of impartiality. Let us examine them individually.

Problems with Calculation

Utilitarianism critically relies on its calculus, that is, quantifying the outcomes so they can be 
assessed. In the traditional articulation of utilitarianism, the calculus applies to all those affected 
by a decision. Imagine we get a solicitation for a charitable donation to orphans overseas. The 
calculation would be one of working out how much benefit we would get out of the money if we 
didn’t send it to the charity, contrasted to how much good it would do for the recipients. I might 
be deprived of a frothy coffee, whereas some children might be given a dose of vitamin A that 
wards off blindness. The result of the calculus may seem straightforward and imply that donating 
is the only moral course of action. Yet at the same time, we must think about the total effects of 
the potential donation. The coffee shop will be less well-off, perhaps. But do we have to expand 

4Peter Singer, 2000. “About Ethics,” in Writings on an Ethical Life. New York: Harper Collins, pp. 16–17.
5Peter Singer, 2009. The Life You Can Save: Acting Now to End World Poverty. New York: Random House, p. 143.
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the circle of concern even further, maybe even to the coffee farmers and processors? A further 
difficulty is when we look at people who aren’t directly affected, but could have been helped by 
an alternative act. That is, I may have denied myself the coffee, but donated elsewhere that could 
have saved a life rather than someone’s eyesight—how do we balance those concerns, and have I 
caused distress by choosing to not help when I could have?

Another criticism of the utility calculus is that it looks at the total quantity—that is, the 
greatest amount—rather than the distribution. Consider the case where one person could be 
benefitted tremendously, or lots of people could be mildly better off. In the case of saving some-
one’s life or sight, it is worth a small sacrifice on our part. But in the case of pure enjoyment, our 
intuition appears to change. For example, a millionaire might buy up famous paintings for his 
own collection and thereby deprive many other people of seeing them. His happiness could be 
greater because of his extensive interest in great art and heightened because he takes joy in the 
fact that he has the exclusive ability to see them.

Utilitarian reasoning could also have the potential of hurting minorities: If the governing 
principle is to maximize the good for the maximum number, then it seems to imply that a simple 
majority rule could squelch the interests or rights of the minority. For example, many people 
could get great happiness at the cost of a single individual suffering very badly. In her short story 
The Ones Who Walk Away From Omelas, Ursula Le Guin describes an affluent society that lives 
a utopian existence, but at the price of scapegoating one unfortunate child who is kept in utter 
misery.6 A modern analogy might be a rich society that enjoys cheap goods, not realizing that 
part of the savings comes from children laboring in wretched conditions. We might assume that 
if consumers were aware of the origin of their affluent lifestyle, they might act to redress the in-
justice. Le Guin isn’t so sure: There may be a bargain with the devil, but in her society, at least, 
people are made aware of the cost of their happiness and simply choose to ignore the fact. In 
contemporary times, we may decry sweatshops where unskilled workers are often exploited and 
abused, but at the same time it turns out that few consumers consider the conditions of workers 
when purchasing their clothes.

Utilitarianism does not always address issues of individual merit or responsibility: Should 
our obligation to improve the welfare of others—perhaps through a state-paid liver transplant—
change if the person is somehow to blame for his or her own distress by, say, a casual attitude 
about drinking alcohol? Conversely, should we make some people less well-off in order to ben-
efit remote others, regardless of the hard work the affluent may have put in to acquire their 
wealth? At some point, perhaps, the history and context of each case and its justification may 
play a part in calculating the utilitarian balance. Here again, these concerns may not derail the 
utilitarian project, but just give impetus to creating more sophisticated methods of quantifying 
and justifying human utility. Moreover, critics point out that there has to be a point where we 
have done enough, and doing more would be going over and above what is morally required. 
In other words, if we take the requirement of maximizing happiness for the maximum number 
at face value, then we could never stop working to help others, even when it might significantly 
diminish our own welfare.

To test our intuitions, let us take two more hypothetical cases: In the first, someone is 
found to have a natural immunity to HIV. By tapping into some of his organs, scientists can 
extract a cure for HIV-AIDS sufferers. Unfortunately, doing so involves keeping him in sterile 
surroundings at all times, and considerable pain when he undergoes the weekly extraction of 

6Ursula K. Le Guin, 1992. The Ones Who Walk Away From Omelas. Mankato, MN: Creative Publications.
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the appropriate enzymes from his body. Would we be justified in depriving him of a normal life 
in exchange for saving others? Would the numbers make a difference in this case—would we  
be more willing to treat him this way if the numbers saved were in the millions than if it were 
just a few?

In another case, a voyeur gets great happiness from spying on young women in their dorm 
rooms, while they remain ignorant of what he is doing. It seems in this case that overall happiness 
is increased and so utilitarianism should actually encourage his behavior. Mill’s answer is that 
the principle of utility must include notions such as trust and respect. Thus, in the AIDS case, 
millions might potentially benefit, but the cost is that we would be part of a society that might 
harvest anyone at anytime, something most of us would condemn, even if the price were not  
providing the cure. In the voyeur example, again if we generalize and think how much less  
pleasant our lives would be if we constantly worried about being spied on without our consent, 
the overall diminishment of the quality of life would outweigh any pleasure that the individual 
voyeur might get.7

This certainly makes Mill sound like a rule-utilitarian, and following his line of reasoning 
we see that for utilitarianism to work the individual must see the paramount tenet to not hurt 
one another. This will override any immediate or expedient actions that may seem, initially at 
least, to be more attractive. Another way to put this is to say that Mill endorses a version of rights. 
They are derivative from the utilitarian calculus, applied in its widest fashion, and favor personal 
liberty and immunity from harm by others. This will give an answer to the hypothetical cases 
where utilitarianism would necessitate the greatest happiness overall even at the cost to some 
minority group. His fundamental notion is that societal happiness should be found in the prin-
ciple of ‘Do No Harm’, and if that is violated, then happiness will not be maximized, whatever 
immediate benefits may come about as a result.

As utilitarianism is based on results, there is an empirical component to Mill’s claims. 
Although it would be hard to think of a way we could scientifically examine his claim that doing 
no harm is more effective than any other principle and overrides other considerations, his claim 
could, in effect, be subject to a critical test. Perhaps we have one society that bases its whole gov-
ernment and social policy on maximizing personal liberty and minimizing harm to others, and 
another, perhaps like the Omelas, which is willing to make a minority suffer in exchange for the 
majority enjoying a very pleasant life. If it turned out that Mill was wrong, then we could still 
adopt a utilitarian viewpoint, except it would now allow some injustice as the price of maximiz-
ing aggregate happiness.

Autonomy

Another worry is that utilitarianism interferes with an individual’s own life plans. In essence, the 
criticisms of utilitarianism challenge its two main roots: sympathy and impartiality. One line is 
that we may not care about others to the point that we should alter our life plans, and the other is 
that although we have some sympathy for others, we don’t have to hold their life aspirations or 
concerns as equal to our own. I may want to devote my life to art or contemplation, and utilitari-
anism appears to demand that I subordinate my plans to the common good. Thus I may enjoy 
collecting stamps, and it has become part of my self-identity; to some it may seem frivolous, but 
it means a lot to me, to the point that I am unwilling to follow the utilitarian’s demand that I 

7J. S. Mill, 1863/1901. Utilitarianism. New York: Longmans, p. 89.
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abandon some of my expensive hobbies to preserve the health and well-being of people I have 
never met.

This turns out to be a personal version of the concern about oppressing minorities, since 
the needs of the many seem to interfere with the individual’s own desires. Mill was a passionate 
believer in individual rights, with the qualification that we should be allowed individual liberties 
up to the point that they interfere with the freedom of others.

It is worth reflecting back on the view of human nature that we bring to moral thinking. In a 
tribal society, for instance, the unit of consideration may be the tribe, not any particular person. In 
the Western liberal tradition, roughly since the time of the Enlightenment (about 1700) there has 
been an emphasis on the individual, whereas here Mill defaults to the common good. It isn’t that 
we can’t have our own personal projects and follow our own interests, but the utilitarian may feel it 
is appropriate to intervene if those seem to detract from the overall welfare of society. For example, 
if someone has a modest stamp collection that brings him great pleasure, that seems reasonably 
harmless.

On the other hand, if he becomes obsessed with the collection, not as an investment or cul-
tural artifact that others would enjoy, but merely for the acquisition, then perhaps the resources 
he expends might be more usefully employed elsewhere. The utilitarian view need not be coer-
cive, and we shouldn’t understand it as compelling others to adjust their priorities. Instead, what 
the theory provides is traction to the argument that in any moral decision, the gauge of right and 
wrong is whether it brings about more human welfare.

Impartiality

Mill characterizes Bentham as saying that we all “count for one, and none for more than one.” 
Taken at face value, this means we treat ourselves and those we love as equals in the calculus. 
The wants and needs of those close to us will count just as much as someone we don’t know in a 
remote land. Some say that the impartiality condition is too demanding; others suggest that the 
idea of improving welfare generally hurts the individual’s own right to choose what his or her 
own priorities should be. The details matter in assessing the theory. If utilitarianism is character-
ized as little more than cost/benefit analysis, then it is easy to criticize because it would imply that 
whatever brings happiness to an individual is the right thing to do.

Our intuitions about impartiality are often tested in “trolley problems” and our responses 
to these problems serve to inform us about a utilitarian calculus, and whether the impartiality 
condition is too demanding. They are thought experiments where we are to imagine a tram (or 
trolley) heading toward five innocent workers who are inevitably going to be killed. The driver of 
the trolley has the option of switching on to a branch of the track where there is only one person.

Philosopher Philippa Foot suggests that a utilitarian driver would necessarily choose 
to steer toward the one instead of the five.8 We can tweak the example in many ways: For 
instance, we can make the five less innocent, but convicted criminals, and the one becomes a 
cancer researcher. From a social utility perspective, we might think not only about the num-
bers but also about the value of each to society. We can also ask whether having a relationship 
with someone matters. For example, if the one turns out to be your mother, you would favor 
the person you know and love. There are a number of creative versions: If the decision were 
between one person and a penguin, the natural inclination is to save the human. On the other 

8Philippa Foot, 1978. The Problem of Abortion and the Doctrine of the Double Effect in Virtues and Vices. Oxford: Basil 
Blackwell, p. 23.
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hand, what if you knew it were one of the last pair of mating penguins on earth? Alternatively, 
is there an artifact that would be worth sacrificing human life for, perhaps, the Mona Lisa 
painting, or some holy relic?

A strict utilitarian will say that we are all moral equals, and therefore we should generally 
be indifferent about whom we should rescue, at least in the human case, and all other things 
being equal. However, that need not be the end of the story: Any factor that would either increase 
or decrease the eventual utility can be brought into play. Thus we could argue that there is util-
ity in family relationships, and that enriches human welfare overall. Hence we should have an 
expectation that we will favor those we love in these kinds of dilemma.

Looking at overall utility also means that we can consider the contributions that someone 
might make to society: Perhaps the cancer researcher’s ability to add to human welfare will be in-
cluded in our reasoning. We should also note that utilitarians wouldn’t be the only ones who face 
difficult decisions: Judging dilemmas will be problematic from any moral perspective. Focusing 
on the results doesn’t necessarily make hard problems easy, but the utilitarian will say that at 
least it gives us a practical process for working out what to do.

It would be wrong to treat utilitarianism as a neat formula where we put in data and it produc-
es a clear solution, and indeed Mill, for one, was aware of the fact that it has to rely on the best pos-
sible, but always fallible, human judgment. He says there are always exceptions to blanket rules, and 
issues have to be worked out depending, as he puts it, “on the intellect and virtue of the individual.”

Agency

Another result from trolley problems is that we find people have a psychological resistance to mak-
ing decisions that bring about harm even if the result is likely to bring about overall benefit. So in 
one twist on the original example, the trolley is driverless and you are on a bridge overlooking the 
track. There is a large person leaning over the bridge and you could nudge him so that he falls on 
the track and diverts the train (as it is a hypothetical example, we can imagine these as certain out-
comes). The calculus remains the same—one person dies and the five others survive. Presented in 
this way, though, many people are horrified that they would have to take a positive action to save 
the five, even though they would have little problem operating the switch to divert the train.

A very similar psychological effect is found when we think about vaccinating a whole so-
ciety. As we have seen, at first glance it seems that vaccination is a societal good. But at the same 
time, some vaccines might cause potentially deadly side effects for some people. For the sake 
of argument, let us imagine a case where without the vaccine, fifty out of every million will die 
from a certain disease. Once we administer the vaccine, no one will die from the disease, but it is 
predictable that six will die from the side effects, but we won’t know ahead of time who they are. 
How should we decide policy in this case? The numbers are compelling—over forty lives will be 
saved. Yet those who now die will be the victims of human action rather than something “natu-
ral.” Thus there is an understandable reluctance to be an agent of harm, even though there is a 
net saving of life. Given the centrality of impartiality for utilitarians, though, the claim of special 
treatment or exemptions because of personal feelings is not considered sufficiently important to 
override the common good.

Adaptive Preference Formation

Social psychologists have also identified other ways in which we are not as dispassionately ra-
tional as the theory appears to assume. Aesop has a fable in which a fox tries all day to get some 
grapes off a vine. After considerable time and effort, it abandons the attempt and declares that 
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the grapes were probably sour anyway—leading to the expression sour grapes for thwarted  
ambition. This shows us that our preferences are not fixed, but we often adapt them to our 
circumstances. Perhaps a student has ambitions to become a medical doctor but then does poorly 
in an organic chemistry class and learns that he would probably not do well on the standardized 
entrance test for medical school. After a period of initial disappointment, he reconciles himself 
to his changed circumstances and sets his sights on becoming a teacher.

In another case, an inspiring instructor tells a first-generation college student who comes 
from a household with low expectations that she could become a lawyer. The idea had never oc-
curred to her, as she felt it was well beyond her capabilities. She now readjusts her thinking and 
gears her studies accordingly. The point is that our preferences are not static but are constantly 
changing. Moreover, our preferences aren’t always obvious, even to ourselves. They can also be 
shaped, both by internal psychological dynamics and by external forces. For example, television 
advertisers are very adept at persuading us that we need various products for a happy life and we 
should feel deprived without them.

These dynamics do not undermine utilitarianism, but show that we have to be very careful 
and precise in articulating our preferences. From this discussion, utilitarianism demands reflec-
tion about what will make us happy, but typically in terms of communal happiness considered 
over the long term, rather than individuals each seeking instant gratification.

Probabilities

A lingering concern is that utilitarianism must always work with probabilities. That is, decisions 
need to be made about the outcome before we know what the outcome will actually turn out to 
be. This means we are always making our best guess based on the probabilities. In some cases this 
is fairly straightforward: If we are weighing the option of enjoying a coffee against the benefits 
the money may achieve if I give it to a local charity, the balance may be relatively easy to work 
out. However, things are usually more complex. We don’t know what impact we might have on 
others, or how any particular event will turn out. We have all had episodes in our lives where 
something emerged from a meeting or event that we didn’t expect and it had a profound impact 
on our lives—how can we build that into our calculations?

We are all constantly faced with making decisions under uncertainty, and have to make 
the best possible guess about the outcome. Just after the Second World War, for instance, the 
insecticide DDT held the promise of eradicating tropical diseases such as malaria and was widely 
used, and one of its proponents was presented with the Nobel Prize in medicine. Just over a 
decade later, it was found to linger in the soil and have carcinogens that put wildlife at risk, and 
it was subsequently banned. A utilitarian defense would remind us that this is not necessarily a 
failing of the theory but a fact of life—we may not know the effects of an act or a product until 
afterward, and by that time, of course, we don’t have the luxury of starting over, we simply have 
to make the best decision possible given the circumstances at that time.

The way issues are presented also plays into our moral intuitions. When we think of the 
runaway trolley where one person is at risk on one track and five on the other, we could think 
of the difference as four more, or alternatively as five times as many. Articulating the problem 
as a multiple tends to make the case more dramatic and alarming. Moreover, consider how the 
context matters. If we say the numbers are, perhaps, ten thousand and five versus ten thousand 
and one, we may not think that the four people are quite as significant and tend to be indifferent 
between the outcomes (although, in both cases the total deaths remain the same as four more 
people die in one case rather than the other).
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Thus we need to be aware that the way the outcome is framed can have a significant impact 
on the decisions we make. Casting something in a positive light (e.g., movie theaters give a mid-
week discount) is far more likely to motivate us to act than saying the same thing with a nega-
tive connotation (e.g., theaters charge a premium on the weekends), even though they describe 
the same effect. Saying that we save forty-four lives through immunization sounds positive and 
desirable. However, we might also say that six people will likely die who would otherwise have 
only had a very small risk of catching the disease. Mill’s maxim of do no harm could apply in 
both interpretations: We are saving forty-four people from harm in the first case, but violate the 
principle when we concentrate on the unfortunate probable deaths from side effects.

Utilitarianism is forward-looking and therefore projects our best assessment of likely 
outcomes. However, as is readily apparent, there can be unfortunate or unforeseen consequences. 
One critic, Elizabeth Anscombe (1919–2001), criticized utilitarianism because it is mainly pre-
scriptive—that is, it tells us what we should do—based on probabilities. In other words, she felt  
utilitarianism was lacking because it let some actions off the moral hook: If a politician gives 
money to charitable causes, the utilitarian looks at the result rather than the reasons that brought 
it about. Anscombe argued that morality is not only about right and wrong, but also about praise 
and blame, and thus we also have to incorporate motives into the calculus. Thus the politician 
may have done good, but his actions aren’t necessarily morally praiseworthy in her eyes. It was 
Anscombe who introduced consequentialism as a technical term, because she felt that if we talk 
about consequences, then we must consider all of them, both intended and unintended, and that 
means we need an account of what prompted the moral action. Accordingly she thought that any 
adequate moral theory had to incorporate the psychology of motives and intentions.9

Defining Happiness

For Bentham and Mill, if we live a life with minimum pain and maximum pleasure, then we will 
be happy. This might at first appear to be true, but when we look deeper we find cases that give 
us pause: A rich tycoon may have no material cares and yet feel unhappy; a married couple may 
constantly squabble and have few luxuries, but declare themselves happy. Let us return to Mill’s 
example of Socrates for a moment. Mill claimed that anyone who had experience of a range of 
mental states would opt for the highest, even though it would bring about some mental distress. 
Again, this may be something of an empirical claim. We might ask people whether they would be 
willing to gain IQ points at the risk of becoming less happy, and although many would assent, it 
isn’t obvious that everyone would make the trade.

Utilitarian theories all say that the good is determined by having something maximized. 
However, that something has often proved elusive, as it doesn’t easily map onto any particular 
quality. For instance, the concepts of pleasure or happiness don’t arise from a simple sensation, 
but are often mixed with other emotions and are experienced in the context of other emotions. If 
pleasure were simply the same as the good, then it ought to be straightforward to say that what-
ever increases pleasure is always good, and, conversely it is always good to increase pleasure, but 
that doesn’t seem to be the case.

Nevertheless many utilitarians believe that given a sufficient refinement of definitions, 
what is good could be described in other terms—here, pleasure or happiness, and these could be 

9G. E. M. Anscombe, 1958. “Modern Moral Philosophy.” Philosophy 33: 1–19.
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factually tested. We could see if, say, giving to charity leads to the donors becoming more happy 
or fulfilled (or other more nuanced descriptions), and if so, we might conclude that such giving 
is good. In this case, “donating to charity is good” is equivalent to “charity makes people more 
happy and fulfilled.” That is, moral claims could potentially always be translated into claims 
about natural facts, which leads to the expression ethical naturalism.

Similarly we might consider analogies with the concepts of humor, friendship, or love. 
Although elusive, they are hard to tie down. Still, we don’t deny their reality. Similarly, a 
utilitarian might say that good is difficult to define, but very real nevertheless, and clearly 
something that ought to be maximized in the world. The philosopher’s task from this point 
of view is to help us all in working out what we mean when we use the term, and that while 
not perfect, the notions of happiness, pleasure, or personal preferences give us a head start 
on that project.

The Expanding Sphere of Moral Concern

Peter Singer has dramatically used utilitarianism to promote the animal welfare movement. The 
way the two are linked is by focusing on the basic unit of moral consideration as having interests, 
and these lead to preferences. Singer asserts that beings with sentience—sensory awareness—will 
have interests. Thus animals can feel pain or distress, and have an interest in avoiding those 
sensations. In making his case, Singer quotes his intellectual ancestor Bentham who thought that 
the ability to feel pain was common to all people and hence it would be wrong to discriminate 
on the basis of skin color, gender, or age at a time when slavery and child labor were both legal 
and condoned by society. Bentham went further, and contended that we would come to realize 
that all animals are worthy of moral consideration. The common denominator is not the ability 
to reason, speak, or any other quality unique to humans, but the susceptibility to suffering, which 
is felt by humans and animals alike.10

Whether or not we are persuaded by the argument that moral consideration should be 
linked to the vulnerability to suffering, we should nevertheless reflect on the historical devel-
opment of ethics: Moral consideration used to apply only to a select few, but it has developed 
over time as an expanding circle to include common people, non-landowners, women, chil-
dren, people of color, and animals.11 This does not necessarily mean that we could never use 
animals in medical research, say, or cannot eat meat. Rather, it asks us to consider the balance 
of suffering involved in each case. Perhaps the potential to cure blindness in humans would 
outweigh the pain of a rabbit used for research. On the other hand, routinely testing the ef-
fects of some cosmetics on monkeys with no constraints on their pain and distress might not 
be appropriate.

Recall that utilitarians are concerned with decreasing distress and increasing happiness, 
and many recent theorists believe that the relevant set of those affected by an action is not limited 
to certain humans, but also future generations or the natural world. If we take those claims seri-
ously, then utilitarianism gives us a strong impulse to choose actions that will promote global 
sustainability.

10Jeremy Bentham, 1780/1907. Chapter XVII, “Of the Limits of the Penal Branch of Jurisprudence,” section iv, including 
footnote 1, in An Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation, p. 311.
11Peter Singer, 1981. The Expanding Circle: Ethics and Sociobiology. New York: Farrar Straus & Giroux.
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Summary
There are several advantages to adopting a 
utilitarian approach: It gives us the possibility 
of coming to definitive answers to moral ques-
tions; it is straightforward and clear; and it re-
lies on results that are open to public scrutiny. 
If we are presented with a balance of benefits 
and harms, then the obvious response would 
seem to be to go with the course of action that 
will do most good.

Some of its strengths are also its draw-
backs: Because it relies on outcomes, it is only 
as strong as the methods we have to judge 
them. As we have seen, there are real difficul-
ties in calculating utility functions and trying 
to weigh them. Utilitarians would not consider 
these criticisms as mortal blows, however, but 
rather issues to be worked through.

The knotty problems with utilitarianism 
reflect deeper concerns about personal identity 
and societal justice. The theory doesn’t assign 
any special value to particular people, and mea-
sures their worth in terms of the welfare they 
generate. When we think about other people, 
especially those we love, we tend to see them 
as more than vehicles for utility functions—we 
use the language that we cherish them for who 
they are rather than what they do.

The demands that utilitarianism makes 
to treat all people equally and maximize ag-
gregate welfare are challenges that most would 
feel ask more than regular and decent people 
can deliver consistently. Psychologically it is 
also difficult to put the general welfare ahead 
of one’s own interests. The parents who refuse 
to vaccinate against measles may genuinely be-
lieve that doing so would put their own chil-
dren at risk, and therefore the threshold to 
override personal choice should probably be a 
high one.

However, utilitarians will not be per-
suaded by claims that moral action is difficult 
to achieve. They believe that utilitarianism 
provides the most convincing set of arguments 
for what we should do, even if we often fail to 
live up to those standards. Utilitarianism at 
least gives an analytical framework that lets us 
describe and argue for the moral decisions we 
make and the normative standards we should 
create. Because they are based on consequenc-
es, utilitarian theories require us to justify acts 
in ways that allow quantitative comparisons, 
and thus provide a strong basis for individual 
choice and social policy.
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Deontology is an ethical framework that maintains that acts are morally correct insofar 
as they conform to a principle of duty or obligation (from the Greek: deon = “duty”). 
Duty-based ethical theories usually consider outcomes immaterial or secondary in our 
moral assessment, and look first to the motives involved. A reasonable way of starting to 
think about deontology is to consider the phrase that we should “be good for goodness’ 
sake.” We should keep promises or fulfill obligations simply because they are promises 
and obligations, and not because of any particular anticipated outcomes.

There are three key elements to deontology: First, how we arrive at a moral decision 
is entirely rational, in the sense that we can work out what is the right thing to do just like 
we can work through a mathematical proof without having to appeal to evidence. Second, 
the process can be worked out ahead of time. Third, it is based on respect and purity of 
motives, not on the desirability of the effects or results of actions performed.

Case—The Study of AIDS

Acquired immune deficiency syndrome (AIDS), caused by the human immunodeficiency 
virus (HIV), is typically transmitted through sexual activity or blood transfusions. It is 
estimated that over thirty-three million people are currently infected, and some twenty-five 
million people have died from the disease since it was identified in the early 1980s. Annually 
it kills about three million people, and roughly the same number of people are newly infected 
each year. Infection rates vary depending on people’s natural resistance to the disease. If the 
resistance factors could be isolated, then medical researchers might be able to develop a vac-
cine, with the promise of curtailing any new infections. However, conducting a fully scien-
tific study would require some subjects to engage in risky behaviors. If they were fully aware 
of the risks, they might alter their behavior by practicing safe sex.

In the late 1990s, Cornell Medical College studied the infection rates in couples with 
one partner being HIV positive. The trial was set in Haiti, one of the poorest countries 
in the world. The subjects were not receiving the care available in the developed world, 
and cultural and religious traditions meant that condom use was low. Consequently the 
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uninfected partner would probably have a high chance of exposure to the virus. The study con-
sent form said, “We would like to test your blood because you live in an area where AIDS may be 
common.” It seemed that some of the partners had been infected but then for some reason the 
disease failed to progress, and these findings were hailed as milestones toward the development 
of a vaccine.

If the research had been carried out in the United States, the prevailing protocols would 
have required explicit information that one partner was HIV-positive, counseling about the risks, 
and treatment using retroviral drugs. In the Haiti study, the partners were offered counseling 
and free condoms, but there were no written consent forms letting the couples know that one 
had the virus but that the other did not. The lead doctor felt that anyone who subsequently con-
tracted the disease during the study would only have themselves to blame, since they already had 
access to information and resources.

The case brings up many moral issues. Should the trial prove successful, then millions 
might be helped. If the trial had never taken place, the individuals involved would likely have 
continued being at high risk of infection, and so in a sense they were no worse off because of 
the study. Yet the scientists were in a position to help people avoid a deadly disease and failed to 
educate the subjects involved. One way of looking at the case might be to examine the potential 
outcomes, and balance the eventual benefits and harms. However, duty-based ethics rejects any 
notion of “all’s well that ends well” and instead focuses on the way people are treated. It centrally 
asks whether a moral act could be universalized—in other words, whether we would agree that 
everyone deserves equal respect and “do unto others as we would be done by.”

Was it appropriate for the scientists to deal with people in the way they did in the hope 
of making a medical breakthrough? The deontologist would focus on the motives behind the 
actions, whether the individuals were treated with respect, and if the behavior would survive a 
critical test of being applied to everyone. For example, if someone knew that an individual was 
at risk for a life-threatening illness, would it be acceptable to withhold the information and let 
him or her continue for the sake of scientific research? We will now look at some major figures 
who believe that respecting the individual and motive matter more than outcomes in moral 
deliberations.

Kant

The key figure in the history of deontology, Immanuel Kant (1724–1804) attempted to derive 
a system of ethics that did not depend on religious faith or experience but could be worked out 
rationally. This would give it the force of a logical proof, as opposed to being contingent on the 
particular facts of a case. Both his general philosophy and ethics are complex, but they have the 
elegance of an elaborate mechanism, and if we accept the basic axioms, his conclusions follow 
in a compelling way. Some of the language he uses is archaic, but here again once we grasp 
what he is saying, the essential points are fairly straightforward. It is worthwhile to note that he 
approaches ethics with fascination and curiosity:

Two things fill the mind with ever new and increasing admiration and awe, the of-
tener and the more steadily we reflect on them: the starry heavens above and the 
moral law within.1

1Immanuel Kant, 1788. Critique of Practical Reason, conclusion. http://www.gutenberg.org/cache/epub/5683/pg5683.html

http://www.gutenberg.org/cache/epub/5683/pg5683.html
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The Good Will

Kant believes motive is the key to assessing morality. He believes that our acts are governed by 
our will whose purity will determine how ethical an act is. He surveys the human character, con-
siders qualities such as courage, wit, resolution, and perseverance, and decides that while they 
are generally desirable, they can be diverted in various ways depending on the character of the 
person involved. For instance, wit can be deeply wounding, a thief could be bold, or intelligence 
could be used for creating a mischievous computer virus. Thus character traits aren’t good in 
themselves but need to be guided in the right way. Kant also believes that we have inclinations 
and desires as part of our particular nature. Someone with a kindly disposition may naturally 
want to help out others, whereas another person might be self-absorbed. However, he feels that 
there is no merit in following our natural inclinations. Morality, he believes, emerges when we 
do what is morally obligatory.

In a memorable phrase, Kant opens his book by saying “Nothing can possibly be 
conceived in the world, or even out of it, which can be called good, without qualification, except 
a good will.”2 Take the case of visiting a sick relative. If Kant is correct, then we reason that it is 
decent to pay the visit out of duty. Kant’s moral law imposes a duty that overrides our personal 
desires: Someone may want to go to the movies instead, but feels that he or she ought to forsake 
that and do what duty requires. He notes that people may do what is right more or less good-
heartedly; in other words, we might cheerfully adopt what duty demands or we may go more 
begrudgingly. For Kant, it is up to us to align ourselves with what we know we ought to do. Kant 
says the truly good person will always have motives aligned with the good will; in other words, 
the ideal case is one where the person realizes that he or she should, say, visit the relative, and 
subsequently willingly and enthusiastically takes on the obligation, without any reservations or 
qualifications.

Moreover, Kant feels that actions done without regard for any payoff are better. He also 
argues that if we rely on results to gauge our moral actions, then our judgments will necessarily 
vary depending on the outcomes. Kant thinks that this leaves us with the impossible task of 
working out what is the right thing to do ahead of time when we don’t know what will happen 
afterward. He concludes that the only proper way to determine what is moral is to have a process 
where we can establish the rule ahead of time (from the Latin a priori, “what is before”), so that 
our judgments do not depend on probabilities or chance. Taking this to its logical conclusion, 
he thinks that the highest good is done because we see the intrinsic value of what we do, that 
is, doing good for goodness sake, not because we will benefit from it in some way. Consider 
spending time working with the homeless: We might be wary of a political candidate who did 
so temporarily amid much publicity, or someone who loudly paraded his charity work to others. 
These sorts of intuitions might make us think it morally better that someone helps out not be-
cause of any potential personal benefit but merely because she thinks it is the right thing to do. In 
Kant’s language, doing good should be an end-in-itself, not as a means to some other end such 
as personal pride or political ambition.

In another example, perhaps someone is faced with potential embarrassment, say, by hav-
ing an incomplete homework assignment. At that point, the individual has the freedom to choose 
between telling the truth and lying, maybe claiming the pet dog had eaten it. For Kant, we should 
not be looking at the potential benefits or harms that might result from what we say. Rather, he 

2Immanuel Kant, Groundwork for the Metaphysics of Morals, http://www.earlymoderntexts.com/pdfbits/kgw.html

http://www.earlymoderntexts.com/pdfbits/kgw.html
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wants us to realize that in that particular moment we have the choice of doing the right thing by 
telling the truth, and we should take that path because it is dictated by reason.

The Categorical Imperative

Kant believes that given certain basic principles, we can determine what the moral choice will 
be. Sometimes his approach is characterized as the so-called Golden Rule, “Do unto others as 
you would have them do unto you.” However, this fails to capture the sophistication of his view. 
Kant believes when faced with a moral question, we can discern the answer by an appeal to the 
Categorical Imperative. It emerges from a rational decision procedure, which, consistent with 
his views, can be determined through a thought experiment rather than gathering evidence.

Kant tells us to consider whether a course of action could be made universal, by asking what 
would happen if everyone did the same. Critically, this is not a test of consequences, but instead 
a logical question that forces us to confront whether the act would lead to a self-contradiction. It 
is not so much that the world would be a better or worse place if lying or theft was rampant, but 
more fundamentally, if everyone stole, then there would be no sense of personal property, or if 
everyone lied, then truthfulness would lose its meaning. Kant’s test is a principle of noncontradic-
tion: If we can universalize our behavior without undermining a central ethical concept, then it 
will be moral. On the other hand, if it turns out that everyone acting similarly compromises a basic 
concept, then the act will be immoral. We cannot excuse ourselves based on particular circum-
stances, and because it applies across different situations it is called categorical. Kant also thinks 
that once we work out what to do, we have a moral obligation to do it, and thus the duties involved 
are not suggestions, but carry the force of a command, hence the word imperative.

Kant formulates the Categorical Imperative in three ways that he thinks amount to 
the same thing. The common thread is his view of human nature. He believes that we are all 
rational and free to make choices. Thus when I see another person, I should recognize and 
respect him or her as a moral agent, someone who is capable of reasoning to a decision. This 
gives us three strands in developing a moral imperative: that it would apply to all rational 
beings; that we should respect others insofar as they are human and capable of making in-
dependent decisions and, given that we all have the freedom to choose right from wrong, we 
acknowledge that each individual is responsible for recognizing rational moral choices and 
acting accordingly.

Kant’s first formulation says that a person should always act so that the maxim of his or 
her actions could rationally be willed as a universal law. This is the universalization clause. Note, 
again, that he is looking at the motive behind the act, not the outcomes. Let’s take the case, 
say, of someone tempted to take office supplies home from his or her workplace. Individually, 
the minor thefts might not be noticed, but if everyone did it, then the boss might arrive in the 
morning to find the place empty.

We might take from this that it would be wrong to do anything where the cumulative 
effects would be bad, or more cynically, that we should do only morally questionable acts as 
long as everyone else doesn’t. But for Kant the actual outcome is not the place where we should 
make the moral decision. Rather, if everyone stole, then it would mean that the notion of private 
property would make no sense, and so we can tell that it is inappropriate to steal without even 
considering the results in any particular case. The maxim is a moral principle that will govern 
the behavior of all reasoning people.

An important note is that the universalization procedure means that we cannot make 
exceptions for ourselves. For instance, Kant won’t allow us to extrapolate along the lines of “any 
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student who is living on financial aid, has pressing needs, and facing the situation I am in now 
should be allowed to fall behind on his rent.” Obviously, with sufficient ingenuity we could craft 
all sorts of unique rules. Kant is aware of this, and his default is the generic person capable of rea-
soning: He does not give any slippage room based on our unique circumstances, and his maxims 
are going to apply without exception.

The second formulation says “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.”3 This tells us that 
humans have an intrinsic value and dignity, and ought to be treated with respect. We could 
imagine someone who collects money at a toll booth; a driver has the option of going through 
a lane with an automatic coin basket or giving money to the person manually. In a very real 
sense, the person and the machine have the same function, but Kant would argue that we have a 
moral duty to treat the person with respect only because he or she is a person. Significantly, Kant 
doesn’t say that we can’t ever use people for our own ends, and indeed we do this all the time. For 
instance, an employer may hire people to do a job that will end up making him or her money. In 
that sense the owner of the firm is enriched, and the employees are being used to generate profit, 
but this need not be a bad thing.

The key phrase Kant uses is that we may not use people as means merely, which tells us 
that we can interact with people in ways that further our personal interests, but in so doing we 
must realize we are dealing with humans who have inherent dignity, and hence treat them with 
respect. If we drive through the manual toll lane, then it is morally appropriate to treat others 
the way we would like to be treated, and not behave as if they were an organic machine. In busi-
ness terms, we often hear the phrase “human capital” which has the effect of making us think 
that employees are resources just like the physical plant or raw materials. Kant’s formulation is a 
constant reminder that people have absolute worth in and of themselves.

The third formulation tells us that ethical people should “always act as both subjects and 
sovereigns in the kingdom of ends.” This condition emphasizes the autonomy of the individual, 
who both creates the moral law and then is subject to it. For Kant, we come to moral judgments 
ourselves and therefore we are ultimately responsible for our actions. There may be cases where we 
have been told what to do by someone else, but he feels that we need to assess them for ourselves, 
and then internalize them. Thus a priest may tell us that stealing is wrong. Kant would disapprove 
if we then refrained on the basis of someone else’s recommendation instead of reasoning it out 
personally and following the dictates of our own thought process. The effects may be identical, but 
for Kant it is critical that we are self-motivated. The consequence is that we cannot shift respon-
sibility for what we do to anyone else. Hence it isn’t sufficient that we act according to what duty 
demands, since that could be unthinking obedience or sheer coincidence. Instead moral actions 
must be motivated by doing duty as well as complying with the dictates of duty.

Kant’s moral decision procedure thus moves from the individual to a more general level of 
what everyone should do when faced with a dilemma. One way to think about it is as an arch 
that gets more abstract and then returns to the practical: We move from one leg where we are 
deliberating over our personal issue, then it is elevated to the point where it would apply generally 
and at the apex the issue is transformed into a general moral principle. It then takes on the force 
of a moral law that will be binding on every rational person. Finally it touches ground again when 
the moral law tells us how to conduct ourselves in our everyday behavior. Here he means the moral 
law, in other words, the rules and duties we derive from universalization process, not a legal code.

3Immanuel Kant, Groundwork for the Metaphysics of Morals, section 2. http://www.gutenberg.org/cache/epub/5682/pg5682.html
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Kant distinguishes doing good for external reasons from our intrinsic drive to do the right 
thing. The student might refrain from doing something because he or she was told it is not decent 
behavior by a parent or other authority figure. Kant calls a self-imposed law an autonomous 
action, or self-directed, whereas if someone else commands it, then it is heteronomous, or other-
directed. For him, merely following orders, even if they are noble and lead to good results, will 
never constitute good action. This is not to say we can’t agree with those in authority. The point 
for Kant is that we don’t just accept a moral rule because someone else tells us to, but instead we 
reason it through and then adopt it as our own.

Kant also separates outcome-dependent reasoning from the internal justification that 
forms the Categorical Imperative. The reasoning involved when we look at outcomes is called 
hypothetical because it relies on “if…then” justifications. For instance, “If I make this donation, 
then I will please my mother” or “If I act this way, then I will get favorable publicity.” The 
commands that we give to ourselves in these situations will vary by the benefits we are likely to 
reap as a result. Kant calls these outcome-dependent rules hypothetical imperatives, as distinct 
from those which derive from unsullied motives.

Following this fairly complex analysis, as a way of testing whether our motives are truly 
moral, we could ask three summary questions:

•	 Is the motive of the right type? Does it seek goodness for its own sake, or for some ulterior 
motive?

•	 Does the motive arise from respect for the natural moral law in that it is applies to every-
one and without regard to any particular circumstances?

•	 Is the motive inevitable, in the sense that the Categorical Imperative shows there is no 
other possible moral choice but to do the right thing?

As is often the case with Kant, it is best explained by reference to an example. Let’s take 
the case of a professor who leaves the room with the answer key to an upcoming multiple-choice 
test visible on her desk. A student who is not doing well in the course and is the last person to 
leave the room sees it lying there and has the opportunity to copy the key and pull up her grade 
without being discovered. Should she do it?

Kant would reason along these lines: The essential question is whether she should cheat. 
She should not consider herself specially privileged, so then she should consider whether anyone 
at all should cheat, in other words, would it be morally acceptable if everyone behaved that way. 
The answer revolves around the concepts at work: Cheating involves undermining the point  
of the test, which is administered to provide the students and teacher with accurate feedback 
about the level of learning in the class. Thus we come to an inconsistency since if everyone cheat-
ed then there would be no point in having a test. Put in that way, she should not cheat because 
the act cannot be universalized—applied to everyone—without reaching a contradiction, because 
a test where everyone cheats is no longer a real test.

