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Preface

Moral philosophy is the attempt to achieve a systematic understanding
of what morality is and what it requires of us—of how we ought to live,
and why. This anthology is an introduction to moral philosophy, con-
ceived in this broad sense. The readings spotlight some of the main
theories developed by moral philosophers in the Western tradition
and illustrate how these theories help us (or, one might sometimes
think, hinder us) in dealing with practical moral issues.

This anthology is a companion to my book The Elements of Moral
Philosophy, also published by McGraw-Hill. The two books complement
one another and may profitably be read together. However, they are
independent works, and nothing in either book presupposes ac-
quaintance with the other.
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CHAPTER 1

AShort Introduction to
Moral Philosophy

James Rachels

An ancient legend tells the story of Gyges, a poor shepherd who found
a magic ring in a fissure opened by an earthquake. The ring would
make its wearer invisible, so he could go anywhere and do anything
undetected. Gyges was an unscrupulous fellow, and he quickly real-
ized that the ring could be put to good advantage. We are told that he
used its power to gain entry to the royal palace where he seduced the
queen, murdered the king, and seized the throne. (Itis not explained
how invisibility helped him to seduce the queen—but let that pass.) In
no time at all, he went from being a poor shepherd to being king of
all the land.

This story is recounted in Book II of Plato’s Republic. Like all of
Plato’s works, the Republicis written in the form of a dialogue between
Socrates and his companions. Glaucon, who is having an argument
with Socrates, uses the story of Gyges’s ring to make a point.

Glaucon asks us to imagine that there are two such rings, one
given to a man of virtue and the other given to a rogue. How might we
expect them to behave? The rogue, of course, will do anything neces-
sary to increase his own wealth and power. Since the cloak of invisibil-
ity will protect him from discovery, he can do anything he pleases with-
out fear of being caught. Therefore, he will recognize no moral
constraints on his conduct, and there will be no end to the mischief
he will do.

But how will the so-called virtuous man behave? Glaucon sug-
gests that he will do no better than the rogue:

No one, it is commonly believed, would have such iron strength of
mind as to stand fast in doing right or keep his hands off other
men’s goods, when he could go to the market-place and fearlessly
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help himself to anything he wanted, enter houses and sleep with any
woman he chose, set prisoners free and kill men at his pleasure, and
in a word go about among men with the powers of a god. He would
behave no better than the other; both would take the same course.

Moreover, Glaucon asks, why shouldn’t he? Once he is freed from the
fear of reprisal, why shouldn’t a person simply do what he pleases, or
what he thinks is best for himself? Why should he care at all about
“morality”?

The Republic, written over 2,300 years ago, was one of the first
great works of moral philosophy in Western history. Since then,
philosophers have formulated theories to explain what morality is,
why it is important, and why it has the peculiar hold on us that it does.
What, if anything, justifies us in believing that we morally oughtto actin
one way rather than another?

Relativism

Perhaps the oldest philosophical theory about morality is that right
and wrong are relative to the customs of one’s society—in this view,
there is nothing behind the demands of morality except social con-
vention. Herodotus, the first of the great Greek historians, lived at
about the time of Socrates. His History is full of wonderful anecdotes
that illustrate his belief that “right” and “wrong” are little more than
names for social conventions. Of the Massagetae, for example, he
writes:

The following are some of their customs—Each man has but one
wife, yet all the wives are held in common . . . Human life does not
come toits natural close with these people; but when a man grows
very old, all his kinsfolk collect together and offer him up in sac-
rifice; offering at the same time some cattle also. After the sacri-
fice they boil the flesh and feast on it; and those who thus end
their days are reckoned the happiest. If a man dies of disease they
do not eat him, but bury him in the ground, bewailing his ill-
fortune that he did not come to be sacrificed. They sow no grain,
but live on their herds, and on fish, of which there is great plenty
in the Araxes. Milk is what they chiefly drink. The only god they
worship is the sun, and to him they offer the horse in sacrifice; un-
der the notion of giving the swiftest of the gods the swiftest of all
mortal creatures.

