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Preface

The tenth edition of Great Traditions in Ethics includes two additional chapters and an
epilogue. In Chapter 28, “Ethical Skepticism,” Bernard Williams provides a contemporary
version of the skeptic’s disavowal of ethical theory while in Chapter 9,“Nature and Rea-
son,” Benedict de Spinoza brings the full measure of Stoicism with its emphasis on rea-
son into modern ethical thinking. The Spinoza chapter is returned from earlier editions
of Great Traditions. We believe that there is renewed awareness of Spinoza's historical
importance. In the epilogue, we comment briefly on the relation between ethical the-
ory and applied ethics.

In view of the diversity of theories and points of view in ethics, we believe that
the fairest way to introduce the subject to readers who have no previous acquaintance
with it is to direct them to representative primary sources. To lessen somewhat the dif-
ficulty of reading the original writings, without sacrificing accuracy or reducing the
challenge of ethics, we have subjected the material to some internal editing. By this
means, we have eliminated what we regard as extraneous to the central argument, and,
through rearranging the components of some of the theories, we have clarified the
major lines of their arguments. The brief biographies and introductions at the begin-
ning of each chapter suggest, respectively, something of the theorists’ personal and
historical backgrounds and of their general philosophical positions as they bear on
ethical theory. In short, we hope that we have provided a guide to ethical theory for the
beginning student.

As far as we were able, we presented each theory in its best light and followed as
closely as possible what we believe the author intended. Beyond the exercise of judg-
ment in selecting writers and passages to be used, and apart from our statements in
the introductory chapter, we have endeavored to keep our own views and interests
from prejudicing the presentation of the theories we treat. We have sought to put for-
ward material that can serve as a basis for classroom work, not as a substitute for lec-
tures and discussions.

Completeness has not been our goal. It is not within the compass of a single vol-
ume to contain, even in brief form, all the ethical theories that may deserve to be calied
classics. Moreover, it was not feasible to present any theory in its entirety. We made no
attempt at the delicate and tenuous task of classifying types of ethical theory; rather,
we adopted a simple historical arrangement of chapters. Each chapter is an indepen-
dent unit—although there are occasional cross-references—because it is desirable to
leave the decision of a suitable order of treatment to the users of the book.

xi



xii

Preface

For the reader, we have undertaken to make the classical theories of ethics more
readily accessible. On the assumption that comprehension is a necessary precondition
of intelligent criticism, we have been interested primarily in the exposition of points of
view that are important in the history of ethical theory, leaving for a later stage of ethi-
cal inquiry their analysis, criticism, comparison, and interpretation. Within each chapter,
the constituent ideas of the theory treated have been set off from one another,and
connecting passages serve both as transitions and explanations of important concepts.
In addition, where we deemed it necessary, we have defined technical terms. At the
close of each chapter, we have included a list of questions, a key to selections,and a
guide to additional reading.

We thank our reviewers for their suggestions and their words of encouragement:
Sheralee Brindell, University of Colorado; Peter Burkholder, Central Washington Univer-
sity; Ronald Cox, San Antonio College; William Lovitt, California State University, Sacra-
mento; Michael Mahon, Boston University; Carol Nicholson, Rider University; Frank Ryan,
Kent State University. We also thank Dr. Martin J.Tracey of Benedictine University and
three of his students for locating many of the typos that, unfortunately, inhabited the
ninth edition of Great Traditions in Ethics.
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CHAPTER

'The unexamined life is not worth living.” In these terms, Socrates—the first great
moral philosopher of Western civilization—stated the creed of reflective individuals
and set the task of ethical theory.To seek, with the aid of reason, a consistent and cor-
rect ideal of life is the traditional goal of moral philosophers. Yet to search for basic
moral principles and to attempt to solve problems concerning the good and the bad,
the right and the wrong, is not the exclusive province of philosophers. Writers, govern-
ment leaders, historians, and ordinary citizens also conduct ethical inquiry, although
they may not call it that. Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, Shakespeare’s Hamlet, Lincoln's
Gettysburg Address, and Adam Smith's Wealth of Nations, as well as discussions at the
bridge table and in college dormitories, exemplify at various levels the same questing
spirit and desire for wisdom.

Flowing beneath every human action is the current of ethical significance, and in
all ages and places, questions about moral conduct and moral principles are posed and
answers attempted. “To be or not to be?” is at its heart a question of ethics. And
“Whether 'tis nobler in the mind to suffer the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune,
or to take arms against a sea of troubles, and by opposing end them”—this is,indeed, a
difficult decision. In this, Hamlet's dilemma is typical of the problems that confront the
ethical theorist and the sensitive lay person alike. They are among the most subtle and
pressing problems of life.