It could be that the student is spotted and reported, or sometime later must use the 
information on the test in a critical situation and fails badly. Alternatively, she could go on to 
great things. The point is, though, that for the deontologist whether she did right or wrong in 
deciding to cheat shouldn’t depend on those factors: The outcomes are somewhat arbitrary, and 
what matters most is that in the moment she knows there is a moral choice to make. She cannot 
know exactly what will come of her actions, but will know that in the moment she had the choice 
to follow the dictates of rational morality—she should have known what was right and wrong 
and followed the moral law regardless of the consequences.
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The Conflict of Duties

Kant himself believed that if we framed the issues correctly there would never be a clash of 
principles derived from the Categorical Imperative. Nevertheless, it seems that there are times 
where we can imagine that we are faced with compromising one maxim or another. For example, 
in a Biblical story, we are told of a Pharaoh commanding midwives to kill all Israelite boys, but 
they saved the children by lying to him.4 Clearly they felt that preserving life mattered more than 
always telling the truth. We can see the same intuition at work when we think of a promise to 
meet a friend for coffee, but then witness someone fall and volunteer to take the person to the 
emergency room. It is wrong to break promises, according to Kant, but there are surely times 
when one maxim, perhaps “help those in distress,” will outweigh a much more trivial obligation 
like showing up for coffee. Another way of putting this is to imagine someone’s reaction if we 
say that we can’t take him or her to the emergency room because we have a prior arrangement 
to catch up with a friend. The natural reaction is that there is a ranking of duties, perhaps some-
thing like life matters more than property, and property more than convenience.

Perfect and Imperfect Duties

Kant’s own response to the apparent conflict of duties was to distinguish between perfect duties 
and imperfect duties. Perfect duties are generally prohibitions, whereas imperfect duties are 
those that encourage us to improve, for example, phrases such as “develop your talents” or “help 
others.” The key difference is that we can work out what is a perfect duty by seeing if it leads to 
a contradiction when we universalize it. Thus the concept of a lie makes sense only if there is a 
general background of telling the truth and we want to make an exception for ourselves. Given 
the conceptual contradiction, Kant would say that this means we deduce that there is an absolute 
prohibition on lying and hence a perfect duty.

On the other hand, if we take the case of not giving to charity and universalize it we would 
find that the concept would still make sense, just that no one practices it. We can imagine that the 
world might be a better place when people are charitable, and so we can rationalize that it would 
be a decent thing to do, but not obligatory, and therefore it is an imperfect duty. Similarly, we 
have an imperfect duty to forgive: There is nothing contradictory about a world where forgive-
ness doesn’t happen, and the fact that we forgive people doesn’t mean that they have a right to 
forgiveness for past wrongs. At the same time, we might believe it preferable that people forgive 
those who have hurt them, and we should endorse and encourage this behavior. Nevertheless, for 
Kant, there would be no reason to compel someone to forgive another.

Kant gives four examples where he contrasts perfect and imperfect duties, and duties to the 
self and duties to others:

	 1.	 In the first case, a man contemplates suicide because of unfortunate circumstances. Kant 
says that committing suicide would be contrary to human nature: Instead of looking at 
his personal satisfaction, he should ask himself whether suicide is contrary to the natural 
human desire for survival. Because he shouldn’t make an exception for himself, he there-
fore has a perfect duty to himself to avoid suicide.

	 2.	 In the second case, someone needs to borrow money but knows that he won’t be able 
to repay it. The question is whether he should lie to the prospective lender. When he 

4Exodus 1: 16–19.
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universalizes the issue, he realizes that the outcome would be self-contradictory, and there-
fore he has a perfect duty to others not to lie.

	 3.	 In the third case, someone has talents that he chooses not to develop, instead choosing a 
life of personal indulgence. If he universalizes his choice, he could imagine a world where 
everyone just lazed about, but Kant thinks we have a natural instinct to not let our talents 
rust. So while it is conceivable that everyone could act indulgently, Kant thinks it wouldn’t 
happen. The failure here is not one of self-contradiction, but that people would not will for 
that sort of outcome. Hence in this case we have an imperfect duty to oneself.

	 4.	 The last case is one of charity, where a wealthy man sees others struggling. He wonders 
whether he should help them out. Kant again reasons that he could choose to help them 
but has no obligation to. Kant’s view of human rationality is that no one would wish to cre-
ate a world where everyone simply looks out for him or herself alone, but he acknowledges 
that it is possible, and hence doesn’t involve a self-contradiction, and this deduction leads 
him to say that we have an imperfect duty of charity to others.

This framework allows Kant to say that a perfect duty will always supersede an imper-
fect duty. As an example, it appears that along these lines he would condemn Robin Hood, the 
famous outlaw who supposedly stole from the rich to give to the poor, since stealing is always 
wrong, but charity depends on beneficence and is not morally required of us.

The question remains, though, as to whether Kant’s solution really works. There are cases 
we can imagine where someone is literally starving and has the opportunity to steal a crust of 
bread from a baker who would not miss it.

We need to be careful not to caricature Kant, though. From notes that his students took 
during his lectures it seems he qualifies some of the more strident claims.5 For instance, he tells 
us that some men are malicious, cheats, liars, and wicked, and therefore white lies are forced 
upon us by necessity. That is, if you are mugged and hand over a wallet, but then the mugger 
demands to know if you have any other money on you, Kant would believe that it is acceptable 
to lie. Further, he suggests that deceiving the deceivers is a lie but not an unjust one. So in a 
bargaining situation, if you firmly believe that the seller has made an unfounded claim, it is fair 
game to not stick to the literal truth. Kant realizes that we make practical judgments all the time, 
and so his work tends to include notions of justification as well; that is to say, we have the rules, 
and there will be clear lines of right and wrong. At the same time, though, Kant acknowledges 
that moral discussion will also often deal with context and explanations. In those cases, we may 
realize that what we did was wrong, but then go into a further conversation about how blame-
worthy or excusable an act was given the circumstances.

Moral Luck

The notion of moral luck comes about when factors outside the individual’s control alter the out-
come. Imagine two people at a party who decide to drive home after they have had several beers. 
Both have impaired judgment, and the first gets home without incident. As the second drives 
home, a woman steps into a crosswalk, but he fails to react in time and runs her down.

The question that Kant would pose is whether we should judge people on the motive or the 
outcome. When we discuss the drunk drivers, they behaved exactly the same, and their positions 

5Immanuel Kant, 2001. Lectures on Ethics; J. B. Schneewind, ed., P. Heath, trans, Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, p. 203.
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could easily be reversed. We could think about luck in a positive light, too: Imagine two cases 
where individuals attempt to rescue someone from a burning building. The first finds the victim, 
whereas the second cannot locate the resident because of thick toxic smoke. The successful 
rescuer is lionized as a hero, whereas the second gets few accolades for trying, even though both 
took the same risks and managed to get to the same room in the building.

Kant strongly feels that we shouldn’t look at accomplishment; he says that if circumstances 
are such that someone is not in a position to achieve a goal his or her pure motive or good will 
nevertheless “like a jewel, it will still shine by its own light.” Thus we should judge people by the 
reasons they do things. An elderly person may devote all the time he or she can to helping out 
in a soup kitchen, but not accomplish as much as a corporate tycoon could with a single cash 
donation. Kant believes that we should assess the morality involved by the dedication and com-
mitment rather than on the outcome.

Kant’s analysis goes against some of our experience: We tend to condemn the driver who 
hurts someone more than those who could have, but luckily didn’t; we give awards to heroes who 
rescued others but tend to ignore those who tried and failed, even if the situation was essentially out 
of their hands. However, we shouldn’t confuse descriptive ethics, that tell us what people do, with 
normative ethics, that tell us what people ought to do. That is, Kant is more concerned with how 
we should behave and what we should aspire to do than empirical reports of what we actually do. 
Perhaps we should praise trying as much as accomplishment. For Kant, at least, the arbitrariness 
of our natural gifts and financial wherewithal and the luck we have along the way ought to have no 
bearing on moral assessments. In essence, his moral system demands that we bracket away those 
factors we have no control over. On reflection, many of the outcomes from our actions are indeed 
incidental and we are often overly generous to ourselves in taking credit for a lot of what happens.

As we can see from the discussion of perfect and imperfect duties, Kantians are not 
completely removed from considering what will make the world a better place. However, Kant’s 
analysis is at a conceptual level of beneficial principles rather than immediate consequences. For 
example, a deontologist might readily admit that a world where people tell the truth would be 
preferable to one where people routinely lie, but he or she will not focus on specific outcomes 
as the way of judging any particular case. Thus for Kant and his followers, recognizing that out-
comes are part of the overall moral landscape is not the same as saying we should therefore use 
them for moral assessment. Furthermore, if we go into just how capricious outcomes can be, the 
deontologist will maintain that we are on much safer ground making moral judgments by con-
centrating on notions of duty.

W. D. Ross

Sir William David Ross (1877–1971) was a pluralistic deontologist insofar as he asserted that 
there is more than one basic principle. So while Kant is adamant that the Categorical Imperative 
does not allow for exceptions and perfect duties will not clash, Ross thinks that there will inevi-
tably be conflicts and we must find the greatest balance of competing obligations. Suppose, for 
example, that someone has promised to tutor disadvantaged students, but then knows that her 
mother is sick in the hospital. One way to construe this might be to say that we have a perfect duty 
to not break promises, and only an imperfect duty to visit the sick. However, that would strike 
many as an odd result, as we’d usually think that visiting one’s mother would take precedence.

The solution that Ross comes up with in his most influential work The Right and the 
Good (1930) is to say morality is a two-stage process. First, we intuit our general obligations, 
and second we have to reason to see how they apply in particular situations. He uses the phrase 
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prima facie obligations to describe and list seven fundamental kinds of duty. Prima facie, a Latin 
term for “first appearance,” can be understood as the self-evident raw intuition that strikes us 
first—like the idea that visiting one’s sick mother is a good thing to do. All things being equal, 
we should obey the prima facie obligation. In the case of conflicting obligations, he believes we 
have to use reason to see if one obligation will outweigh another, and these will eventually give 
us actual obligations.

Ross accepts that his list may not be exhaustive, and is not really systematic. He also 
considers the objection that there is no overarching principle at work. He doesn’t see this as 
a critical problem, since each case has to be weighed on its own merits. He is also suspicious 
of moral theory that seems to go against common sense; he makes the analogy of beauty, and 
whether people would change their mind about something being beautiful just because they 
are given an aesthetic theory that conflicts with their own intuitions. He personally believes 
that general “rules of thumb” tell us, for example, that the demand to do no harm should take 
precedence over beneficence. He is reluctant, though, to say that these rules apply in any whole-
sale way, but rather they always have to be judged in context.

All prima facie obligations are conditional in that we have to supplement them with other 
considerations, and so none will ever be supreme or absolute. He lists his candidates, but believes 
that there may be others:

	 1.	 Fidelity—the duty to keep promises
	 2.	 Reparation for a previous wrong
	 3.	 Gratitude for past acts of others
	 4.	 Duties of justice—to redress cases where personal happiness is not in accordance with 

merit
	 5.	 Beneficence to others—improving virtue, intelligence, or pleasure
	 6.	 Self-improvement—in terms of virtue or intelligence
	 7.	 Nonmaleficence—not harming others

There is considerable appeal in a theory that relies on common sense and reasonable 
intuitions. Ross believed that his provisional list, which would be tested over time, would fit the intu-
itions of “thoughtful and well-educated” people. Some modern critics suggest that Ross’s intuitions 
may reflect of the conventions of his time. Still, despite the shortcomings in his approach, we cannot 
entirely discount his view, and it is worth considering if there are any other obvious duties that are 
readily apparent and cannot be explained other than saying that we know they exist.

The Doctrine of Double Effect

If we have a moral theory based on intentions alone, we might criticize it on the grounds that 
some bad effects will inevitably result. The deontologist may not be too concerned about this 
worry since we are in control only of our personal choices, and otherwise the chips will fall where 
they may. Kant and his followers would say the consequences can’t always be predicted and are 
often out of our control, whereas we always have the freedom to choose the moral path or not. 
Thus in the case of unintended harms, the important thing for the deontologist is that bad out-
comes were not intentionally willed.

A more significant challenge to the deontologist is that an act may have multiple ef-
fects, so that we can’t intend for one to happen without realizing that the others will occur as 
well. For example, a physical therapist working with someone who broke his ankle knows that 
certain exercises will inevitably cause pain. She is not trying to cause pain, and if she knew of 



	 Chapter 7  •  Duty-Based Ethics—Deontology	 85

a way to achieve the end result without inflicting it she certainly would choose that instead. 
Her motive is to try to reduce the suffering of someone in distress, but the means to achieve 
her end inevitably had predictable side effects, at least in the short term. The pain is a col-
lateral result of the exercise, and hence we often use the term collateral damage to describe 
the phenomenon. The problem of multiple results emerging from a good intention is known 
technically as double effect, and the way it is reconciled as morally acceptable is referred to as 
the doctrine of double effect.

We can see how the analysis applies in several contexts: In a just war, killing enemy 
combatants is acceptable. The overall aim of the war is to restore peace and justice to a troubled 
area. Imagine the armed forces have launched missiles with a remarkable 98 percent accuracy 
rate at strategic enemy installations. However, this still means that two out of every hundred 
launched will fall outside the target zone, and that innocent civilians will likely be killed or 
injured. The missile operators know there is a risk to noncombatants, but feel that their overall 
aim was noble and justified because there are predictable but unfortunate casualties that will 
result from their actions.

We can also see this at work in the commercial realm: Car manufacturers want to provide 
affordable and convenient travel options to their customers. They know that they could restrict 
the speed of their vehicles to four miles an hour and cover them with a foot of foam rubber all 
around, and these changes would result in far fewer deaths. Yet they compromise by allowing 
drivers to go faster because of consumer demand, with the predictable result that some people 
will die because they are unable to control their cars at the high speeds they are capable of reach-
ing. Here again, the justification along these lines is that the makers understood that a very small 
number of consumers may die owing to the use of their products, but their intention was to pro-
vide the best-quality goods at the lowest cost based on consumer preferences.

The issue has been addressed since the time of St. Thomas Aquinas (1225–1274). His 
solution to the problem of double effect was to make a morally relevant distinction between 
intended and foreseeable effects. His insights have been developed into a set of conditions that 
show when well-intended acts with foreseeable but unintended outcomes may be justified.

	 1.	 The act itself is not immoral.
	 2.	 The agent does not positively will the bad effect.
	 3.	 The agent cannot obtain the good effect without the bad effect.
	 4.	 The good effect results at least as directly as does the bad effect.
	 5.	 The good effect is sufficiently good to offset the bad effect.6

Proponents of the doctrine feel that it is much more than a utilitarian balance of benefits 
against harms, since the whole emphasis is on what the intentions are of the people involved. We 
can see how this plays out in the case of the physical therapist: First, it is not immoral to assist 
someone doing exercises after an injury; second, the therapist does not will the harm; third, it 
is inevitable that the exercises will distress the patient somewhat; fourth, a benefit will emerge 
from doing the exercises—it is not a remote or haphazard possibility in the face of pain which 
is obvious and immediate. Last, the proportion of benefits must outweigh the harms. If we take 
the case of the just war, the analysis becomes more complex: the military would argue that it 
is not immoral to fire weapons at a dangerous enemy; that other means had been exhausted, 
and that collateral damage is an unfortunate fact of life in a war zone; destruction of necessary 

6Cf. The New Catholic Encylopedia, Vol. IV. Washington D.C.: The Catholic University of America, 1967, p. 1021.
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targets is more certain than the loss of life due to targeting mistakes or missile failure; and, all 
things considered, winning the conflict (and subsequently saving the oppressed or preventing 
genocide) outweighs the safety of a few noncombatants.

It matters vitally for the deontological argument how the participants formulate their 
intention and how they explain it. It is undeniable that the therapist deliberately caused the 
pain, and that the military caused the death of innocent civilians, even if they wish that their 
actions wouldn’t have had those consequences. The therapist might explain that her main 
aim is to make the patient well again, and the bomb operator might say that the deaths were 
an unfortunate accident. Similarly, in a famous example to illustrate the power of framing 
the issues, imagine that five people are in an underground cave while the water is rising. The 
largest member of the group is wedged in the only exit facing out. The group is equipped with 
explosives and, having tried everything else, is faced with the question of whether to use them 
to blow up their leader.7 If they do and escape, the undeniable fact is that they killed him 
and he would probably be alive if it hadn’t been for their actions. However, members of the 
group are likely to cast a positive light on their actions, saying they saved themselves the only 
way they could. His widow might reply that no matter how they describe their intentions, 
they killed him and are morally responsible for his death. If someone accepts the doctrine of 
double effect, then the language and distinctions describing the action are really important 
since the deontologist believes intention matters most and that is where the moral judgment 
should rest.

Challenges

Deontology has many attractions, and whether we agree with it, it has been hugely influential in 
framing ethical debates in the last two centuries. The pull of deontology is certainly very strong, 
yet it has met some significant challenges that have to be confronted.

Kant’s system relies not only on rational thinking but also on the presumption that we will 
all come to the same conclusions. His argument seems fairly straightforward in the way he lays 
it out—for instance, there would be few who would endorse lying. However, when we expand 
the analysis, our intuitions may start to vary. Take the case of stealing: If people routinely stole, 
then it would undermine the idea of property, Kant reasons, and therefore there is an absolute 
prohibition on theft. But consider how embedded these terms are already. If we had a communal 
hunter/gatherer tribe, who subsisted off the land and shared their resources, they might fail to 
grasp the concept of personal property as easily as those of us who have grown up assuming that 
it is right and proper to acquire and transfer material goods. Without getting into an anthropo-
logical debate, the point is that Kant readily assumes that we have uniformly shared understand-
ings about the world that will inevitably lead us to the same conclusions, and we might question 
whether that is always the case.

The universalizability test is based on the idea that we are moral equals—no one has a 
special privilege exempting him or her from general moral rules, and reciprocity has been a con-
sistent theme in religious and secular codes of conduct, telling us that we should treat others the 
way we want to be treated. Kant is clear when he says that we cannot claim a particular immunity 
based on our life situation or circumstances.

7See Philippa Foot, 2003. Virtues and Vices. New York: Oxford University Press, pp. 22–23.
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Additionally, Kant holds personal autonomy paramount because ultimately we are all 
responsible for our own actions, and we cannot say in defense that someone ordered us to do 
something or that it wasn’t our personal choice. Nevertheless, these excuses point to an impor-
tant element in our moral decision-making in that we always operate within a certain cultur-
al and institutional framework, and get influenced in significant ways, often by factors we are 
unaware of at the time. We don’t always have the time or luxury to make reasoned choices, espe-
cially in times of stress; the truth of the matter is that we rarely enjoy the freedom and immunity 
from outside influence that his method prizes so highly.

It also seems that the deontologist needs a sophisticated understanding of human 
psychology. Recall that one of Kant’s own examples deals with someone in great personal dis-
tress contemplating suicide: Surely the psychological processes at work for the unfortunate man 
are much more complex and diffuse than he characterizes. The minimal view he presents which 
focuses solely on the decision processing of a reasonable person relying on a few basic premises 
may bolster his analysis, but on the other hand its simplistic vision may ultimately detract from 
the power of the framework he establishes.

Kant also relies on a notion of strict impartiality: We should treat others as moral equals, 
and not allow any exceptions when we devise the Categorical Imperative. However, when we think 
about the way we live, our relationships are not impartially between equals, but, as in the case of 
families, they are often unchosen and between unequals: We would treat those we love differently, 
and probably favor them if we could. This is not to say that the normative ideal that we should treat 
everyone as if they had no special ties might not be something to strive for. Still, it forces us to rea-
son as if we had no biases, when in fact we do, and this may either be too difficult or too unrealistic 
for many people.

Let us return to the earlier example of visiting a sick person. When confronted with a 
couple of relatives she asks, “What brought you here?” Kant is insistent that duty expressed 
in the good will is the purest motive. How would she react, though, if one replies that he was 
there because it was his moral duty, based on what everyone should do in similar circumstances,  
although it meant missing a movie he really wanted to see? The point is that there appears to be 
something amiss if we rely on impartial duty alone—compare how the sick person would feel to 
the first answer as opposed to someone who said that he really felt for her and wanted to let her 
know she was loved and missed. Much the same might be said of the nursing staff—if the patient 
asked why they took on the work, being told that it was a duty being fulfilled still leaves a gap for 
other accounts that may include care and dedication to others. The plain fact is that although we 
may act out of a sense of duty, it limits our motivation to the purely rational when there may be 
much more to be said about other moral factors like compassion or empathy, for example.

Another challenge is that Kant provides us with only a few absolutes such as lying and 
theft. He thinks they should be clear to any rational person and do not compete with each other. 
In contrast Ross gives us several principles, but with no means to judge between them. Critics 
suggest that this leaves us with a few precepts, but the hard work still needs to be done to show 
how they apply to particular cases and how we judge between rival claims. One response by the 
deontologist might be to say that ethics is like life—messy, and we are always left to work out the 
details. In any case, the apparent clarity and simplicity of deontology fails somewhat when we go 
from abstract principles to actual concrete examples. Indeed, Kant’s book is called “groundwork” 
because his aim was to establish fundamental, but general, ideas about ethics, and so perhaps it is 
not fair to criticize him for doing what he wanted, and not what we want, in setting out an ethical 
theory. Still, many of those who oppose the theory do so because it apparently presents a loose set 
of intuitions rather than a coherent means to deal with real issues.
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Summary
Deontology has the strength of putting ques-
tions of motive front and center in our moral 
discussions. Admittedly, motives are often elu-
sive, even to ourselves. Yet this doesn’t mean 
that we should discount motives, only that we 
have to be discerning when we incorporate 
them into the moral mix.

The compelling feature of Kantian 
deontology is that it gives us a way of think-
ing about ethics that isn’t contingent on the 
accidental features of the world, including the 
variable consequences of any action. In the 
moment that we make a decision, we may know 
right from wrong, but we don’t know what the 
eventual results of our actions will be: Lying 
might be an expedient means of getting out of 
an immediate fix, but we can never know how 
it might come back to haunt us. Because we can 
never be certain about outcomes, it seems odd 
to rely on them as the gauge of our morality—
it isn’t always the case that “all’s well that ends 
well” either—we do care about the means used 
to achieve those ends.

If we think about an act, perhaps a do-
nation to charity, we don’t assess it purely on 
the outcome. Invariably, part of our thinking 
is why the person did it. For example, some 
big businesses give large amounts back to the 
community voluntarily. Many people consider 
it a form of advertizing, and suggest that they 
wouldn’t act this way unless the donations 
provided some competitive advantage. That 
is, we judge these businesses by our percep-
tion of their motives, and think that an act is 
better the more it seems there is no advantage 
in the agent doing it. It is very natural to ask 
what prompted people to do what they did; 
perhaps they visited a sick relative out of guilt, 
or because there is some promise of a future 
legacy. Kant posits the simple and compelling 
view that duty based on good will is the highest 
motive: We do good things and avoid the bad 
simply because it is the rational thing to do in a 
world where we respect others.

A key feature of deontology is the demand 
that we respect people as people: We should not 
treat them just as objects to be exploited. Kant 
extends the notion to embrace our intuition that 
humans are special and deserve to be treated 
with dignity because of their intrinsic value. 
These concepts may be hard to pin down, but 
give us a basis for honoring the individuality of 
each person.

Kant and his followers have tried to 
show that morality can be generated through a 
sense of doing good for its own sake, and, put 
that way, there is much to recommend it. This 
leads to a rule-based system of morality that 
provides us with ideals that we can aspire to. 
The danger, though, is that if we are slavishly 
absolutist—“never lie!”—then it may give us a 
morality that we can never realistically achieve, 
with the result that we may abandon the 
attempt. Furthermore, the paramount stress 
on reason and duty may effectively sideline 
some very important features of the morality 
we operate on in our day-to-day lives such as 
love and compassion.

Going back to the opening case in Haiti, 
there is nothing to suggest that the scientists 
had sinister motives. In fact, they probably 
saw their research as part of a higher calling 
to benefit all mankind. Yet the case touches 
on a number of issues we’ve covered: Did they 
think about the welfare of the individuals who 
were at risk in the study, and would they have 
acted differently if they had considered that 
someone might treat them that way too? Did 
they realize there was likely to be collateral 
damage, but accept that because they felt their 
prime objective was an overarching goal, and 
hence their motives were, in fact, quite noble? 
Although they didn’t lie to the subjects in the 
study, was nondisclosure of the known risks a 
morally decent thing to do?

While we may have mixed reactions to 
the case, it shows the value of incorporating 
deontological language into moral discussions. 
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Intentions are often elusive, especially as we 
have a tendency to change the story over time 
to color our actions in a more favorable light. 
Thus we should have a robust notion of how 
to deal with motives in moral assessment. 
Nevertheless, the central ideas of respecting 
the humanity of others in our dealings, and 
seeing if the universalizability test applies do 
give us rich ways to think about our actions. 

Additionally, as Kant points out, we can never 
really know how things will turn out: The 
AIDS research could have resulted in an effec-
tive vaccine or it could have been fruitless, and 
we don’t know that ahead of time. Therefore, 
it may be all important to incorporate a means 
of predicting the morality of an action before-
hand rather than merely trying to justify it 
after the fact.
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Chapter 8
Virtue-Based Ethics

Virtue theory is usually associated with the Greek philosopher Aristotle (384–322 BCE), 
mainly drawn from his Nichomachean Ethics, as well as the writings of St. Thomas Aquinas 
(1225–1274). The Ancient Greeks thought the key issue in ethics is how we should live our 
lives, and connected individual happiness to human flourishing. For Aristotle’s teacher 
Plato (427–347 BCE), this amounted to living by the dictates of reason; for Aristotle, it 
meant fulfilling one’s function. Later for Aquinas it meant glorifying God by exercising 
the Christian virtues of faith, hope, and charity. A virtue theorist, then, maintains that a 
person’s character demonstrated over time matters most in ethics. Thus although particu-
lar acts are significant, we should really judge people only after looking at the entire sweep 
of their lives.

Case—Booker T. Washington

Booker T. Washington (1856–1915) was born a slave in Virginia prior to emancipation. His 
mother was an African slave and his father a white man he never knew.1 At the age of eleven 
he was working in salt mines and furnaces, splitting his shifts so that he could attend school 
during the day. Later he worked as a houseboy and recalled his strict employer, Mrs. Ruffner, 
who wanted things done methodically and quickly, but above all valued honesty and frank-
ness. When he was seventeen, he started at Hampton Institute in Virginia (now Hampton 
University), working as a janitor to pay his way. The school’s principal, a retired Union gen-
eral named Samuel Chapman Armstrong, became a model for Washington, who described 
Chapman as “the most perfect specimen of man, physically, mentally and spiritually.” 
Armstrong thought that a proper education should not only include skill development but 
also build character by developing habits of self-discipline and hard work. The school was 
run on military lines, with an early rise, inspections, and exercise.

After graduation Washington became a teacher, later taking over a new school in 
Tuskegee, Alabama, where he remained for the next thirty-four years. There he used the 
same model as Hampton, saying “Wherever our graduates go, the changes which soon 
begin to appear in the buying of land, improving homes, saving money, in education, and in 

1See W. J. Jacobs, 1990. “Booker T. Washington,” in Great Lives: Human Rights. New York: Macmillan,  
pp. 119–130.
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high moral character are remarkable. Whole communities are fast being revolutionized through 
the instrumentality of these men and women.”2 Washington was tireless at fund-raising, and he 
became famous for his oratorical gifts. He maintained that the racial divide would be bridged 
through education and self-improvement rather than political confrontation. Washington rose 
to prominence and was invited to the White House by Theodore Roosevelt and later became an 
advisor to the president. He became a major force in raising funds for education of blacks in the 
South. His contacts with philanthropists generated support for literally thousands of schools 
and colleges that would not have existed without private funding. He summed up his vision in a 
public statement in 1902 where he said “My life work is the promotion of education of my race,” 
including inculcation of “habits of thrift, skill, intelligence, high moral character, and the gaining 
of the respect and confidence of their neighbors.”3

Virtue-Based Ethics

Clearly, the concept of character was central for Booker T. Washington. His approach to ethics 
was not so much about finding rules that would determine the right action in any particular case 
but rather about developing his students as upstanding citizens with characteristics that would 
enable them to live happy and productive lives. Virtue-based theories thus take a very different 
perspective from utilitarianism and deontology about the ethical enterprise and moral educa-
tion. Some people resonate with this approach, whereas others find its ideas elusive.

As an initial diagnostic thought experiment, consider the sorts of things you would like 
said about you at a memorial service. Luckily, people tend to emphasize the good elements 
over the bad, so for our purposes you can limit yourself to emphasizing positive statements. It 
seems we often tend to downplay achievements in favor of character traits. Consequently, rather 
than a list of degrees and promotions, we get general comments such as “she was kind; loving; 
generous and helped others whenever she could.” This phenomenon is philosophically curious: 
Presumably this is a time when we would like others to encapsulate the most important aspects 
of who we are and what we did, and yet achievements fall away and character traits come to the 
fore. In short, it describes how we approached life more than what we did along the way.

Similarly, in some court cases there is a role for a “character witness” particularly in fraud 
trials when the morality of the individual is questioned. The witness will usually testify about 
a person’s reputation and moral standing based on personal acquaintance. Even in the face of 
evidence that the defendant actually committed the crime, the witness may describe the event as 
an aberration or momentary lapse of judgment.

As a third example, consider the way in which many codes of conduct present desirable 
behaviors. Shell, the oil company, lists honesty, integrity, and respect for people.4 These are not 
just corporate approaches, though. In the community, the Boy Scouts of America promote that 
their members will be “trustworthy, loyal, helpful, friendly, courteous, kind, obedient, cheerful, 
thrifty, brave, clean, and reverent.”5

2B. T. Washington, 2010/1901. Up from Slavery: An Autobiography. Gretna, LA: Pelican Publishing, p. 21.
3L. Harlan, 1986. Booker T. Washington: The Wizard of Tuskegee, 1901–1915. New York: Oxford University Press, p. 10.
4Available at http://www.shell.com/home/content/aboutshell/who_we_are/our_values/code_of_conduct/ 
code_of_conduct.html, accessed May 21, 2013.
5Available at http://www.scouting.org/scoutsource/BoyScouts.aspx, accessed May 21, 2013.

http://www.shell.com/home/content/aboutshell/who_we_are/our_values/code_of_conduct/code_of_conduct.html
http://www.shell.com/home/content/aboutshell/who_we_are/our_values/code_of_conduct/code_of_conduct.html
http://www.scouting.org/scoutsource/BoyScouts.aspx
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The point is that many of us think of leading a good life not in terms of formulas for the 
correct behavior, but as a set of characteristics that describe what we aspire to be. Imagine a 
person who buys a house, and subsequently parks wrecked cars in the garden, which eventually 
turns to mud. He has various dogs that he keeps outside and yells at when they howl from hunger 
or neglect. He builds a barbed wire fence, and hangs signs saying “Beware: Deadly Voltage.” Now 
he may have legal rights to do what he does, and he may have done his own cost/benefit analysis. 
Yet when we think of him, often our first reaction is simply to ask what kind of person would act 
that way. Similarly, when corporate or institutional managers let workers go without notice after 
twenty years of loyal service, the questions raised are typically not about whether the company 
had a right to act as it did, or whether it was maximizing its efficiency. Rather, the issues tend to 
focus on the moral character of the individual decision makers.

All these examples demonstrate the way in which we often pitch moral questions less in 
terms of the motivation behind particular actions, but more about the person involved and his 
or her persistent nature through time. They focus on the central idea behind virtue ethics, that is, 
developing characters that will enable us to achieve happiness by living well.

For some, this kind of assessment makes little sense; for instance, they might claim that 
our lives are made up of individual decisions, and so nothing is aberrant, and there is no real 
core, only a series of choices that add up to who we are. To sort out the issue, let us return to 
basic notions of human nature and personal identity. One theory put forward by John Locke 
(1632–1704) suggests that we are like strands on a rope that constantly overlap but no one strand 
is continuous from beginning to end. That way we can say that we are continuous with the 
person we know ourselves to be as a child, but there is nothing constant.

A contrasting theory more amenable to virtue theorists is that we have a core, or essence—
the essential you—that persists through time while surface characteristics do change, so that you 
remember being the same person many years ago, yesterday, and today. This view lends itself to the 
idea that we are not just vessels for utility, or neutral reasoning agents, but each individual is born 
with a unique set of gifts and aptitudes which may be applied to moral cases in distinctive ways.

Virtue theorists are less concerned with individual cases and choices than with what it is to 
be a good person, someone who maintains a moral compass based on solid values. They would 
say that judging any action in isolation will miss the point, as we ought to be looking at the per-
son’s whole life, all things considered. Contrary to deontologists and utilitarians who might say 
that any person in a given situation will be able to reason to the same conclusion, virtue theorists 
acknowledge that moral decisions emerge from a purpose-driven life and not just from following 
moral rules and precepts.

Aristotle

Aristotle’s view is that there are three elements in all our ethical decisions. First, the moral agent 
must have knowledge and awareness; second, there must be a choice involved; and third, as he 
says “action must proceed from a firm and unchangeable character.”6

To understand his ethical approach it is useful to start by discussing some of his 
terminology. The first is telos, and the derivative term teleology. The telos of a thing is its 
end, purpose, or destiny. The telos of a knife, for example, is that it cuts, and consequently a 
good knife cuts well. Similarly, the telos of a hunting dog is that it finds his prey, and we can 

6Aristotle, Nichomachean Ethics, Book II, Chapter 4. Public Domain.
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again distinguish between better and worse hunters by how well they perform their function. 
Teleology is the doctrine that things have a purpose, and we can discern it by examining their 
nature. Importantly we should note that things, especially living things, have the innate potential 
to fulfill their telos: An acorn has the potential to become an oak tree, for instance, or a dog could 
be trained to bring out its capabilities.

While it is fairly straightforward to say what makes a good knife or clock, it is more difficult 
to say what makes a good human life. As a rough first stab, we might think that someone who has 
musical ability but chooses not to develop it misses out on her potential, and has a less fulfilling 
life than she might otherwise have, and the same logic might apply to a range of human aptitudes. 
In the case of playing a musical instrument, we can tell what makes a person better or worse in his 
or her performance, and Aristotle feels we can judge whether a person has truly lived up to his or 
her potential. Aristotle contends that the distinguishing feature that separates humans from the 
rest of the animal kingdom is the ability to reason. But it is not just being clever or wily; reason 
must be directed in a certain way that leads us to the most fulfilling life. Hence it is not enough 
for us to be alive: We ought to live as well as we possibly can given all the qualities we possess.

Aristotle claimed that the purpose of human life was to achieve eudaimonia. Translations 
vary, but it is usually thought of as flourishing, happiness, or well-being. In his terms, a person 
who fulfills his or her potential will achieve eudaimonia. There are two additional factors to 
consider: Aristotle’s point of reference was the Greek city-state, a polis, a community created for 
the common good. Thus it isn’t just the individual’s happiness or well-being that matters, but 
their potential for benefitting the community as a whole. Second, eudaimonia isn’t a static state, 
such as contentment; rather, we need to actively strive for it through a continuing motivational 
dynamic, which he refers to as energeia.

The way we work out how to have a life that entails eudaimonia is to manage our virtues. 
We have to be careful to distinguish what Aristotle means by virtues from our more common 
understanding. In everyday language we tend to think of virtues as positive, so anytime we say 
someone is virtuous we are automatically praising him or her. Aristotle has a more tempered 
view. Virtues, or arête, are character traits, and we all have them in differing degrees. For 
instance, people may be more or less courageous, generous, compassionate, or modest. Yet in 
any given situation, it is not enough to have those traits, as the most important issue is to work 
out how to apply the virtues we have correctly.

For instance, rushing into a burning building to save a pet is certainly heroic, but profes-
sional firefighters assess the situation so that they don’t take unnecessary risks for themselves or 
put others in jeopardy. Similarly, it is normally fine to trust someone, but Aristotle notes that we 
can be too trusting, and turn out to be gullible when the other party isn’t acting in good faith, and 
so trust isn’t always good. The same can be said of the other virtues, so in the case of, say, candor, 
it should be used judiciously. There are times when we are too diplomatic and not straight
forward enough, but there are other circumstances where we might want to soften what we say. 
It is a matter of knowing what virtue is appropriate at the time and in a particular context, and 
then applying it well. Thus it makes sense to treat Aristotelian virtues as having degrees and the 
moral agent as knowing the best way to deal with events by applying them intelligently.

For Aristotle, then, the operation of the virtues is not so much an on/off switch, but more a 
way of navigating between extremes, so we are suitably courageous without being rash or timid, 
or friendly without being too cloying or too distant. Our job is to find the mean, or the midpoint 
between extremes, to make an appropriate balance in any given case. As an example, we can 
imagine that although it may be misguided to always lose your temper when frustrated, there are 
times when getting angry with someone is the right thing to do: It just has to be done selectively, 
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insofar as we need to make sure that our anger is directed at the right person at the right time 
and for the right reasons. Aristotle tells us that having a virtue is not just a means to an end: It 
also involves knowing when the virtue would be appropriate and having the right intentions, 
emotions, and attitudes. Aristotle’s view is that these are all judgment calls, and there will never 
be a standard or uniform response where one size fits all: We have to assess how much of a vir-
tue is proper all things considered, and here we can contrast his view to philosophers who try to 
abstract moral judgments from their particular context.

Aristotle suggests there are two kinds of virtues: virtue of thought and virtue of character. 
Virtue of thought is also known as intellectual virtue, and character virtue is sometimes called 
practical virtue. We can teach intellectual virtue from a book, but he felt that it also has to be 
routinely enacted. A student may study ethical theory and understand that stealing is wrong 
from an intellectual standpoint. However, Aristotle felt that we have to experience doing right 
and avoiding wrong in everyday life and acquire good habits. Moral education would thus also 
consist of something like service learning, or at least having the student confront significant 
temptations in order to recognize and deal with ethical dilemmas in very practical terms, and so 
internalize the temperament to do good. In fact the Greek word for habit, ethos, is the root of our 
English word ethics.

Consider the case of the computer hacker: There is no doubt that he is very smart, but we 
might think his intelligence is misguided. Hence he has the intellectual capacity required to be a 
good person, but lacks the wisdom to apply it practically. In contrast, a truly good person has the 
rational ability to know what is good, intellectual virtue, combined with a habit of being disposed 
to doing it, the practical virtue.

Consequently Aristotle’s version of virtue theory tells us that we learn how to be good in 
at least two ways: We are first exposed to the actions of those esteemed within the community 
to be taught what is right, and then we have to practice good deeds. Being good is a skill, like 
sculpting, that requires instruction and practice. Just as sculptors, football players, or musicians 
need practice to be good at their skill, those who want to be good must practice the art of being 
good. So it isn’t enough just to learn what doing good is—Aristotle believes that is trying to learn 
a musical instrument from a book—we have to constantly exercise to improve ourselves and 
learn from our experiences and from people we respect. The theory also has a sense of moral 
development: Following the boy scout model, we encourage good deeds, which then become 
routine, and eventually we internalize the dynamic so it becomes a natural part of who we are. 
However, the disposition to act correctly isn’t just a blind habit, since it involves conscious deci-
sions. One apt analogy would be to eating healthily—we know it is good for us and will enhance 
our lives, but it requires constant vigilance and effort.

Aristotle contends that we forge our characters only through experience and recognizing 
the moral choices we face. We have heroes and saints that we can try to be like, but ultimately 
crafting our character comes through familiarity with ethical dilemmas. If we have never been 
in danger, it is difficult to imagine what it is like to be courageous or timid, and if we have never 
faced temptation, it would be hard to project what a moral decision would be like just from ab-
stract theory. Aristotle thinks that there is benefit in exposing children to morally complex situa-
tions from a young age, since repeated testing will bring out their strengths and deficiencies, and 
allow them to develop the habit of doing right.

The Greeks looked to mythology and their history to provide models for their behavior: 
Heroic deeds of great figures gave the community a sense of how they would ideally want people 
to act. In much the same way, we have some figures—sometimes people such as Martin Luther 
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King or Mother Teresa, or sometimes our parents—about whom we say “that is someone I want 
to be like.” For example, Booker T. Washington found a role model in General Armstrong, and 
emulated the man and the values he stood for.

For Aristotle, the moral choices we face can’t have standard answers: The individual has to 
work out what a person of good character would do when faced with choices in terms of a wider 
context. Moreover, we find ourselves in different roles in life with diverse demands: Some of the 
roles are involuntary, such as sibling or child, whereas others are chosen, such as neighbor or 
employee. Each role may have a different set of appropriate virtues: For instance, obedience may 
be a good quality in a marine or a nun, but not matter at all among siblings. Similarly, empathy 
may be appropriate for a nurse, but less appropriate for a farmer. This means unwavering loyalty, 
for example, is not always appropriate, and has to be judged both at the level of the immediate 
situation and within the larger framework. A doctor, for example, might be tempted to reveal 
something told in confidence to the patient’s immediate family, but has to consider his or her 
action not only in terms of the immediate action but also in terms of his or her role in promoting 
the common good overall.