Herodotus did not think the Massagetae were to be criticized for such
practices. Their customs were neither better nor worse than those of
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other peoples; they were merely different. The Greeks, who consid-
ered themselves more “civilized,” may have thought that their customs
were superior, but, Herodotus says, that is only because everyone be-
lieves the customs of his own society to be the best. The “truth” de-
pends on one’s point of view—that is, on the society in which one
happens to have been raised.

Relativists think that Herodotus was obviously on to something
and that those who believe in “objective” right and wrong are merely
naive. Critics, however, object to the theory on a number of grounds.
First, it is exceedingly conservative, in that the theory endorses what-
ever moral views happen to be current in a society. Consider our own
society. Many people believe that our society’s moral code is mistaken,
atleast on some points—for example, they may disagree with the dom-
inant social view regarding capital punishment, or homosexuality, or
the treatment of nonhuman animals. Must we conclude that these
would-be reformers are wrong, merely because they oppose the ma-
jority view? Why must the majority always be right?

But there is a deeper problem with Relativism, emphasized by
Socrates. Some social customs are, indeed, merely arbitrary, and when
these customs are at issue it is fruitless to insist that one society’s prac-
tices are better than another’s. Funerary practices are a good exam-
ple—it is neither better nor worse to bury the dead than to burn them.
But it does not follow from this that allsocial practices are arbitrary in
the same way. Some are, and some are not. The Greeks and the Calla-
tians were free to accept whatever funerary practices they liked because
no objective reason could be given why one practice was superior to the
other. In the case of other practices, however, there may be good rea-
sons why some are superior. It is not hard, for example, to explain why
honesty and respect for human life are socially desirable, and similarly
it is not hard to explain why slavery and racism are undesirable. Be-
cause we can support our judgments about these matters with rational
arguments, we do not have to regard those judgments as “merely” the
expression of our particular society’s moral code.

Divine Commands

A second ancient idea, also familiar to Socrates, was that moral living
consists in obedience to divine commands, If this were true, then we
could easily answer the challenge of Gyges’s ring—even if we had the
power of invisibility, we would still be subject to divine retribution, so
ultimately we could not “get away with” doing whatever we wanted.



4 THE RIGHT THING TO DO

But Socrates did not believe that right living could consist merely
in trying to please the gods. In the Euthyphro, another of Plato’s dia-
logues, Socrates is shown considering at some length whether “right”
can be the same as “what the gods command.” Now we may notice, to
begin with, that there are considerable practical difficulties with this
as a general theory of ethics. How, for example, are we supposed to
know what the gods command? There are, of course, those who claim
to have spoken with God about the matter and who therefore claim to
be in a position to pass on his instructions to the rest of us. But people
who claim to speak for God are not the most trustworthy folks—hear-
ing voices can be a sign of schizophrenia or a megalomania just as eas-
ily as an instance of divine communication. Others, more modestly,
rely on scripture or church tradition for guidance. But those sources
are notoriously ambiguous—they give vague and often contradictory
instructions—so, when people consult these authorities, they typically
rely on whatever elements of scripture or church tradition support the
moral views they are already inclined to agree with. Moreover, because
scripture and church tradition have been handed down from earlier
times, they provide little direct help in addressing distinctively con-
temporary problems: the problem of environmental preservation, for
example, or the problem of how much of our resources should be al-
located to AIDS research as opposed to other worthy endeavors.

Still, it may be thought that God’s commands provide the ulti-
mate authority for ethics, and that is the issue Socrates addressed.
Socrates accepted that the gods exist and that they may issue instruc-
tions. But he showed that this cannot be the ultimate basis of ethics.
He points out that we have to distinguish two possibilities: Either the
gods have some reason for the instructions they issue, or they do not.
If they do not, then their commands are merely arbitrary—the gods
are like petty tyrants who demand that we act in this way and that, even
though there is no good reason for it. But this is an impious view that
religious people will not want to accept. On the other hand, if we say
that the gods do have good reasons for their instructions, then we have
admitted that there is a standard of rightness independent of their
commands—namely, the standard to which the gods themselves refer
in deciding what to require of us.