The answers to ethical questions, whether as momentous as the agonized query
of Hamlet or as trivial as the smallest matter of conformity to convention, are not to be
found at the back of the book. The various means that have been devised to deal with
ethical problems range from the mute acceptance of authority, through the poet’s in-
spiration and the gambler’s hunch, to the moral philosopher’s direct and systematic
analysis of the foundations of morality. Admittedly, the philosopher’s commitment “to
seek the truth, and to follow it wherever it leads” involves a harsh discipline.To earn the
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Chapter 1

¢ Introduction

title of “rational animal,” we are not obligated to think through every moral sityation to
its very roots; but once we go beyond immediate action to a consideration of the rea-
sons for our actions, we are in reason’s territory, and there, logic rules. In truth, we have
only two alternatives: to reflect on moral matters or to remain silent. We would have to
use reason even to argue for the soundness of refraining from rational discussion.The
philosopher Epictetus, confronted by a skeptic, made plain the inescapability of com-
mitting ourselves to the use of logic:

When one of the company said,“Convince me that logic is necessary,” Epictetus
asked: “Do you wish me to demonstrate this to you?” “Yes.” “Then must | use a
demonstrative form of argument?” And when this was admitted:“Then how will
you know whether | argue fallaciously?” And as the man was silent: “Don’t you
see,” said Epictetus,“how even you yourself acknowledge that logic is necessary,
since without its assistance you cannot so much as know whether it is necessary

or not?”

Principles and Practices

To think about morality, deeply and honestly, is the main business of ethical theorists,
and in this, we can all participate to some degree. But more often than not, it is an in-
structive and chastening experience to seek out the theory that lies beneath actual
practice, for we can then see the inconsistencies of ordinary moral thought and prac-
tice. We condemn as lazy the person who chooses the life of a beachcomber, yet we
envy and admire those who are sufficiently wealthy to spend their time doing nothing.
We disapprove of the “climber” who is someone we dislike, yet we praise the same qual-
ity when it appears in a“go-getter” who is our friend. We say that “honesty is the best
policy” and yet acknowiedge in our actions and words the good taste and practicality
of telling white, gray, and black lies. It would be difficult to reconcile the principles un-
derlying such judgments, and we can see why systematic ethical theorists usually dis-
trust common-sense morality. On examination, it proves to be a murky and illogical
collection of rules bound together only by the slender threads of chance and custom.

When observation and experience reveal to us how great the distance is between
the high-flown ideals to which people give lip service and the down-to-earth expedi-
ency of the morality they practice, we may lose confidence in the efficacy of moral prin-
ciples and theories. But moral principles cannot be escaped. Even the most cynical
moral opportunists, in their recommendation that we act in each case only to promote
our best interests, are setting up a principle to govern behavior. It is different in content
but not in kind from the Socratic ideal of the life of reason or the Utilitarian goal of “the
greatest good of the greatest number.” Our moral integrity suffers when our principles
are allowed to remain underground or when they are inconsistent with each other or
with our actions.

We all have beliefs in accordance with which we judge actions and characters,
our own and those of others, to be right or wrong, good or bad; we have aspirations
that we strive to realize; and we have a conception, dim or clear, of the best way to live.
When we endeavor to fill in the blank places in our moral theory, to eliminate as far as
possible contradictory directives for behavior; when we endeavor to know what princi-
ples we act upon and how these are related to the principles to which we give intellec-
tual assent; and when we endeavor to know why we think an ideal or moral judgment

¥Udy s
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is correct, we have made a good beginning in our effort to apply reason to the moral
life—to seek an ethical theory.

Reason and Morality

Reason is applied to moral situations and problems in different ways, depending on the
purposes of the investigator. Social scientists undertake to describe how we actually be-
have, and they may or may not draw conclusions from their inquiry as to how we ought
to act. Casuists, drawing on moral principles, law, religion, and related areas, attempt to
decide concrete cases of morality. Moralists, whether literary lights or religious leaders,
tell us what they think we ought to do and exhort us to follow the right way. Finally, eth-
ical theorists undertake the systematic questioning and critical examination of the un-
derlying principles of morality. These ways of dealing with morality are not mutually
exclusive, and it is not uncommon for an individual to combine all four in an approach
to morality.