In another example of someone facing a moral dilemma, an accountant working in-house 
for a company comes to know that the company is planning to close the plant and relocate its 
operations to Mexico. If he shares the information with the public, he may warn other employees 
and allow them to make alternate plans, and the negative publicity might persuade the company 
to stay. Consequently, he would almost certainly be found out and fired. How should the virtue 
theorist proceed? One way to make the decision might be to assess the benefits and harms that 
would likely result, and do whatever is best for everyone affected. Alternatively, he could ask 
himself what would happen if everyone in his position were to act similarly.

Yet for the virtue theorists, these sorts of calculations fall short, in that they are focused 
on the individual act, without much regard for the fundamental character of the person faced 
with the decision. So the accountant may feel that one of his core values is loyalty, and he would 
be betraying his employer’s trust to reveal confidential information. He might navigate between 
feeling the pull of discretion on one side and candor on the other. Importantly, though, when 
he makes his decision it will not be independent of his personal discernment of the situation or 
isolated from his previous personal and professional experience that combined provide him with 
a kind of sensitive managerial judgment Aristotle calls phronesis. Ultimately he may justify his 
decision on the basis that he “wants to be able to look himself in the mirror in the morning,” a 
phrase reflecting the virtue-theorist’s position that is more concerned with his self-worth and 
moral consistency than following any particular rule.

Alasdair MacIntyre and “After Virtue”

The Enlightenment was a period in Western history, beginning in the mid-1600s, when thinkers 
such as Isaac Newton (1643–1727) promoted human reason and the scientific method as a means 
to improve human welfare. Enlightenment philosophers embraced a renewed emphasis on rea-
son instead of faith, and applied it to ethical thinking. Whereas Aristotle had taken reason to be 
a means to develop our character by balancing the use of virtues judiciously, these philosophers 
felt that use of the scientific method could develop rules of moral conduct. For instance, the phi-
losopher Immanuel Kant (1724–1804) thought that we could test our moral intuitions through a 
method that asks whether our actions could either be generalized—for example, “should everyone  
be permitted to lie?”—or end up in a contradiction of the sort that if everyone lied, then the 
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concept of truth would lose all meaning. Others such as John Stuart Mill (1806–1873) believed 
that we could create rules for our behavior based on the principle of examining the results to see 
what would create the greatest happiness for the greatest number. The significant advantage of 
these kinds of theories is the promise they held for having a standard of behavior that was inde-
pendent of any particular person, and could be applied in different times and places. Virtue theory 
was regarded as inevitably tied to limited roles within given cultural contexts, so that what applied 
to an ancient Greek male living in a city-state could not easily pertain to contemporary times.

Virtue ethics has made a rebound in recent years. The critical insight that has brought that 
about has been to acknowledge that all moral theory is unavoidably caught up in its own times. 
If we accept that point, then we don’t have to graft Aristotle’s particular virtues drawn from an 
ancient Greek city-state into our personal experience, and instead the ethical project becomes 
one of working out the best lives we can lead in our current society.

The Scottish philosopher Alasdair MacIntyre (1929–), drawing on earlier work by the 
English moral philosopher Elizabeth Anscombe (1919–2001), turns the tables on principle-based 
ethical theories by readily admitting that they are embedded in a historical and cultural context, 
while at the same time denying that there is anything pernicious about that fact: It is just the way 
things are. He feels that other theories have been misguided in trying to formulate universal rules, 
without regard to the society and the trajectory of our personal lives. He claims that we inevitably 
live in a moral tradition that turns out to be the means we have of making sense of our lives. We do 
this, he claims, by engaging in practices that enable us to develop our virtues in the here and now.

MacIntyre draws an analogy with science, which we usually think of as a unitary and pro-
gressive endeavor. However, science is very much a social construction that emerges from soci-
eties that have a stake in the outcome of the research, whether it is for improved social welfare, 
military success, or the promotion of commerce. The point is that it would be wrong to think of 
scientific efforts without some understanding of the political and social conditions that encour-
aged them. Moreover, the most important feature of science may not be how we view ultimate 
reality, but how successful our theories are in practice. If a society that believes that various 
personal energies and auras need to be balanced in order to have a happy life, but is ignorant of 
the nature of atoms, that might be a perfectly reasonable way to live. In short, he maintains that 
science operates for a purpose, ultimately to improve human welfare, and it is structured and 
rewarded accordingly.

The same might be true of ethics; the lack of a definitive answer to the nature of ethical 
truth doesn’t necessarily imply that the moral project is flawed; given our collective experience 
and knowledge, we try to work out things as best we can, while at the same time recognizing 
that we are limited because we can view things only from the perspective of our own culture and 
traditions. It follows, MacIntyre says, that moral claims always have to be provisional, since we 
can’t rule out the future possibility of our present beliefs and judgments being inadequate in a 
variety of ways.7

MacIntyre suggests that philosophy became derailed by searching for universal and 
impartial principles where we distance ourselves from our particular situation. In reality, 
he says, we humans define ourselves by our multiple relationships: “I confront the world 
as a member of this family, this household, this clan, this tribe, this city, this nation, this 
kingdom. There is no ‘I’ apart from these . . .”8 MacIntyre considers that we can frame our 

7Alasdair MacIntyre, 1989. Whose Justice? Which Rationality? University of Notre Dame Press, p. 361.
8Alasdair MacIntyre, 1981. After Virtue, A Study in Moral Theory. South Bend, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, p. 172.
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personal stories in terms of our personal experiences, societal institutions, and what he terms 
practices. The practices are where we hone our virtues, and we realize our best potential in a 
life well lived.

MacIntyre’s basic idea is that society creates various institutions that foster such prac-
tices. For example, a hospital is an institution that practices medicine; a university is an  
institution that practices scholarship. Within each practice, specialized forms of behavior 
are promoted—perhaps the development of diagnostic skills or research skills that indicate 
excellence in the field. External rewards, such as pay and status, that reward practitioners are 
not unique to the practice as they can come from other activities. At the same time internal 
rewards come from conscientious engagement in the practice—perhaps satisfaction from a 
patient recovering due to the doctor’s intervention, or fulfillment for the instructor when stu-
dents master a particularly tricky passage or problem set. Hence, as MacIntyre sees it, external 
rewards can come from a variety of experiences, but someone could not be part of a practice 
without being motivated by the internal goods. As a commonplace example, we can bribe 
children to take music lessons, but that tactic will be successful only up to a point, and true 
mastery requires the individual to internalize the challenge and become self-motivated absent 
other incentives.

MacIntyre’s view is that as long as a society has a set of rational standards, then it will 
develop an internal critique that will, in time, overturn misguided notions. Drawing on the par-
allel with science again, he would say that the scientific community establishes standards among 
themselves of what constitutes legitimate, as opposed to bogus, science. So, for instance, a set of 
findings will have to withstand a critical test, and other parties ought to be able to replicate the 
results. The same sort of thing would ideally occur in ethics, where there would be sufficient in-
ternal discussion about the justification for the state of affairs so that we would move toward ever 
more refined ideas about what the ideal setup would be for society and the overall good. Thus for 
MacIntyre, the debates Booker T. Washington faced about whether emancipation should come 
about through accommodation or confrontation would be healthy challenges to the accepted 
norms, and he believes that we are rational enough to discern the merits of each argument and 
accept the better one. The key, of course, is that we agree to rational terms and allow ourselves 
to be persuaded.

This schema allows MacIntyre to argue that we develop virtues—in his rendering, 
excellences—within practices. One hallmark of practices is that the individual enters the field 
and accepts the standards of those already involved, independent of the external rewards. The 
link from the individual to the practice and institution lets us make sense of our lives, since 
we can locate our actions in terms of a tradition, whether it is education, farming, science, or 
the arts. MacIntyre concludes that there still has to be a telos, a sense of destiny or completion, 
and he characterizes it as an overarching virtue in one’s own life, which he calls integrity or  
constancy. 

What emerges, then, is an Aristotelian virtue theory, but it very explicitly shows that 
we don’t just have a set of excellences without context. They come about when human nature 
interacts with the set of circumstances in which we find ourselves, whether it is a Greek city-state, 
America after the Civil War, or our current lives. This means we always have to examine moral 
claims by reference to a continuing cultural tradition and the standards of rationality it sets. This 
doesn’t imply that we can’t judge the Mongol hoards, for example, as wrong when they raped 
and pillaged in search of conquest, but rather that when we do judge them we must remember 
that we can only do so from our particular vantage point and not some fictional perspective 
outside time and context.
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Challenges

There is something very appealing about looking to character as an ethical bedrock. It seems to 
offer a strong basis for a moral life, and it is hard to argue with exhortations to be courageous, 
honest, friendly, or merciful. Yet, as is often the case, the issues surface when we try to articulate 
the details of the theory.

First, which virtues count, and do they all count equally? Recall that the virtues espoused 
by Booker T. Washington included thrift and industry. These terms may seem neutral and harm-
less, but have sometimes been interpreted as sending a message that blacks should be passive and 
not adopt attitudes that might pose a threat to the dominant white culture.

The point here is that we don’t all agree on what is virtuous, and rather than being some 
objective standard, it appears to be socially constructed; that is, good is what society deems to 
be good. This, after all, is what Aristotle saw as the common good, and a necessary part of an 
ethical life. One ready implication is that those who succeed will do so by following convention 
and acting in socially acceptable ways. Hence in ancient Sparta, the appropriate virtues were 
war-like, at least for the men, but differed according to the society one happened to be born 
into. Following convention need not be a big concern as long as those conventions are, indeed, 
well founded. On the other hand, we could imagine that if we had lived in the southern states in 
a time before the American Civil War, the powerful members of society would have endorsed 
slavery, and there would have been little incentive for them to question their beliefs.

Thus virtue ethics seems to lack an external criterion for self-criticism: If we take 
virtuous action to be what our elders and paragons do, then it is likely to be self-perpetuating. 
For example, generations of colonizing Europeans forced native peoples to follow their ways, 
believing that they were uplifting and civilizing them. We find this in works such as Rudyard 
Kipling’s poem “The White Man’s Burden” (1899),9 which at the time seemed to portray an ob-
ligation to enhance the lives of “half devil and half child” peoples, whereas today it represents a 
patronizing and racist view.

Booker T. Washington was not immune to this line of criticism. Several of his contem-
poraries, including W. E. B. Du Bois, attacked him for advocating a stance of gradualism, call-
ing him “The Great Accommodator” and labelling Washington’s address at the 1895 Atlanta 
exhibition that accepted the current disparities and worked for the benefit of future generations 
the “Atlanta Compromise.” That is, Washington felt that blacks who demonstrated civic virtues 
would eventually be recognized and given equal status in society, whereas Du Bois believed that 
they should be more confrontational and demand equal rights immediately. The rift illustrates 
the issue with a virtue theory approach in that unless there is some external standard, then virtue 
appears to be a social construction that favors the status quo.

A related problem is that people might be virtuous in many ways but evil in others. For 
example, Martin Bormann, Hitler’s private secretary and one of the architects of the Holocaust 
that killed over six million people during the Second World War, was a kind and doting father, a 
good family man, hard working, diligent, and fiercely loyal, but unfortunately to a horrendously 
warped cause.10

In short, critics contend that the theory can become relativistic because it lacks a basis 
in principles, rules, or rights. A virtue theorist could respond by turning the table on the critic, 

9Rudyard Kipling, 1899. “The White Man’s Burden.” McClure’s Magazine, 12, February.
10D. Sanai, February 1, 1999. “The Sins of My Father.” The Independent (UK). Available at http://www.independent 
.co.uk/arts-entertainment/the-sins-of-my-father-1068013.html, accessed May 21, 2010.

http://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/the-sins-of-my-father-1068013.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/the-sins-of-my-father-1068013.html
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pointing out that notions of good character, which are formed from our primal relationships, are 
foundational. The starting point for the virtue theorist is to conceive of what the best purpose-
driven life we can think of would be like, and only subsequently formulate communal rules that 
would allow it to come about. Thus the individual and common good are integrated at the outset. 
Principles and rules, under this view, emerge only after we have the vision of the best possible 
society. Similarly, we would be mistaken, from this perspective, to mix up morality and law, since 
the language of rights and obligations is legal and can come only after we have established what 
it is to be moral.11

Still, this leaves the problem of the misguided person, or even the evil one who exhibits 
otherwise virtuous behavior. The contemporary philosopher Rosalind Hursthouse (1943–) has 
suggested that this attack is based on a fundamental misunderstanding of virtue ethics.12 She 
says that when we consider the virtues, they aren’t culturally relative; courage, honesty, or trust-
worthiness are universally acknowledged to be desirable traits, although how they are manifest 
within societies may alter according to their particular circumstances.

Moreover, if we use the language of virtue and vice, there are never times when society 
promotes behavior such as laziness, vindictiveness, or arrogance. She says this shows us that 
there are actually rules already embedded in the language of virtues. It also means that someone 
who displays any of the vices is not fully virtuous. When we combine these claims, we find that 
virtue theory actually has action-guiding principles at its core. Furthermore, it means that some-
one like the loyal Nazi isn’t really virtuous: While he may exhibit some good qualities, the fact 
that he uncritically practices vices such as brutality or indifference shows us that he is not a moral 
character—as he would see if he took the time to reflect on his own actions.

Hursthouse’s analysis may not resolve the dispute between Washington and Du Bois, how-
ever. There it seems that two people of goodwill and experience have reached opposing views 
about the best course of action. Is this sort of impasse a damning criticism of virtue theory? 
Proponents would argue that it does not, for at least two reasons. First, reaching a moral impasse 
is not unique to virtue theory: Certainly other moral theories provide good rationales for posi-
tions, but often fail to reach a single conclusion that all their adherents would agree to. So, for 
example, animal rights activists may agree that unnecessary suffering is bad, but then differ on 
what to do about suffering of animals in the wild or as laboratory specimens. Secondly, we may 
agree that people ought to be treated with dignity and respect at the end of life, but differ on the 
appropriate acts that will bring them about. Thus the virtue theorist may say that a person of 
good character, of experience, and with practical wisdom just has to make the best assessment of 
a situation and act accordingly, leaving the final judgment to history.

Even if Washington T. Booker may have been mistaken in advocating gradualism, we can’t 
say that his view was out of character, or was not done to further his vision of the best society 
possible. Moreover, it remains an open question as to whether a different tactic would have 
worked better. Similarly, the Reverend Martin Luther King promoted nonviolence rather than 
confrontation in his struggle for racial equality, and the question is whether his strategy was the 
best available and stood most chance of success. But, of course, this echoes our everyday moral 
dilemmas, too. We are always working from a position of information paucity, and thus we do 
the best we can based on our character, judgment, and experience.

11See, G. E. M. Anscombe,“Modern Moral Philosophy,” available at http://www.philosophy.uncc.edu/mleldrid/cmt 
/mmp.html, accessed May 5, 2013.
12R. Hursthouse, 1999. On Virtue Ethics. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

http://www.philosophy.uncc.edu/mleldrid/cmt/mmp.html
http://www.philosophy.uncc.edu/mleldrid/cmt/mmp.html
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Let’s take the case where a society has enacted bad values: One solution might be to impose 
better values by coercion. Thus when the South was defeated in the American Civil War, the 
North imposed new norms and demanded that they were followed under penalty of law. The 
idea is that the new norms will become accepted and adopted over time so that they won’t have 
to be legally enforced. While this is historically accurate to some degree, it is ethically troubling. 
For an example, just reverse the preceding case: If the South had won, slavery would not only 
have become legal but would also have been accepted as appropriate within a few generations. 
That is, we should not allow the idea that it is right to force people to adopt new standards just 
because they happen to coincide with our current ideas of right, since the system would likely 
work just as well if an immoral system were imposed instead.

Perhaps the case of a Confederate officer after the defeat of the South will help us to 
reflect on our own experience of what it takes to alter our perceptions. Rarely does change 
come about from rules being imposed from above. Rather, it is usually a mix of increased 
awareness and practical experience. Perhaps the officer never had the opportunity to deal 
with black people who were not slaves and might come to realize that they deserve full and 
equal treatment once he engaged with them on a much more personal level. Alternatively he 
might read some literature—for example, Uncle Tom’s Cabin by Harriet Beecher Stowe was 
hugely influential in promoting the antislavery movement when it was published in 1852, just 
before the American Civil War—or he might encounter some philosophical or political works  
that change his views. In short, modifying our ethical positions is most likely a mix of internal in-
fluences, such as personal experience, and external influences, such as argument or persuasion.

The example shows us that some discussion of character and virtues is going to be a necessary 
component in ethical decisions. Traits such as integrity, courage, loyalty, empathy, guilt, shame, and 
remorse are unavoidable in talking about human actions, and how they make sense in the arc of our 
individual lives. By the same token, though, it appears that a full moral theory cannot rely on issues 
of character alone: There is also room for the language of rights, obligations, and social welfare.

One other issue not traditionally well addressed by virtue theory is worth mentioning. 
Because it is human-centered, it tends to ignore issues of other animals and the environment. 
These are ever more pressing in contemporary society, and ought to be discussed. As we have 
seen, virtue theory looks mainly at what it is to be a good person within the polis, or culture. Yet 
issues like global climate change and acid rain are worldwide in scope, and management will re-
quire international discourse. One advantage of the language of rule-based ethics is that it aspires 
to provide moral prescriptions that aren’t bound by the context of a particular society or its pre-
vailing norms by looking to an external independent standard such as rights or obligations. This 
is not to say that virtue theory is unable to address environmental and animal issues, but rather 
that the current discourse on the topics is largely dominated by other ethical approaches.

Summary
One of the critical elements in virtue theory 
is the demand that we address the question 
of what it is to live a good life. Perhaps this 
is an unrealistically difficult requirement, 
as many people struggle from one moment 
to the next without constructing an idea of 
what the overall arc of their lives should be, 

or what purpose drives them. Nevertheless, it 
is worth reflecting on what propels our rou-
tine actions—are we doing what society tells 
us is appropriate when we go to college or 
get married, or are they things that we have 
determined as conducive to being the best 
individuals we can possibly be? Certainly it 
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requires us to repeatedly ask why we are doing 
what we do, but the payoff is that striving for 
personal flourishing given the talents we have 
will give structure and a unity of purpose to 
our actions, both big and small.

Virtue theory also stimulates ques-
tions about moral education. The ancient 
Greeks looked to mythological and historical 
characters, and felt that young people 
should look to their elders as exemplars. In 
contemporary society we have few role models 
who are universally lionized, and we are 
often encouraged to question the status quo. 
Celebrity often takes the place of heroism, and 
some of the hero figures we have are frequently 
shown to have flaws.

Booker T. Washington thought that 
education that provided both instruction and 
role models would result in responsible indi-
vidual ambition. He created schools with strict 
codes of conduct, and thought that people 
would respond to inspiring role models in the 
way he did. Moreover, he thought that those 
with power in society would come to respect 
those who emulated their values. At the same 
time, however, there is a risk in uncritically 
assuming the prevailing conventions and 
morality: It may leave little room for reassess-
ment of our values or progress. Thus it is still 
up for debate if Washington’s approach would 
have led to full and equal rights.

The moral projects of rule-based and 
virtue-based moral theories are distinct. 
Instead of treating virtue theory as competing 
with, say, utilitarianism and deontology, the 
apparently competing approaches are perhaps 

best thought of as a gestalt cube such as the 
one below (Figure 8.1).

Some viewers will think that the front 
face of the cube is in the bottom left of the dia-
gram, whereas others will see it as the square in 
the top right. It is a matter of perspective, and 
with practice we can switch from one to the 
other. Nevertheless, it is impossible to see both 
at the same time. Virtue theory presents us with 
a similar challenge, where we can see the ethi-
cal endeavor in a different way from rule-based 
theories. They all deal with how we ought to live 
our lives, and we can adopt one or the other, but 
not both at once. They both have a place in our  
moral thinking, but it would be a mistake to 
assert that one sort is superior to the other.  
A more appropriate view might be to think of 
them as useful for particular ends, so  that the 
strength of rule-based theories is giving us ways 
to judge particular principles and actions, where-
as the power of virtue theories is their ability to 
take a step back and look to the overall character 
in a purpose-driven life.

Figure 8.1   
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Chapter 9
Rights and Justice

Human rights are entitlements or immunities that are used to justify and codify moral 
behavior. They often form the basis of legal systems and may protect people from unwar-
ranted interference. Some believe we have rights by virtue of being human, and hence 
everyone is entitled to them unconditionally. Others see rights as a function of human  
society, because they are intimately connected with the legal system, which will differ 
from country to country depending on the nature and scope of its laws.

Talk about rights is a relatively recent historical development. In times when the 
king or lord could treat his subjects however he wanted, rights talk would not have made 
much sense. Famously in 1215 in England, however, disgruntled barons surrounded King 
John and forced him to sign the first rights charter, the Magna Carta, with the significant 
clause that people could not be imprisoned unlawfully, a right known as habeas corpus 
(“you have the body”).

Rights talk became more common during the French and American revolutions, 
when individuals were attempting to justify rebelling against the tyranny of the state. For 
examples, look at the 1776 Declaration of Independence, the French Declaration of the 
Rights of Man, and the American Bill of Rights. The Declaration of Independence states, 
“All men are created equal” and endowed with “unalienable Rights,” including life, liberty 
and the pursuit of happiness. A core set of rights are found in many different societies, 
such as immunity from unjustified imprisonment or punishment, slavery, or the main-
tenance of bodily integrity. Just after the Second World War, the United Nations issued 
its Universal Declaration of Human Rights, which lists further rights, including adequate 
nutrition, medical care, and equal rights for men and women, freedom to travel, housing, 
clothing, elementary education, and provisions for rest and leisure.

Classical ethical theories can support many fundamental rights: For instance, a de-
ontologist, consequentialist, and virtue theorist could all give sound reasons for abolish-
ing slavery. Accordingly, some suggest that there is no need to develop a special theory 
of rights apart from the ethical theories which are used to justify certain asserted rights. 
Nevertheless, it is useful to clarify the various ways we talk about rights.

The discussion of rights is best considered in association with the background con-
cepts of justice. Paintings or statues frequently portray justice with a set of scales, and it 
is useful to imagine that the figure is balancing rights to restore justice, whether in the 
form of property rights, rights violated by negligence or crime, or simply rights to fair 
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treatment. Philosophers have been wrestling with the concept of justice for two thousand years, 
since the time of Plato and Aristotle. Broadly speaking, the concept of justice is about establish-
ing what is right and fair, then working out how to put it into practice.

Generally talk about justice comes into play when something is amiss and needs to be 
balanced or redressed, typically by a higher authority. For example, a parent may insist that a 
child who is hoarding toys share them with siblings, a court may impose fines or punishment on 
someone who has harmed others, or society may attempt to reallocate personal wealth through 
taxation. Thus the notion of justice is typically appealed to when there is dissatisfaction with the 
status quo, followed by some form of judgment about unfairness, and intervention designed to 
rectify the situation. For example, when we talk about people who have been harmed, the ques-
tion becomes what will compensate them appropriately. Similarly, we frequently discuss justice 
in terms of allocating—or reallocating—societal resources.

Case—E-Waste in China

Guiyu is a small town in China’s Guangdong Province—relatively close to the port of Hong 
Kong—where over one hundred truckloads of electronic components are disposed of every day, 
amounting to a million metric tons annually.

The electronics industry thrives on software upgrades and the limited life span of hardware 
products such as cell phones, computers, and monitors. Some estimates suggest that Americans 
trash more than 350,000 cell phones and 130,000 computers every day.1 Many developed nations 
deal with the disposal of e-waste by collecting and shipping it to China for recycling. Although 
the Chinese government controls the transport of e-waste, a significant tonnage is smuggled past 
authorities and dumped in large piles at mainland sites.

These discarded electronic goods contain considerable amounts of precious metals and 
materials, which are difficult to retrieve. For example, copper wires are covered in plastic, and 
many other parts are soldered onto circuit boards. A cathode-ray computer monitor may contain 
up to three pounds of lead, and circuit boards contain small amounts of gold. Because retrieval 
is labor intensive and does not need much skill, component recycling is attractive to poor areas 
with a large population. Local people are paid to sift through the piles of electronics and scavenge 
valuable metals. The workers take the components home, dismantle them and then burn off the 
plastic and solder from wiring and circuit boards using small coal fires or baths of acid, while 
they hunch over them and pick them apart. This means those workers are breathing fumes and 
touching toxins, including PCBs and mercury, for most of the day. Typically, the pay for recy-
cling work is less than 30 cents an hour, and no protective gear is provided by the metal brokers.

The chemicals used in the recycling process are leached into the groundwater, so that 
drinking water has to be carried in. Once the components are stripped, the leftover waste is 
buried in landfills or burned in the open, releasing smoke and chemicals into the air. Women 
in Guiyu are six times more likely to experience miscarriage than the general Chinese popu-
lation. Breast-fed infants were found to have more than twenty-five times the World Health 
Organization’s recommended levels of dioxins. Lead dust is thirty times more concentrated in 
the tiny workshops than in electronics recycling plants in India, and levels in the downtown 

1Bryan Walsh, 2009, “E-Waste Not,” Time Magazine, Available at http://www.time.com/time/magazine 
/article/0,9171,1870485,00.html Accessed May 29, 2013.

http://www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,1870485,00.html
http://www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,1870485,00.html
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area are over 370 times higher than in surrounding towns. A study discovered that 82 percent of 
Guiyu children had enough lead in their bloodstream to put them at risk of neurological damage, 
including mental impairment and nerve problems.2

Do people have a right to well water that is not so acidic as to melt coins and to air that 
won’t poison them? While it may be noble to offer people jobs, should these be jobs where they 
don’t have to put their health and safety at risk in order to scrape a subsistence living? One way to 
assess such questions is to use the language of human rights and justice. When we talk about sit-
uations like these, it seems that traditional ethical principles saying we should maximize welfare 
or treat others the way we want to be treated fall short if only because they may be too abstract: 
We need the conceptual apparatus that allows us to claim people are entitled to clean water and 
clean air. Thus it is valuable to develop a philosophical framework that will help us sort out some 
of these issues.

Rights

Rights are often invoked as a measure of the injustices in a particular case. For instance, e-waste 
provokes reactions that something is wrong and needs to be remedied. In the Western world in 
particular, the language of rights has been used to refine our concerns as we attempt to persuade 
others of the injustices involved.

In international affairs, countries often criticize one another on the basis of rights viola-
tions, since the language implies justification that goes beyond national or cultural boundaries. 
If the point of comparison is the humanity of those involved, not their nationality, it would be 
wrong to expose someone to harmful chemicals in America or anywhere else on the basis of a 
person’s right to immunity from unwitting harm. Thus rights talk is hugely important when we 
discuss how we should be treated, especially in terms of threshold levels of personal liberty and 
overall justice. It is also immensely powerful in moral arguments as it can act like a trump card 
that ends the argument and forestalls any further discussion.

Although the power of rights language might seem appropriate at first glance, it isn’t as 
obvious that rights will always trump other claims, or that they bar any future disagreement. 
After all, states have the right to enlist citizens into the military, demand that individuals are in-
oculated against some diseases, or require medical tests for couples before marriage. Thus rights 
may not be as absolute or influential as they initially appear, since society often balances them 
against utilitarian considerations.

In the United States of America, when arresting someone, the police recite the Miranda 
warning—certain rights the individual can claim—before taking the person into custody. Part of 
the warning typically goes:

You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can and will be used against you in a 
court of law. You have the right to an attorney. If you cannot afford an attorney, one will be 
appointed to you. Do you understand these rights as they have been read to you?

Importantly, this warning involves two kinds of rights. The first is the right to remain 
silent. No one has to do anything; instead it is a protection, a cloak or shield against coerced 

2“Lead Levels in Children Linked to Rise in E-Waste Profits,” China Daily, 2011,  Available at http://www.chinadaily 
.com.cn/cndy/2011-11/16/content_14101761.htm accessed May 29th 2013.

http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/cndy/2011-11/16/content_14101761.htm
http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/cndy/2011-11/16/content_14101761.htm
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confessions. Second, the Miranda warning tells the person he or she is entitled to an attorney. 
This is not a shield but an entitlement, since it requires someone to take action to take advan-
tage of the benefits. The first part of that warning, where nothing needs to be done, is called a 
negative right, whereas the second part that requires action is called a positive right.

Thus in discussions about, say, adequate health care or decent housing, some might take 
the starting point that people are entitled to them, whereas others might focus on not allowing 
the government or some other entity to take certain rights away unjustly.

In addition to distinguishing between positive and negative rights, philosophers often 
distinguish between human rights and privileges. A human right, sometimes referred to as a 
fundamental right, a natural right, or a basic right, says that we have certain rights by virtue 
of being born. Potential lists of basic rights often consist of the dignity and worth of the indi-
vidual: life, liberty, the pursuit of happiness, ownership of property, self-determination, freedom 
of religion, free speech, privacy, and freedom of conscience. Advocates assert these rights will 
be both absolute and universal: We are entitled to them without having to make demands, and 
they apply equally to everyone on the planet. The right to free speech, they would contend, is 
not governed by authorities that may choose to grant or deny a license. It is an entitlement, and 
asserts immunity from outside interference. Using our terminology, then, it is a negative right—
as no one has to take action to enforce it—and a fundamental right.

In contrast, a privilege is a granted right. Some claim that certain rights emerge only from 
a system of laws, so unless the right is granted by the state, it doesn’t exist. In most countries, for 
example, the right to drive is conditional. Aspiring drivers have to take a test and get licensed 
before they are allowed to drive legally. In certain cases, such as drunk driving, the government 
may revoke the right. People thus do not have a natural entitlement to drive. Thus the “right to 
drive” is a privilege that emerges within the context of a specific legal system.

The idea that we have natural rights apart from a social structure that endows them has 
struck many scholars as plainly mistaken. The English philosopher Jeremy Bentham (1748–1832) 
was particularly scathing about natural rights, declaring them to be “nonsense upon stilts.”3 
Importantly, Bentham does not dismiss the idea of rights. As a lawyer by training, he felt they 
were a necessary part of ethical and political discourse. He believes that there are no automatic 
or necessary rights possessed by people, but they come through the workings of legal systems.

Consider again the case of the right to decent housing. Using the preceding framework, we 
can see how it will mean different things to different people. Some will think of decent housing 
as something that ought to be provided to people if they don’t have it (a positive right), whereas 
others see the right much more in terms of something that we shouldn’t be deprived of, at least 
without appropriate compensation (a negative right). Along the other axis of debate, some peo-
ple will see decent housing as a right for all humans, whatever the circumstances they find them-
selves in (a basic right), while others will see the right deriving from the particular government 
that exists where people live (a privilege).

There may also be some question about whether decent housing is a right at all, or merely 
a worthy aspiration that is given more force if proponents label it as a right. That is, few people 
would dispute everyone’s desire to having a roof over his or her head, but if we call decent hous-
ing a right, it assumes a lot more rhetorical power than if we say it is a goal that would improve 
society. Once it is considered a positive right, those without housing can then assert it as an 

3Jeremy Bentham, 1843. Anarchical Fallacies, The Works of Jeremy Bentham, vol. .2, ed. J. Bowring. Edinburg: William Tait.
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entitlement and demand that action be taken. Thus we should be aware that people who use the 
language of rights may start with very different conceptual assumptions which will significantly 
shape subsequent debate.

Wholesale denial of the possibility of fundamental or natural rights, in the way that 
Bentham does, leads to a difficult position when it comes to cross-cultural assessments. Many 
rights strike us as not a mere benefit granted by our society, but ones that should apply to people 
across borders. Thus the rights of employees to not have to work in conditions that jeopardize 
their health or safety without their knowledge—such as handling asbestos without protective 
gear—appear to be rights that apply universally.

The issues at stake can literally be issues of life and death, so these distinctions are highly 
significant. For example, one right often discussed is freedom of association, which may include 
the right to form unions. However, in many parts of the world, unionization is discouraged, 
to the point of violent, sometimes lethal, suppression of strikes. Hence it matters a lot whether 
forming unions is a fundamental right, which everyone, anywhere and at any time, is entitled to. 
If it is, then the activity ought to be tolerated and protected. On the other hand, if it is a function 
of a particular society, then our posture to the way a given government handles fledgling unions 
becomes a matter of societal judgment, rather than a rights abuse that warrants action.

Some cultures view the right to bear children as fundamental. Other societies might believe 
that people, especially young people, may not be able to accurately judge what is in their own best 
interest, and therefore the state should interfere with their personal liberty, perhaps by mandatory 
birth control. When we consider the burdens that child rearing imposes on both the parents and 
society in general, it is interesting that the state does not have a greater say in our personal lives. 
In this instance, traditional rights are held to be more precious than social utility. However, the 
reverse case is also true, as in China’s “one child” policy introduced in 1979; it strongly encouraged 
a decline in population on the grounds that this would benefit the common good.

A functional middle ground might be to accept that a few basic human rights do exist, 
while saying that most turn out to be privileges that can be rescinded. Moreover, as contem-
porary philosopher Tom Donaldson (1945–) suggests along these lines, fulfilling some rights is 
dependent on the nature of the society. If drug lords run a country, it would be naïve to demand 
free secondary education: The society has to be secure and economically viable to be in a position 
to grant rights.

In given instances, society routinely takes away some rights. Felons or the mentally in-
competent are not allowed to vote. Driver’s licenses are revoked for acts such as drunk driving. 
Searches are conducted of private property when a warrant has been issued. These rights may be 
taken away by authorities, as in the case of licenses, where the right-grantor withdraws the right. 
This indicates that these are conditional rights, or privileges. Alternatively, a person may forfeit a 
right by virtue of his or her actions. For example, a patient is routinely given a guarantee of confi-
dentiality by a doctor, but there are situations where what the patient says may end the right, for 
instance, if there are admissions of child abuse or neglect.

Further complicating the analysis, it is also clearly possible to have rights that are ignored 
or suppressed, whether rights are natural or legal privileges. A regime might torture suspects, 
or force them to recant their religious beliefs whatever the status of their rights. While it may be 
of little consolation to those who suffer, such abuse of rights may still be grounds for external 
criticism. Not surprisingly, if a government chooses to regulate free speech by censoring news-
papers, the complaint that it is violating rights might be met with dismissive rebuttals by officials 
claiming that no such rights exist, demonstrated by the fact that they are able to censor at will. 
However, suppression by itself doesn’t prove that the rights don’t exist, only that they are often 



	 Chapter 9  •  Rights and Justice	 107

ignored. Similarly, a regime may ignore its own laws when it suits them, but that doesn’t nullify 
the rights granted by the laws. Thus an administration may take to imprisoning political activists 
without trial, even if there are rights of habeas corpus in its constitution. The fact that a right is 
ignored, however, does not, by itself, mean the right doesn’t exist.

We should also note that rights advocates fight for others who are able to demand their 
rights: for example, children and the mentally ill. Recently advocates have suggested that animals 
have rights—such as to not undergo unnecessary suffering, perhaps inflicted by research that 
could be done in other ways. For others, the environment itself can be thought of as a right 
holder, perhaps, in the sense that any interference needs to be justified before harms are allowed.

Nonhuman Rights

Rights are typically referred to as human rights. This brings out the question of what is so 
special about humanity. Are we, as humans, exclusively entitled to be treated in certain ways, 
for example, not to be enslaved? The author Desmond Stewart wrote a short story titled The 
Limits of Trooghaft in which he envisioned the earth being invaded by extraterrestrial beings 
called Troogs with intellectual and physical powers that enabled them to treat us the way we 
now treat animals.4

The puzzle the story poses is whether the Troogs should limit their behavior in their 
use of humans for sport, as pets, and hunting them for food. If we treat animals as we do by 
virtue of being on the top of the food chain and having power over them, then presumably the 
Trooghaftian answer is that there would be nothing to stop a superior species treating us as they 
wish: In effect, might makes rights.

Another line of argument asserts that there are rights involved—rights not to suffer unnec-
essarily, or be unnaturally caged, in short, to be treated humanely. However, can we then prove 
that there is indeed something special about humans that means we should be spared some of 
the bad treatment we deliberately inflict on animals? It could be our ability to reason, or com-
municate, or some other feature. Yet to counter the Troog challenge, we have to show not only 
that we can do these things, but also our abilities are sufficiently special and superior to warrant 
distinctive treatment, even though in the eyes of the Troogs we seem little more than monkeys 
do to us now.

Stewart’s story is important because it confronts the circular reasoning we often use in 
rights arguments: That we have special rights because we are human, and our humanity entitles 
us to them. Stewart wants us to articulate what is distinctive about our species to grant us unique 
rights, above and beyond reiterating that we are human. If it is our reasoning power, then we 
perhaps ought to consider recognizing that any species with reasoning should have some rights. 
If it is our ability to communicate, then similarly we ought to acknowledge that all sentient beings 
with that quality should be granted rights, at least in some degree.

Alternatively, if we use some other criterion than our humanity, then to be consistent any 
correlative rights may not apply just to humans. For instance, if it is our rationality or the ability 
to communicate that entitles us to rights, then we ought to consider other species that exhibit 
those qualities. They may not have those qualities fully or to the same degree as we would, but 
it would perhaps mean that some primates, whales, and dolphins might be right-bearers. Peter 

4D. Stewart, 1972. “The Limits of Trooghaft,” Encounter Magazine, February. Available at http://www.animal-rights-
library.com/texts-m/stewart01.htm, accessed July 18, 2013.

http://www.animal-rightslibrary.com/texts-m/stewart01.htm
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Singer (1946–) has claimed that rights arise out of sentience—the capacity to feel sensations, 
especially pain. As a utilitarian, he believes that we ought to minimize unnecessary pain wher-
ever possible, and maintains that distinguishing by species (e.g., humans and apes) may be less 
important than the amount of suffering involved.

Let us summarize our discussion of rights so far:

First, rights either require action to be taken to benefit the right holder (positive rights or 
claim rights) or shield the right holder from outside interference (negative rights).
Second, rights can be thought of as automatically belonging to humans by virtue of their 
existence (natural rights), or emerging from a legal system (privileges or civil rights). The 
legal system will typically be based on basic principles of justice that are moral in nature, 
such as concepts of equal opportunities or merit.
Third, there is likely to be a hierarchy of rights, since some will depend on others, such 
as the right of a government to create laws, which will then allow it to create more rights.
Fourth, some rights may be taken away by legal means by forfeiture, for example, when 
someone violates the traffic rules and has his or her right to drive revoked.
Fifth, the fact that rights are not always recognized does not necessarily mean that they do 
not exist and should not be honored.
Sixth, rights claims may conflict. What if someone’s right to free speech interferes with 
another’s right to privacy? What if the right to subsidized health care clashes with a general 
right to keep what we each have earned? In these cases, we need to develop a conceptual 
framework that can arbitrate between rights—for example, deciding that rights to life 
matter more than rights to property. This leads us to look at the background principles 
described in theories of justice.

Challenges to Rights

There are three main lines of criticism about philosophical rights. First, the communitarian 
challenge suggests that an emphasis on individual rights without correlative responsibilities, 
especially to a wider community, is misguided. Second, there are alternate perspectives presented 
by East Asian philosophy. Third, there are pragmatic critiques, which encourage us to give up 
the search for the exact nature of rights to concentrate instead on practical ways the words we use 
and the narratives we create can be employed to enhance human welfare.

Importantly, none of these groups dismiss rights talk completely. As we have seen, rights talk 
developed after the Enlightenment period, from about 1700 onwards. It emerged at the same time 
as philosophies that stressed the importance of the individual and personal choice, and clearly the 
concept of rights is linked to the idea that each person is the prime unit of moral consideration.

Communitarian approaches reevaluate where the focus of moral assessment ought to be, 
and want to shift the emphasis away from the individual and look more to the family or society 
in general. We have seen that the right to bear children is often held as a sacred individual choice, 
but we can imagine that holding personal life plans as paramount could harm the overall welfare 
of a community, for instance if the children become a burden on the state. The same might be 
said of care of the elderly, which is typically thought of as a binding obligation in many Eastern 
societies, where families take on this duty instead of letting it fall to community welfare programs.
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Similarly, contemporary communitarians such as Amitai Etzioni (1929–) note that we 
ordinarily think about privacy as a principal individual right. However, there may be times 
where the community is under threat, say, from individuals who trade child pornography from 
their computers, or plan terrorist acts. When there is a sufficient threat, communitarians would 
argue the balance should change so that the welfare of society as a whole is taken into account 
and in some cases may matter more than individual rights.