1t follows, then, that even if one accepts a religious picture of the
world, the rightness or wrongness of actions cannot be understood
merely in terms of their conformity to divine prescriptions. We may al-
ways ask why the gods command what they do, and the answer to that
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question will reveal why right actions are right and why wrong actions
are wrong.

Aristotle

Although Relativism and the Divine Command Theory have always
had supporters, they have never been popular among serious students
of moral philosophy. The first extended, systematic treatise on moral
philosophy, produced two generations after Socrates, was Aristotle’s
Nicomachean Ethics (ca. 330 B.C.), and Aristotle wasted no time on such
notions. Instead Aristotle offered a detailed account of the virtues—
the qualities of character that people need to do well in life. The
virtues include courage, prudence, generosity, honesty, and many
more; Aristotle sought to explain what each one is and why it is im-
portant. His answer to the question of Gyges’s ring was that virtue is
necessary for human beings to achieve happiness; therefore, the man
of virtue is ultimately better off because he is virtuous.

Aristotle’s view of the virtuous life was connected with his overall
way of understanding the world and our place in it. Aristotle’s con-
ception of what the world is like was enormously influential; it domi-
nated Western thinking for over 1,700 years. A central feature of this
conception was that everything in nature exists for a purpose. “Nature,”
Aristotle said, “belongs to the class of causes which act for the sake of
something.”

It seems obvious that artifacts such as knives and chariots have
purposes, because we have their purposes in mind when we make
them. But what about natural objects that we do not make? Do they
have purposes too? Aristotle thought so. One of his examples was that
we have teeth so that we can chew. Such biological examples are quite
persuasive; the parts of our bodies do seem, intuitively, to have par-
ticular purposes—eyes are for seeing, the heart is for pumping blood,
and so on. But Aristotle’s thesis was not limited to organic beings. Ac-
cording to him, everything in nature has a purpose. He also thought,
to take a different sort of example, that rain falls so that plants can
grow. As odd as it may seem to a modern reader, Aristotle was perfectly
serious about this. He considered other alternatives, such as that the
rain falls “of necessity” and that this helps the plants only by “coinci-
dence,” and rejected them. His considered view was that plants and
animals are what they are, and that the rain falls as it does, “because
it is better so.”
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The world, therefore, is an orderly, rational system, with each
thing having its own proper place and serving its own special purpose.
There is a neat hierarchy: The rain exists for the sake of the plants, the
plants exist for the sake of the animals, and the animals exist—of
course—for the sake of people, whose well-being is the point of the
whole arrangement. In the Politics he wrote:

[W]e must believe, first that plants exist for the sake of animals,
second that all other animals exist for the sake of man, tame ani-
mals for the use he can make of them as well as for the food they
provide; and as for wild animals, most though not all of these can
be used for food or are useful in other ways; clothing and instru-
ments can be made out of them. If then we are right in believing
that nature makes nothing without some end in view, nothing to
no purpose, it must be that nature has made all things specifically
for the sake of man.

It was a stunningly anthropocentric view. Aristotle may be forgiven,
however, when we consider that virtually every important thinker in
our history has entertained some such thought. Humans are a re-
markably vain species.

Natural Law

The Christian thinkers who came later found Aristotle’s view of the
world to be perfectly congenial. There was only one thing missing:
The addition of God was required to make the picture complete.
(Aristotle had denied that God was a necessary part of the picture. For
him, the worldview we have outlined was not religious; it was simply a
description of how things are.) Thus the Christian thinkers said that
the rain falls to help the plants because that is what the Creator intended,
and the animals are for human use because that is what God made them
Jor. Values and purposes were, therefore, conceived to be a funda-
mental part of the nature of things, because the world was believed to
have been created according to a divine plan.

This view of the world had a number of consequences for ethics.
On the most general level, it affirmed the supreme value of human life
and it explained why humans are entitled to do whatever they please
with the rest of nature. The basic moral arrangement—human beings,
whose lives are sacred, dominating a world made for their benefit—
was enshrined as the Natural Order of Things.