For social scientists, the examination of moral behavior entails the processes of
definition, classification, and generalization. They observe and compare the mores, cus-
toms, traditions, morals, and laws of different societies and formulate theories about
the role of morals in society; or they may study the relationship between technological
and moral-cultural change; or they may report the facts, points of view, and actions
taken in specific cases of moral conduct. Aithough their findings are relevant to conclu-
sions reached by others interested in morality, social scientists as such are essentially
engaged in descriptive activity.

_ Casuistry—applied ethics—deals with individual motal problems, such as mat-
ters of conscience and conflicts of obligation. Casuists act on some occasions in an ad-
visory capacity, guiding individuals in their choice of actions; for example, they may
attempt to resolve the conflicting duties of the father of a starving family who has no
other course than to steal. They also have an adjudicative function, for they must bring
to bear various principles that they regard as relevant to a particular case and judge
the guilt and responsibility of the offender by weighting the various circumstances of
the case. Confronted with the problem of being both just and merciful to a hungry man
who has stolen bread, a judge in a court of law would be engaged in casuistry in order
to balance the principle of justice and the principle of mercy to meet the demands of a
practical situation.

Moralists want to keep alive the values they consider worthwhile and to improve
the moral quality of their community. Seeking to win others over to their ethical con-
victions and to exhort such others to act in accordance with these beliefs, they act in
a manner that is primarily persuasive and prescriptive. To them, such actions as the steal-
ing of bread provide the impetus and occasion to warn people away from what is
wrong and to guide them toward what is right.

Ethical theorists, were they to examine the case of the hungry thief, would be in-
terested in it chiefly as an illustration of a more general problem: whether it is possible
to reconcile the principle of justice—which demands that all people be given what is
due them—with the principle of mercy—which requires that extenuating circum-
stances be taken into account. In dealing with principles that establish standards for
action, ethical theorists have in common with casuists and moralists an interest in the
normative—that is, the regulative—phase of ethics. Their distinctive function, however,
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is a deliberative one, for they are interested in the examination of underlying assump-
tions and the critical evaluation of principles.

History and Ethical Theory

The development of ethical theory in Western civilization has been by the gradual ac-
cretion of insights, rather than by a systematic evolution in a straight line of progress.
Two principal influences, divergent in origin and direction, have provided most of the
concepts with which ethical theorists in the Western world deal. In the Greek tradition,
ethics was conceived as relating to the “good life.” Inquiry was directed toward discov-
ering the nature of happiness; differences of opinion regarding the characteristics of
the happiest life and the means for achieving it enliven the writings of the ancient
philosophers. A quite different orientation was introduced by the Judeo-Christian ethic.
In this tradition, the ideals of righteousness before God and the love of God and neigh-
bor, not the happy or pleasant life, constitute the substance of morality. These two influ-
ences reflect a major cleavage between those theorists who regard duty and the right
as the primary ethical concepts and those who view happiness and the good life as the
fundamental concerns of ethics. If we make an effort to reconcile these diverse views,
we are faced with the difficult task of defining the relationship between “doing what is
right” and “being happy.”

The diverse traditions of the Greek and Judeo-Christian ethics, in combination
with the many other historical and cultural factors operative in the formation of ideas,
produce a multiplicity of systems in ethics.To the extent that ethical theory addresses
itself to the problems current in the time of its formulation, it necessarily manifests this
variety. History does not follow an orderly course in which one set of problematic situa-
tions is neatly solved and filed away before a new set of problems arises. The content of
ethical theories, as a consequence, is largely a series of problems posed, solutions ten-
dered, objections made, and replies attempted. The problems that occupy a generation
may not be solved, yet fresh difficulties may demand to be treated; a German sage is re-
ported to have observed that problems are never solved but are merely superseded by
new ones. Even so, the very issues that have been put aside in favor of more pressing
matters may reappear generations, or even centuries, later, to be considered afresh.
Within any one ethical theory, there is system, rational structure, and a high degree of
definiteness, but the history of ethical theory in the heterogeneous Western tradition is
markedly irregular, unsystematic, and unsettled. Ethics is, in consequence, all the richer
and the more challenging.

The Nature of Ethical Theory

The initial problem of ethical theory is that of defining the nature of ethics. Any defini-
tion of a discipline so long in tradition and so rich in variety is made vague by the de-
mands of inclusiveness. Broadly conceived, ethical theorizing is concerned with the
construction of a rational system of moral principles and, as we have seen, with the di-
rect and more systematic examination of the underlying assumptions of morality. More
specifically, we find among the enterprises attempted by ethical theorists (1) the analy-
sis and explanation of moral judgments and behavior, (2) the investigation and clarifi-
cation of the meanings of moral terms and statements, and (3) the establishment of the