The Western liberal view takes the individual to be in tension with the state, with negative 
rights that protect the private sphere from outside interference. However, some philosophers 
have pointed out that individuals are not the only ones in society who hold rights; rights are 
granted to corporations and institutions as well. Michael Walzer (1935–) thinks the theoretical 
split between state and individual sets up a false dichotomy. He believes that there are a number 
of spheres, including corporations, the Church, and the welfare state, and he contends the key 
issue is not so much about rights, as it is about power.

Hence Walzer contends that the proper function of the state is to balance the various 
institutions to equalize their power. From his perspective, it means that the military, corporations, 
or the Church should not dominate civic life, as they did in some periods in history. His  
insight is that while we may think of ourselves as autonomous individuals acting without outside 
influence, the truth is that we are always caught up in communities and institutions that effec-
tively shape our lives and sway our decisions. Rights, in his view, are the mechanism the state 
should use to equalize the institutions that compete for power.

Thus Walzer contends most rights come about as a function of communities, and, in fact, 
many of the worst things humans encounter such as genocide and unnatural famines also reflect 
communities where power is out of balance. The basic human rights he argues for are quite 
minimal in the sense that they are only those required to have a decent life: Life, liberty, and 
subsistence, and only violations of these very basic rights will justify international intervention. 
Beyond those he feels each community will develop its own conception of the nature and scope 
of individual rights: Some states might stress welfare rights, whereas others will emphasize indi-
vidual opportunity. We should recognize that Walzer is not casting off the vocabulary of rights 
entirely, but sees them in context of wider discussions about aggregate human welfare.

The difficulty that Walzer’s work demonstrates is that if we take rights to just apply to 
individuals that we treat as independent atoms each working alone to further his or her own life 
plans, then we may disregard some of the sociological facts about humans and the way we orga-
nize our societies. If we take his wider perspective, then rights are still important, but as a force 
that works to equalize the various spheres of influence on our lives.

East Asian cultures, especially those from the Confucian tradition, have customarily 
stressed the welfare of the community over that of the individual. Daryl Koehn (1955–), a con-
temporary ethicist, points out that obligations do not get their ethical force from the fact that a 
rational person would make demands based on rights. Instead, it comes from the awareness on 
the part of individuals that their place in the web of human relationships requires them to act a 
certain way if they are to exhibit true-heartedness (makoto). Thus fulfilling an obligation without 
sincerity—so-called lip service—would not be ethically good. The downside of this approach is 
that it puts great power in the hands of judges and other officials with discretionary power. If a 
judge acts without makoto, then there is little structure or process to allow redress on the basis of 
infringed rights, as so much rests on the wisdom of the judge.

For example, consider the case of someone who has been accused of stealing a chicken. 
Tradition requires that the judge look beyond individual property rights, to find out the reasons 
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the fowl was stolen and the impact it has on the larger community. Perhaps there was an earlier 
grievance, or the person was impoverished and desperate. The judge then takes the various 
interests into account, and looks to whatever will most benefit the community going forward: 
He or she could award a simple punishment, or encourage restorative activities such as apologies 
or labor in return. Given the emphasis on the wide perspective, it ought not to surprise us that 
Eastern cultures are somewhat baffled by complaints about human rights violations based on 
individual entitlements and protections without much reference to the overall context.

Clearly, there is still considerable debate over the nature and scope of rights. The language 
of rights tends to treat them as entities, that is, as things, which can be assembled, ranked, or 
traded in much the same way as any other resource such as personal wealth. Hence we are 
comfortable talking about exchanging a certain amount of personal liberty for convenience—for 
example, access to a social networking site. Yet this approach falls short when the individual is 
not the main locus of moral discussions. If rights aren’t like personal property, then this model 
becomes confusing and won’t be understood in ways that will help bring about change.

When we talk about sweatshop working conditions, for example, Western discourse 
often starts with the presumption of individual rights, rather than what is best for the family or 
community. That is not to say that workers are not entitled to fair and safe working conditions, 
only that we need to use language that is couched in concepts that are widely understood by the 
audience involved.

An alternative approach is to think of rights talk as not so much about entities, as if they 
are commodities that can be bought or exchanged, but as a means of framing a narrative. The 
philosopher Richard Rorty (1931–2007) suggested that pronouncements such as the U.S. Bill 
of Rights or the Helsinki Declaration of Human Rights are best regarded as bullet points; they 
stimulate a larger story that enables us to make sense of our world. This is a pragmatic view. 
Perhaps what matters is not so much the ultimate nature of rights, but whether the talk of rights 
is effective in making the world a better place.

Thus the questions should not be about the nature of rights themselves, but more about 
whether we can help frame the worldview of others by drawing on the language of rights. We 
may be misguided if we assume that rights exist in the same way as tables and chairs exist, and 
then demand that others accept our view. Rather, using a common framework to capture rea-
sonable first assumptions will be one way of viewing the world. If it is effective, then we should 
certainly endorse the attempt.

Seeing rights in this way might be useful as it necessarily embeds them in a historical 
context. The voices of the Enlightenment raged against oppressive monarchies, and the language 
of rights gave them common cause. Bentham may have been correct in saying that there are no 
natural rights—like there are natural flora and fauna—but wrong in dismissing them outright, 
since rights language became a rallying cry for the repressed. Similarly the U.N. Declaration can 
be viewed as a reaction to the regimes that provoked the Second World War, and the language 
involved resonated with people who had suffered and fought for the cause of freedom.

Perhaps the best way to understand rights is to treat them as a dynamic and useful tool, 
helping us develop a common worldview that will lead to improved welfare overall. If so, we 
are actually asking the wrong question if we ponder whether the right to association is better 
described as a human right or privilege and if it is positive or negative. A better way would be to 
think of the language as fundamentally pragmatic. If we can frame the issues of unionization and 
worker welfare most effectively in terms of rights, perhaps it is more important to examine how 
people use this kind of language than to search for its exact meaning.
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It also implies that we need to do more work than simply assert rights as if they are read-
ily evident and discoverable entities. Instead, we have to see them as part of a worldview that we 
have adopted, one that we need to explain to other cultures. Thus rights as we see them are not 
always obvious but part and parcel of a Western cultural approach that values the individual. 
This is by no means wrong or mistaken, but we should recognize that it may not be universally 
accepted. If we are able to use such rights talk as a means of furthering a dialogue about the best 
way that people should be treated, all the better.

Talk about rights can be invaluable in facilitating arguments about justice and how to pur-
sue it, but it does require that the participants find some common ground to agree on the nature 
and scope of the rights under discussion. Those who begin the discussion with a strong notion 
of rights often take them to be self-evident, universal, and absolute, believing that invoking them 
will have the effect of foreclosing any further argument. But we cannot assume that the people we 
address will automatically understand what we mean by rights. We need to be prepared to give 
some supplementary explanation of what those rights are, how they arise, and how they apply in 
a given situation.

Justice

Societies are able to assert, allocate, or distribute rights, and a fair distribution of rights is regarded 
as just. Aristotle (384–322 BCE) discussed problems of justice in his Nicomachean Ethics, in 
which he asserted that equals should be treated equally. In his words the unfair distribution of 
goods “is the very source of all the quarrelling and wrangling in the world.” 5

Ensuring equality is not easily resolved. Some have had advantages that enable them to get 
on well in contemporary society, whereas others have faced considerable barriers to education 
and opportunity. Each person has different talents, intelligence, and emotional makeup. How 
should equality be defined, given such differences?

Even if we were to grant equality among persons, equal treatment is also hard to pin down—
it could be treating all sides the same without favoritism, or taking no side at all. A parent who 
sends two fighting brothers to their rooms, for example, may be treating both identically but often 
the one who didn’t start the squabble will feel the treatment was unfair. Thus philosophers have 
looked at both who should count as a right-holder and the process of allocating rights in society.

Retributive and Restorative Justice

In contemporary philosophical literature, the issue of justice has been divided into several areas 
of concern. In retributive justice we look at how to comfort the victim who has been harmed, or 
what punishment would be appropriate for the perpetrator. For example, in the ancient world 
the principle of “an eye for an eye” allowed an injured party to claim exact retribution in kind. In 
the relatively recent subdisciplines of restorative and reparative justice, practitioners attempt to 
find ways to restore relationships that allow people who have been harmed to heal and move on. 
Thus once South Africa relinquished the racist system of apartheid, a state-sponsored Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission set up systems of truth-telling and amnesty that provided a way for 
the country to start healing.

5Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, Book V ch 3.
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To distinguish between retributive and restorative justice, imagine a person who has been 
robbed on the street. Retributive justice deals mainly with working out the appropriate pun-
ishment. An ancient principle would be “an eye for an eye” where the punishment mimics the 
crime, or now a days a prison sentence is considered appropriate. A traditional legal notion is 
that any victim of criminal or negligent harm needs to be “made whole again.” This might mean 
that the victim is reimbursed for any losses, including monetary damages for pain and suffering. 
However, we can see immediately that in many cases being made whole may not be adequately 
dealt with through monetary damages: If a laptop is stolen, merely being compensated what it is 
worth doesn’t make up for the feeling of threat and violation that goes along with being robbed.

On the other hand, restorative justice attempts to look beyond the immediate incident. For 
example, we should also be concerned about the mental welfare of the victims, who are perhaps 
left wondering whether they somehow invited the crime. Some forms of restorative justice 
attempt to have criminals and victims meet in a mediated setting so they fully understand the 
event and its repercussions.

Distributive Justice

The third major area of study in philosophical discussion of justice, and the one we will focus 
on, is distributive justice. Societies typically try to redistribute goods and services among their 
members for the common good. If we lived on some mythical South Seas islands and were 
content to eat the bounty of the land without any ambition for more, then there would be no 
competition for goods or services, and subsequently no feeling that some have the right to make 
claims on others. However, in the real world of limited resources, there are issues about how they 
should be used, allocated, or shared. When entitlement claims are made, they typically fall into 
one of three categories: equity, equality, and need.6

In an example, imagine that three people are hired by a homeowner to do some yard work. 
The homeowner might decide to pay them based on their individual contributions. One is natu-
rally strong and does more work, one is average in performing the work, and one is weaker and 
hard working but nevertheless fails to do as much.

However merit is judged, the employer feels that he should pay more to the one who deserves 
it more; this is an equity-based system. Merit in this case might be judged by the amount of 
work accomplished. In an equal-opportunity process where we paid park workers by the amount 
of trash they collected during the day, the system tells us how they will be treated, but doesn’t  
govern their individual pay, as they are rewarded according to their productivity. Alternatively, 
the homeowner may realize that he can’t decide between the workers, and pay all of them the 
same amount, regardless of effort or what they did: Here equality is the governing principle. 
Finally, the employer could note that one of the workers is supporting an ailing parent and is the 
only one bringing in income, and decide to pay that person more: a need-based solution.

In contrast, another approach would look to end states, in so far as it aims for a given out-
come, such as geographic diversity in an incoming college class, or making sure that everyone in 
a society takes home a minimum wage, which might override other considerations.

With these initial factors at play, we can look at two main theories of distributive justice, 
libertarianism and egalitarianism.

6M. Deutsch, 1975. “Equity, Equality and Need: What Determines Which Value Will Be Used as the Basis of Distributive 
Justice?” Journal of Social Issues, 31, 3, pp. 135–150.



	 Chapter 9  •  Rights and Justice	 113

Libertarianism

Libertarians see the foundation of their approach as maximizing personal liberty. This conforms 
to theories arising from John Locke (1632–1704) and John Stuart Mill (1806–1873), who would 
have used the term liberal, although that term has taken on different connotations since their 
time. The basic idea is that the individual is in the best position to know what is best for him or 
her and should be allowed to make choices without undue outside interference. In other words 
each person has to decide what is in his or her best interest, and the government should not 
interfere with personal decisions, especially in the redistribution of wealth or rights.

Libertarians believe in what is sometimes termed pure justice. It is pure as it sets up a 
system that provides open opportunities to all, and because of that, deduces that any resulting 
distribution will necessarily be fair. For instance, consider a lottery that is drawn at random: As 
long as the system is fair, no one can complain about the outcome. If a millionaire paid for a 
ticket and won, then we shouldn’t object on the grounds that he doesn’t need the prize or that 
others are somehow more deserving. In the same way, libertarians promote systems that they feel 
will give everyone a fair chance, and then any resulting inequalities will be acceptable, whether 
they are the result of hard work, applied intelligence, or even luck.

Hence in libertarian thinking, it will be unfair if a well-paid doctor is heavily taxed, 
especially if those taxes are directed to causes that he or she doesn’t support. Supporters often 
make strong correlations to capitalism as an economic system that allows everyone to maximize 
his or her personal choices—and feel that taxation and regulations often hinder the smooth 
working of the market. If people wish to buy pet rocks or pay to go to monster truck pulls, it 
is a matter of personal choice. It would be wrong, according to libertarians, to interfere with 
individuals allocating their wealth as they wish. They would not want to see the money in the 
form of involuntary taxes being redirected, say, into subsidizing unprofitable enterprises such as 
ballet dancing or symphony orchestras.

Nozick

A contemporary libertarian advocate is Robert Nozick (1938–2002). In his book Anarchy, State, 
and Utopia, he promotes what he terms a night watchman state that only serves to defend the 
country, maintain order, and keep transactions honest and legal. All other functions would 
be left to individual discretion. Nozick gives the example of a popular basketball player who 
becomes rich because a very large number of individuals are willing to pay to see him on the 
court. Nozick believes that this is perfectly fair, and the state should not seize the player’s earnings 
and redistribute them in ways it believes more beneficial, perhaps to programs for the poor, or in 
subsidies to farmers, because the player’s worth can be determined exactly by seeing how much 
people were voluntarily willing to pay him.

If those same people wanted their money to go to other programs, according to Nozick’s 
approach to libertarianism, then they would have put less of their money toward the player and 
more to alternate causes. He felt that taxation or other forced redistribution of resources is like 
the state compelling citizens to engage in forced labor, in that they have to work to earn money 
which is then taken from them against their will for causes they may not believe in or support. 
He is opposed to what he calls patterning, which occurs when a state justifies formulaic dis-
tributions based on some predetermined principle such as the communist notion of from each 
according to ability and to each according to their needs. He thinks that any attempt to insert 
values such as ability, need, intelligence, or merit is doomed to failure. Thus we should abandon 
any imposed redistribution system in favor of personal choice. Ideally for Nozick, the individual 
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has control of his or her property, and can acquire, transfer, and dispose of it at will, without the 
state determining what is fair, and how much of his or her property should be given over to its 
control. Nozick boils down his claims to a simple sentence: “From each as they choose, to each 
as they are chosen.”

Market Morality

In the views presented by Nozick we can see what might be called market morality at work. 
Nozick uses the free market to show what people prefer, witnessed by their purchasing decisions. 
Our real values, he would argue, are reflected in market choices where the consumer is sover-
eign. Despite our best rhetoric, if we say we care about a clean environment but drive a car that 
drips oil constantly, or claim to care about recycling but won’t pay more for recycled or “green” 
goods, then our purchasing decisions act as an acid test of our true feelings. As a corollary, we 
shouldn’t say things are unfair or unjust in the market—it just reflects our individual decisions 
accurately. If no one patronizes the art gallery, we shouldn’t lament if it closes since we don’t 
value high art.

This approach would also inform how we deal with issues such as the situation of those 
who could not be active in the market, for example, people with disabilities. In these cases, if we 
care about their plight, we would have the option to contribute to their welfare (as we couldn’t 
rely on the state). This would be an imperfect duty, in Kantian terms, since we might have a duty 
to help out, but there would be no reciprocal sense of entitlement.

It would become an empirical question to observe if people were given a tax break equiva-
lent to the amount spent on social services whether they would then voluntarily donate that 
amount to equivalent causes rather than, say, buying a new television. There is some evidence 
that when government services are reduced, individuals fail to make voluntary donations 
to bridge the spending gaps. Any subsequent suffering wouldn’t necessarily be a problem for 
Nozick, though: It would simply point out that people have different values from the govern-
ment, and if they choose to acquire material goods rather than donate to charity, ultimately they 
should be able to make that choice based on their personal preferences.

Egalitarianism

The egalitarian starts from a different place than the libertarian. The point of departure is that we 
all share in one another’s fate, and so we have obligations to others. The talents and intelligence 
we have are not what we earned but they came to us through a genetic lottery. Thus it is great that 
someone is very bright and excels at math, but we shouldn’t think of that as a personal achieve-
ment so much as a lucky draw. Conversely, someone who is not blessed with many marketable 
talents should not be punished for something that was beyond his or her control. Putting these 
two key insights together, an egalitarian thinks that personal achievements are not merely a func-
tion of our own making, and we cannot abdicate our duties to others.

Rawls

The chief proponent of egalitarianism in modern times has been John Rawls (1921–2002). In 
his major 1972 book, A Theory of Justice, Rawls asserts that we are better off through social 
cooperation than living alone by our own efforts. One of his key claims is that “no one should be 
advantaged or disadvantaged by natural fortune or social circumstance.”



	 Chapter 9  •  Rights and Justice	 115

Rawls also feels that we need to avoid skewing our intuitions by favoring our own situation 
in life. He proposes an armchair exercise in which we know the facts of the world—for example, 
how many people are there, the proportion of people of color and those with disabilities—but 
nothing about our particular place in the world. Rawls claims that if we didn’t know who we were, 
but could design society behind this “veil of ignorance” we would minimize our own risks by  
giving everyone the best possible opportunities, regardless their social standing, race, or whatever 
else might currently impair their fulfillment.

It is critical when reading Rawls to realize that he is not advocating social equality, but 
rather equal opportunities for all. Imagine, for instance, that a society has different quality 
elementary schools, generally correlated to the income level of the community. One-third are 
in affluent areas, and two-thirds are not. Additionally, let us suppose there is evidence that the 
nature of elementary education has a direct bearing on success in later life, both in school and 
beyond.

According to Rawls’s veil of ignorance proposition, if people did not know ahead of time 
what their place in life would be and how well they could provide for their children, then it would 
seem reasonable that they would want to avoid the challenges that come about if they ended up 
in a poorer school district. Instead, they would strive to design a system where all the elementary 
schools were good (organizing school funding so that all were as good as the better ones in the 
current system). That way, it would not matter where people found themselves when the veil is 
lifted, because they are assured that all children will have an equal academic opportunity.

Rawls believes that his thought experiment will show that rational people will agree on two 
central principles. The first says everyone has an equal right to the most extensive liberty com-
patible with a similar liberty for others. Thus we all have an equal right to choose what we want, 
with the proviso that our liberty will be limited when it conflicts with what others want. The 
second principle says that social arrangements should be constructed so they are to everyone’s 
advantage, and open to all. Again, we should emphasize this is not enforcing equality, but instead 
he wants to get rid of unequal opportunities that are often the result of accidents of birth. Rawls 
argues that society may rightfully redistribute what he refers to as primary goods, including 
rights, liberties, powers, opportunities, income, and wealth.

Consider a family that has inherited its wealth. Currently they are able to send their 
children to the best schools, provide tutoring, and assure them that they will be able to attend 
college without debts. They live in pleasant surroundings and do not worry much about the 
safety of the neighborhood. One parent, in this case the mother, chooses not to work, and spends 
her time looking after the children’s needs. Their lives are enriched by art, music, and travel. 
Now by itself there is nothing very objectionable about this kind of life—these are things many of 
us would like and strive for. Yet we can see why Rawls might consider it appropriate to reallocate 
some of their wealth to the less fortunate by contrasting it to a nonnuclear family that is living 
from paycheck to paycheck working for low wages. The children may go to a school with fewer 
resources, and there is little disposable income to spend on enhancement activities.

Rawls would ask us to put ourselves in the place of the children in each case—did they  
do anything to deserve their lot in life, and consequently should we think it fair that they receive 
different treatment? It certainly seems that the wealthier children will have greater opportuni-
ties unless there is some sort of redress mechanism in place. Perhaps the wealthy are taxed, and  
those resources are used to enhance schooling in poor areas. Perhaps college admissions offices 
decide that a student who has overcome significant obstacles to achieve equal test scores to other 
more advantaged entrants may deserve admission and even financial aid.



116	 Chapter 9  •  Rights and Justice

Rawls explicitly endorses what he terms the difference principle. Under it, inequalities 
may arise after we implement equality of opportunity—perhaps some will take on more chal-
lenges or apply their natural talents more than others. He does not have a problem with such 
inequalities, as long as they benefit everyone, including the least advantaged, and make no one 
worse off. Perhaps it is necessary to give potential doctors greater educational resources and 
then pay them relatively more on graduation—but this would be justified on the grounds that 
everyone in society benefits from having qualified doctors. The difference principle would not 
necessarily preclude business executives from earning vast amounts, as long as it could be argued 
that everyone benefits from the enterprises that he or she runs and that paying them like that is 
the best way to operate a successful company.

Challenges

In general terms libertarians advocate a meritocracy where people get what they deserve based 
on merit. Merit is initially an attractive basis for distinguishing rewards, but is a very difficult 
concept to grasp in practice: Market terminology may be useful, but as we have seen it does so by 
putting a price on everything. Notice, too, that the concept of merit will necessarily be considered 
within a certain societal context. For example, a doctor may be an excellent diagnostician, but 
have a poor bedside manner. An architect may have a refined aesthetic taste but ignore the 
traditional nature of the surrounding neighborhood in designing a new building. Additionally, 
consider some of the highest paid people; many of them are sports or television personalities. 
While they undoubtedly attract wide audiences and bring in advertising revenue, that may not be 
a true measure of their value to society.

Other kinds of assessment are no less problematic; it is hard to achieve a level of objectivity 
that is not tainted by social and cultural biases. For instance, in academic achievement, standard-
ized test scores often have implicit prejudice. An analogy test that asks a student to match “yacht: 
regatta” with “pony: gymkhana” assumes that those being tested are familiar with sailing events 
and horse shows, and will penalize those who are not. In addition, many private tutoring institu-
tions guarantee that their paid course will increase test scores, thus favoring those able to pay or 
willing to borrow the fees. Moreover, “objective” scores alone do not reflect effort; two students 
who get the same score on a test may come from very different situations, perhaps where one has 
worked her way through school while the other has benefitted from independent funding and 
greater leisure time.

Many libertarians believe that a free and open market best reflects societal values. At some 
point, though, it seems that the market will fail whenever it encounters the kinds of values it 
cannot deal with well: Perhaps looking after people incapable of looking after themselves is a 
matter of human rights and decency, and not just a matter of their value in contributing to the 
market. Additionally, there may be cases, such as selling one’s kidneys, where we could imagine 
that there would be an active market, but one that disproportionately attracts the desperately 
poor who have no other assets.

Another issue is that we can’t always rely on the simple matter of parties having agreed to 
contracts as a clear demonstration that justice has been served. To get a fully rounded picture, 
we have to think of the power structure involved. In the earlier case of the three people hired 
to do yard work, what if one of the workers is well-off and has just been told by his parents to 
do something during his vacation, whereas another is struggling to feed herself and her family? 
Obviously, the workers don’t all have the same power in the deal. If the richer one could walk 
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away from the job without any repercussions, he has much more bargaining leverage than some-
one who desperately needs every penny. Similarly, in many parts of the world, the only options 
are often for workers to agree to certain marginal terms or starve. This strains the notion of 
voluntariness. Therefore when we talk about distributive justice, the particular situation and 
relationships will matter. Perhaps the state will decide to act as the agent of justice, for instance, 
by imposing a minimum wage to protect those without negotiating power from being exploited, 
but in a full analysis, the role and level of intervention of regulatory bodies also need to be taken 
into account.

Objections to the Rawlsian approach to justice tend to come in two forms: first to the 
nature of the principles he invokes and then claims about the impracticality of some of his sug-
gestions. The doubts about his principles arise from the nature of the thought experiment and 
his views of human nature. How practical, for example, is it for us to bracket out our knowledge 
of our place in the world and put ourselves in a neutral space where we can develop abstract prin-
ciples? He suggests, for instance, that we would all be rational and risk averse, since we would 
want to maximize our opportunities whoever we turned out to be. However, experience suggests 
that some people are more risk seeking and entrepreneurial, especially given financial and other 
incentives.

In the earlier example, we considered a family that had inherited its wealth. If we change 
that to one where the earners in the family get well paid because society has deemed them valu-
able, and it is consequently acceptable under Rawls’s difference principle for them to get a larger 
share for their work, it would be natural for the parents to spend some of that wealth to help their 
children. Yet such partiality and benefit seems to be precluded under his redistribution to ensure 
equal opportunity for the upcoming generation. If we extrapolate from the example, using the 
family wealth to support their children by providing more comfortable surroundings, travel, or 
extra-curricular activities could all be considered unfair advantages. Hence there are some really 
practical issues in implementing justified rewards and then limiting how they might be used.

Recall, too, that Rawls says that our talents arise out of happy accidents of birth. A person 
capable of becoming a medical doctor is blessed with intelligence and a good memory, say. Rawls 
suggests that even the capacity to work hard is a function of our genetic makeup, so that the 
effort we put into learning is a result of our DNA and the family circumstances we are born into, 
which the potential doctor can’t take credit for and shouldn’t therefore derive any benefit from. 
Rawls’s view of psychology could be correct in that many people are motivated to apply them-
selves without any extrinsic rewards. On the other hand, there are others who, faced with the 
choice of applying themselves or being lazy, prefer an easy life.

Rawls appears to minimize the role incentives factor into our decisions. In contrast, a 
libertarian would probably claim that we usually work because we are promised some remunera-
tion in anticipation that we deserve to keep and do with it as we wish. For instance if someone 
chooses to not develop his singing talent, that seems to be an individual choice, not one dictated 
by genetics. On the other hand, if he were to become an acclaimed star, he might expect that the 
rewards society allows him to keep ought to reflect the energy, time, and effort put into years of 
study and practice.

Moreover, there are both conceptual and practical issues when it comes to redistribu-
tion of the opportunities and goods in society: Who decides how much is appropriate and the 
means for allocation? Rawls says that he is only developing an abstract set of principles, not 
a policy blueprint. Nevertheless, we can see real issues that could arise from considerations of 
intergenerational fairness, for instance, or claims that people need rectification for historical 
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discrimination. Imagine that a society has a group that has been marginalized in some way, such 
as blacks in America. Slavery and its aftermath has limited past generations’ access to educa-
tion and opportunity in such a way that it would be wrong to say that everyone now starts life 
on a level-playing field. How would we best achieve that? For Rawls, it seems, there needs to be 
a constant monitoring of society to ensure equal opportunities for everyone, and then constant 
readjustment to ensure fairness.

Nozick briefly mentions his own principle of rectification. This amounts to making our 
best guess of how things would have been had, say, blacks been fully emancipated after the Civil 
War, then readjusting things to the way they would have been without the injustice. It is hard to 
see how that would happen in practice, as we would have to have all claimants make a case for 
reparations based on hypothetical possible worlds that might have come about but for a set of 
unjust circumstances. Then it seems there would have to be a one-time payout that would make 
amends for the wrongs, after which no further claims would be allowed.

The difficulty in reconciling different approaches to justice, and the weighty policy 
considerations that ensue in terms of government spending, social and racial equality, distribu-
tion of health care and other resources, to name a few, have led some philosophers to declare the 
conflict intractable. Alasdair MacIntyre (1923–) argues that the debates are not rationally based, 
but function to further particular ideologies. He reasons that if it were simply a question of logic, 
then we could reach resolution, but when it comes to competing ideologies, there is little hope 
of reconciliation.

MacIntyre’s view suggests that we lack a universal rationality, so we are bound to fail in 
seeking a unified set of concepts about justice. An alternative approach, however, would suggest 
that perhaps we could admit that there are competing notions of justice at work, but that they 
don’t have to cohere completely. For instance, we might consider various approaches to be like 
gears on a bicycle: Some may be more appropriate in certain situations but not others. This would 
still demand discussion and argument, but retain the hope that we can reach broad consensus on 
many issues while allowing that there will never be universal agreement on all.

Summary

The case of e-waste in China may crystallize 
some of the difficult issues in rights and justice. 
In this situation, the Chinese government has 
regulations to protect the workers, although 
they are often unenforced. As we have seen, 
rights are often said to apply either to all humans 
across the world without regard to time or place 
or as a function of a legal system. No matter 
what the exact nature of rights, though, there 
seem to be certain threshold standards that 
most people agree should exist to allow people 
to lead minimally decent lives. Even if different 
cultures do not typically use the same conceptu-
al language, the rights discussion serves to draw 
attention to ethical problems. For example, if 

we take the right to life as a negative right that 
provides immunity from outside interference, 
it follows that people should not have to put 
their lives in jeopardy involuntarily. In dealing 
with e-waste they should not be forced to work 
with toxic materials without access to protec-
tive clothing. The same principle might hold for 
the right to make a living, or the right to mini-
mally clean air and water. Having said that, if 
we want to move beyond a very minimal core 
set of rights, proponents may have to provide 
additional explanations about the role of the 
individual with respect to the state in order to 
justify arguments for providing various protec-
tions and entitlements.
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The philosophical issues have changed 
somewhat in the last fifty years, from bluntly 
asserting individual rights that society is then 
supposed to uphold, to using rights talk as 
shorthand or bullet points, a means to high-
light the fact that something is ethically amiss 
and ought to be rectified. This opens the 
door to further debate about relative power 
balances within and between communities, 
the relationship of the individual to the state, 
and the rights and correlative responsibilities 
of all the involved stakeholders. Subsequently, 
discussions about rights are today less likely to 
be about their exact nature (positive/negative, 
basic/privilege), and more about how they can 
be used to point out injustices and show a way 
that they might be remedied.

The case also highlights some of the 
differences between the two versions of dis-
tributive justice: libertarian and egalitarian. For 
the libertarian view, we are entitled to what we 
earn or what we are given, and then we create 
value by making market exchanges. In contrast, 
the egalitarian looks to equality of opportunity 
that serves to improve overall welfare.

It appears the workers in Guangdong 
Province find the prospect of working to 
dismantle electronic goods more attractive 
than peasant farming, and to many their 
employment may simply be a matter of a 
market exchange of work for pay. Egalitarians, 

on the other hand, are more likely to say that 
the situation shows that the initial state of 
affairs is already unfair: If we followed Rawls’s 
thought experiment and designed societal 
policies as if we had a random chance of 
being in their situation, then very few of us 
would likely accept the lack of education and 
advancement opportunities that those e-waste 
workers face. We would probably want to alter 
things so if we found ourselves in their shoes, 
there would be institutional structures in place 
that would provide the maximum liberty and 
prospects for everyone.

Discussions about rights and justice 
can appear complex and daunting. At the 
same time, people have literally put their 
lives on the line fighting against repression 
and injustice. The principles involved strike 
at the very heart of everything we do from 
international relations and creating social 
policy, to the way we deal with one another 
on a personal level. The child who loudly 
protests that “It isn’t fair!” appeals to some 
of our most basic intuitions and demands 
things be put right, and demonstrates that 
from an early age we strongly believe in 
equal treatment and the redress of power 
imbalances. Consequently, it has become 
essential that when we bring these concepts 
into play we are fully aware of their meaning 
and broader implications.
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Feminism is a collective term that covers a spectrum of philosophical, social, and political 
movements that are unified by asserting equality for women. Feminist insights can help 
us approach ethical theory in three broad ways. First, women have been marginalized and 
unempowered for much of history, and thus the scope of moral consideration ought to 
be widened to include women’s insights, experiences, and issues. Second, it could be that 
men and women have equal but differing natures. Thus women may see the world more 
in terms of relationships and care than men generally do and so women’s experience of, 
say, nurturing, ought to figure into any ethical theory just as much as a rational method 
that examines dilemmas and imposes general duties. Third, some philosophers argue that 
the systematic repression of women represents the politics of oppression in general. They 
suggest the undergirding social structures have been dominated by men with a gender 
bias which has systematically delegitimized certain kinds of response, whereas in fact 
there may be a real benefit in drawing on insights from both men and women. Feminists 
often claim that we all tend to accept norms relating to gender that are not natural or 
necessary, and perpetuating them may repress or harm all people.

The literature in this area distinguishes the concept of gender from sex. Sex refers 
to the biological features that distinguish men from women, whereas gender refers to the 
associations and ways of life that are socially learned or chosen. In this chapter we will 
consider two major approaches to the nature of gender, equality and essentialism, as well 
as a few of the major contemporary theories that have offered feminist insights and made 
important contributions to moral theory.

Case—Margaret Hossack

In 1900, John Hossack, a farmer from Iowa, was attacked while asleep at home. He suffered 
two massive blows to the head with an axe. After his death, Hossack was described as “a 
God fearing and church-going man” who had no real enemies. But after talking to his 
neighbors, the local paper soon exposed a different side. Hossack was characterized as 
violent and abusive, and neighbors said that his wife, Margaret, had often sought help 
from them when her husband was in one of his rages. Just after the graveside service, she 
was arrested for murder. The evidence from her neighbors about her fear of her husband 
served to solidify the case against her.

10
Feminist Insights

Chapter
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If we take Margaret’s experiences as a morally relevant feature of the case, we see that she 
had been married for thirty-three years to a man who was physically and emotionally abusive. 
She was trapped for several reasons. She had no resources, as all the property belonged to her 
husband. Conventional wisdom at that time was that a woman’s role was to love and support her 
family, no matter what. When it came to the trial, the fact that she had endured years of psycho-
logical, emotional, and even physical torment did not fit the all-male jury’s picture of the world. 
From their perspective, John was an upright and respectable member of the community, and 
Margaret an unloving wife. She was quickly convicted of first-degree murder of her husband, 
and received a life sentence of hard labor.

One of the reporters of the case was a budding author, Susan Glaspell, who later used the 
case as the basis for her short story A Jury of Her Peers. In it, Glaspell shows women neighbors 
empathizing with the accused wife, Minnie. As in the Hossack case, the fictional husband is 
described as someone who was sober, kept his word, and paid his debts, whereas his wife Minnie 
is criticized as a poor housekeeper. The women are well aware that the men investigating the case 
will only look at the immediate facts, viewing any evidence of abuse only as a motive that informs 
them of Minnie’s guilt. As a result, when the women discover vital evidence that might indict 
Minnie, they discretely hide it from the investigating sheriff.

We can see why the neighbors might feel that all the cards are stacked against women in 
general and Minnie in particular. Women at the beginning of the twentieth century generally 
lacked the legal and social power and influence that came with money and property. They lived 
in a world that discounted a woman’s perspective as irrational, emotional, or sometimes uppity, 
and expected them to be compliant and subservient to the prevailing norms. It is not surprising, 
then, that the women aided Minnie, even though it seems she had committed a horrible deed and 
they became accessories after the fact.

The stories of the original crime and its fictional adaptation reveal two important inter-
pretations of the case. First, some see it as an illustration of the need for enlightenment and 
liberation, noting that if the women had more power and an equal voice that would be heard and 
validated by the moral community, then they could make the authorities more aware of the true 
situation of oppression and abuse that existed, perhaps to the point of mitigating the killing. That 
is, one answer for the unempowered women would be to give them a full and equal place in any 
moral discussion.

The second point of view, especially in the fictional version, is that even given their 
marginalized status, the women had special insights and ways of knowing that were unavailable 
to the men. They are portrayed as considering incidents in terms of relationships, whereas  
the male perspective tended to view them as individual acts isolated from context. It isn’t that the 
women hide the evidence because they don’t understand the facts—the abused wife is obviously 
the killer. Instead, they realize that there is perhaps more to the story, and looking at the facts and 
rules without regard to any other information seems unfair or unjust.

To be clear, this is not to say that all men and all women reason in these ways, or that these 
various ways of reasoning are necessarily innate to the sexes, as they may well be products of our 
upbringing. Nevertheless, whatever its origin, diverse behavior exists based on gender. Research 
suggests that in playground games, boys take longer because they take time out to argue about 
the rules, whereas girls are keener to get on with the game. This might be evidence that women 
and men have distinct psychological hardwiring. Alternatively, it could be the case that women 
are socialized to place the priority of maintaining relationships over sticking to contractual 
obligations.
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We can rephrase the overall question by considering whether the varying intuitions are a 
function of human nature or, alternatively, our upbringing. Perhaps we become socialized into 
different roles through various experiences that channel our reactions in a particular way, giving 
each gender special emphasis on certain insights and different priorities. So, for instance, some 
writers have suggested that the unique social practices of women—such as motherhood—have 
allowed them to develop a special set of values. Whatever the truth of the matter, the female 
emphasis on relationship-oriented morality seems consistent across cultures.

Essentialism and Equality

Ethical theory is often based on notions of human nature. For example, if we think that people 
are fundamentally self-interested, we will develop a different idea of right and wrong than if we 
believe that most people are generous and altruistic. Essentialism will acknowledge that women 
may have a distinct nature which may involve a more emotional and intuitive component. This 
view has been used to justify discrimination. However, while feminist-friendly essentialists 
accept that there are innate differences they deny that these qualities imply inferiority.

In contrast, an equality perspective would challenge the claim that there is any basic 
disparity in men’s and women’s natures and argue that any apparent dissimilarity is a function of 
the way women are socialized. Thus if we were able to avoid inculcating different values in boys 
and girls those believing in equality would suggest that there would be nothing to indicate that 
men and women would have differing values and ethical responses.

The essentialist/equality debate goes back a long time. The French philosopher Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau (1712–1778) claimed in his work Emile that boys and girls should get distinct kinds of 
education suited to their different talents and aptitudes. This view becomes antifeminist when 
pejorative social stigmas are attached to those traits considered “feminine,” whereas those traits 
considered “masculine” are hailed and reverenced. Rousseau describes how a girl ought to be 
taught to do needlework, housekeeping, and music. He maintains that women are naturally 
submissive to men, even when treated injustly. On the other hand, he thinks boys would never 
tolerate injustice and would rebel against it anytime they found themselves in such a situation.

In response, Mary Wollstonecraft (1759–1797) took Rousseau to task in her 1792 book, 
Vindication of the Rights of Woman. She defends the inherent rationality of women, condemning 
men for promoting female graces and reinforcing a childlike dependence and sensitivity. From 
her perspective traits such as graciousness and emotionality are socially constructed forms 
of weakness that belittle and unempower women. Wollstonecraft takes reasoning to be a 
gender-neutral talent that both sexes are capable of doing well, and she rejects the idea that men 
are somehow automatically better at critical assessment. Her view that both genders have equal 
capabilities makes her a gender egalitarian.

Both essentialism and egalitarianism are broad categories, and the research of Carol 
Gilligan (1936–) has gone some way to clarify concepts of gendered moral thinking. Following 
her work on gender and ethics, many scholars accept that men and women may generally have 
divergent intuitions about moral issues, and take the real moral project to be working out how 
those views may be integrated or reconciled. In her 1982 book In a Different Voice, Gilligan 
suggests that different need not mean lesser: Women may think differently than men, but their 
insights may be complementary rather than less significant. That is, she ultimately defends a 
feminist-friendly essentialism, which emerged from work with her colleague Lawrence Kohlberg.

Kohlberg (1927–1987), a psychologist, studied moral development in children. In one 
experiment, he presented his research subjects, boys and girls, with a series of hypothetical moral 
dilemmas. In one case given to the children for consideration, an extremely ill woman needed a 
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drug she couldn’t afford. Her husband went to a pharmacist who refused to donate it or give him 
a discount. The subjects were asked to discuss how they felt about the possibility of the husband 
stealing the drug. Kohlberg then took the responses and assessed them based on the reasons the 
subjects gave according to a three-leveled moral development scale.

In what he called the pre-moral level, children would resolve the dilemma through consid-
ering threat of punishment and the pleasure associated with reward. In the second stage of con-
ventional role-conformity, children would resolve the dilemma by obeying societal conventions 
and aligning their behavior to the appropriate moral authority. And in the final stage of moral 
maturity, self-accepted moral principles, children would demonstrate that the moral principles 
they rested their decision on were an integrated part of their moral perspective.