At a more detailed level, a corollary of this outlook was that the
“laws of nature” specify how things ought to be as well as describing how
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things are. In turn, knowing how things ought to be enables us to evalu-
ate states-of-affairs as objectively good or bad. Things are as they ought to
be when they are serving their natural purposes; when they do not or can-
not serve those purposes, things have gone wrong. Thus, teeth that have
decayed and cannot be used for chewing are defective; and drought,
which deprives plants of the rain they need, is a natural, objective evil.

There are also implications for human action: In this view moral
rules are one type of law of nature. The key idea here is that some
forms of human behavior are “natural” while others are not; and “un-
natural” acts are said to be wrong. Beneficence, for example, is natural
for us because God has made us as social creatures. We want and need
the friendship of other people and we have natural affections for
them; hence, behaving brutishly toward them is unnatural. Or to take
a different sort of example, the purpose of the sex organs is procre-
ation. Thus any use of them for other purposes is “contrary to na-
ture”—which is why the Christian church has traditionally regarded
any form of sexual activity that does not result in procreation, such as
masturbation, gay sex, or the use of contraceptives, as impermissible.

This combination of ideas, together with others like them,
formed the core of an outlook known as natural-law ethics. The The-
ory of Natural Law was developed most fully by Saint Thomas Aquinas
(1225-1274), who lived at a time when the Aristotelian worldview was
unchallenged. Aquinas was the foremost thinker among traditional
Catholic theologians. Today natural-law theory still has adherents in-
side the Catholic church, but few outside. The reason 1s that the Aris-
totelian worldview, on which natural-law ethics depended, has been re-
placed by the outlook of modern science.

Galileo, Newton, and others developed ways of understanding
natural phenomena that made no use of evaluative notions. In their
way of thinking, the rain has no purpose. It does not fall in order to
help the plants grow. Plants typically get the amount of water they
need because each species has evolved, by natural selection, in the en-
vironment in which that amount of water is available. Natural selec-
tion produces an orderly arrangement that appears to have been de-
signed, but that is only an illusion. To explain nature there is no need
to assume teleological principles, neither Aristotle’s “final causes” nor
the Christians’ God. This changed outlook was by far the most insidi-
ous feature of the new science; it is little wonder that the church’s first
response was to condemn it.

Modern science transformed people’s view of what the world is
like. But part of the transformation, inseparable from the rest, was an
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altered view of the nature of ethics. Right and wrong could no longer
be deduced from the nature of things, for in the new view the natural
world does not, in and of itself, manifest value and purpose. The in-
habitants of the world may have needs and desires that generate values
special to them, but that is all. The world apart from those inhabitants
knows and cares nothing for their values, and it has no values of its own.
A hundred and fifty years before Nietzsche declared that “There are no
moral facts,” the Scottish philosopher David Hume had come to the
same conclusion. Hume summed up the moral implications of the new
worldview in his Tieatise of Human Nature (1739) when he wrote:

Take any action allow’d to be vicious: Willful murder, for instance.
Examine it in all lights, and see if you can find that matter of fact,
or real existence, which you call vice. In whichever way you take it,
you find only certain passions, motives, volitions and thoughts.
There is no other matter of fact in the case.

To Aristotle’s idea that “nature has made all things for the sake of
man,” Hume replied: “The life of a man is of no greater importance
to the universe than that of an oyster.”

The Social Contract

If there are no moral facts and no God, what becomes of morality?
Ethics must somehow be understood as a purely human phenome:
non—as the product of human needs, interests, and desires—and
nothing else. Figuring out how to do this has been the basic project of
moral philosophy from the 17th century on.

Thomas Hobbes, the foremost English philosopher of the 17th
century, suggested one way in which ethics might be understood in
purely human terms. Hobbes assumed that “good” and “bad” are just
names we give to things we like and dislike. Thus, because we may like
different things, we may disagree about what is good or bad. However,
Hobbes said, in our fundamental psychological makeup we are all very
much alike. We are all basically self-interested creatures who want to
live and to live as well as possible. This is the key to understanding
ethics. Ethics arises when people realize what they must do to live well.