Typically females rated lower on Kohlberg’s scales than males. This was sometimes taken 
to show that men have higher levels of moral reasoning than women. Carol Gilligan, who taught 
with Kohlberg, challenged the research, suggesting that it had a bias toward what she described 
as the “male voice.” She pointed to her own findings that compared masculine and feminine 
ways of moral reasoning as evidence that Kohlberg had smuggled the assumption that male 
moral reasoning was superior into the moral development scale he used to evaluate children. It is 
important to emphasize that the differences Gilligan found were not exclusively along biological 
lines, and hence she is careful to talk about the “voice” her subjects used rather than just identify-
ing them as male or female.

Gilligan’s own research showed that in moral reasoning, broadly speaking, men looked to 
legalistic justifications, for example, what the rules were in any given case, and they tended to use 
language based on justice, respect, rights, and impartiality. Gilligan maintained that those with 
the “female voice” were very concerned about isolation and abandonment, which led to focus on 
interpersonal issues and the welfare of the community in their moral reasoning. Because of this, 
they were evaluated somewhat lower on Kohlberg’s scale. Yet the female voice, Gilligan main-
tains, necessarily includes foundational values of care, trust, attentiveness, and love for others. 
In this way, we might reassess many of Kohlberg’s female subjects as having demonstrated an 
integrated self-acceptance of what might be considered more feminine values, thereby meeting 
a similarly high and mature level of moral development, although it is manifested in a different 
way than the boys.

Thus we can add a third dimension to the traditional ways of approaching the apparent dis-
tinctions between men’s and women’s moral perceptions. We might believe the equality view, as 
Wollstonecraft did, that the issue comes down to the way that women are socialized. Alternatively, 
we could say that women’s nature is essentially different, but less ethically discerning, because they 
are less inclined to be rational and distanced from the particulars of any situation, as Rousseau might 
claim. As noted, Rousseau’s view is antifeminist essentialism, since it claims that women have a differ-
ent nature or essence that is necessarily inferior to that of men, resulting in the suppression of wom-
en’s perspectives. The third view, a profeminist essentialist view, emerges from Gilligan’s work. While 
it might admit that those with the “female” voice may approach moral issues in a dissimilar way, the 
distinction itself does not imply lesser or wrong. It contends that such views are completely legitimate 
and just as applicable as traditional male ways of examining ethical questions.

The Ethics of Care

Gilligan’s findings, coupled with work by philosophers such as Nel Noddings (1923–), have been 
an important contribution to moral philosophy, initiating a theory of ethics based on the no-
tion of care. The starting point for most ethics of care is in the relationship we have with the 
other party in a moral encounter. This can be contrasted with deference to law and principle 
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emphasized on the justice approach. As with family and friends, relationships may be partial, 
interdependent, and involved. Thus we may favor those we know and like, we may have various 
kinds of reciprocal relationships, and we are often be enmeshed in their lives.

A prime question for a care approach is to ask why we develop rules and laws at all. The 
answer could be that they are to keep social order, perhaps. However, the response from a 
feminist ethics of care is that the primary function of justice is to repair, restore, and main-
tain human relationships. As Noddings articulates her theory, then, care is the foundation of 
justice. She says that we wouldn’t be concerned with justice in the first place unless there was 
some relationship that we needed to build or mend. As she explains it, a moral theory based 
on justice claims alone stresses detachment from emotional influences in moral reasoning, and 
evaluates acts on the basis of laws and codes. She points to this as the traditional conception of 
moral reasoning associated with the masculine perspective. In contrast, Noddings sets up moral 
reasoning that emphasizes sensitivity to particular issues, relatedness, and responsiveness to the 
needs of others, traits more commonly associated with feminine viewpoints.

Care need not be thought of as tender-heartedness, though. The proponents of the care 
approach still believe we will face tough decisions, but these will, and should, be informed by 
humane concern. If we take the family as our model, there will be numerous examples where we 
get involved and expend effort because we care about others, even though the encounters may be 
fractious or difficult. A parent may intervene when her child becomes involved with recreational 
drugs or is constantly fighting with his siblings. The motive behind her action is probably not 
that she knows the child is breaking rules or violating social norms, but rather that she deeply 
cares about the child’s welfare and will do whatever it takes to rebuild their relationship.

In another case, a single mother at work is forced to take time off to look after her child with 
medical problems. The manager has to make reasoned and defensible choices about whether the 
woman should be allowed to pass her obligations on to her coworkers. There may come a time 
when her employment is unsustainable for the company. A care ethicist would not automatically 
claim that the manager should give the woman complete freedom from her job duties: after all, 
he or she has to be concerned about productivity and the welfare of the other employees as well. 
A care approach will say, though, that the manager has to be compassionate when it comes to 
making difficult decisions, which may mean stretching beyond strictly contractual relations or 
softening the blow as much as possible.

Ethics and Patriarchy

At this point, let us return to the case of Margaret Hossack. Imagine that the jury consisted of 
both women and men. They might hear evidence that mitigates Margaret’s actions, and under-
stand that she was abused. Yet importantly, as long as they are bound by the rules of the trial 
and the prevailing law, those insights would do little to change the outcome: Margaret would 
be found guilty of intentional homicide with very little latitude in the sentencing. Similarly, in 
Glaspell’s story, the women who concealed the evidence would be guilty of a crime, however 
understandable their actions might be. In short, institutional policies that have been established 
rule our actions in everyday life. An important contribution of feminist scholars is to note that 
care and similar views will have little traction if the prevailing social structures nevertheless force 
us into certain behaviors. They draw attention to the ways in which patriarchal assumptions can 
be built into the very practices we often view as unbiased, ordinary and objective.

A useful analogy can be made by considering the Olympic Games. In traditional Olympic 
sports, the record holders are almost universally male. That is, men as a general class can run 
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quicker, jump higher and longer, and lift heavier weights than women. Males appear to be 
superior to females in many fields.

The solution in recent decades has been to segregate the games for men and women. 
Certainly, all men are not capable of outperforming all women, but the best performers in 
those original events are men. Yet if we reflect on this even further, we may see that the games 
themselves are based around skills that were needed for warriors in ancient times: running 
fast, hurling objects, feats of strength, and so forth. Thus the games as originally constructed 
have an inbuilt bias about what individual games are the most representative of human athletic 
excellence. We rarely think about this, since it seems natural to think of physical prowess in 
masculine terms.

However, if we were to change the original assumptions and modify the games to be truly 
equal, we might choose a wider variety of athletic endeavors in which women might perform 
better and hold more world records. For instance, we might have contests that involved balance, 
elegance, and stamina such as dance and beam exercises and open them to both sexes. Because 
men largely designed the games to showcase skills they are naturally good at, such as upper 
body strength, it is not surprising that they excel and outshine women in those contests. Once 
we realize that there is nothing sacred about the nature of the events, it doesn’t have to be the 
case that women have to conform to men’s challenges where they will inevitably fall short due to 
biological and physical differences.

Adapting the analogy, many feminists suggest that patriarchal assumptions are built 
into our own social and institutional arrangements. They point out that these lead to unjust 
power disparities which are accepted as normal and natural although they merely reflect ancient 
prejudices. Moreover, feminists highlight ways in which our failure to recognize these norms 
as social constructions results in patterns of behavior which then reinforce and perpetuate the 
cycle of prejudice. For example, one criticism of Wollstonecraft and the related philosophical 
view of gender egalitarianism is that it wrongfully condemns the feminine and associates it with 
weakness. That is, women must live up to male-established standards which appear to delegiti-
mize traits such as emotional responsiveness and sensitivity.

Feminists also reveal that women are often asked to conform to a male template of 
normality. Ironically, just as men often assume physical superiority because they think of it 
in terms of strength rather than, say, endurance, those in power see the state of the world as 
natural and normal rather than reflecting any sort of repression. Consider the world of work: It 
frequently echoes a societal assumption of a working father and stay-at-home mother, so that a 
young professional woman may still find a number of hurdles in trying to balance parenting and 
work. Sociologists point out that working women still tend to do more than half of all house-
work when both parents are fully employed. Despite recent changes in many businesses, the 
structures for promotion and success rarely fully accommodate the challenges of childbearing 
and rearing. In order to do well, women have to adjust to the standards set for men in terms of 
hours and achievements.

Several approaches have been put forward to address the issue of the male-oriented societal 
structures automatically being seen as natural. Echoing our earlier discussion, one way would be 
to make our social institutions truly gender-neutral by removing discrimination and helping 
women develop their potential and achieve appropriate recognition. This might involve, among 
other things, ensuring access to equal education, equal opportunities in hiring and promotion, 
and equal pay for equal work.

However, other commentators believe that simply removing barriers isn’t sufficient, 
since they believe the problems are deeper and more systemic. Thus the notion of gender 
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neutrality is interpreted by some as ignoring the realities of women’s lives if the result is to 
force women to adjust to social institutions such as work that are geared to the male experi-
ence of the world.

Feminist philosophers have questioned and challenged various institutions such as 
the workplace or schools and colleges. A traditional liberal response has been to acknowl-
edge that there were barriers but that they have subsequently been identified and removed.  
The contemporary feminist Alison Jaggar (1943–) describes this approach as “add women 
and stir.” That is, greater access without any other systemic changes may not alter the reality 
of women’s lives in any meaningful way while still expecting them to conform to long estab-
lished societal norms. The problem to the “add women and stir” approach is that the culture 
may itself be hostile to women’s identity, and only those who are willing or able to adapt will 
survive. We can see this dynamic of a male-dominated work culture in that business is still 
rife with sports and war metaphors, and the language reflects male attitudes of aggression and 
competition as the model for success. At base, the feminist challenge asks us to consider the 
fundamental assumptions we make about our relationships with others on a personal, insti-
tutional, and communal level, and examine whether these arrangements treat women as fully 
empowered people.

Another issue feminists point out is not just one of access to the boardroom or college 
classroom, but also one of validating feminine insights and overcoming barriers in a male-
dominated environment. For example, when it comes to ethical theory, one obvious fact is that 
the canonical figures are typically male, and often come from a privileged background. This isn’t 
surprising, as it is true in many academic fields. In the study of ethics, the historical reality is 
that women’s philosophical perspectives were rarely encouraged and recorded. More recently, 
the emergence of the women’s movement has sought to address this issue in terms of critiqu-
ing classic texts and developing alternative philosophical approaches that are more respectful of 
contributions women have to offer.

For example, historically several philosophical dichotomies describe human nature: mind/
body, reason/emotion, permanent/changeable. These have been dominant and highly influential 
in philosophy and ethics. In most cases, the first in each pair has been associated with the mas-
culine and considered preferable. Thus, for instance, reason is prized in philosophical discourse, 
and emotional or intuitive responses largely discounted. Feminist teaching reminds us that our 
psychological makeup will inevitably color the norms we establish and what we consider to be 
fair and just. For most of human history, men considered that they had the edge on women when 
it came to reasoning. This view isn’t always explicit, but we can see it, for example, when the 
philosopher R. M. Hare (1919–2002) talks about moral reasoning. Here he distinguishes between 
the intuitive “prole” and the super rational “archangel.” He comments approvingly that

Aristotle . . . says the relation of the intellect to the character…has to be a paternal one: it is 
because [men] “listen to reason as to a father.”1

Hence if we were to take a traditional philosophical approach, much emphasis is placed on 
reason. We just don’t hear much about the emotional factor. Yet in Glaspell’s short story A Jury 
of Her Peers, it is hard to understand why the local wives would conceal incriminating evidence 
unless we bring in notions of compassion and empathy.

1R. M. Hare, 1981. Moral Thinking. Oxford: Clarendon, p. 46.
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Separatist Feminism

Given a growing awareness of gendered social hierarchies and discrimination, some feminists 
have promoted various forms of separatism. The separatist charge is that societal institutions 
have a male bias, and women who aspire to play by their rules will find themselves subject to a 
double standard. For example, assertiveness in the workplace is often applauded when practiced 
by men, but seen as aberrant if women act similarly. Men who put career ahead of families are 
often seen as go-getters, whereas women who do the same thing might be described as neglectful.

Separatism need not mean exclusive communities that ban men, but it does empha-
size the potentially important role of establishing safe places where women can verbalize 
their familiarity with marginalization, gain validation from other women similarly situated, 
and explore methods of resolution and resistance to the subordination of women both in their 
own experiences and in the lives of women more generally. For example, research suggests 
that men tend to be more active and noisy participants in college classrooms and get more 
attention because of it. The effect may be detrimental to the education of women, and so a 
separatist would argue that there may be a place for gender exclusive colleges. One important 
qualification is that separatist communities are rarely established and maintained as an ends in 
themselves, but are rather viewed as a means for establishing such things as personal and com-
munal growth, liberty, community, health, or safety.

The point is that male-dominated societies where men make most of the decisions in most 
of the institutions will, consciously or unconsciously, operate in ways that reflect a male point 
of view and typically favor men. An example might be the health care debate, where most of the 
legislators are men, and they speak on behalf of women. The men might be well meaning, but 
the separatist movement seeks to reclaim the power of women to make decisions for themselves. 
Hence separatists think that there are valid reasons for women to set themselves apart from male 
influence in certain circumstances. In that sense the move is an attempt to avoid external forces 
that shape women’s lives so as to promote and establish an authentic female voice and identity.

Practically speaking, the majority of women cannot opt out of social institutions, and 
therefore we are left with questions on how best to deal with prevailing patriarchal systems. 
The puzzle we all face is whether it is better to try to alter things from within the system or 
alternatively distance ourselves and set up new models.

Challenges

The main challenges leveled at feminist theory are a lack of systemization and a charge of relativism 
in the absence of general principles. As we have seen, an ethics of care aims to focus our attention 
in moral reasoning away from the distanced application of overarching principles and rules to the 
contextualized exploration of maintaining immediate and personal relationships. The focus on 
individual relationships may raise questions as to whether the approach can be generalized into 
a universal moral theory. If everyone were to act only on emotional intuitions, is there any way 
of judging between better and worse behavior, or condemning those who might react differently? 
Moreover, if the central focus of a moral theory is on personal relationships, can it give us a means 
of deciding what is appropriate when thinking of remote and unknown people?

Recall that Noddings’s approach suggests that being taken care of is a universal human 
experience. Yet if we extend the claim to say something like the uniquely female experience of 
motherhood provides a basis for ethical relationships, it is difficult to account for the experi-
ences of women who are not mothers and explain the commonalities between, say, the nature of 
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motherhood in suburban America and in an African village. Ultimately, there may be very little 
in common that could form the basis for a consistent moral theory. To its critics, a generalized 
recommendation to care has little substance unless it is supplemented by a more formal frame-
work. Otherwise we run the risk of the theory not giving us enough information to actually use. 
For instance, perhaps Margaret Hossack cared for her husband John, but paradoxically the fact 
that she cared so much may have enabled continued domination and entitlement on his part. 
Thus we may need to supplement an account of care with some guidelines for what would be 
appropriate levels of care, to whom, and in what circumstances.

There are several lines of response. First it would be wrong to characterize feminist views 
as completely abandoning rationality. It is not that they replace rational thinking or critical anal-
ysis with intuition or personal feeling. Rather, the argument is that the head/heart dichotomy 
often creates a false picture since it would be perfectly appropriate to use both head and heart. 
Recent research in psychology, economics, and decision theory bears this out. Apparently people 
with some forms of traumatic brain injury cannot access their emotions but remain rational. 
While this might make it seem that they would be more capable of making decisions, it turns 
out that they are often paralyzed between competing rational arguments and become incapable 
of making simple choices, even to the extent of which color socks to wear.2 It also turns out that 
many of our day-to-day decisions are rooted in our emotional impulses. This does not mean that 
those decisions are less pure in some sense, or that reason has been displaced. Instead, it gives us 
a picture of rich processes at work that blend both rational and emotional factors.

Feminist theories can be as intellectually rigorous as any others; the fact that they take 
intuitive and emotional elements into account does not mean that they cannot be scrutinized 
and critically assessed, only that they accept certain concepts that have traditionally been ne-
glected. Feminists could point out that the difficulties facing an ethics of care and other forms of 
feminist ethics are common to all theories, and none of the classic theories can claim that they 
have unproblematic prescriptions when they try to deal with the thorny problems we confront 
in everyday life. Thus placing the foundation of moral response on, say, caring relationships 
is comparable to canonical traditions asserting that we should seek human flourishing, happi-
ness, or personal autonomy, and is no less legitimate because it includes an emotional element. 
Furthermore, feminism has emerged only recently as an academic discipline, and hence it has not 
been subject to the hundreds (or thousands) of years of intellectual refinement of its competitors.

There are considerable difficulties in working out whether women’s differing moral intu-
itions arise from nature or from upbringing. It would be hard to establish the essentialist claim 
that women have inherently differing ethical insights unless we could do a side-by-side com-
parison between a community where women were truly emancipated and one that is not. The 
particular experiences of women may nevertheless offer critiques of the male-dominated public 
sphere. For example, a profeminist essentialist might start thinking about this by imagining a 
world where the activities and concerns traditionally associated with women were given equal 
value, and asking whether the moral and social priorities of society would be radically different 
from what we have now. Thus if the nurturing and care involved in elementary teaching was 
given the prestige and rewards of stock broking, or if working in a nursing home was seen as 
more valuable than truck driving, it is possible that the impulses that drive our moral intuitions 
might alter accordingly.

2Antonio Damasio,1995. Descartes' Error: Emotion, Reason, and the Human Brain. New York: Harper.
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In the end, though, it may be less important to resolve the nature/nurture question than 
to deal with its implications. For instance, it is empirically true that women face discrimination 
in the workplace, tend to be paid less for comparable work, and carry the majority burden of 
domestic duties such as housework and child rearing. These facts go a long way in supporting 
the claim that in current society there are significant disadvantages to being born a woman. As a 
result it would not be surprising to find that women in general have different ethical perspectives 
than men.

Summary
Feminist theory is an umbrella term for ap-
proaches that are still developing and have 
taken many forms. One early slogan said 
that “feminism is the radical notion that 
women are people” and in the words of Mary 
Wollstonecraft from 1792, “I do not wish 
[women] to have power over men, but over 
themselves.”3 Clearly equality and empower-
ment are important issues not only in ethical 
theory but in the social and political realms as 
well. Recent advances have addressed issues in 
epistemology and metaphysics, and integrated 
feminism with existentialism, discourse eth-
ics, and other postmodernist views. Hence 
the rise of feminism has added an important 
voice to ethical debates and challenges us to 
question not only whether our assumptions 
about behavioral norms are gendered, but also 
if the gender biases we can now detect in more 
dated writing might lead us to suspect that 
there are other lingering biases in the areas 
of race, religion, culture, and social and eco-
nomic status.

Feminist approaches draw attention to 
the ways in which assumptions about human 
nature are inevitably a part of our moral theo-
rizing, and that they can have pernicious im-
plications. Feminist critiques also have the very 
clear strength of broadening the ways in which 
we conceive of value and moral reasoning, and 
challenge us to reconsider the features of life 
we consider morally relevant. For instance, 
care ethics appeals to our real experience of 

values such as relationships, compassion, and 
nurturing as an integral part of our ethical 
lives. If we think of someone visiting us in the 
hospital, it is intuitively more appropriate to 
say that they come because they care about us 
rather than, say, that their motive was one of 
duty or maximizing happiness.

There may be alternatives to the pri-
macy of reason, and there may be times when 
intuition or following one’s heart takes pre-
cedence. While this seems heretical to many 
academic endeavors, consider how some of 
life’s major decisions, such as which college 
to attend, who to marry, and whether to have 
children, aren’t usually worked out with ratio-
nal choice procedures. Similarly, some of the 
areas that are overlooked by traditional moral 
theory might include consideration of the per-
spectives of the marginalized, the emotional 
life, sensitivity to the context of our decisions, 
and attention to human relationships. The 
upshot is that we ought to view various modes 
of thinking such as reason and emotion not as 
polar opposites that compete against one an-
other, but more like different aspects of our 
nature: more like various tools in a toolbox 
rather than as stacked in a strict hierarchy with 
reason at the apex.

Feminism has also had a major im-
pact on areas of applied ethics such as issues 
in medicine, the environment, and business 
where it presents a useful alternative to the 
abstractions of traditional theory and gives 

3Mary Wollstonecraft, 1792/2004. A Vindication of the Rights of Woman. Harmondsworth: Penguin, p. 81.



130	 Chapter 10  •  Feminist Insights

a robust intellectual defense for some of the 
strong intuitions we feel in difficult cases. For 
example, when a family has to deal with end-
of-life issues, the concept of care resonates 
much more readily with many people than 
arguments based on duty or utility. Moreover, 
it may be that in such complex moral cases, we 
cannot find overarching universal principles 
that apply to all cases and we need to focus our 
decision making on the more specific features 
of individual cases.

Importantly, although feminist appro
aches have highlighted the fact that women 
in particular have been marginalized in 
classical ethical theory, they are, in effect, the 
precursor for a wider discussion that deals 
more broadly with the ethics of oppression. 
The reactions we have to Margaret Hossack’s 

situation could be based on the fact that she 
is a woman in a male-dominated society. On 
the other hand, they may also reflect more 
general insights about what it means to be 
oppressed: Studies have shown, for example, 
that individuals in power tend to take 
recourse in the language of rights and the 
law, if only because it reinforces the language 
and social systems that perpetuate their 
status. In contrast, people who are oppressed 
are often less capable of advocating for 
themselves using legal rules and rights, and 
are more likely to use the language of care, 
compassion, and solidarity in their moral 
thinking and justifications for their actions. 
Seen in this light, feminist insights are also 
invaluable when they initiate discussions 
about oppression in general.
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Modernism refers to a view that progress is possible through the application of scientific 
principles. At the end of the nineteenth century, scientists and engineers had shown that 
we could control natural forces by harnessing energy through steam power, for example, 
or by building bridges and dams, and that science could explain and predict natural phe-
nomena. There was also an overriding confidence that we could obtain certain knowledge 
once we adopted the right method. In ethical terms, classical principle-based approaches 
posed methods to resolve ethical issues that focused on the application of their respec-
tive theory’s principles to actual cases. Immanuel Kant (1724–1804) believed that ethical 
norms could be established by a rational decision procedure, based on individual moti-
vation, which could then be applied universally. The utilitarian philosopher John Stuart 
Mill (1806–1873) asserted that we should seek outcomes that maximize aggregate happi-
ness for the greatest number, positing a mechanistic system in which initial assumptions 
are established and then ethics becomes an endeavor to constantly refine the ways it is 
applied.

In contrast, postmodernists react against claims of certainty and propose a more 
radical reevaluation of the ways we view and understand the world. Their language—
drawing on the insights and methodologies of a range of disciplines and employing  
specialized jargon—is at times obscure to general readers. However, their insights may 
be invaluable when we consider ethics. They explain that the nature of our language and 
our social institutions often trap us into certain ways of thinking, many times without us 
realizing it. They contend that only by stepping back and looking at both the judgments 
that ethics makes and the frameworks that support those conclusions can we ever make 
ethical progress. As there are considerable differences in their viewpoints and approaches, 
it would be more accurate to describe postmodernism as a sensibility, or disposition to 
certain lines of inquiry, than a specific theory or cohesive school of thought.

case—The Herald Disaster

To illustrate a postmodern approach in a practical way, consider the disaster that trans-
pired when a ferry operating between Belgium and England left port with its bow door  
open to the sea. The Herald of Free Enterprise was a multilevel car and passenger  
vessel that left Zeebrugge fully loaded on March 6, 1987. The crewman in charge of closing 
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the door failed to do so because he was asleep in his cabin. As it left the dock, the ship built up 
speed and tons of seawater flowed in. This destabilized the ship, causing it to rock and capsize 
onto a sandbank just half a mile from the shore. Fortunately, rescue ships were near at hand. 
Nevertheless, 193 of the 539 people on board died.

At first glance, the story seems to be one of simple negligence. It seems obvious to claim 
that the ship would not have capsized if the bosun had not left the door open, and that became 
the prevailing single explanation presented in the media after the disaster. We all tend to resolve 
stories by finding a single explanatory cause, and then move on. However, it became clear to 
researchers studying the accident that many other factors were at play that night as well. For one 
thing, the company had recently been taken over, and management was trying hard to cut costs. 
This downsizing included requiring some crewmembers to pull double shifts. Thus one reason 
the bosun was asleep could have been that he was completely exhausted. The constant changing 
of shifts also could have meant that the body rhythms of the crew created conditions where they 
were unable to concentrate on crucial tasks.

Another way of looking at the case is to think about the design of the ferry: Essentially it 
was a floating platform for cars, which meant it saved time because it did not have to maneuver 
to turn around for loading or unloading. However, it was susceptible to instability and concerns 
had previously been raised about the security of the doors in transit.

The disaster was the largest British sea tragedy since the sinking of the Titanic. Just as in 
1912, questions were raised about whether the prevailing governmental regulations were too lax. 
The local Member of Parliament for Dover announced that the accident ought to be seen as a 
complete anomaly in the context of the vast number of safe crossings, implying that the sea cor-
ridor for trade was still commercially viable. Some workers’ unions viewed that the behavior of 
the individual crewmembers was less significant than the system of employment that put people 
under significant strain to maximize returns to investors.

Because a constellation of causes culminated in the one event that led to the disaster, the 
explanation could be framed in many ways. Additionally, societal systems set up the conditions 
that allowed those events to occur. In other words, although it is often assumed there is only 
one story about what happened, we can in fact see the case from multiple perspectives, and all of 
them can make claims to the truth. Thus we might say that there is no single truth in the narra-
tive, but rather many truths.

Postmodern philosophers emphasize that we constantly tell ourselves and each other sto-
ries to variously explain the world around us and our place in it. The technical term they often 
use is narrative. Think about the way we discuss our lives with our confidants: The origin of 
the term confidential is from the Latin, and it means to “keep faith with” someone. The point 
is that a person who really understood our thinking and actions would be able to relate to our 
situation more fully. The key element is that they see our narrative arc—how things came to 
be that way, and what prompted our subsequent actions. Simply put, they get the story we are  
telling. However, as the Herald case shows, there are always multiple stories at work, and so  
postmodernists reject a simple correspondence of the person and an objective, unchanging 
reality. Rather, the individual is never truly independent or impartial. We are always going to be 
part of the story in some way, since we participate in events even when we interpret what we hear 
to make sense of it ourselves, or use certain language when we tell it to others.

Note, for instance, that when telling the story of the Herald, we may have highlighted or 
downplayed certain events, and the reader will typically react to the story with a personal point of 
view that already exhibits a set of assumptions about the world. Some may respond to the case as 
simply a design flaw that needed to be rectified, and reject the claim that the disaster was, in part, 
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due to corporate pressures to increase economic efficiency. Others may interpret it as a case of 
someone failing to perform his or her duties properly. But however we react, we are not coming 
from a neutral stance—we already have beliefs about the way the world works, and how things 
should be.

Inevitably, we shape the stories we encounter to fit our views, and, in turn, the stories will 
alter the way we see the world. Thus it is not as if we come upon a set of facts to be assimilated, 
where everyone will see the same thing and view it in the same way. It is much more like a  
dynamic interchange, where we influence the world, and vice versa. The postmodernist chal-
lenge is to recognize these dynamics, and break down some of the traditional dichotomies that 
beguile us into thinking that there is a one-to-one correspondence of perception and reality: For 
example, think of the ways that the dualistic language of opposites frames the way we conceive 
of the world: subject/object, mind/body, fact/value, reason/emotion. Indeed, even right/wrong, 
fair/unfair, just/unjust are, in the view of postmodernists, functions of social constructions de-
pendent on time and place.

It is important to recognize that the postmodernist project is not to present a theory 
that competes with others. If we make an analogy to science, Einstein’s theory of relativity has 
supplanted Newtonian physics. The change has come about because of the superior explana-
tory power of Einstein’s initial assumptions about the phenomena that we encounter. Scientific 
hypotheses—for instance that nothing can travel at greater than the speed of light—make  
predictions that can be tested, and competing theories can be adjudicated on their relative 
merits. The postmodernists are not looking for a superior theory in philosophy, though. Rather 
they ask what conditions allow some theories to become dominant, and how they operate in our 
communities. Once we see the forces at work that incline us to one theory or another, it will help 
us be self-conscious of the often-embedded assumptions that we make. Returning to the Herald 
case, the stories involved will differ depending on the background conditions: If we are looking 
to preventing a future disaster, we may concentrate on the design flaws, whereas if the point is 
to find compensation for survivors and their relatives, then we may look more at issues arising 
from legal liability. Alternatively, others may have an interest in preserving commercial activity 
or improving worker’s rights. The point is that there may not be a specific universally accepted 
hypothesis of the causes involved.

Modernist Ethics

There may be different ways of framing an ethical issue, all of which make sense to certain audi-
ences. For example, all moral theories will condemn slavery, yet the sorts of reasons they appeal 
to may diverge significantly. As a deontologist, Immanuel Kant and his followers would start 
with human motivation and autonomy, whereas Utilitarians such as John Stuart Mill would 
look to aggregate happiness. Unlike science, there don’t seem to be systematic experiments 
that could adjudicate between rival explanations. This is a significant problem for philosophers 
with a modernist temperament, since they see their project as mimicking the scientific method.  
G. E. Moore (1873–1958) felt that the answer was to continually improve the methods within a 
particular theory. He believed that ever refining our ethical intuitions and sensibilities through 
education would eventually lead to the emergence of a superior model. While that approach has 
some appeal, no single theory has surfaced as a clear winner, and each generation of philoso-
phers appears to furnish champions of rival theories.

Another kind of response that modernists have made is to hold science as the paradigm  
we should aspire to and subsequently try to redraft philosophy to conform to a more scientific  
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model. Influenced by philosophers associated with the so-called logical positivist school,  
A. J. Ayer (1910–1989) rejected any attempt to provide a theoretical basis for ethics. Ayer main-
tained that the only meaningful propositions were verifiable ones, by which he meant that all 
statements potentially ought to be subject to empirical tests which would show them to be  true 
or false. Thus if we claim that iron expands when heated, the statement can be given a truth value 
by testing. Even a false statement “The moon is made of cheese” could, in principle, be tested, and 
therefore is meaningful (but in this case, false). However, Ayer claimed there were no such tests 
for truth available for religious and ethical propositions, which by his view are literally non-sense, 
and therefore something we can’t discuss rationally. The positivists didn’t dismiss the fact that 
we use ethical language, of course, but explained our use of ethical language as the expression of  
opinions or personal preferences, which, unlike scientific hypotheses, cannot be tested or 
validated as known truths. Hence they held up science as the gold standard of discourse, and 
rejected language that failed to meet their criteria. According to the positivists this meant that 
significant parts of our human experience, including ethics and spiritual concerns, ought to be 
excluded from philosophical inquiry.

Thus Ayer and others valorized the deductive power of logic and the primacy of positive 
factual statements about the world (hence logical positivism). An alternative approach would 
be to reverse the initial assumptions, by recognizing ethics as having an important function and 
questioning the paramount status of the scientific method. The moderns took the model of sci-
ence and imposed it on all realms of human life: No one would contest that the scientific method 
has been hugely successful in understanding and controlling natural forces but the open ques-
tion is whether that same approach ought to apply to other, more complex or uncertain areas of 
our lives.

Significantly, the postmodernists do not want to discard critical reasoning and logic. 
Instead they want to broaden our understanding to embrace discourse that cannot always be 
reduced to true/false statements or subjected to the scientific method. They suggest that there 
may not always be a single, identifiable best explanation and predictive theory, but many rival 
and competing theories that offer various interpretations. Moreover, they hold that the dis-
course between competing views is quite meaningful, and that we can actually learn from the 
dissonance. Thus they are not posing that there is a super-theory that would resolve issues 
between, say, deontology and consequentialism; rather they accept that there will be inevitable 
conflicts in ethical, cultural, and religious discourse, and seek to find what we can learn from 
them.

The modernists and postmodernists would likely agree that problems arising from language 
make it very difficult to talk about ethics in a meaningful, accurate, or clear way. The difference 
is that the postmodernists wouldn’t necessarily see the imprecision of language as a failing, but a 
basic feature of the way we interact with one another. Ludwig Wittgenstein (1889–1951) coined 
the phrase “language games” to convey the idea that fluid linguistic meanings are dependent 
on their context and use. Thus, we describe chess, football, and solitaire as games although the  
activities are very different—some are physical, some competitive, and so on. Similarly, he 
observes that we use language in a wide variety of ways, such as play-acting, guessing riddles, 
making a joke, translating, asking, thanking, cursing, greeting, or praying. It may be hard to say 
exactly what qualities are shared, and perhaps the best we can do is give various examples of the 
way we use it.

Similarly the postmodernists argue that language use is fluid and multiform, and so it is 
shortsighted of the positivists and others to rely solely on a view that statements have to be true 
or false as the paradigm of meaningful discourse in philosophy and ethics. Doing so would be 
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like claiming that children skipping in a playground are not playing a game because there aren’t 
two sides and a point system. Wittgenstein would say that rather than using a single definition 
for meaningful language, we should realize that it is malleable to the various uses we have for 
it. Following this insight, it would be mistaken to attempt to demand that all ethical statements 
must be verifiable, but instead we should examine how they are used to praise, blame, excuse, ex-
plain, exhort, shame, and so forth. That is, the language of ethics takes place in a societal context 
and instead of trying to find out what a word such as good means (as if it meant the same thing in 
all times, places, and contexts), we would be better off examining how it is used.

The postmodernists also believe that language reflects the ways in which we have created 
societal institutions. Take, for example, what initially might seem a straightforwardly good act 
where someone donates to a charity. The person might be motivated by concern for others, or 
feel that the world would be a better place if the money were used for cancer research rather than 
using it to buy a fancy meal at a restaurant. The postmodernist would ask us to step back and 
analyze the case in broader terms. They might ask what brings about charities in the first place—
is it that the community relies on private rather than public funding, or is there an implication 
that their various causes are societal luxuries rather than necessities? Are there state institutions, 
such as the tax code, that promote certain actions and discourage others? Why do we accept that 
monetary donation is preferable to political agitation or spending time helping others? For the 
postmodernist, nothing is taken for granted, all assumptions may be doubted, and they invite us 
to constantly reimagine how things could be different.

In the next section, we will look at some major figures in the postmodernist movement, 
and explore how they might critique traditional ethical theory.

Habermas

The German thinker Jurgen Habermas (1929–) trained both as a sociologist and as a philoso-
pher. Habermas recognizes that we cannot make judgments from a dispassionate and impartial 
perspective: We are always embedded in our own worldview. Thus, unlike Kant, we do not take 
our own moral intuitions and generalize them, because we then effectively impose our narrow 
viewpoint. Rather, we have to share our intuitions and test them to see if they are more widely 
acceptable. We do not try to suppress or hide our interests or worldviews, but make them visible 
to all participants: We should critique others while also being open to critique. He notes that 
unlike the positivist approach, humans share many cultural and ethical experiences, which are 
welcomed as legitimate features of any discussion.

Habermas has tried to develop an alternative view of rationality and open up debates 
about what should count as knowledge. Instead of looking for truth conditions that would tell 
us whether a claim is true or false (e.g., “giving to charity is a good thing to do”), his approach, 
sometimes called discourse ethics, looks at the nature of the communications, the forms of justifi-
cation presented in ethical dilemmas, and examines the communicative action involved. Thus he 
is looking beyond the ethical claim itself and wants to put it in the context of its presentation as 
well as the rules about what counts as a valid exchange.

In looking at ethical issues, Habermas believes that we can’t examine them in isolation 
from the justificatory norms of argument and the social structures in which they take place. 
Consider a student debate on a controversial topic such as abortion: In a formal setting rules 
structure the kinds of arguments that must be presented, and how students score. Habermas’s 
project asks us to look not only at the content of ethical discussions but also at the way soci-
ety legitimizes some types of argument (e.g., a debate) and condemns others such as emotional 
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speech. Hence he wants us to examine both the terms used in the arguments and how they are 
articulated; the overall communication, including nonverbal gestures; and especially how the 
norms about what constitutes valid discourse have been set up.

At its best, communicative action produces a situation where each participant presents a 
claim, and the background assumption is that each will be able to provide reasons that under-
write his or her claim. All parties are then welcome to criticize the reasons. He terms this an 
ideal speech situation. Habermas describes genuine communicative action as purposive-rational 
action, which he contrasts favorably to strategic action, where a powerful individual imposes his 
or her view through coercion or manipulation, motivated by self-interest.

Habermas suggests that we cannot come to moral judgments individually but have to en-
gage in deliberate and reflective discourse with others. In German we find the phrase argumen-
tativer Veständigung used as the term for deliberation. It would apply in this context because the 
term implies both understanding and consensus, even in the absence of a shared ethos. In brief, 
each perspective has to be applied to the practical problem at hand, open to critique by other 
parties up to the point that objections are exhausted, and only then are the reasons presented 
considered acceptable. Moreover, the emphasis on good reasons acts to moderate the effects of 
power imbalances inherent in debates.

Discourse ethics—and Habermas in particular—can appear to be notoriously obscure and 
idealistic. However, as a theoretical approach it benefits from the demand that we consider par-
ties traditionally excluded from decision making, and seek consensus of basic understandings 
among parties who may have widely differing values.

Discourse ethics also tells us that any practical ethics needs to take social realities and con-
crete practices of all stakeholders into account. For example, in talking about environmental 
movements affecting the developing world, Vandana Shiva, an environmental activist who is 
sympathetic to Habermas’s approach, says:

We are now on the threshold of the third phase of colonization [after “civilizing” and “de-
veloping”], in which the white man’s burden is to protect the environment—and this too, 
involves taking control of rights and resources.…The North’s prescription for the South’s 
salvation has always created new burdens and new bondages, and the salvation of the en-
vironment cannot be achieved through the old colonial order based on the white man’s 
burden. The two are ethically, economically and epistemologically incongruent.1

Shiva argues that the Western world may have framed solutions to the environmental cri-
sis in a paternal fashion, ready to impose those plans in much the same way they colonized 
two centuries earlier. She points to the fact that although the developed countries believe they 
are helping out, if we step back and look at the broader picture, they are, in fact, treating other 
countries in the same colonial fashion that they did a century ago. That is, the subject matter may 
have changed over time, from setting up political administration to environmental concerns, 
but the underlying dynamic has remained the same, with the developed countries telling the less 
developed what is in their own best interest. The benefit of using a discourse approach is that 
it forces us to look at the broader ethical picture and insists that the voices of all concerned are 
incorporated into the discussion, so that their values and opinions are heard and assessed on the 
same grounds that govern all other participants.

1“Decolonizing the North” in Mies, M. and Vandana, S. eds. 1993. Ecofeminism. London: Zed Books, pp. 264–279.
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Foucault

Michel Foucault (1926–1984), a French philosopher, wrote extensively on the nature of power 
and communication. He is significant for contemporary ethics largely because of his original  
insights on the nature of human freedom. Foucault is sometimes intimidatingly difficult to under
stand in his original writing. Nevertheless, his work on the relationships between the individ-
ual and human institutions provides a useful counterpoint to thinkers who have assumed that 
we are able to make our own decisions. The French existentialist philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre 
(1905–1980) felt that we can make independent decisions and hence we cannot blame God, fate, 
or others for our personal choices. In contrast Foucault draws on literature, psychology, and the 
social sciences to argue that we aren’t as free as we might initially believe: Inevitably we make 
unconscious choices under the influence of language, stories that shape our understanding of how 
things are in the world, and various power structures in society.

Although Foucault’s work can be interpreted as a response to Sartre’s radical freedom, 
another main target in his writings is the historical determinism of Karl Marx (1818–1883). 
Marx thought that societies would predictably follow particular patterns of development and 
struggle between social classes, in the same way that science can trace the necessary link between 
cause and effect. In his expansive critiques of modern thought, Foucault questioned whether sci-
ence in general was as objective as it seems, especially in the social realm. He described in detail 
the way that the social context shapes and legitimates certain practices and suppresses others. 
Consequently he denied there was any unique progression in science, and questioned Marx’s 
determinist view that things would necessarily evolve in a certain way. From Foucault’s critique,  
novel analyses about the way communities work became prominent and have been widely  
adopted in both science and the humanities.

Foucault’s writing is often historical in nature, since he maintained that he was not look-
ing for formal structures with universal value but rather was conducting an “investigation into 
the events that have led us to constitute ourselves and to recognize ourselves as subjects of what 
we are doing, thinking, saying.”2 For example, in his book Madness and Civilization (1961), he 
looked at how humans have treated insanity over time: Centuries ago those deemed “mad” were 
considered to have special sensitivity to the mysteries of the universe, whereas later they were 
treated as sick. In Europe before the seventeenth century they were often allowed to be free, but 
after leprosy declined and institutional space became available, the mad were typically confined 
and separated from society. The point Foucault makes is that although in our present culture we 
may feel it is a scientific fact that insanity is a form of sickness, the way we approach madness 
and treat people is largely a function of the prevailing social norms. Thus he concludes that it is 
necessary to consider ethics in light of dominant power relations and the societal structures we 
have developed.

Power is a central concept in Foucault’s analysis. He felt that power was a neglected factor 
in philosophical reasoning. However, he doesn’t think of power as a property, like a commodity, 
that can be accumulated and spent. He sees it at work through various mechanisms, for example, 
in the way space is organized, the way populations are managed, and the way bureaucracies are set 
up. He describes these as forms of regimentation. Foucault suggested that power and knowledge 
are dual aspects of a web of relations that shape our actions, and used a combined word power/ 
knowledge to express the connection. This is because he felt the two were intertwined—those with 

2M. Foucault, 1986. “What Is Enlightenment?” In P. Rabinow, ed. The Foucault Reader. Penguin: Harmondsworth, p. 46.
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power in society help define what is acceptable as knowledge, and those possessing knowledge 
achieve power over others. As individuals, we cannot escape what he terms the architecture 
of society, the underlying web of power relations that govern our lives, since we are born  
into them, and we constantly work within them. Rather, his project is to make them more trans-
parent, so we can better exercise our freedom by charting our own course within these power 
relations.

Foucault explained that one of the manifestations of power is the way social discourse 
frames our actions. In most cases, it is not as if any single force is imposing its view. Instead it 
is more like certain kinds of language are more acceptable than others. As an example (not one 
of his), think of the way certain holidays are treated in the United States. Consumers spend vast 
amounts on gifts, such as candy for Halloween, Christmas, and St. Valentine’s Day. The way 
these practices have emerged, and the language that surrounds them, encourages consumerism 
and often equates interpersonal regard with the amount spent. Foucault would have us scrutinize 
the societal forces at work that support and promote these attitudes, and the way they are sanc-
tioned and unconsciously accepted by most people.

In studying language and its effects, Foucault uses the term regimes of truth to describe the 
linguistic context which we inhabit. One of his own studies looked at sexuality and how views 
have changed historically. He concludes that society apparently uses scientific means to distin-
guish normal from deviant behavior, and then imposes these standards by condoning certain 
language use. For our analysis, it is significant that ethics uses many accepted terms, whereas 
Foucault reminds us that their meanings are not universal, obvious, or permanent, but reflect 
power relations in society that are often used to make individuals conform. As a contemporary 
example of the power of language, many gay and lesbian people have adopted the word queer, 
which historically has had a demeaning connotation. They believe that recapturing the language 
is powerful, since a term that used to be used derisively can now be given overtones of strength 
and pride.

Foucault takes the central question of ethics to be how a person should act. Given his view 
of society, he says we cannot think of ourselves as independent and autonomous, but instead 
as in relationship to others who may be seeking to influence us and the cultural space that we 
occupy in various ways. Individuality, he says, can be achieved only in relation to others and 
to disciplinary and governmental regimes that shape our lives. He believes there is value in 
reflection, appreciation of the modes of subjection we encounter, aspirations for the self, and 
deciding which practices are ethical. For Kant and Mill the notion of the person as a reflective 
being was hardly touched in ethical analysis: Kant provides rules for behavior, and Mill puts 
forward the Greatest Happiness Principle. In contrast, Foucault believes that the ethical life 
requires significant self-examination, in effect, seeing ourselves as others might see us.

Ethical practice for Foucault means developing an “aesthetics of existence” where the self is 
not a fixed subject, but always in a process of redefinition where we “monitor, test, improve and 
transform” ourselves. As he writes, we decide on certain modes of being that serve as our overall 
goal, and we have to assess moral precepts that we will follow, always recognizing the power and 
influence of the dominant institutions within society.

Rorty

The American philosopher Richard Rorty (1931–2007) was a professor of philosophy at 
Princeton, and later taught comparative literature at Stanford University. In his academic career 
he moved from being a classical analytic philosopher to one who rejected standard justifications 



	 Chapter 11  •  Postmodern Critiques	 139

for knowledge claims—that is, he disputed that knowledge amounts to making statements that 
correspond to some kind of objective reality. He has been called a postmodern pragmatist. He is 
postmodern in his desire to examine not just the internal workings of philosophical theory, but 
also the very practice itself. He is a pragmatist, since, as he puts it, is “The right question is not 
‘what is real?’ nor ‘what is rational?’ but ‘what is useful to talk about?’ ”

Critically, Rorty also charged that ethical theorists are simply wrong in how they frame 
everyday moral thinking: We often think of principled action as if we reflect on ethical theory, 
work out the right thing to do, and then act accordingly. Rorty argues that this defies common 
experience. He says we first have moral intuitions, and then we use the theory to rationalize those 
initial thoughts. Rorty is very skeptical of the view that we somehow reflect rationally on our 
own morality and assess it against any sort of eternal truth. Consider how contemporary society 
condemns slavery but is entirely ambiguous about industrial farming of livestock, for example. 
He would claim that converting, say, to a vegetarian lifestyle is not a function of reflective think-
ing and conscientious choice; otherwise, there would be pretty much universal agreement about 
messy moral issues. The more likely course is that we each have an emotional awakening that 
puts us in one camp or another, and we subsequently invent reasons to support our reaction.

Take the case of the abolition of slavery in America. The question is whether influential 
people in society were persuaded by good reasoning to support abolition, or, if once exposed 
to the true horrors of the practice, they recoiled from what they found and then constructed 
arguments to justify their reactions. As an example of the latter, Harriet Beecher Stowe’s 1852 
novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin describes the conditions for slaves on a plantation as including routine 
whippings and beatings, as well as the breaking up of slave families when individuals were sold 
to different owners. Certainly there were abolitionist speakers who, hoping to influence society 
through reason, appealed to universal rights before the publication of her book, but Rorty’s prag-
matic question remains—what works best to create a better society? If it is literature, including 
fiction, then he maintains that we should acknowledge its power, and realize that there is nothing 
unique about philosophical reasoning: It is just one means among many to raise our awareness 
and lead us to imagine new possibilities.

Consequently, Rorty says that when we frame the argument as saying that slavery was right 
for one culture and wrong for the other, it denies the fact that we have to make judgments within 
our own social and political realities: It is not as if we could transport Aristotle into contempo-
rary times, explain the error of his slave-owning ways in terms he would understand, have him 
undergo an enlightening experience, and then transport him back with a fresh outlook. Rather, 
we have to realize that in the context of all of his other beliefs, he was probably justified in accept-
ing a false theory.

Rorty does not say that the ancients were absolutely wrong and now we are absolutely 
right, as inevitably every judgment is made within a specific historic and cultural context. Instead 
of contrasting complete relativism with rigorous absolutism, he wants to abandon the quest for 
certainty and say that we do the best with the information we have. We are lucky to live today in 
the age of antibiotics, should we contract an infection, but then again unfortunate if we contract 
a disease for which no cure is available today. Similarly, Rorty thinks we are lucky now to have 
certain beliefs and can do the right thing in ways that were unavailable in the past. He is cor-
respondingly optimistic about the future of morality—the more we know, and the more we are 
aware, he feels, the more we are likely to progress.

Science, for Rorty, is necessarily fallible and time-bound: He maintains that justification is  
always made in the context of a wealth of other beliefs and the information available at the time. 
We may look back at doctors in the Middle Ages who may have been badly mistaken about the 
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nature of infection and disease. Yet at the same time we should acknowledge that they were 
working in a web of beliefs that led them to the views they held. We now have much more in-
formation, and a legacy of knowledge that we can use to justify our current views, and in many 
ways they are more practical—we cure more diseases, for example. Yet most scientists would 
acknowledge that their working assumptions are hypotheses that might have to be reframed in 
light of further investigation and the greater explanatory power of a rival theory.

Applying the analogy to ethics, Rorty contends the key to moral advancement is through 
our imaginative and empathetic abilities. As a pragmatist, the issue is not about discovering what 
was there all along, waiting to be uncovered by rational philosophers. Rather, he maintains that 
we are faced with the question of what makes a good life, and what actions will bring it about. 
He is less concerned with foundational questions and more focused on whether the discourse is 
beneficial. If talking about gravity is more useful to us than language about spirits within objects 
causing them to move, then we should adopt that world view. Similarly, it may not matter that 
heaven really exists or that we can prove the origin of human rights. The most important factor 
is not whether these beliefs correspond to some objective reality, but whether our belief in them 
will change our behavior in ways that enhance our welfare.

Levinas

Emmanuel Levinas (1906–1995) was born in Lithuania, and studied in France. He was a prisoner 
of war during the Second World War, but many of his family members were deported and killed 
during the Holocaust. After the fall of the Nazi regime, he returned to France where he taught at 
the Sorbonne.

Levinas challenges traditional ethics in a radical way, minimizing the role of reason and 
justification in favor of the brute reality of interpersonal encounter. He believes that ethics be-
gins at the point where we recognize other people as beings like ourselves. Levinas’s work is 
sometimes termed phenomenological. That is, he takes the phenomena we experience and puts 
that ahead of rational systems or principles. Most classical philosophers start with a concept of 
the person as an individual who perceives the world, analyzes his or her situation, and deter-
mines the appropriate behavior in those circumstances. In stark contrast, Levinas believes what 
matters most is our immediate response to others, and he examines closely the phenomena we 
experience in our daily lives. Because of his far-reaching shift in assumptions from traditional 
approaches, his work is sometimes treated with suspicion by analytically trained philosophers. 
However, his supporters would say that his work points to shortcomings in the way Western 
philosophy has developed as a discipline, and that it will take a radical alteration in philosophy’s 
customary categories and expressions to confront the presumptions it takes for granted.

Levinas is famous for saying morality is not a branch of philosophy, but first philosophy. 
He thinks that it is wrong to think of philosophy as a method that carves off separate spheres of 
inquiry that look into metaphysical issues of being. The fundamental truth for Levinas is that we 
live in an intersubjective world, where the self is not center stage as in most traditional theories. 
He asserts that the awareness of oneself is less important than becoming aware of the other per-
son, and in that awareness there is an ethical awakening. Knowledge for Levinas always derives 
from an encounter that is external to the self. Unlike the seventeenth-century thinker Descartes 
who believed that we are more sure of ourselves than anything else (hence his famous claim “I 
think therefore I am”), Levinas maintains that it is our experience of the external that verifies our 
existence. The “Other” as he terms it using a capital O, calls to us, addresses us, and by doing so 
makes us recognize our responsibility to him or her.
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The idea of “face” (in French, le visage) is critical for Levinas. Typically we think of our-
selves as independent thinkers, capable of discerning the world. The face presents us with a 
puzzle: It is strange, often disquieting, and is not easily reduced to my memories, thoughts, and 
feelings. The face always belongs to the Other. It has expressions that are at once both meaning-
ful and elusive, showing us that we cannot ever fully capture the nature of the Other and treat it 
as some idea of our own.

Such claims are perplexing to many Western philosophers. Yet they have a basis in 
psychology, where one of the first things a baby notices is the face. The face has a compelling 
presence—it tells us there are others, and invites us to address the Other. It is not just the 
physical features of the face, though, but also its unique ability to communicate, even prelinguis-
tically. Levinas also says we can read ethical commands from the face. It tells us “Thou shalt not 
kill,” “Thou shalt do all that thou canst to help the other,” “Love thy neighbor as thyself.” These 
demands are made on us simply by recognizing the Other. That is, ethics is not a reciprocal 
relationship where we operate from self-interest or maxims. Ethics originates in and through 
the human fact of sociability. It operates before self-awareness or reason, and manifests itself as 
continuous obligation to others.

To give an everyday example, imagine a person who witnesses an accident and sees some-
one in pain. The first reaction is often to help him or her. Two linked points are vital to under-
standing Levinas in this situation. First, the encounter is a dynamic between persons. Traditional 
theories might present a picture of a discrete individual as seeing the injured person, determin-
ing the right thing to do in such a situation, and then acting accordingly. For Levinas there is no 
separate individual that exists apart from his or her social experiences with others. For him, the 
encounter is not the meeting of two discrete individuals, but two people sharing an experience 
and being in relation to each other. Therefore for Levinas we never make isolated decisions. It is 
not as if we could abstract ourselves from any situation and our interaction with others because 
we live in a web of encounters with people much like us.

Second, our reaction to the Other is prerational. Any encounter is immediate—that is, there 
are no intervening steps. We just see the Other, and are instantly able to put ourselves in their posi-
tion and become aware of his or her needs. This is perhaps most obvious when looking into some-
one’s eyes perhaps, but Levinas does not always literally mean we have to gaze into their eyes or 
face; rather what matters is that we are able to acknowledge the Other, in the same way we use the 
phrase to face another or meeting face-to-face. Similarly, although he often uses the word proximity 
to describe the relationship of one with another, we should not regard that as meaning we care only 
about those nearby—it is more like the English phrase of closeness, which implies care and love.

Additionally, Levinas believes that reason only comes into ethical discourse after the fact, 
and will inevitably be less than the lived encounter. Again, an analogy might be helpful: When 
we listen to certain kinds of music, the value is the experience, which at its best can connect us 
to things beyond ourselves. Yet most of us, even if we can read music, cannot have the same 
kind of connection merely by looking at the notes. Levinas takes ethics to be a series of transient 
glimpses of the infinite through experiencing the call of others who are people like us but are 
always ultimately mysterious and imperceptible.

In any situation Levinas believes we are responsible to the Other. The very social nature of 
humans means that we will always be in the midst of others, and discover that our prime obliga-
tion is to them, not to ourselves. He thinks of this as a fundamental duty, not as some kind of 
contract or exchange that requires some payback. Importantly, the call may not always arise be-
cause people are in significant distress. It may be that we see someone who merely needs a friend, 
and he believes we immediately perceive the need and are called to respond to it.
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Another means to think about Levinas’s approach is to reflect on the social and family 
roles that we are immersed in. That is, we are not just individuals, but parents, siblings, children, 
students, employees, friends, or community members. These are all relationships, to be sure, but 
they also imply that we are obligated to the other. Thus in a voluntary role as a friend for exam-
ple, although we will certainly get something from it, when we meet our friends, the encounter 
prompts sincere questions about what is in their welfare and what we can do for them. Similarly 
parents constantly put the well-being of their children before their own.

In various occupations as well there are many times where personal interests are subsumed 
to those of the patient, victim, or client. Levinas does not interpret this as an individual making 
a decision to become altruistic. Instead, the agent feels that the initial and overwhelming call of 
the Other. In effect, when we put our own interests first, he believes we are denying that original 
call, one which we are constantly trying to evade and ignore. Thus he believes that the moral 
call is more than treating others as we treat ourselves—rather, we care for others, and in taking 
responsibility for them we are discharging the only moral duty we have.

One effect of Levinas’s approach is that the call of the Other can never be fully satisfied or 
our ethical duties fully discharged. Once we face the gaze of the Other, there is always more to 
be done. For him, doing something for the Other and the act of giving are the hallmarks of our 
humanity and spirituality.

Many see Levinas’s claims to be abstract and impractical. Nevertheless, it is worth examining 
the merits of his view. It is important to see the implications of what he would see as contem-
porary ego-based ethics. Virtues, rules, principles and, of course, self-interest are, to Levinas, 
expressions of the beliefs of the speaker, and whatever dressing we put on them, they ultimately 
reflect our personal preferences. Moreover, responsibility is not a case of being held accountable 
for our causally related actions since it is a much richer feature of our social and moral identity. 
Responsibility is the individual’s response to the world, and in that sense, it effectively creates 
who the person is.

Challenges

There are three standard lines of objection to postmodern approaches. The first is the charge of 
relativism: If there are many narratives but no means to adjudicate between them, they all seem 
equally valid. In short, anything would be allowed and no ethical position would be superior to 
any other. Second, as there is no consistent theory, the postmodern viewpoints seem vague and 
arbitrary to many people. Third, the postmodernists often start with a view of human nature that 
may not be universally accepted.

The general line of response by postmodernists to these challenges is that they are involved 
in broad projects that look to the very foundations of ethics, and so it may be unfair to judge 
them by the standards we would apply to traditional moral theories. As an alternative, they sug-
gest we perhaps should first be as sympathetic to their general approach with an open mind and 
then subsequently reexamine our original thinking.

Initially the charge of relativism appears to be strong. Importantly, though, postmod-
ernism does not necessarily imply that there should be no rules and that everything is allowed. 
Habermas, for example, argues that the counter to wholesale ethical relativism is to agree ahead 
of time to impose rules about the structure of the discourse on ourselves to prevent every case of 
consensus from being regarded as knowledge: All parties are regarded as moral equals, and coer-
cion and force forbidden. The parties agree to be persuaded by the legitimacy of the best rational 
argument. The participants will bring only empirical evidence that all can access, and they will 
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only accept norms consensually. Significantly, this is not a case of majority rule, where a minority 
is left voiceless and oppressed. Habermas explicitly endorses the view that those affected by the 
decisions freely assent to them based on the persuasiveness of the arguments presented. These 
aims may seem idealistic, but here again he is not presenting a model for immediate practical use, 
but a set of conditions he believes are necessary to make ethical talk possible in the first place.

Levinas lived through the Holocaust and was well aware of the dangers of a completely rel-
ativistic ethics. His rejoinder is to say that basic claims such as Do not kill are primal, immediate, 
and prerational, and resist formal systemization. His critics suggest that he cannot offer much 
prescriptive advice other than sweeping demands to respond to apparently vague, limitless, and 
unrestricted demands of the Other. However, followers might say that we should realize that 
ethics, as formulated in its traditional systematization, is unreasonable—the reality of the ethical 
life is destroyed once we impose rational boundaries or try to translate it into codes of conduct.

There is also a philosophically important distinction between relativism, where all indi-
vidual claims are equally valid, and an intersubjective view taken by many postmodernists that 
stresses agreement between people. Thus moral agreement will not be empirically verifiable, 
but more like a group agreeing on a historical claim, say, that the American Declaration of 
Independence was signed in Philadelphia. The ultimate historical fact may be less important 
than the fact that there is an inclusive discussion and decision-making process which leads to 
agreement. The natural response might be that agreement is not truth, since a group could easily 
be collectively mistaken. However, saying that already presumes, as we often do, that there is a 
single and identifiable truth that we can discern. For example, how do we know with absolute 
certainty about historical facts or scientific hypotheses? Foucault points out that we reinterpret 
the world around us by the social constructs in place—thus astrology is not considered scientific 
in our contemporary world, and yet we believe in indiscernible subatomic particles. Similarly, 
Rorty suggests that whether or not there might be some objective truth, how we interpret the 
data we have for human benefit matters most.

Levinas prompts us to reflect on our core intuitions as a source of moral guidance. Like 
other postmodernist writers, he might say that the point of ethical inquiry may not be to create 
elaborate systems or guidelines. Instead, his project presents us with a metaphorical way of look-
ing at the world, one that offers to make sense of the narrative we construct for ourselves. From 
this perspective, an ethical theory such as utilitarianism or deontology should not be thought of 
as a definitive set of instructions, but more like a literary genre. It captures a story in a certain 
way, creating its own narrative arc that will resonate with some more than others. Philosophers 
such as Levinas help describe common phenomena, and then offer a means for people to inter-
pret them in ways that help them make sense of their lives and shape their behavior.

Thus the shift that the postmodernists make is not one from principled action to un-
principled action, but more a question of where our ethical intuitions originate, and whether 
principles lead or follow. Rorty explains that it is the latter: He believes we imagine a better 
world, and then create the appropriate principles. “Rational argumentation about moral issues” 
he says, “always lags behind. Reason can only follow paths that the imagination has broken.”3 
Nevertheless, although Rorty is on point when he says we have more information and experi-
ence available to justify certain moral views and condemn others, there may still be a need to 
provide a means for people to differentiate between positions and favor some on principled 
grounds. In effect, some justifications are going to be more persuasive than others. Even in 

3Richard Rorty, 2006. “Is Philosophy Relevant to Applied Ethics?” Business Ethics Quarterly, 16(3): 369–380 at 378.
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Rorty’s world of justification based on what works best, it seems there may still be a place for 
rational argument based on foundational principles of equality, freedom, and justice. Thus it 
appears that no philosophical movement, including postmodernism, fully abandons principles 
or rationality, and philosophers still have plenty of work to do, whatever school of thought they 
subscribe to.

As we’ve seen, the postmodernists put great stress on narrative, which has three parts: the 
storyteller, the story, and the audience. Rorty relies on the audience to be discerning enough 
to embrace stories that best capture our reality and justify our actions. As Foucault points out, 
though, this may deny the power structures at work in society, and how certain narratives are 
privileged and propagated while others are suppressed. In the American political arena, for 
instance, one popular belief is that there is equal opportunity for all, and hard work and intel-
ligence will routinely lead to success. Whether this is true, it has dominated the discourse, is 
widely repeated in the media when the focus is on success stories, and is held out to inspire the 
younger generation. At the same time, competing narratives may be discouraged. Similarly, it 
was easier for many to accept that the Herald of Free Enterprise disaster was the result of one 
lax crewmember rather than looking to wider and more systematic explanations, such as the 
company putting profits before safety and cutting corners wherever they could.

Nevertheless, the reliance on narrative may still leave us wondering if there is a higher-
level analysis required. Take Rorty’s example of Stowe’s Uncle Tom, which sensitized its audience 
to the realities of slavery, and allowed them to imaginatively put themselves in their place. Rorty 
asserts that this kind of imaginative exercise leads to greater empathy, and is our main hope for 
moral enlightenment. But consider that Stowe’s work also presented caricatures of some of its 
characters—including Topsy and Sambo—that perpetuated racist attitudes. While we applaud 
the move to abolitionism, we should note the narrative also has the power to inspire the imagina-
tion to create unrealistic and negative connotations. Since we employ the same imaginative fac-
ulty to develop our moral outlook, the challenge will be how we should discern positive empathy 
from other potentially negative associations.

Postmodernists often rely on background assumptions about human nature. Habermas 
sees us as open to rational persuasion. Rorty eschews notions of human essences, and yet he 
consistently portrays humans as naturally compassionate. That is, he believes that if someone in 
a privileged position imaginatively puts himself or herself in the position of an oppressed per-
son, it will spark empathy for the underdog, and subsequently motivate social change. Levinas 
suggests that we actually do feel the obligation to others as the paramount duty in our lives. His 
work anticipates that we would deny it, not because it is wrong, but because we want to avoid it. 
However, there is little room for debate at this level, since each party is appealing to fundamental 
intuitions that are hard to verify. In short, we might question some of the postmodernists own pre-
sumptions about how people are disposed to behave. In their own terms, these axiomatic beliefs 
ought to be subject to the same radical review that they impose on other ethical perspectives.

Summary

Levinas, Habermas, Rorty, and others chal-
lenge the dominant discourses that we take 
for granted, and instead want us to step back 
and reflect on our intuitions and how we put 
them to use. One of the factors they have in 

common is their rejection of the idea that 
ethical theory comes first, and that we then 
frame our behavior accordingly. They turn 
this on its head and make our moral intu-
itions foundational, and the rationalization 
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and justification process a later or secondary 
feature of our morality.

In the Herald story, for example, all par-
ties acknowledge that the ship capsized and 
people died as a result. The differing narratives 
emerge at the level of explanation and justifying 
or defending certain actions. Similarly, post-
modern philosophers acknowledge that certain 
acts are wrong and condemnable: murder, slav-
ery, rape, and so forth. They do not necessarily 
argue about those issues in specific terms, but 
examine the wider context in which they occur, 
closely examine the language and concepts we 
employ in describing them, and highlight the 
practical implications they have for social policy.

One of the exciting prospects that the 
postmodernist view invites is a greater role for 
the imagination and creativity in framing ethi-
cal narratives. It gives us permission to inven-
tively explore the multiple options, as well as 
to frame issues in ways that demand rethink-
ing them, taking into account their context 
and the forces that create their narrative arcs.

The power of the narrative is all-important 
for the postmodernists, and we should take 
seriously the claim that literature, poetry, art, 
psychology, economics, anthropology, and 
other disciplines may be just as effective as 
moral theory in promoting empathy—in short, 
whatever works. This is a powerful message, 
and we should not downplay the importance 
of presenting the story as part of any ethical 
project.

Whether we buy into the postmodern-
ists’ larger project, it is nevertheless well worth 
examining just how much of our life trajec-
tory may be channeled in ways we don’t often 
realize—for example, the assumption that a 
college education creates better citizens or 
our holidays are opportunities for greater 
consumption. The postmodernist movement 
encourages us to view ethics not only as a set 
of individual choices, but also as a function of 
institutions and systems that already provide 
the background framework and color pallette 
for those choices.



146

Thus far we have approached ethics from a Western point of view. Before we start to look 
at specific thinkers and theories in non-Western ethics, it is important to step back and 
consider how they are likely to strike someone whose frame of reference has been shaped 
by living in the West. Non-Western ethical theories may emerge from a completely differ-
ent understanding of the world, and so concepts that may seem obvious and self-evident 
to Westerners may not be universally accepted. For instance, Western traditions place an  
emphasis on individual human rights and personal decision-making, but from the 
perspective of more collectivist societies this stress on the individual may conflict with  
the value of making choices to realize the goals of the group.

When working with non-Western material it is always useful to be open and sympa-
thetic when we confront ideas that may initially seem odd or incongruous. Ethical views 
generally emerge from fundamental beliefs about human nature—for example, what it is 
to be a person and how we relate to the world. The same is true of the ethical ideas of non-
Western cultures as laid out on the following pages, and it is therefore important to rec-
ognize that although there may be much moral agreement over such basic issues as caring 
for the young and elderly, not lying, or not causing unnecessary harm, how these issues 
are framed and put into practice will be significantly influenced by particular philosophi-
cal assumptions, as well as other cultural and historic factors.

Case—Spitting on the Buddha

There is a story that the Buddha (fifth century BCE) was sitting with his disciples one 
day when someone spat on him. The Buddha did not react with anger or conciliation, 
but looked at the man and said “What’s next?” Some of the disciples protested that they 
should punish the man, but the Buddha told them their reaction was inappropriate and 
offensive. The man was a stranger, and did not really know him, the Buddha continued, 
and must therefore be spitting at the image from his mind, not at the real person. Besides, 
he said, spitting is an act of intense emotion, and there must be more to be said, hence his 
question to the man. The response shook the spitter so much that he left, and returned 
after a sleepless night, throwing himself prostrate at the Buddha’s feet. The Buddha told 
his disciples that here again the man was communicating a message too strong for words, 
and again asked “What’s next?” The man then asked for forgiveness, but the Buddha 
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explained that he was no longer the same man who spat the day before, and there was nothing 
to forgive.

Ethics from different cultures may strike us in the same way as the Buddha’s response 
struck his Buddha’s disciples. Perhaps we fail to understand because we begin with different 
assumptions and conceptual frameworks, so that our natural reactions and intuitions are no 
longer a reliable guide to understanding.

Several words of caution are therefore in order. These non-Western theories may not be 
formulated in the way a Western audience expects: In the West, a canon of classic literature 
has evolved over time, and philosophical criticism and commentary occurs around the accepted 
essential works in the canon. Thus certain texts and ideas are held to be so important that anyone 
in the society ought to be acquainted with them. For instance, whether or not we believe in it, 
people in the West grow up with a common idea of hell, a place where evildoers are punished 
in the afterlife. Many cultures do not share this concept and would be puzzled by the notion. 
Similarly, we accept many ideas as part of our cultural literacy such as individual rights or 
romantic love which might mystify people from other parts of the world.

Moreover, problems in translation often arise; that is, concepts from one culture may not 
neatly map on to another. This happens in the Western tradition, too, of course. We use lan-
guage all the time without thinking much about the embedded assumptions we rely on as native 
speakers. Extending the thought, then, it will inevitably be very difficult to translate certain terms 
unless we understand them in their temporal and cultural context, and we should bear this in 
mind when examining non-Western approaches to ethics.

Consider the Latin word caritas, which is central to some ethical and religious teachings. 
The original Latin referred to the quality that makes something valuable—for example, high 
price or preciousness. This took on the meaning of something that was beloved (and hence the 
words care and caress). When it came into English, it was translated as love, but also as charity. 
Hence even in our own language concepts evolve over time and there are confusions when we try 
to pin down some ideas—love and charity being good examples.

A ready cross-cultural case in point is the Chinese notion of “face.” In English the phrase 
“saving face,” is used to indicate saving someone from public embarrassment. Face is an impor-
tant concept in China, as it represents the way others perceive you. In Western terms, if we 
disappoint someone, we are likely to say sorry and consider the issue closed. However, because 
of its collectivist orientation, Chinese culture emphasizes the importance of one’s reputation 
before the group, and so being able to present yourself well in society matters much more. This 
in turn shapes behavior toward ensuring that individuals are rarely put on the spot or confronted 
publicly.

Finally, there is always a risk of oversimplifying and conflating ethics in other cultures. 
Just as Western ethics has diverse schools of thought and many variations within them, other 
approaches have been challenged and refined in many ways. We should be careful then, in pre-
senting a broad overview of them, to recognize that a great deal of discourse exists within these 
various perspectives, and a detailed understanding of the theory will necessitate even further 
research and inquiry than our introduction here admits. These difficulties should not, however, 
prevent us from examining some of their major ideas. Broadening our studies to incorporate 
non-Western views can serve to expand our own approach and methodology. Furthermore, one 
cannot engage in the meaningful global dialogue that discovers shared principles without having 
at least some understanding of the historical location and philosophical assumptions that under-
lie vastly different cultural practices, customs, and traditions.
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In this chapter we will look at four selected representative ethical movements. They place 
the locus of moral concern in the social order, self-consciousness, nature and community, 
respectively. However, it is important to bear in mind that both in Western and non-Western 
philosophy there are rich traditions with many thinkers and varied interpretations, and hence we 
should consider any selection as a brief introduction rather than fully comprehensive.

Some of the traditions we will examine are sometimes thought of as religious. However, 
while they may include notions of the divine (in the sense of finding the miraculous around us) 
or have ritualistic aspects, these philosophical approaches do not rely on revelation from a divine 
authority. That is not to say that someone following them may not have theistic beliefs, but we 
will specifically focus on the contribution of these various frameworks to ethics, not religion.

Confucianism

Confucianism involves a commitment to a natural order that applies to the harmony of both 
the self and the self-in-relationships. Proponents emphasize the importance of maintaining a 
balance between the individual and others as well as reconciling the various roles we play in life. 
Confucianism wants us to look inward and become self-aware so that we can good-heartedly 
develop well-ordered relationships with others and society at large.

Confucius is the name given in English to K’ung Fu-tzu—literally, K’ung “the Master”—
who lived in China from 551 through 479 BCE. The philosophy attributed to him comes from 
writings of his students, especially Mencius, who often added commentary to his teacher’s 
thought. There are nine Confucian classic texts, generally known as the “Four Books” and the 
“Five Classics.” The best-known work in the West, the one most concerned with ethics, is known 
as the Analects, a collection of sayings and anecdotes about Confucius gathered into twenty 
chapter-length sections or “books.” The Analects were probably written about fifty years after 
Confucius’s death. The contents are not very systematic, but nevertheless some general themes 
become apparent. The philosophy is focused around personal character exhibited in our rela-
tionships rather than a set of abstract principles.

Confucius believes in a well-ordered universe as a basic value. From his perspective, there 
is order and harmony in the universe and it is our job to discern how to be in accord with it. He 
uses the term Heaven to represent this order, which does not rely on any particular individual 
and continues through time and across different societies. Insofar as we promote this order, we 
participate in this transcendent reality of Heaven.

For Confucius, personhood is defined in terms of relationships with others. That is, we 
exist by virtue of our connections to other people and the world around us, beginning with 
parent/child. It is human nature to live in societies, and hence our lives are a web of relationships 
that demand certain behaviors. If we understand our proper place and duties to others, then we 
will achieve happiness. One of the central ethical projects, therefore, is to discover our station in 
life, and the appropriate duties and expectations associated with it. Thus cultivating love in one-
self and others (Jen) using a set of conventions that mirror the order of the universe (Li) will, he 
maintains, lead to the best life possible.

Consequently his philosophy emphasizes individual growth in order to become a “person 
of excellence”—sometimes translated as the superior man—who is aware of the various demands 
imposed by society. The hallmarks of this superiority are selflessness, understanding in one’s pri-
vate life, and courteousness in the public arena.

The person of excellence will embody what are termed the “Five Constant Relationships.” 
These are parent/child, husband/wife, elder/younger sibling, elder/younger friend, and ruler/
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subject. There are of course many other relationships that affect us, but they are taken to be analogs 
of the five basic ones.

Within the five basic relationships, the parent/child is the most fundamental and as a 
result, Confucianism emphasizes the value of the family. This is primarily because a well-ordered 
family is a model for the child in its later dealings in the world. As one of the famous sayings 
from another of the books puts it:

The ancients who wished to illustrate illustrious virtue throughout the kingdom, first ordered 
well their own states. Wishing to order well their states, they first regulated their families. 
Wishing to regulate their families, they first cultivated their persons. Wishing to cultivate 
their persons, they first rectified their hearts. Wishing to rectify their hearts, they first sought 
to be sincere in their thoughts. Wishing to be sincere in their thoughts, they first extended to 
the utmost their knowledge. Such extension of knowledge lay in the investigation of things. 
Things being investigated, knowledge became complete. Their knowledge being complete, 
their thoughts were sincere. Their thoughts being sincere, their hearts were then rectified. 
Their hearts being rectified, their persons were cultivated. Their persons being cultivated, 
their families were regulated. Their families being regulated, their states were rightly gov-
erned. Their states being rightly governed, the whole kingdom was made tranquil and happy.1

Notably he says there are duties on both sides of each relationship. Consider his view on 
marriage: A wife should not have slavish obedience to a husband, but both have a role to fulfill. 
If things do not go smoothly, true obedience would require her to object to unfair demands. 
Similarly, a teacher deserves respect, but in turn has duties to the students to bring out the best in 
them and to help them in every way possible. He or she ought to acknowledge the qualities such 
as hard work, tenacity, or inquisitiveness that students bring to the classroom. In any relation-
ship, if either side lets the other down, according to Confucianism, then there is disharmony in 
the proper order of things, which should prompt change.

Often the idea of inevitable inequalities seems somehow wrong to Westerners, even though 
it might reflect the reality of most of our everyday encounters. We should carefully distinguish 
social equality from moral equality, though. At one level, Confucius is making a sociological 
observation, and it might turn out that appreciating the various levels of power and position may 
be a very useful talent. In fact, many of our relationships do involve the judicious use of influence 
by one person over another, ideally for mutual benefit. The language that Confucius uses implies 
that the superior in the relationship has authority and the right to dictate, and is due obedience 
and respect. Nonetheless, we shouldn’t be blinded by the terminology. Confucius posits a society 
where everything is well ordered, and hence those in positions of authority have earned them 
through merit, and if they are incompetent, they ought to be replaced. Thus, in general, people 
in superior ranks have done something to deserve their place in society, and they are due the 
respect and deference of their rank. Confucius argues that some individuals will be morally supe-
rior, and we ought to listen to their advice.

For example, Confucius considers the ruler and his relationship to the heavens. Ideally, 
it would reflect the idea that there is a right order in the universe, and be echoed by a calm and 
prosperous society. On the other hand, if there were civil unrest or injustice brought about by the 
prince’s poor management, it would be appropriate for things to change, even through outright 

1Confucius, The Great Learning, Chapter 1. http://classics.mit.edu/Confucius/learning.html
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rebellion. Thus Confucius believes an unwise ruler may upset the natural order, and it would be 
fitting in that case for him to be overthrown by his subjects.

The Confucian view seems at first glance to go against autonomy in the classic liberal 
tradition of the West, which holds individual choice as paramount even if it may lead to poor 
judgments or mistakes. We should be careful to note, though, that Confucius does not actually 
demand restriction of individual liberties—he just believes that it is in everyone’s interest that 
we follow certain rules and conventions, although ultimately it is up to the individual to sub-
sequently conform or defy convention as he or she chooses. Accordingly, Confucius presents 
us with an ethical framework and strongly suggests courses of action, but nevertheless he does 
not absolve people from making moral decisions. Thus autonomy is still valued, but is always 
thought of in the context of a wider set of relationships and overall societal good.

Jen

Jen—sometimes translated as Ren—comes from a character that embodies both “man” and 
“two.” It is the overriding virtue in Confucian ethics; achieving it allows one to become a person 
of excellence. The basic idea of Jen is that an individual should cultivate love to bring out the 
best in both self and others. Translations vary in their attempts to convey this concept. Some 
commentators refer to it as complete moral excellence. Others simply use “goodness,” “charity,” 
“kindness,” or “benevolence.”

Jen involves doing one’s best, and then extending that feeling to others. Recall that for 
Confucius the human world is one of relationships. Jen arises from the foundational parent/child 
relationship, and the natural devotion and care that children feel toward their parents (Hsiao). 
Sometimes the concept is translated as “submission” but once again, it is important to not get 
caught up by the hierarchical terminology. “Submission” to Western ears has overtones of blind 
obedience. Perhaps a better understanding would be “due respect” or “deference.” That is to say, 
we enter the world already in relations with others, and this submission is not so much submis-
sion to another individual, but submission of both individuals to the norms of that relationship.

As the preceding passage highlights, Confucius believes that it is important to know our-
selves first because the core of our excellence in all of our relationships is self-knowledge and 
purity of our heart. Sometimes, to express this, Confucius uses the term sincerity. The under-
lying notion is that we have to engage in honest introspection rather than present an image to 
the world based on our own illusions or according to someone else’s expectations. Only after 
we have achieved harmony within ourselves can we enter into full fellowship with others. In 
Confucianism, love and doing good are intimately tied up with knowing how best to serve others.

The converse of Jen echoes the Christian “Golden Rule,” but instead of “do unto others as 
you would have them do unto you,” Confucius puts it in the negative. That is, he suggests you 
refrain from doing unto others what you would not have them do to you.

[A student asked] “Is there one word which may serve as a rule of practice for all one’s 
life?” The Master said, “Is not reciprocity such a word? What you do not want done to 
yourself, do not do to others.” (Book 15, #28)

Again, although translations differ, the central idea is that the individual first reaches a 
place of personal peace and acceptance, and then extends this attitude to others. For Confucius, 
morality always begins with the self, but necessarily has to be manifested in social relation-
ships. So while there is some emphasis on the individual, the central focus is on establishing 
right relationship with others. This notion of relationship is not an abstract external ideal, but an 
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immediate quality, one that we already have if only we realized it. He says in Book 7, #30, “Is Jen 
a remote thing? I wish to have Jen, and lo! Jen is at hand”

In another passage in Book 5, Confucius is in the company of his students when he asks 
them what they want most. One responds that he would like to have material goods such as car-
riages and clothes that he could give to his friends. Another wants the modesty to prevent him 
from announcing his good deeds. Then they ask the Master what he wants, and Confucius replies 
“To give rest to the aged, to show sincerity to friends, and treat the young with tenderness.”

One interpretation of the passage is that the first student is looking for beneficial out-
comes, and the second to do good for its own sake (and here we can see correlates to utilitarian-
ism and deontology). Confucius, though, responds in terms of promoting virtuous dispositions 
to all people. He extends the notion of familial relations to an idea of the common good for all 
mankind, in that we are all connected and therefore have interlocking duties. The person of 
excellence, then, will have an ethical attitude that promotes universal beneficence.

Li

Confucius considers Jen to be a natural human instinct. Because people live in societies with a 
variety of relationships, he thinks that the best way to express Jen is through a set of conventions 
that mirror the harmony of the external world. This leads to a set of rituals that govern human 
interaction. These conventions or rituals of behavior are known as Li, sometimes translated as 
“propriety.” Accordingly, at the beginning of Book 12 we find Confucius saying:

To subdue oneself and return to Li, this is Jen … Look not at what is contrary to propri-
ety; speak not what is contrary to propriety; and make no movement that is contrary to 
propriety.2

Strictly following convention allows everyone to know his or her place and act appropri-
ately. This creates social harmony and stability. Civil society is, in effect, a commons shared by 
all, governed by strict rules that prevent individual abuse and consequent mutual harm. This 
view is reflected in a section from The Book of Rites called “The Commonwealth State”:

When the perfect order prevails, the world is like a home shared by all. Virtuous and wor-
thy men are elected to public office … All men love and respect their own parents and chil-
dren, as well as the parents and children of others. There is caring for the old; there are jobs 
for the adults; there is nourishment and education for the children. There is a means of 
support for the widows and the widowers; for all who find themselves alone in the world; 
and for the disabled … Intrigues and conniving for ill gain are unknown. Villains such as 
thieves and robbers do not exist. The door to every home need never be locked and bolted 
by day or night. These are the characteristics of an ideal world, the commonwealth state.3

Moreover, Li puts us in the right attitude toward others and spiritual beings. However, 
we should not think of it as purely ceremonial compliance. It is better regarded as a moderating 
influence that guides and governs our emotions, avoids extremes, and puts the mind and body 
in harmony.