Hobbes was the first important modern thinker to provide a sec-
ular, naturalistic basis for ethics. He pointed out that each of us is
enormously better off living in a mutually cooperative society than we
would be if we tried to make it on our own. The benefits of social liv-
ing go far beyond companionship: Social cooperation makes possible
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schools, hospitals, and highways; houses with electricity and central
heating; airplanes and telephones; newspapers and books; movies,
opera, and bingo; science and agriculture. Without social cooperation
we would lose these benefits and more. Therefore, it is to the advan-
tage of each of us to do whatever is necessary to establish and main-
tain a cooperative society.

But it turns out that a mutually cooperative society can exist only
if we adopt certain rules of behavior—rules that require telling the
truth, keeping our promises, respecting one another’s lives and prop-
erty, and so on:

* Without the presumption that people will tell the truth, there
would be no reason for people to pay any attention to what
other people say. Communication would be impossible. And
without communication among its members, society would
collapse.

e Without the requirement that people keep their promises,
there could be no division of labor—workers could not count
on getting paid, retailers could not rely on their agreements
with suppliers, and so on—and the economy would collapse.
There could be no business, no building, no agriculture, no
medicine.

e Without assurances against assault, murder, and theft, no one
could feel secure; everyone would have to be constantly on
guard against everyone else, and social cooperation would be
impossible.

Thus, to obtain the benefits of social living, we must strike a bargain
with one another, with each of us agreeing to obey these rules, pro-
vided others do likewise. (We must also establish mechanisms for en-
forcing these rules—such as legal sanctions and other, less formal
methods of enforcement—so that we can count on one another to obey
them.) This “social contract” is the basis of morality. Indeed, morality
can be defined as nothing more or less than the set of rules that rational
people will agree to obey, for their mutual benefit, provided that other people will
obey them as well.

This way of understanding morality has a number of appealing
features. First, it takes the mystery out of ethics and makes it a practi-
cal, down-to-earth business. Living morally is not a matter of blind obe-
dience to the mysterious dictates of a supernatural being; nor is it a
matter of fidelity to lofty but pointless abstract rules. Instead, it is a
matter of doing what it takes to make social living possible.
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Second, this theory makes it clear how morality can be rational
and objective even if there are no moral facts. It is not merely a mat-
ter of opinion that the rule against murder must be a part of any
workable social scheme or that rational people, to secure their own
welfare, must agree to adopt such a rule. Nor is it merely a matter of
opinion that rules requiring truthfulness and promise keeping are
needed for people to flourish in a social setting. Even if there are no
moral facts, the reasoning that leads to such conclusions is perfectly
objective.

Third, the Social Contract Theory explains why we should care
about ethics—it offers at least a partial response to the problem of
Gyges’s ring. If there is no God to punish us, why should we bother
to do what is “right,” especially when it is not to our advantage? The
answer is that it is to our advantage to live in a society where people
behave morally—thus, it is rational for us to accept moral restric-
tions on our conduct as part of a bargain we make with other people.
We benefit directly from the ethical conduct of others, and our own
compliance with the moral rules is the price we pay to secure their
compliance.

Fourth, the Social Contract approach gives us a sensible and ma-
ture way of determining what our ethical duties really are. When
“morality” is mentioned, the first thing that pops into many people’s
minds is an attempt to restrict their sex lives. It is unfortunate that the
word morals has come to have such a connotation. The whole purpose
of having a system of morality, according to Social Contract Theory, is
to make it possible for people to live their individual lives in a setting
of social cooperation—its purpose is not to tell people what kinds of
lives they should live (except insofar as it is necessary to restrict con-
ductin the interests of maintaining social cooperation). Therefore, an
ethic based on the Social Contract would have little interest in what
people do in their bedrooms.

Finally, we may note again that Social Contract Theory as-
sumes relatively little about human nature. It treats human beings
as self-interested creatures and does not assume that they are natu-
rally altruistic, even to the slightest degree. One of the theory’s
charms is that it can reach the conclusion that we ought, often, to
behave altruistically, without assuming that we arenaturally altruistic.
We want to live as well as possible, and moral obligations are created
as we band together with other people to form the cooperative so-
cieties that are necessary for us to achieve this fundamentally self-
interested goal.