2Confucius, Analects, trans. James Legge, 1861.
3Confucius, “The Record of Rites,” Chapter IX, The Commonwealth State, http://www.confucius.org/lunyu/edcommon.htm
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Fate

Along with Jen and Li, Confucianism is anchored in the concept of fate. However, this notion 
is not fatalistic in the sense that everything we do is fixed, because in fact, Confucius repeat-
edly emphasized the importance of personal choice. Rather, the supposition rests on a picture 
of the world as ordered according to a certain harmony that we can choose to promote or not. 
Confucius was not very concerned with outcomes as a moral gauge. He felt the focus should 
be on individual choice at a particular time. He thought that strategic thinking for personal 
gain—often translated as profit—was an immoral distraction. Thus he was not fatalistic in the 
sense of believing that things were fixed and could not be changed, with the possible impli-
cation that it doesn’t matter what we do. A better way of thinking about it is that we should 
cultivate the best character possible and behave in the best way we can in any situation. Then, 
if things don’t always come out the way we imagined, so be it. We can only do what we can at 
any moment given our limited knowledge. If we cultivate Jen, strive for excellence, and stop 
worrying about the consequences, he believes we will live with less anxiety and develop a sense 
of contentment.

Challenges

The teachings of Confucius did not become widespread or influential in his lifetime. However, 
they were later taken up as state orthodoxy. Indeed for six hundred years—only ending in the 
twentieth century—memorizing his works was expected of every Chinese student who aimed to 
join the imperial bureaucracy that was the main means to a secure job and personal advance-
ment. Widespread adherence to his teachings led China to become a society that relied on strict 
social conventions and everyone knowing his or her station in life.

Historically, despite the fact that Confucius advocated overthrowing autocratic and inef-
fective rulers, several emperors used his works to justify their despotism. Yet the basic emphasis 
on conservatism and collective welfare nevertheless created a system that lasted for over 2,000 
years, until encounters with the British in the nineteenth century. Another distortion worth 
noting is that while Confucian teachings do not directly advocate the subordination of women, 
it had that effect when it was adopted as state doctrine. Male domination was seen as natural 
and correct, and women were expected to know their place, exhibit self-discipline, manage the 
household, and selflessly support their husbands. At the same time, society honored the role of 
mother within the family unit.

The most striking challenge in Confucianism for many Westerners is the subjugation of 
the self and the primacy of convention. These issues appear to go against qualities that we prize: 
personal autonomy and innovation. It would seem that under Confucianism, the individual has 
to acknowledge his or her role in society and reconcile to doing it well. However, this character-
ization is not exactly correct. Confucius notes that through industrious hard work, one can rise 
above his station. Moreover, individuality is not squashed, but rather takes expression in how a 
person relates to others, given the social realities already in place.

It is useful to see how Confucius’s thought prompts us to examine whether we are as free 
as we often imagine. For example, we are bound up in relationships of family, friends, work, and 
community, and each has its various privileges and responsibilities. Consider the family unit: It 
is at the same time liberating and constraining for the individuals involved. Parents grant the 
children freedom and sponsor their activities, yet there will also be rules and assigned duties. On a 
grander scale, even in Western liberal societies, individual freedom does not mean anarchy where 
everyone makes up his or her own rules. Instead, there is freedom within certain limits—such as 
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not interfering with the rights of others—with significant punishments if someone disobeys the 
boundary constraints.

A linked question that Confucianism poses is whether we are actually autonomous. His 
answer will be that, yes, we are masters of our own hearts and can certainly interact with the world 
to try to change things. On the other hand, humans are social creatures, and the way we structure 
communities will necessarily involve reciprocal duties and personal compromises. Inevitably, 
as part of the human condition we are in the middle of a web of relationships of various kinds. 
Therefore we should do the best we can in each of those relational roles: friend, colleague, sibling, 
and so forth. Additionally, our actions are really all we can control; outcomes will be what they 
will be. Thus there is no point in agonizing about things that are ultimately beyond our power.

Confucians have traditionally emphasized rules of etiquette that govern every action, 
sometimes so elaborate that they include details about how to address one another or the cor-
rect kind of dress or behavior in every social situation. This may seem odd to contemporary 
Westerners. Here again it is probably best not to dwell on the minutiae, but instead to con-
sider that, in sociological terms, various social conventions are a valuable means of preserving 
the identity of any community, whether a family or society as a whole. If we look around, we 
can see many rituals in our own society that may initially seem trivial but are quite important. 
For example, people in a court will rise when a judge arrives. Or for a school graduation event, 
commencement ceremonies follow a certain set format. Even in everyday encounters, requests 
include the ritual word please. Social greetings include questions about personal welfare (“how 
are you?”) that follow patterns, and people make negative judgments if someone is impolite or 
doesn’t adhere to accepted conventions.

One important function of these rituals is to remind us of the various social relationships 
we are a part of, and our relative social standing in society. This may not be obvious until we 
think about traveling to a distant country where there are different customs. Not knowing how 
to act around others—whether it is appropriate to look at people in the eyes, or shake hands, for 
example—is likely to make us feel awkward and embarrassed. Thus although we are not always 
conscious of the dynamics, we are routinely involved in social conventions that let us know how 
we should treat one another.

Summary

Confucianism, in contrast to many Western theories, has direct practical insights that tell us how 
to live a good life. It does not dwell on abstractions as is the case with many Western philosophi-
cal positions. Instead, it offers concrete recommendations about everyday behavior and empha-
sizes the development of personal character by encouraging reflection and disciplined control of 
our thoughts and desires.

However, it is undeniable that classical Confucianism does not deal well with how a per-
son or society should adapt to changing circumstances, and how conventions ought to evolve. 
For instance, traditional Western theories are perhaps better at accommodating changing 
views about the role and rights of women. More recent commentators on Confucianism have 
addressed these worries, and many feel that the text can be interpreted more flexibly today than 
it has been in the past.

Confucianism is often difficult for Western readers to accept or fully appreciate. 
Nevertheless, it suggests that through self-discipline a person can achieve peace and harmony, 
both internally and in relationships with others, an ambition that can have great appeal as a guid-
ing principle in life.
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Tetsuro Watsuji

Watsuji (1889–1960), a recent Japanese thinker is also a useful representative of an ethical 
approach based in social order. He was well versed in European philosophy, and was instru-
mental in introducing Japanese ethical concepts to the West. As a young professor he studied 
and translated Nietzsche and Kierkegaard, but ultimately disagreed with their shared belief that 
ethics springs from the isolated self.

Ethics is intimately connected with theories about human nature, and Watsuji’s views 
about personhood are foundational to his thought. Watsuji’s major work was Rinrigaku. In 
Japanese, Rinri can be translated as ethics, and it consists of two characters, Rin, which refers to 
linked relationships, and Ri, which signifies order. Linking the two, then, offers a set of ordered 
connections that indicate how we should behave as people bound together in a community.

Watsuji shies away from using a word for the individual, and prefers to use the term Ningen. 
Ningen itself is composed of two ideograms: one for nin, “person,” and the other gen, meaning 
“between.” A helpful way to think about it is to consider the similar English word man. We use 
the term to refer to particular males, but also much more broadly and inclusively when we talk 
about, say, “to serve man,” meaning mankind. Because the word encompasses both meanings, 
when we use it, we are reminded that we are all linked by our humanity. For Watsuji, to be a 
Ningen is to be a member of a community.

In contrast, a typical Western view of community is to think of it as discrete individuals 
treating one another with impartiality; in John Stuart Mill’s phrase, “each counts for one and 
no-one for more than one.” However, for the Japanese, community is more than a collection of 
individuals and more like an organism that has different cells that are all linked and part of the 
overall entity.

Moreover, Watsuji believes this integration into the wider community means that the 
idea of personal consciousness dominant in Western philosophy is flawed from the very start. 
The French rationalist philosopher Rene Descartes (1596–1650), considered the father of mod-
ern philosophy, for example, in his famous statement “I think therefore I am” declared that the 
only thing he could ever really know was that he exists. Watsuji noted that in making his claim 
Descartes is already using language, and so even the most fundamental idea about personal iden-
tity occurs in a shared means of communication that connects the person to others in the culture.

The Individual and the Community

Watsuji held that humans are individuals who naturally live in the context of various communi-
ties. The way we assert our individuality is by reacting against the community in some way. He 
calls this a “negation.” For example, we grow up generally doing what we are told and follow-
ing expectations. At some point, many individuals buck authority somewhat, and in so doing 
Watsuji sees us denying conformity.

However, as we mature ethically, according to Watsuji, we come to see that there are things 
that matter more than we do—causes or values that are greater than ourselves. This awareness 
then pulls us back into the community, so that we suppress our own personal desires for the 
common good. He terms this a second negation: We begin by positively following societal expec-
tations, go against them, and then suppress our own desires, bringing us full circle back within 
the community norms.

We can think about separating the individual from society by making an analogy to a paint-
ing. Typically a painting has a foreground and background, and the whole work is surrounded 
by a frame. When we look at it, we can choose to focus on the foreground, but when we do, we 
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are still aware of the background. Even though we can separate the two as a mental exercise, 
both make up the whole composition. The frame is also important, as it puts boundaries on the 
picture and defines its space on the wall. Similarly, Watsuji believes that society can be viewed 
as being made up of both individuals and the community at large, but they are not independent 
elements. While we can do the mental exercise of separating them, we should acknowledge that 
both are part of an overall unity. Although we can concentrate on one and not the other, we are 
the ones who distinguish parts of a complete whole and it is impossible to think of one without 
the other. Furthermore, as with the picture frame, people in communities are bounded by rules 
and norms that give them identity and shape.

Trust

Watsuji believes that the bedrock of community is the quality of trust. Here again he finds con-
structive contradictions: We could not know trust without betrayal. He is well aware that, for 
instance, pickpockets prey on the gullible. Nevertheless, he says that they could operate only if 
the norm was one of trust among people, and that is what makes crime shocking. He finds hope 
in these contrasting negations, since when we say that someone is an enemy, the very language 
used opens up the possibility of friendship. That is, if someone is my enemy, he is not my friend, 
but describing him as a nonfriend shows that there is already conceptual space for the relation-
ship to change from one to the other.

Trust, as he presents it, is not a contract and does not rely on evidence. Rather, it is more 
a precondition intrinsic to human interaction. It involves being true to one’s humanity. In busi-
ness dealings, for example, a person should be trustworthy, that is, operate on the basis that he 
or she is already trusted by all the various stakeholders in the enterprise; it is not a quality to 
be selectively used, like a tool, when it is strategically useful. Following this business example, 
Watsuji’s philosophy goes some way to illustrating how Japanese companies aim for long-term 
customer relationships, as opposed to a quick sale. It also explains some Japanese attitudes of 
common commitment to an enterprise where for instance, a company will be reluctant to lay off 
workers during hard times.

Watsuji criticized Americans for having what he termed reiki shakai, a profit-centered 
society based on self-interest and material comfort, often forsaking the love of art for easy 
stimulation. He traced these traits back to thinkers such as Hobbes, and described Westerners 
as behaving instrumentally to fulfill their individual self-interest. He thought their moral-
ity was overly legalistic, and based on manufactured rights instead of well-established 
relationships.

The notion of individual rights as understood in the West does in fact run counter to 
Watsuji’s philosophy, which is founded on the primacy of the community and communal good. 
In practice, Watsuji would prefer that disputes are put to the arbitration of an elder, who will 
make a judgment based on what is the overall best interest rather than submitting them to a 
legalistic process to evaluate whether a particular person has certain entitlements.

Challenges

Watsuji’s philosophy provides an interesting counterpoint to Western individualism, and gives 
food for thought about what our true ambitions should be. True, we have fostered material com-
fort, but maybe at a price. It turns out that by various happiness indexes, people in Western 
societies are working more, but enjoying life less. Additionally, the stress on individual accom-
plishment and acquisition may actually mask what is in their best mutual interest; for example, a 
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very successful arbitrage banker may make a great deal of money, while the overall society suffers 
as a result of his or her own conduct.

Perhaps the biggest challenge for Watsuji’s approach is that he considered communities 
to be benign. He envisioned a set of nested communities—the family, the town, the district, and 
so on—with the ultimate community of communities being the state. In his writings he consid-
ered that the emperor embodied all that was good, and that such a ruler was automatically owed 
unflagging allegiance. History shows some of the problems this brings. If the ruler is weak, then 
power can easily fall into the hands of the unscrupulous. Or the ruler might be strong, but not 
benign. In either case, in the absence of some overarching principles to distinguish better from 
worse actions at the highest level, a country is at the whim of its ruler.

Watsuji was criticized after the Second World War for his unwavering and uncritical devo-
tion to the Imperial rule, and his writings have often been dismissed because of that aspect of his 
personal history. Although Watsuji may have been misguided in his uncritical allegiance to those 
in power, we cannot dismiss his ethics on those grounds alone. The idea that there may be times 
when we should put our lives on the line for a cause greater than ourselves also resonates in our 
society; for instance, many Westerners have gone to war and put their lives at risk for the sake of 
duty, honor, justice, and country.

Taoism

Sometime around the sixth century BCE, around the same time that Confucius lived, a text that 
has traditionally been attributed to Lao Tzu (“the Old Master”) emerged in China, although it is 
probably the work of several authors. Its title is the Tao Te Ching (“The Treatise on The Way and 
Its Power”), and its opening lines are these:

The Tao that can be trodden is not the enduring and unchanging Tao. The name that can 
be named is not the enduring and unchanging name.
(Conceived of as) having no name, it is the Originator of heaven and earth; (conceived of 
as) having a name, it is the Mother of all things.

The Tao Te Ching has become one of the most cherished of all Chinese philosophical texts. 
The main idea at work in the text, and in the philosophical position of Taoism, is that nature is 
the source and gauge of all things. Humans are part of the natural world, and their desires are 
therefore also natural, so thwarting them through rules of conduct is likely to end in resistance 
and strife. Thus the Taoist seeks to find the “Way,” or path of nature, as a guide to personal 
action. The Way is sometimes described as the “Easy Way,” since it means not fighting nature, 
but flowing with it.

Taoism was refined some three hundred years after Lao Tzu by Chuang Tzu (probably 
with contributions from a number of anonymous authors). Chuang Tzu’s work is most asso-
ciated with the ethical aspects of The Way. He defines happiness, for instance, as the ability 
to empathize with the infinite, shedding the petty distinctions and limits imposed by our ordi-
nary categorizations. The approach taken in the Tao Te Ching is unlike that of any Western 
philosophical text, and for this reason its ideas might strike some Western readers as hopelessly 
unfathomable. Furthermore, the work’s declared suspicion of rational analysis not only contrasts 
it to Western views but also makes any attempt to describe it as necessarily piecemeal and less 
than fully adequate.

The principal virtues that allow us to follow The Way are simplicity, patience, and compas-
sion. It requires that we deny anthropomorphism, which considers humanity to be the pinnacle 
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of creation. To the Taoist, all creation is part of a harmonious whole. Given our limited senses, 
we are constrained to thinking of it in certain ways that are likely incorrect, as we may lack the 
perspective of the infinite. In a famous passage, Chuang Tzu writes about dreaming that he was a 
butterfly. He says he does not know whether he was a man dreaming about a butterfly, or a but-
terfly dreaming he is a man, to illustrate the point that it is always appropriate to adopt and use 
multiple perspectives, and the view of the whole is inescapably elusive.

Adherents regard the Tao as the source of all, and it is so fundamental that Tao itself has 
no particular characteristics. In Western terms we might usefully think of the Tao as “logical 
space”—the zone of all possibilities. The Tao has sometimes been compared to the inside of a 
bowl or an uncarved block of wood. Although the bowl has shape, it creates space that can be 
used, and in fact its emptiness allows it infinite potential. Similarly the block presents itself as 
potential for creating something with form and shape. Because there is Tao, things and relation-
ships can subsequently emerge, taking the form of particular objects or relationships that can 
then be named. Tao itself, though, is prior to naming, and as such resists being put into words, 
leading to the apparent paradox that only with Tao can there be names, but Tao itself cannot be 
named. Hence the Tao is usually only alluded to through metaphors and stories.

Tao might also be thought of as that which gives form and order to the universe. It is not 
a mystical being, but is imminent in the world and manifested in its cycles and harmony. When 
we observe the natural world, we find that there are always complementary principles: light and 
dark, active and passive, male and female, and so forth. These pairs represent the dual forces of 
yin and yang. There do not always need to be equal amounts of yin and yang in every circum-
stance, since what matters most is that they are in the right proportion for the situation. In dif-
ferent cases it may turn out to be appropriate for there to be more of one than another, as long as 
they are in harmony with Tao. For example, there are seasonal changes in the length of the day, 
or cycles of growth and decay.

Taoist ethics has twin pillars: a basic liberating trust in humanity and a profound opti-
mism. For instance, Taoist writings make the case that if we trust people, they will not repay 
with betrayal but work cooperatively. Consequentially a Taoist is likely to say the best govern-
ment intervenes minimally in people’s lives, and the best ruler is one who empowers rather than 
restricts his or her subjects. For instance, current research in workplace settings has determined 
that employees who work in teams and are not micro-managed seem to be both productive and 
happier than their counterparts who are consistently monitored.

In the case of conflict, Taoism advocates something it terms wu-wei. This can be translated 
as minimal effort. It would be wrong to take this to mean inertia. Rather it suggests that soft and 
prolonged energy can break down the hardest resistance, like running water can have an effect 
on the hardest of rocks. Likewise, we could resolve our differences through violence, but this is 
typically unnatural and wasted energy. If we could channel the same energies to peaceful resolu-
tion, seeking the harmony embodied in the Tao, we would be more likely to find a way to a more 
lasting solution and greater well-being for all.

Taoist Language

Discussions about language and its various uses are central to Taoism. It suggests that many dis-
tinctions are imposed by the human mind that first distinguishes characteristics, and then clas-
sifies them—day, for instance, is also not-night. Moreover, human language—names in Taoist 
terminology—is inherently relativistic. A mountain, for example, also carries with it the concept 
of lowland, since we recognize only one in relation to the other. Furthermore, these distinctions 
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do not derive from nature itself, but instead are products of our psychology, and hence are just 
one way of describing the world.

Additionally, not only do humans create contrasts, but we also differ in our judgments 
about them. Some may think of, say, a spicy dish as delicious, while others consider it repulsive. 
Similarly, a person may appear to be in distress when doing hard manual labor, but from a dif-
ferent perspective he may be learning a beneficial lesson about fortitude. In short, a Taoist would 
say that as we are all different, we can only make judgments based on the context and situation as 
we see it at a certain time and place. Universal agreement will therefore be impossible according 
to the Taoist since judgments are likely to vary with each person’s individual perception.

Western ethics has various responses to such a relativist challenge. These are usually based 
on an assumption that there are at least some moral absolutes, and these are just as much facts as 
scientific claims. For example, the claim that unnecessary suffering is morally bad and should be 
avoided might be treated in the West as a fact similar to the empirical finding that hot air rises. 
But the argument that there are absolutes will have no purchase with the Taoist who believes 
that everything is changeable, including any purported factual claim. Within its own worldview, 
Taoism is entirely consistent. For example, Chuang Tzu discusses right and wrong with his stu-
dents, asking who will decide the outcome of an argument. He poses a case where a man on one 
side of the dispute gets more people to agree with him, but Chuang Tzu points out that this does 
not make him right. He feels no one is authorized to make an absolute judgment, noting that if 
something were completely right, then it would be obvious to all and there could be no argu-
ment. He concludes “Forget distinctions. Leap into the boundless and make it your home!”4

“Leaping into the boundless” can be interpreted as going beyond conventional categories. 
If we were able to take the viewpoint of an independent, eternal being, then we might be able to 
see everything in its proper perspective. However, as mortal beings we are tied to the sensory 
input and mental categories provided by language, and so the boundless becomes an aspiration 
to get beyond our human limitations.

Critically, the relativist position of the Taoist need not mean that there are no standards 
or particular behaviors that cannot be condemned. It is true that there are murderers and other 
criminals, of course. For the Taoist, these individuals are anomalies. They stray from the nor-
mal and natural—in effect, they go against the flow of the universe. They are a minority, acting 
against the backdrop of regular behavior. So if we seek to determine The Way, we will find it 
much more in the easy and simple cooperative life than in a path of aggression and competition.

Moreover, if we let people take responsibility for their own behavior and let them follow 
The Way, Taoism asserts they will live up to that trust. On the other hand, Taoism contends that 
if we continually regulate behavior (e.g., in the many formal rituals in Confucianism) people 
will inevitably fail to adhere completely, and this unnecessarily creates outcasts from the com-
munity. The Taoist would likely point out that most of us have not really fully embraced unregu-
lated trust, and suggest we would have more harmonious and balanced lives if we truly did so. 
Therefore, Taoism also gives us a vision of respectful dialogue and mutual tolerance, and encour-
ages us to move in that direction.

Challenges

Several ethical implications of Taoism go against traditional Western thinking. First, it seems to 
assert that there is a plan at work in nature which we can discern. Second, the good is defined by 

4Chuang Tse, Book 2, “Discussion on Making All Things Equal.”
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following that discoverable natural path. Third, there will always be multiple perspectives about 
any situation, so there will never be an absolutely correct one.

In essence, the Taoist is likely to respond that we have to give up the language of right 
and wrong; ethics is not to be built on rational moral discourse. Many Westerners may well be 
confused by Taoism’s apparent reluctance to condemn behavior, or pass judgment on oppos-
ing points of view. Taoism seems to offer little prescriptive advice. It also appears to have no 
definitive decision procedure, and avoids rules, codes, or guidelines. Someone who faces a moral 
dilemma may seem to be forced to rely on opaque stories or vague precepts, with no benchmarks 
for acceptable behavior.

These sorts of criticism are unlikely to persuade the Taoist. Recall that Taoism is not an 
algorithm for conduct which relies on outcomes or a rational process. It is more an integrated 
outlook on life, and its adherents would say that it is entirely practical. Just as the Western 
Pragmatic approach is based on what works best, all things considered, Taoism asserts that what-
ever is in harmony with The Way will work best, and it is ultimately futile to try to alter it. For 
example, consider the use of dams on many rivers in the USA. Although they have been effective 
in making waterways more accessible to boats, the alterations have often also had negative col-
lateral effects, such as destroying wetland areas that control flooding naturally. Taoists would say 
the same about human action. Although we can certainly impose rules, and force people to do 
things against their will, ultimately these systems will unravel unless they are consistent with the 
natural order.

It might be tempting to think that Taoism, with all its relativism and acceptance of yin and 
yang, leads to complacency or indifference toward the world, but there is nothing inherent in the 
teachings to suggest this. On the contrary, discerning the Tao may entail hard work and sensitiv-
ity. As anyone who has tried to mediate a discussion over a heated topic will attest, finding the 
joint merit in differing perspectives requires a significant investment of time, energy, patience, 
active listening, and empathy.

Buddhism

Like the other non-Western approaches we have looked at in this section, Buddhism is more a 
philosophy than a religion. It does not look to a transcendent God with the authority to provide 
answers, and it is primarily concerned with individuals reconciling themselves to the world and 
finding practical solutions. Buddhism suggests that metaphysical speculation about questions 
such as the infinity of time and space should remain secondary to immediate issues of dealing 
with suffering in the world.

Buddhism at its core is about overcoming ignorance and reconciling oneself with real-
ity. Ironically, although its starting place is personal awareness rather than community, the aim 
is to overcome the ego and dampen individual ambition in favor of promoting the welfare of 
others.

The founder of Buddhism, Gautama Siddhārtha, was born in the sixth century BCE near 
the Himalayas in northern India. Siddhārtha was born a prince and had a sheltered and privi-
leged upbringing. When he was a young man and left his royal compound for the first time, he 
was shocked to encounter sickness, old age, and death. In reaction to what he saw, he left his 
family to seek an answer to the problem of suffering in the world. First he took up religion in 
the form of traditional Hindu teachings. Not finding what he was looking for, he became an 
ascetic, someone who gives up the materialism and its pleasures and cares. However, after several 
years he realized that he was indulging in practices that were opposite but just as extreme as his 
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earlier life of luxury, and that the answer probably lay in a middle way between indulgence and 
renunciation. According to legend, Siddhārtha sat for many days in deep concentration under a 
fig tree (sometimes called the Bodhi tree) and suddenly understood the causes of and means to 
overcome suffering. Afterward, he was known as the Buddha, the “Enlightened One,” and spent 
the next forty-five years traveling and teaching. His followers collected his lectures and sayings. 
The central tenets of these are contained in Tipitaka, or The Three Baskets.

A famous Buddhist teaching tells of a story of a man shot with a poisoned arrow who is 
in great pain. The doctor’s primary concern, it is pointed out, should be to remove the arrow 
and tend to the patient; if he were to wait until he had discovered the nature and origin of the 
arrow, the age of the patient, or who his parents were, then the man would likely die first. Thus 
Buddhism deals less with metaphysical speculation than it does with alleviating everyday distress. 
At its most basic, Buddhism suggests that the truth is within us, to be found through profound 
self-reflection. Its adherents aim for a state of Nirvāna, or release. This comes when someone 
realizes the impermanence of things, and is able to combine discipline and knowledge to over-
come the cycle of suffering.

Suffering and Change

The paramount fact of life that a Buddhist accepts is that life involves suffering. We are sur-
rounded by unmet desires, anxieties, sickness, and ultimately death. We also of course experi-
ence joy and love, but the Buddha believed that these pleasures are transitory. What appears to be 
joyful does not last, whereas suffering is the constant background condition to human existence.

Another central idea in Buddhism, which is inherited from Hindu thought, is that there is 
no substance. Many Western thinkers subscribe to the notion that some things are permanent 
through time and space. They say objects that we perceive—for example, the flowers, chairs, 
and other people that we encounter—have substance and persist inwardly despite the apparent 
outward changes of decay, destruction or death. The prime example is the self, since we gener-
ally believe we are the same person as we were yesterday. In stark contrast, Buddhists do not 
believe in a persisting self. Furthermore, according to Buddhism, we are constantly tripped up by 
the language we use and falsely led into believing that things are substantial and constant. They 
acknowledge that we may refer to “things” and what we think of as our “selves” by one name at 
different times; a flower is a flower when fully bloomed and also when it starts to fade, and we 
refer to “James” when he is a child and even after he dies. But they observe that in fact every-
thing is in the process of decay or rebuilding, even if only very slowly. When we look inward, the 
Buddha would say we do not discover a soul or a self, only a set of sensory experiences. The most 
we can ever do is become more aware of our thoughts and sensations, but in doing this, we are 
never discerning something that is permanent.

An analogy is useful here. Consider muscle fibers. Separate overlapping strands of tissue 
interweave to form a muscle, but no one strand is continuous from one end to the other. They 
are linked, to be sure, but it would be a mistake to talk about the essence of the muscle itself. In 
a similar way, a person experiences a series of selves, each causally connected to those that come 
before and after.

On this framework, it would still be proper to hold someone responsible for things he or 
she did earlier; the series is not a set of discrete and individual selves, because of the constant 
interconnectedness. Thus for a Buddhist, it would be an inaccurate description to say that the 
world is changing, since the phrase implies that there is a permanent object, the world, that is 
experiencing some alteration. Rather, we should acknowledge that impermanence is an inherent 
quality of the world, and say that the world is change.
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Change is central to Buddhism, then, but change does not come about without cause. 
Everything that exists will come into being and eventually cease to be. An unavoidable part of the 
cycle is that everything is itself caused and will also bring about change. This sense of connec-
tion is the concept of karma, where all thoughts or deeds are prompted by others, and will have 
causal effects as well. Sometimes karma is characterized in the West as a kind of cosmic poetic 
justice, where evil deeds will be punished and good ones rewarded. However, it is more accu-
rately explained as a sense that the present world has been brought about by prior events, and the 
future will depend on what we do now.

Buddhist teaching says that the principle problem for us is overcoming our ignorance of 
the causes of suffering. Some degree of suffering is due to holding on to material goods, and 
thus detaching ourselves from the things we prize so highly will be a useful step. If we see pos-
sessions in the proper perspective as transient, as means rather than ends, then we can let go of 
them more easily. Importantly, this does not mean returning to the ascetic state of renouncing 
the world, but instead purging ourselves of desires that makes us cling to people and material 
goods tenaciously, when it turns out we can never hold onto them forever. Given that reality, 
the Buddhist maintains that a full life focuses on bringing about the well-being of others through 
awareness of the impermanent nature of things and behaving well in the face of that reality. This 
middle course is known as the Eightfold Noble Path, a set of principles for living. To overcome 
suffering, one must have:

	 1.	 Right ideas
	 2.	 Right aspiration
	 3.	 Right speech
	 4.	 Right behavior
	 5.	 Right livelihood
	 6.	 Right effort
	 7.	 Right mindfulness
	 8.	 Right concentration

Right Ideas  The basic Buddhist teachings are outlined in the Four Noble Truths, which are 
the central ideas of Buddhist philosophy: 

1.	 There is suffering.
2.	 Suffering is not arbitrary, but has causes, typically cravings caused by desire. We get 

locked into a cycle of wanting to possess things, yet the transient nature of the universe means 
that we can never really keep them: any ownership is inevitably going to be temporary, and we 
will find that gaining them never fully satisfies our wants. This typically means we then crave 
more. Yet paradoxically, a Buddhist would say that the more we cling to things the more we 
become separated from others and the realities of life. Conversely, sympathetic engagement with 
others will reduce suffering.

3.	 Suffering can only be mitigated by recognizing and addressing its causes. For example, 
if we judge our happiness in terms of material acquisitions, then we will probably never have 
enough; we set ourselves up for anxiety and disappointment. On the other hand, if we recognize 
that suffering is caused by unrealistic cravings, and subsequently let go of those desires, then we 
can extinguish false hope and achieve freedom from the grip they have on us.

4.	 Suffering can be reduced by following the Eightfold Path, which is set out in this and the 
other seven precepts.
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Right Aspiration  Right aspiration will give us the moral grounding to establish correct val-
ues and goals in life. Keeping this in mind, we should not be distracted by what is happening in 
the immediate here and now but concentrate on higher goals and larger purposes. 

Right Speech  Words are often misleading, making us believe in the reality of things that have 
no substance and are inadequate in conveying inner truths discerned through self-reflection. 
Thus we should be very careful in choosing the best words to express our thoughts. 

Right behavior  The basic quality of moral conduct is self-discipline. Correct behavior is 
constituted in five principles of restraint: Do not kill. Be chaste. Be honest. Do not take stimu-
lants. Practice self-control. 

Right Livelihood  We should take up employment that will enhance life and minimize harms 
to ourselves and others. 

Right Effort  Morality is not merely the casual avoidance of bad deeds. Instead it is a con-
scious and disciplined effort that we must engage throughout our lives. 

Right Mindfulness  The natural tendency of the mind is to wander and get distracted. 
Hence it is important that we maintain the discipline to focus on those things that matter and are 
under our control. 

Right Concentration  Right concentration is a meditative practice that incorporates the 
seven other steps. By removing ourselves from the distractions of sensory experience, meditation 
allows people the clearest access to pure thought. 

Finally, it is worth mentioning the concept of reincarnation. Sometimes the idea is lam-
pooned; perhaps to the point where someone might caricature a Buddhist as saying that if some-
one acts badly in this life, they might awake to find themselves, say, a spider in the next life. The 
idea is much more subtle, of course, than any such caricature would have us believe.

Perhaps the most straightforward way to approach it is to note that a Buddhist accepts that 
actions will have both immediate and lasting effects. This means that harmful acts will propagate 
harm, often in ways that we cannot yet know. Moreover, as noted earlier, instead of thinking about 
the self as a permanent entity, Buddhism regards it as constantly changing. Those changes come 
about through a series of causes and effects. Recall, too that we should abandon any thought of our-
selves as independent and self-sufficient beings and realize that we are all part of an overall unity.

Bringing these elements together with a view that good promotes good, and conversely 
that harm brings more harm in the world, the Buddhist maintains we should always act to 
alleviate suffering wherever and whenever we can with regards to other people, animals, and 
the environment. Although we may not literally come back as a spider, we should treat that 
small creature, and all other living things, as if it were possible that we might. Essentially, this 
is a different version of the Golden Rule—do unto others as they would do you. Following  
this precept means we ought to give more thought to what we do by taking into account the 
potential consequences for everything our actions are likely to bring about.

An ethical life for the Buddhist will involve accepting personal responsibility, seeking 
healthy detachment, and finding harmony with others. Personal responsibility means accept-
ing our role in the causal chain. Thus, faced with a choice between an act that promotes good 
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and one that is essentially negative, the Buddhist will be guided by the principle of attempting to 
improve the overall karma by assessing the situation in its widest perspective.

This does not mean that, say, children should not be disciplined or that all conflicts are 
to be avoided. Instead a follower will ask what sort of response will serve to reduce suffering 
the most. This might mean that a parent will take extra time explaining to a child why his or 
her behavior is inappropriate and what is expected instead of imposing a quick punishment. 
Alternatively, a person at work might be encouraged to react to angry colleagues with acceptance 
and respect even if they are not behaving similarly. The point is that we are in control of our 
personal conduct. We should own our actions. We do not have to slip into routine or accepted 
behavioral patterns when there are possible alternatives that will not add to the amount of bad 
karma.

Challenges

How should a Buddhist act? Initially, it might seem that because Buddhists accept that suffering 
is inevitable, it implies Buddhism is about meekly accepting one’s fate and therefore becoming 
indifferent to the world. If, say, someone contracted a disease or was harmed by others, then it 
might appear that a Buddhist would not react or seek to alter the situation, just like the Buddha 
when he was spat upon by a stranger.

Yet we should not oversimplify in this brief sketch of Buddhism. Recall that the Buddha 
advocated a middle way that avoids extremes of indifference or great attachments. In no sense 
is Buddhism a retreat from the world. The Buddha in the story was more concerned with how 
to deal with things in a way that causes all parties to reflect on what would be most likely to 
cause greater good to come into the world. Violent reactions or conciliation both imply a lack of 
thoughtfulness. Psychological rather than material welfare is paramount for the Buddhist, and 
all actions are believed to bring about change of one sort or another. The mindful person will 
engage with any situation to bring about good. Therefore, a life well lived for the Buddhist will 
ultimately be judged in terms of whether someone lives without anxiety, dealing constructively 
with others and their surroundings.

Buddhists will seek to avoid attachment. This doesn’t mean that someone can’t love 
another person or own things. However, it means that we can’t possess them, or imagine that 
they are everlasting. Buddhism is an outlook where people don’t define themselves by their occu-
pational title or belongings. Knowing that things are impermanent leads to an attitude where 
we can enjoy things in the moment and treasure events more than things. Consider the case of a 
catastrophic house fire. As we might expect, it will leave the owner distressed. At the same time, 
though, she may be profoundly grateful that no one was injured or killed; she might say that it 
was a useful reminder that we should put things in their proper perspective and concentrate on 
the things that really matter in life. Alternatively, if faced with a chronic or terminal illness, the 
Buddhist would not abandon all treatment and avoid personal encounters. On the contrary, he 
might accept that he has the illness, but dwell more on making the most of every moment rather 
than ruing his fate.

A Buddhist will try to engage with other people with an attitude of generosity, respect, and 
compassion. The “Right Livelihood” approach means that an adherent will look to the broader 
picture by suppressing egoistic or vain ambitions, and seek what they describe as a “wholesome 
view,” one which avoids thoughts and actions that may cause harm.

Many people may assume that even if we try to avoid deliberate harm, then many actions 
will bring about some deleterious effects. For example, the principle of doing no harm (described 
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as Ahimsa) seems impractical. It might seem that if we were to apply the principle strictly, say, 
when we protect crops, then we are likely to kill field mice and other animals at least by restrict-
ing their food supply, or more actively by setting traps or poison. But note that the principle of 
refraining from doing harm is not an absolute command, but an ideal, and we do not have to 
take it to extremes. Instead Ahimsa tells us to seek out whatever solution causes the least harm in 
that particular situation, all things considered, for instance, in this case probably by first taking 
better measures to exclude unwanted pests from grain stores before spreading toxins.

The attitude of doing no harm might also appear, on the surface at least, to encourage avoid-
ance of all pain. It would be easy for a student facing a test to declare that he would be better off 
reconciling himself to failure and abdicating the work. However, we can see there are other paths 
that would also lessen his anxiety level; the most obvious one is that he should study sufficiently to 
be confident in his exam performance. Consequently a Buddhist approach of lessening harm does 
not imply distancing oneself from hard work or engagement in the world. Here again, the general 
thrust of Buddhist philosophy is to move beyond immediate matters and have us make thought-
ful and reflective judgments that incorporate concern for the broad effects of whatever we do. For 
example, the Buddhist would probably not take issue with a cancer researcher trying to establish 
what prompts genetic mutations, in the hope of lessening human distress. Alternatively, if research 
seeks to create markets for goods we don’t really need, or just creates mindless amusement, then it 
would probably be condemned by the Buddhist as an inappropriate use of our energy.

Nothing in the Buddhist admonition to do no harm implies anyone should be indiffer-
ent to crime or the suffering it causes to victims or society as a whole. Remember that the “Four 
Noble Truths” state that our suffering can be mitigated and reduced only by addressing root 
causes, not immediate symptoms. For instance, Buddhist nonviolence is a lifelong commitment 
to compassion and empathy with others. However, in the face of a violent act, each Buddhist 
will try to conform in the best way possible to that core commitment. One might insist on a 
pacifist stance of non-involvement. Another might determine that force is the most appropriate 
response to save lives or prevent harm.

Aggressive revenge or timidity would go against the basic demand for empathy, but pro-
tecting those we love would be completely consistent with Buddhist philosophy. In some cases, 
then, a Buddhist view may lead to a consciously passive act, such as nonviolence in order to 
achieve a larger result. At other times, under certain conditions (perhaps defending someone 
from an attempted rape) a Buddhist might resort to using force if he or she determines that is 
the best means of achieving the proper ends. Hence nonviolence thus does not preclude the use 
of force, but it does require clear thinking instead of mere reaction in the heat of the moment. 
For example, what we imagine as altruistic or heroic action might turn out, on reflection, to 
be prompted by a yearning for personal glory or satisfaction, and therefore inappropriate. In 
Buddhist terms, any specific action will matter less than the purity of heart that it exhibits.

These difficult cases point out a vital lesson of Buddhism: We are all on our individual jour-
ney, although ultimately connected. The teachings are not formal dogma, but a lens to enlighten 
our conscience, and make our own choices. Many practitioners would deny that there is such a 
thing as Buddhism in the sense of a doctrine with absolute rules of conduct. Instead they see it as 
a set of tenets for individuals to follow by themselves.

Buddhism strives to help people help themselves through deep reflection. It seems hard 
to deny that everyone would prefer a life of peace and harmony to one of discord and competi-
tion. Yet such a life is not easy to achieve. It begins with humility, and then demands continual 
commitment to the hard work necessary to creatively deal with the difficulties and suffering we 
encounter as part of the human condition.
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To many Westerners, Buddhism appears to advocate eschewing accepted societal norms of 
happiness and success. Many Buddhists would agree, but point out that those norms are often arti-
ficially constructed. They might say that many of the goals and symbols in our culture are synthetic 
and fairly meaningless at the end of the day. Society and business often create certain goals that 
aren’t what people really want, or at least, what they would want outside the inspiration of those 
desires through advertising—a bigger house, a luxurious car, a faster computer. The Buddhist 
challenge is to reflect in a very profound way on what makes us anxious, to strive to take control 
of our conscience, and then to act to remove the suffering that we impose on ourselves. Doing so, 
according to Buddhist claims, will give us greater peace than achieving artificial ambitions set by 
others. The Buddhist would ask us to take seriously the proposition that true enlightenment and 
peace cannot be found through wealth, status, or power, but rather it is deep within ourselves.

Africana Ethics

Africa is a vast continent with diverse cultures and history. Therefore, any description of African 
ethics will necessarily be a broad generalization that fails to do it full justice. We would have the 
same problem if we looked at European ethics as some kind of unified body of work. Nevertheless, 
there are some consistent themes that become apparent, some of which show interesting paral-
lels with the ancient Greeks in particular, and that these themes provoke some challenges for the 
traditional way we think about philosophy.

As we saw earlier, translation issues arise when we look at non-Western ideas and prac-
tices. Sub-Saharan Africa has some 1,500 distinct languages, including Swahili, Zulu, Shona, 
and Akan. Its colonial history also has resulted in English and French being used as common 
administrative languages. Furthermore, there are distinct tribal groupings, each with particular 
cultural traditions. This is not to deny that there may be a commonly accepted sense of virtue 
that many African communities subscribe to. Typically what they have in common is that the 
operating morality is very much centered on community welfare. It is also practical and immedi-
ate: Decisions are often based on their functional implications rather than reliance on abstract 
principles for their own sake.

This forward-looking, communal, and practical nature of morality can be seen in a quo-
tation from Archbishop Desmond Tutu, the South African clergyman and activist who was 
awarded the 1984 Nobel Peace Prize. Tutu led the Truth and Reconciliation Commission after the 
fall of the segregationist Apartheid regime, which had maintained white supremacy in his coun-
try for over a century through racist and segregationist policies. When Apartheid was peace-
fully overturned, many people were looking for punishment or revenge. In his book No Future 
Without Forgiveness, Tutu expressed that to take vengeance in this way would be counter to 
African principles of morality. He referred to a particular term, Ubuntu, which is used in the 
Nguni group of languages, but also found in other African languages, for example as Botho in 
the Sotho tongue. Ubuntu acknowledges our mutuality and looks to future relationships, and 
hence seeks clemency rather than revenge. The concept puts social harmony as the paramount 
goal. By Tutu’s analysis, revenge fails to resolve issues, and in many cases sows the seeds of future 
discontent. In his words Ubuntu says “My humanity is caught up, is inextricably bound up, in 
yours.” He continues

We belong in a bundle of life. We say, ‘A person is a person through other persons.’ It is 
not, ‘I think therefore I am.’ It says rather: ‘I am human because I belong. I participate.  
I share.’ A person with ubuntu is open and available to others, affirming of others, does not 
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feel threatened that others are able and good, for he or she has a proper self-assurance that 
coming from knowing that he or she belongs in a greater whole and is diminished when 
others are tortured or oppressed, or treated as if they were less than who they are.5

Tutu’s discussion points out three characteristic elements in African ethics: a certain meta-
physical view of human nature, a community-based morality that supports mutual welfare, and 
an emphasis on character.

Many African cultures believe in a common ancestry, which logically leads to the belief 
that all are related. Such concepts of brotherhood or humanity include associated duties of hos-
pitality and care. This is even reflected in some conventional greetings, where an inquiry of how 
someone’s day has been may get the response, “My day has been fine if yours has.” With such 
a fundamental notion of shared welfare, we understand that no one person’s fate is completely 
distinct from others. In contrast, Tutu points out that the individual is automatically part of a 
community: the we are comes before the I am.

The concept of a person, then, is linked to a community. It follows that the community can 
also withdraw its acceptance if someone transgresses acceptable norms. For example, in the lan-
guage of the Kiluba, in central Africa, they reserve the term Kintu, which specifically designates 
someone who has forfeited his or her dignity, that is, a fallen person, or in another translation, 
someone who has lost character.

A good person is one who acts in accordance with his or her moral sensibilities. The same 
idea is echoed in many other African languages. For instance in Ghana, suban is the word for 
“character”; it refers to someone who has a moral sense or conscience (Tiboa). A person with 
character is owa suban pa, whereas one without is described as onni suban pa. By this way of 
thinking, conscience is a uniquely human trait, and distinguishes mankind from the animals. In 
short, the notion of personhood, character, and possessing conscience are seen as three aspects 
of the same thing.

Let’s pause to consider how we might view moral issues through an African worldview. If 
we are all connected and share one another’s fate, then it is just misguided to think of an indi-
vidual’s own desires; the concepts won’t make sense until seen in terms of an individual-within-
community. Moreover, the notion of common good does provide an arbitrating principle, per-
haps just as much as personal happiness or working out what any rational person would do if 
an action were universalized. Still, the African view presents challenges for Western thinking 
because it relies on wise people within the community to determine the common interests, and a 
body of knowledge handed down through stories and anecdotes. At this point, let us turn to what 
it might mean to be wise in the context of this ethical tradition.

The Africana Sage Tradition

One general feature of African ethical teachings to note is that they do not rely on revealed 
religion or a central great thinker. They also lack the literary tradition we often associate with 
thinkers such as Aristotle or Confucius, so there is no written body of work that students stud-
ied and commented on. Thus the themes that emerge are from an oral tradition where stories, 
often folk tales, are interpreted by wise people within the community. A sage is a wise per-
son. In the Africana tradition, ethical guidance is often provided by someone, usually an elder, 
who discerns the right action and provides advice to the community. He or she might mediate 

5D. Tutu, 1999. No Future Without Forgiveness. New York: Doubleday, at p.33–34.
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between conflicting parties, for example, or interpret the wisdom handed down through com-
munity lore. Incidentally, the importance of oral tradition and practices has recently been rec-
ognized through recommendations by the United Nations Educational, Cultural and Scientific 
Organization, UNESCO, aimed at preserving heritage that is at risk of extinction. In the words 
of one of its leaders, Amadou Hampâté Bâ, “In Africa, when an old man dies, it is a library 
burning.”6

Folk stories and fables are frequently used by the sage to convey moral teachings. In the 
European tradition we have Aesop’s fables, and likewise in the American tradition there are tales 
of Bre’er Rabbit. African stories often involve stock characters such as a trickster hare (Br’er 
Rabbit can be traced directly from those African tales), and a great many feature Anansi, the wily 
spider who is the spinner of tales. In a typical story, Anansi attends a lengthy funeral rite, where it 
is the custom not to eat too soon afterward out of respect to the deceased. Before he goes, Anansi 
gorges himself, and when he declines to eat despite much urging, the other guests are impressed 
by his restraint. After a couple of days, however, he is very hungry and sneaks some hot beans 
into his hat, all the time saying he is not going to eat. However, the beans eventually leak down 
and scald his head, and Anansi runs off into a field in embarrassment. Sometimes the story ends 
with Anansi bald and afraid of meeting his fellow creatures.

The tale appears to have a clear and simple moral lesson: that insincere piety will always be 
discovered, and falsehood will result in retributive justice. However, much like the way Christian 
preachers use Biblical parables as springboard teachings that engage particular contexts and 
experiences, the sage will choose to use a story at the appropriate time to emphasize certain 
points to various audiences. For example, a sage might stress Anansi’s initial motivation to show 
himself superior, or alternatively that in the story Anansi has several opportunities to confess but 
each time compounds his lie and the consequences become more severe.

Challenges

The question sometimes arises whether the sage tradition amounts to “real” philosophy, or 
merely prudential advice. One criticism is that it lacks any written material. Another is that it 
has no principled basis to move beyond convention. Nevertheless, although little is documented 
or attributed to specific authors, this does not mean that there is no body of wisdom here. It is 
worth reflecting that Socrates, who is commonly viewed as the quintessential philosopher, pre-
ferred to do his work in public debate and wrote nothing himself. His views were written down 
only by one of his disciples, Plato. Additionally, some theories of teaching suggest that we learn 
best when information is presented in the form of stories rather than plain prose, and indeed the 
postmodernist movement in philosophy suggests that the narrative is a central mechanism that 
imparts power and authority in current societies. Therefore, it does not seem that African ethics 
should automatically be precluded from discussion just because its ideas are not written or struc-
tured in the same way as other systems of moral philosophy.

The problem of the sage tradition purely maintaining convention poses a more serious 
difficulty for African ethical thought. The criticism suggests that no matter how bad things are, 
the lack of principles external to the community means that there is little justification for social 
change, especially if there is a premium on social harmony. A rights theorist might argue, for 
example, that human rights talk gives us a foundation for passing judgment on certain practices, 

6Amadou Hampâté Bâ, 1960. Speech to UNESCO, Paris.
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no matter whether they are routinely accepted or lead to a well-ordered community. Thus it 
appears that the tradition often presumes men are superior to women, or that certain punish-
ments are appropriate. Yet as Henry Oruka has noted, there are, in fact, divergent approaches. 
The philosophical sage tradition, as distinguished from the folk-sage tradition, maintains that 
it is the job of the sage to engage in active critique of the status quo. Additionally, it is important 
to acknowledge that the idea of the common good is not stuck in time but is actually a shifting 
target. Thus the wise person needs to interpret received wisdom about what constitutes the best 
interests of the community in light of changing circumstances. Unsurprisingly, this still means 
that there is a lot riding on the wisdom and integrity of individual sages, especially as societies 
become more open to outside influences such as television and the internet.

Additionally, much of African heritage has been strongly influenced as a result of coloni-
zation, which has served to undermine the sage tradition somewhat. Hence a community may 
need to face evolving and rival notions of individual welfare and the common good, especially 
with more developed property regimes and increased transportation and communications. For 
instance, if a community once relied on hunting and gathering, it may not easily adapt to con-
cepts of individual property rights and competition. On the other hand, an optimistic view might 
say that greater access to others could possibly result in the notion of a wider sense of shared 
humanity as a sense of isolated local community diminishes.

A final layer of criticism speaks to the vagueness of concepts such as ubuntu, which seems 
to embody all the virtues in a single term; it can appear to mean whatever the speaker wants it 
to mean. This is probably less significant than it initially seems to be, though. We can try to dis-
tinguish between the motivating concept and its particular manifestations in everyday life. The 
fundamental elements of ubuntu are that there are nonmaterial goods—human well-being is 
grounded in relationships that exhibit mutual concern and respect—as well as the understand-
ing that we are all connected. Combining these elements means that human welfare is realized 
or diminished collectively. If we consider those two elements as paramount, then the specific 
actions matter less than the underlying motivation.

Western ethical theories such as consequentialism and deontology are based on an idea 
of the rational individual, and therefore have some problems dealing with altruism and impar-
tiality. In other words, they need to explain why we should be concerned with the welfare of 
others if there is no apparent personal benefit, and why we should not favor ourselves in any 
moral decision. On the other hand, African ethics emphasizes the fact that we are all intertwined, 
and something that is good for another is also good for me. This provides a sound basis for the 
individual to act ethically. So although African ethics does not present us with a unified body of 
work, it presents us with a sense of collectivism that resolves many persistent problems faced by 
the Western tradition.

Summary—Non-Western Ethics

In non-Western approaches to ethics, we have 
seen appeals to models from social structure 
(Confucianism and Watsuji), self-conscious-
ness (Buddhism), nature (Taoism), and com-
munity (Africana). They are all tied to basic 
beliefs about human nature and what consti-
tutes a life well lived.

Generally, these models do not separate 
morality from any other aspect of life. They 
look at what it is to be good, rather than looking 
at what constitutes good deeds. They are not 
religions in the sense of being drawn from the 
authority of a transcendent being. However, 
some adherents have nevertheless adopted 
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rites around the various views. Significantly, 
these ethical models have all survived over 
time and still serve many people around the 
world, and whether we agree or disagree, it is 
important that we do not ignore them.

These approaches to ethics challenge the 
Western view of the primacy of rational and 
analytic discourse. Western ethics is typically 
articulated in prose, and then subject to ra-
tional analysis. Many non-Western observers 
might think this entirely wrong-headed.

Consider for a moment the experience 
of many basic and universal human emotions: 
We find it hard to convey their meaning and 
power with simple prose. We must turn to 
poetry, art, or music to express what we can-
not do adequately in rational, linear logical 
writing. The lesson may well be that we need 
to find and explore diverse means to convey 
common human experiences. In a similar 
vein, many war veterans are unable to express 
their memories and feelings simply. They may 
choose to adopt alternate modes, finding that 
a war poem or piece of art may be much more 
powerful than prose.

The point of both these examples is to 
show that there may be limits to what a ra-
tional, analytical approach to language can 
do if trying to express the most complex of 
thoughts. Similarly, if we shift our focus in eth-
ics from codified forms of behavior to the cen-
tral facets of our shared experience, then per-
haps it would be just as appropriate to express 
what it means to be a good character in terms 
of historical myths, moral stories, or other rich 
forms of communication that reach beyond 
logical argument.

Take the following verses (#63) from the 
Tao Te Ching:

(It is the way of the Tao) to act without 
(thinking of) acting; to conduct affairs 
without (feeling the) trouble of them; to 
taste without discerning any flavour; to 
consider what is small as great, and a few 
as many; and to recompense injury with 
kindness.

(The master of it) anticipates things that 
are difficult while they are easy, and does 
things that would become great while 
they are small. All difficult things in the 
world are sure to arise from a previous 
state in which they were easy, and all 
great things from one in which they were 
small. Therefore the sage, while he never 
does what is great, is able on that account 
to accomplish the greatest things.
He who lightly promises is sure to keep 
but little faith; he who is continually 
thinking things easy is sure to find them 
difficult. Therefore the sage sees dif-
ficulty even in what seems easy, and so 
never has any difficulties.

This verse presents us with imagery, 
not prose. Nevertheless, it conveys a powerful 
message in a compressed form that is prob-
ably more alive and memorable than typical 
Western philosophical writing.

Whether we agree with non-Western 
approaches, we must acknowledge their con-
siderable power, complexity, and influence. 
Their longevity and geographical spread dem-
onstrate a set of approaches to ethics that have 
delivered a good deal of value for much of 
humankind.

Finally, to wrap up this chapter, let’s 
pause to reflect on what someone from a non-
Western culture might think of a student tak-
ing a class in ethics. What does our approach 
to studying ethics tell us about the way we 
think about morality in general, and is there 
anything that other cultures might offer?

Two things stand out. First, since the 
Enlightenment, Western views have sepa-
rated ethics into a distinct activity. We often 
treat ethics as a discrete subdiscipline; we tend 
to avoid integrating it, for instance, with lit-
erature, art, anthropology, or social studies. 
Second, much of what we do in studying eth-
ics involves the analysis of language to find the 
meaning and use of moral terms.

Someone from a non-Western culture 
might well see both of these activities as odd: 
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They are likely to say that being ethical is an 
ever-present part of a life well lived. To that 
person, it makes little sense to distinguish 
what it means to be good apart from looking 
at a person’s life as a whole, or to believe that 
one can examine ethics as a separate intellec-
tual activity separated from someone’s lived 
experience.

Moreover, other societies do not stress 
the primacy of the individual as an autono-
mous self in the same way as we do. Ethics in 
the West is often considered a matter of some-
one making theoretical and independent ratio-
nal decisions. A contrasting view, as we’ve seen 
in several approaches in this chapter, would 
say that people always exist in a web of inter-
woven relationships with others, including 
family, communities, traditions, and nature. 
Understanding this web encourages us not 
to compartmentalize our lives into separate 
spheres or different roles, with one set of rules 
for our business lives, another for romantic re-
lationships, and yet another for family obliga-
tions. They are all wrapped up together, and 
a good person will exhibit the same values in 
all their dealings. These relationships extend 
far beyond us to the full scope of the world we 
interact with. Thus trying to examine morality 
apart from these relationships might appear a 
flawed enterprise at the outset.

The Western focus on moral language 
might also seem misguided. If, for instance, 
the Taoist is correct in saying that names and 
words that create categories act to destroy the 
very thing we want to examine, it is clear why 
that person might turn to myths, stories, art, 
and metaphor instead. Additionally—and in 
line with an insight from Aristotle—that per-
son might say to you that learning about mo-
rality from a book is like trying to learn the 
piano without practicing, since ethics is pri-
marily about exhibiting good values in prac-
tical acts. Accordingly, examining concepts 
in the abstract misses the essence of morality: 
Being a good person matters much more than 

knowing various definitions of the term. Let’s 
return to the example of love: If you said, “I 
love you” to someone, who then asked what 
you meant by the term, it would probably be 
an inappropriate if not offensive response. The 
concept may have to be experienced in a raw, 
unmediated fashion, and attempts to explain 
the term may ruin the encounter.

In sum, we find a paradox. Western 
views critique the concepts and arguments 
about morality and the language we use to 
describe it. However, other approaches often 
take this to be a reductive exercise, asserting 
that the object we are looking for will never be 
found by dissecting our language or behavior. 
This leaves us in a difficult position. Can we 
judge the morality of other societies in terms 
we are used to if the very essence of their moral 
structure argues that you cannot dip into an-
other culture and its morality piecemeal and 
it can only really be critiqued from within the 
tradition?

It might well be argued that only in 
avoiding direct scrutiny can we discover what 
it is to be really ethical by living an ethical 
life. Moreover, moral stories, art, and service 
learning projects might be the most appro-
priate means to developing moral education. 
Interestingly, we have also relied on examples 
throughout this chapter to really explain and 
get at these approaches, echoing the view 
prevalent in non-Western ethics of marrying 
theory and practical application.

Perhaps the greatest value in consider-
ing non-Western views are the insights that 
there are alternate perspectives on examining 
ethics itself. The various approaches developed 
in non-Western cultural systems may not be 
right or wrong, but merely different; we should 
be careful that we try to judge them fairly for 
what they offer without prejudging them too 
readily. Further, contrast with other approach-
es offers the possibility of strengthening our 
own views by considering likely objections and 
how they may be overcome.
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a priori  Knowledge that is available prior to experience
absolutist  A person who claims that some acts are always 
right or wrong and moral judgments about them should 
not differ depending on individual preference or the 
context.
act utilitarians  Those who judge an act in terms of the con-
sequences of that act alone; that is, they look at the immedi-
ate circumstances to determine what particular act will bring 
about the greatest happiness for the greatest number.
actual obligations  A term used by W. D. Ross to describe 
how people should act when faced with concrete situ-
ations. He thinks that duties in the abstract are clear, but 
become complicated by individual judgments in particular 
circumstances.
ahimsa  The Buddhist principle of avoiding harm. It 
implies an attitude of non-violence and respect towards all 
living things.
altruism  A belief that people ought to act in an unselfish 
manner for the good of others without regard for rewards
antirealism  A meta-ethical position that holds that there is 
no objective moral reality. 
antirealist  Someone who holds an antirealist position.
applied ethics  Branch of ethics that applies the principles 
of ethical theory to particular focused areas and cases.
appreciation of beauty  One of the two primary values, 
according to Moore, that are regarded as good in them-
selves; people of refined sensibilities discern this quality, 
which combines the cognition of beautiful qualities with an 
appropriately positive emotion toward them.
arête  A Greek term usually translated as “excellence” or 
“virtue” referring to fulfillment of human potential.
argument  A connected series of claims or statements lead-
ing from a premise to a conclusion.
assertion  Declaring something without supplying 
justification.
atomistic  Views that consider personal identity as separate 
from the identity of others or the wider community. It rep-
resents the intuition that we are all individuals. In contrast, 
some philosophers argue that we only become full persons 
in relationship with others. For example, a baby may come 
to distinguish himself or herself as separate, but can only do 
so in the context of a prior relationship of self with others 
such as parents. 
autonomous  The ability to be self-directed and make  
independent decisions, from the Greek “self-law.”
basic right  See Human Rights.

benign self-interest  The motivation to engage in activi-
ties that may benefit others while ultimately looking out for 
one’s own best interest. For example, someone may donate 
to a blood bank, believing that supporting the institution 
will be a good thing for him or her in the future.  
bounded rationality  Proposed by Herbert Simon, the 
idea that because we have limited knowledge, time, and 
resources to make decisions, we should make the best avail-
able choice given the circumstances rather than always 
seeking the best possible outcome.
cognitivism  A position about ethics that maintains ethical 
propositions are either true or false and are subject to proof, 
in much the same way as scientific claims.
categorical imperative  Kant’s term for an unconditional 
moral law that applies to all rational beings. It reflects the 
idea that we should govern our own actions based on prin-
ciples that could be universally applied, regardless of our 
own personal interests.
coherentists  Ethical coherentists do not deal as much with 
immutable truths but rather try to understand the justifica-
tion of moral language in terms of its internal consistency.
collateral damage  The damage brought about by the unin-
tended consequences of an act.
communitarian challenge  A position taken in debates on 
human rights that suggests that the welfare of the commu-
nity might override personal rights. For example, individual 
privacy rights might be challenged by the security interests 
of a community, leading to agencies monitoring personal 
email. 
confucianism  Practices and teachings of Confucius. 
consequentialism  A term popularized by Elizabeth  
Anscombe that asserts the moral value of an act should be 
judged by its consequences, both intended and unintended. 
It is often used synonymously with utilitarianism.
consequentialist  A person or view that relies on 
consequentialism.
constancy  See Integrity. 
cultural relativists  Those who claim that value systems are 
not universal but vary from one culture to another. Thus 
practices such as killing animals for sport or the accept-
ability of divorce are seen as dependent on the prevailing 
cultural norms.
deontological  Theories or reasoning based on deontology.
deontology  A family of ethical theories that suggest we can 
rationally work out what is morally required without regard 
to experience or consequences, based on notions of duty or 
obligation.

Glossary
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descriptive ethics  An approach to ethics that deals with 
what people do rather than what people should do.
difference principle  John Rawls argues that after equality 
of opportunity is implemented and positions are open to 
all, inequalities may arise but they will only be acceptable if 
they are to everyone’s advantage.
distributive justice  A theory of justice dealing with the fair 
allocation of goods and services.
doctrine of double effect  A doctrine that accepts that 
harm may come from the foreseeable but unintended 
consequences of a morally justified action, such as civilian 
casualties in war, or the potential bad side effects of 
prescribing a drug.
double effect  Multiple results (intentional and uninten-
tional effects) that emerge from an act. 
East Asian philosophy  A general term for a family of 
philosophical approaches from the Sinitic cultures.  In 
broad terms, they examine the relationships found between 
people and community, or people and nature, in contrast to 
Western approaches that look for demonstrable truth and 
objectivity.
egalitarianism  One of the two main theories of distribu-
tive justice that affirms human equality especially with 
respect to social, political, and economic affairs. Sometimes 
interpreted as maximizing individual opportunities. John 
Rawls’s egalitarianism allows inequalities to arise as long as 
they are mutually beneficial.
egoism  An ethical doctrine that individual self-interest 
is the paramount focus of moral concern. Psychologi-
cal egoism maintains that we are all primarily motivated 
by seeking our own interests. Ethical egoism makes the 
normative claim that individuals should seek their own 
self-interest. 
emotivism  A meta-ethical view that claims that ethi-
cal sentences or moral statements do not function as 
statements of fact but only express our emotions and 
preferences. 
end-in-itself  A term used by Kant to express intrinsic 
worth, in contrast to something being valuable because it 
can bring benefit to someone. Kant believes that we ought 
to treat humans well because they have value in and of 
themselves.  
energeia  A continuing motivational dynamic identified by 
Aristotle as necessary when striving for contentment.
epistemology  The study of knowledge, which examines 
the origin and limits of what we know.
equal opportunity  A “level playing field” where individu-
als are allowed to demonstrate merit without impediments 

brought about by being under-privileged, discriminated 
against, or having fewer resources than others.
equality  Uniformity of treatment that disregards immate-
rial factors. Thus an employee may be paid the same as oth-
ers without consideration for gender. It is sometimes used 
in the sense of making all things equal, perhaps by redis-
tributing wealth. In the United States it is typically thought 
of as equality of opportunity, which says that no one should 
be unfairly disadvantaged at the outset and subsequent dif-
ferences should be based on merit.  
equity  A form of fairness that looks to outcomes based on 
value added to an enterprise. For example, a worker may be 
rewarded for creating more output than his or her colleagues.  
essentialism  A view that people and things have some 
unchanging characteristics. When used in terms of personal 
identity, it implies there is a continuing self through time. 
When used in discussions about sex and gender, it implies 
that men and women have differing natures.
ethics  The study of the nature and scope of the language of 
morality, that is, examining human values and standards of 
behavior.
ethical  Behavior or action judged in terms of moral values 
such as good and bad, right and wrong, fairness and justice. 
It can be used broadly to establish general principles, or more 
narrowly for specific endeavors such as medicine or law.
ethical egoism  A normative claim that says moral agents 
ought to do whatever is in their self-interest.
ethical egoists  Supporters of ethical egoism who believe 
people promote their own good and do whatever is in their 
best interest.
ethical relativism  The view that there is no one universal 
or absolute set of rules that apply to all individuals regard-
less of context; that is, each individual has his or her own 
moral beliefs and judgments, which will usually be based on 
personal experience or perception of a particular situation.
ethical theory  A theory that deals with the theory and jus-
tification of moral principles or values.
ethos  Character or trait; the Greek word for habit and the 
root for the English word ethics.
eudaimonia  A state of excellence, variously translated as 
flourishing, happiness, or personal well-being, considered 
by Aristotle as the appropriate goal for human existence.
feminism  A spectrum of social theories, political move-
ments, and moral philosophies that are motivated and 
united by asserting equality for women. 
feminist  A person who supports feminism.
folk-sage  See: sage.
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foundationalist  A theorist who believes a moral system 
has to be grounded in unchanging beliefs that are true for 
all people at all times. 
fundamental right  See Human Rights.
game theory  The use of mathematical models to explore 
decision making and outcomes. The use of “game” here is 
non-trivial, as these models can be used to predict strategic 
behavior in warfare, or economic and political decisions.
gender  Behaviors, activities and attributes typically associ-
ated with men and women. It can also refer to one’s internal 
sense of being a man or a woman.
gender egalitarian  Those who advocate that men and 
women should be treated equally and reject the notion that 
one sex is better than the other.
good will  As described by Kant, the purest motivation 
for moral action. He believes an ethical person should 
act according to his or her duty. While many people have 
mixed motives, for example, realizing that if they act in a 
certain way there may be some personal benefit, someone 
with a good will is naturally motivated to follow the dictates 
of duty without any other intentions.
hedonism  The belief that pleasure is the highest good, and 
the production of pleasure allows us to determine the right 
action in any case. 
heteronomous  Directed by others. Kant believes a truly moral 
individual should be autonomous, that is, self-directed and not 
rely on instructions from others. He thinks that although we 
can listen to advice, it is important that we internalize an action 
and make it our own, so the individual is the moral agent and 
consequently responsible for his or her actions.
history of philosophy  Works of philosophers across ages 
and cultures that have been refined through discussion and 
criticism over many years.
human rights  Claims or immunities that people are enti-
tled to. Human, basic or fundamental rights are thought of 
as belonging to every person by virtue of their humanity. 
Human rights cannot be revoked, in contrast to privileges, 
that is, rights endowed by a legal system.
hypothetical  A possible situation or outcome.
hypothetical imperatives  According to Kant, a line of rea-
soning that depends on “if…then” calculation. He argues that 
outcomes are always unpredictable. Therefore he believes that 
it is more appropriate to reason ahead of time to establish 
principles that are not dependent on things turning out in the 
way we hope they will. 
imperfect duties  A duty that is praiseworthy but not uncon-
ditionally demanding. For Kant, a perfect duty is absolute, 
for example, “do not lie,” since going against it would lead to 
a contradiction. Thus if people lie, truth loses its meaning, or 

if everyone stole we would have no sense of property. How-
ever, there are other duties such as donating to charity that 
are moral, but not required, because if they were not followed 
it would not undermine a fundamental moral principle.  
imperialism  The act of imposing one’s standards on 
others.
integrity  An overarching unity in one’s moral life; also 
called constancy.
intellectual virtue  See Virtue of Thought.
intrinsic  In and of itself. Some things are valued because 
of their instrumental value, for example, a knife is useful 
for cutting, or a computer for storing data. Others, notably 
people, animals, or the environment, are considered valu-
able and their loss would be felt even if they have no appar-
ent instrumental purpose. 
intuitionism  A view that accepts that moral statements 
can be determined as true or false, but contends they arise 
from a human sensibility that enables us to determine right 
from wrong.
jen  Sometimes rendered as Ren, is derived from the 
Chinese characters for “man” and “two.” It refers to the 
aspiration to bring out the best in self and others.
justice  Concepts of moral rightness based on ethical principles. 
karma  The Buddhist notion that ethical actions have 
causal effects. Thus our actions may serve to create or 
diminish the amount of good in the world. 
li  In Confucianism, li refers to appropriate behavior based 
on the relationship involved. In English, it could be called 
propriety or manners.
liberal  In social and political philosophy, a person who 
promotes maximum personal liberty consistent with the 
maximum liberty of others. It rejects privilege or undue 
governmental interference.
libertarianism  A theory that promotes individual choice 
as the paramount virtue in organizing society.  
logic  The systematic study of formal and informal reason-
ing. It critiques the validity of links between premises and 
conclusions in arguments.
makoto  A Japanese term for truth or sincerity. Sometimes 
rendered as “good-heartedness” in English. It places the 
stress in ethics on the nature of the individual rather than 
rules or rights.
market morality  A term that suggests people’s values are 
reflected in their consumer choices. Thus if people say they 
support recycling but research shows that they are not will-
ing to pay for effective deposit schemes, the inconsistency 
will be highlighted by where they spend their money.
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maxim  A moral principle that governs behavior. Kant 
believed that any maxim could be tested to see if it applied 
universally without causing a contradiction–for example, 
if everyone lied, then the concept of truth would become 
meaningless.
meritocracy  A system that rewards merit, such as scoring 
highly on achievement tests, or gaining profit in business. 
Sometimes criticized because the definition of merit itself 
can be vague. For example, scores alone may not reflect the 
challenges that some students faced in preparing for a test.
metaethics  The branch of ethics that looks at the nature of 
moral language, how it is used, and asks questions about the 
meaning of moral utterances.
metaphysics  The branch of philosophy that deals with 
the nature of reality and being. It deals with issues that are 
not addressed by science such as personal identity and the 
divine. 
miranda warning  A rule established by U.S. Supreme 
Court by which law-enforcement officers are obliged to 
warn a person of his or her rights to remain silent and enti-
tlement to legal counsel. 
modernism  An intellectual movement that believes 
human progress will be facilitated by the application of sci-
entific principles.
modernist  A believer or supporter of modernism.
moral free space  The zone of moral deliberation bounded 
by certain constraints within which people in a community 
can develop options for action.
morality   Personal and societal values representing prin-
ciples and behavior that is desirable or objectionable. Often 
morality is thought of in terms of opposites, such as good/
bad, right/wrong, just/unjust, fair/unfair.  
morals  Particular values relating to personal and societal 
decisions regarding desirable and objectionable behavior.
natural law  A view that sees an order in the universe. The 
related ethical approach suggests that people ought to act 
in conformity with that natural order. For example, it may 
support marriage as an institution based on the observation 
that pair bonding is a natural feature of human existence.
natural right  See Human Rights.
naturalism  The doctrine that natural or scientific facts are 
adequate to account for all human experience. For exam-
ple, naturalists would deny supernatural causes, or might 
describe experiences such as compassion in terms of a pre-
dictable chemical response to certain stimuli.
need  A category used in one form of distributive justice as 
the basis for redistribution of goods or services.

negative right   An immunity against interference, such as 
the right to remain silent, or the right against torture. It is 
negative since respecting the right means does not require 
action to be taken.
noncognitivism  A meta-ethical view that moral utterances 
do not make knowledge claims, and consequently cannot 
be right or wrong. For example, if “Bullfighting is immoral” 
expresses a personal feeling rather than a fact, it is cannot be 
verified or refuted in the same way as “Hot iron expands” 
may be.
normative ethics  A theory of ethics that recommends 
societal norms and personal behavior.
patterning  Ordered redistribution of goods and services, 
justified by some predetermined principles with set out-
comes, typically articulated as “from each according to” 
and “to each according to” such as the communist notion 
of from each according to ability and to each according to 
their needs.
perfect duties  For Kant, actions that are morally obliga-
tory, since their negation would lead to a contradiction. For 
instance, if everyone cheated on tests, or if everyone broke 
promises, the notions of tests or obligations would become 
meaningless.
personal affection  One of the two primary values, accord-
ing to Moore, that are regarded as good in themselves.
personal autonomy  The ability to decide for oneself. 
Literally, to impose self-law. Thus a patient who is informed 
of medical choices may decide for himself or herself, but 
would lose that ability if unconscious or delirious.
philosophical sage  See sage.
phronesis  The capacity of the individual to discern the 
course of action that is most conducive to the good, after 
carefully considering the situation in light of personal expe-
rience and judgment.
pluralistic deontologist  Someone who believes that duty 
or obligation is the focus of moral choice, but recognizes 
that there may be multiple or conflicting duties involved. 
For example, we may have duties to not lie, and do no 
harm. However, parents routinely say things such as ‘a kiss 
will make the hurt go away’ or ‘Santa will bring presents’ 
where there are multiple duties involved.
polis  A community (Greek city-state) created for the com-
mon good of the society.
positive right  A claim or entitlement that implies action 
has to be taken. For example, under arrest, authorities may 
have to provide a lawyer for a suspect, or institutions may 
have to make accommodations for people with disabilities.
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postmodernism  A movement drawing on the insights and 
methodologies of a range of disciplines, which proposes 
that truth is constructed by people attempting to make 
sense of their personal narrative. Typically postmodern-
ists deny absolute or universal principles, and endorse the 
primacy of personal experience. Postmodern approaches 
demand a radical reevaluation of categories and structures 
within society.
postmodernist  A follower of postmodernism.
practical virtue  See Virtue of Character.
pragmatic critiques  Analyses that encourage us to give up 
the search for the exact nature of reality and to concentrate 
instead on practical ways the words we use and the narra-
tives we create can be employed to enhance human welfare. 
preference utilitarianism  A moral theory that maintains 
that a moral action is one which most optimally satisfies the 
interests or preferences of all those affected. 
prescriptivism  An ethical approach that suggests moral 
language not only expresses a personal view, but also 
serves to encourage others to agree with the speaker. For 
instance “Age discrimination is bad” not only commu-
nicates someone’s attitude but also encourages others to 
think so too.
prima facie obligations  Literally “at first face” duties that  
strike us as obvious and do not need any further justifica-
tion. W. D. Ross listed seven, including fidelity, repara-
tion, gratitude, non-malfeasance, justice, beneficence, and 
self-improvement.
primary goods  Goods that every rational person would 
want, as outlined by John Rawls in his book “A Theory of 
Justice.” These include natural goods such as health and 
intelligence, and social goods such as rights, liberties, pow-
ers, opportunities, income, and wealth.
prisoner’s dilemma  A game-theoretic model that bal-
ances individual self-interest against mutual benefit. The 
dilemma arises in the absence of full cooperation and trust, 
since there is an incentive for participants to take advantage 
of others. For example, it is in everyone’s interest to mini-
mize pollution at the cost of some personal inconvenience. 
However, if some people are going to disregard mutual 
interests, then it would be rational for everyone else to look 
to his or her personal benefit instead.
privilege  A special right, advantage, or immunity granted 
by a legal authority, such as the right to drive or the right 
to vote. It may be forfeited or revoked under certain 
conditions.
psychological egoism  The assumption that we are all 
ultimately motivated out of self-interest. Even in cases of 

apparent altruism, such as putting one’s life at risk to save 
a child from a burning building, the psychological egoist 
maintains that actions are motivated by personal satisfac-
tion, or the avoidance of future guilt.
pure justice  A system that sets up initial fair conditions 
and then does not interfere with the outcome. For example, 
a pay scheme rewards those who produce most, or a lottery 
open to all and won by a very rich person.
reiki shakai  A Japanese term for a society based on mate-
rial possessions and comfort.
rational  Based on reasoning and valid argument. Some-
times positively contrasted to intuition as a source of 
knowledge.
realism  An ethical theory that maintains there is an objec-
tive truth to moral claims.
rectification  The process of redistributing goods and ser-
vices to correct perceived imbalances in a system. A gov-
ernment may tax individuals and redirect their wealth, for 
example, or a college could adjust entrance requirements if 
a student is from an underprivileged background. 
reincarnation  The Buddhist notion that our actions have 
personal repercussions. Contemporary interpretations  
consider rebirth figuratively, often as a person evolving 
morally, or recapturing some of the moral energy they 
expend. 
relativists  Those who claim that humans understand and 
evaluate beliefs and behaviors only in context, that is, rela-
tive to other situations. They deny there are universal or 
eternal moral truths that can be established without regard 
to particular circumstances. 
reparative justice   A theory of justice that focuses more on 
repairing harms than punishing offenders.
restorative justice  A theory of justice that looks to restor-
ing those harmed by injustice or crime. It attempts to find 
means that allow all parties involved to heal and move on.
results-based theory  In ethics, a theory that looks at the 
aggregate benefits and harms of any proposed action. 
retributive justice  A theory of justice that is concerned 
with giving people what they deserve. In the case of wrong-
doing, it seeks to punish offenders proportionately to the 
harms involved. 
rights  Claims and immunities that people are entitled to. 
Human rights, sometimes called natural, basic, or funda-
mental rights, are considered universal by virtue of being 
human, for example, the right to free speech or freedom of 
religion. In contrast, some argue that rights are a function 
of particular legal codes.
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rule utilitarian  Someone who follows a version of utilitari-
anism that looks beyond the immediate case and considers 
which rule or principle would result in the greatest happi-
ness in the long term.
sage  A wise person in a community who people often turn 
to for advice. A folk sage is a keeper and interpreter of tra-
ditional communal wisdom. The philosophical sage actively 
critiques behavior and society.
satisficing  A combined word using “satisfy” and “suffice.” 
It is a process where decision makers lack the ability and 
resources to arrive at the very best possible solution, and opt 
to find an outcome that is good enough for the task at hand.
sex  Biological features that distinguish males from females.
sincerity  A term used by Confucius to describe authentic 
self-awareness that subsequently allows honest interaction 
with others.
sociobiology  The branch of science that deals with the 
study of evolutionary aspects of social behavior in humans.
sour grapes  An expression that demonstrates that we are 
likely to adjust our preferences and ambitions based on our 
perceived chances of achieving them. 
teleological  Ethical theories incorporating notions of over-
all purpose or destiny.
teleology  The belief in purpose, goals, or ends in the universe.
telos  A purpose, goal or end. Aristotle maintains that 
humans strive for well-being or flourishing, which he calls 
eudaimonia.
theism  A belief in the existence of at least one God. Many 
theists maintain that God has an active role in human exis-
tence and our ethical duty is to align ourselves with divine 
commands. 
theistic   Views that refer to God or deities to explain fea-
tures of the world and human existence. 
tit-for-tat  A strategy in the game theory that has proven to 
be the most effective in a prisoner’s dilemma. An agent will 
initially cooperate, then respond in kind to an opponent's 
every move.
ubuntu  The term in some African languages that reminds 
us that we share and partake in the lives of others and a wider 
community. It implies social harmony and reconciliation.

universalization  The process of applying a line of reason-
ing to all moral agents.
utilitarianism  An ethical theory that holds that the 
rightness of an action is determined by the result that 
produces the greatest happiness for the greatest number 
of people.
value-based theory   An approach that include judgments 
about the relative merit of particular goals and behaviors.
veil of ignorance  A thought experiment popularized by 
John Rawls that asks people to create general principles 
for society. Subjects are aware of the basic facts about the 
world, but ignorant of their particular situation, and hence 
their vested interest in any specific outcome. Rawls believes 
that under these conditions people will create policies that 
give fair opportunities for everyone.
virtue  Moral and intellectual qualities that represent 
the mean between too much and too little. For example, 
someone may be too courageous or too timid, or too gen-
erous or not generous enough. Aristotle believes it is vital 
to judge the right application of each virtue for the specific 
circumstances.
virtue of character  Also called practical virtue. Aristotle 
believes that there is an experiential component to moral 
development, which comes about through training and 
experience. 
virtue theorist  Those who emphasize character and vir-
tues demonstrated by a person over time in determining his 
or her ethical behavior. 
virtue of thought  Sometimes translated as intellectual vir-
tue. For Aristotle, the theoretical knowledge that is a basis 
for morality. Like learning to play a musical instrument, he 
believed that theory alone was insufficient and had to be 
supplemented by practice. 
way  In Taoism, the natural order that individuals should 
follow. Discerning and living in harmony with the way 
should be a guide for our everyday lives.
wu-wei  A term used in Taoism sometimes translated as 
minimal effort. It suggests that if we live in harmony with 
the natural order, then things will take their course, and 
we should not struggle to impose artificial order or false 
permanence.
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