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    Moral judgments, Edward Westermarck contends, grow from human feelings shaped by culture rather than from timeless, objective principles. Ethical Relativity advances this central claim with a careful blend of philosophical argument and empirical observation. Westermarck frames morality as a natural phenomenon rooted in approval, disapproval, and the social habits that cultivate them. Instead of seeking ultimate foundations, he examines how communities actually live, judge, and sanction. The result is a sustained challenge to moral absolutism that invites readers to reconsider what they take to be self-evident. The book offers a sober, disciplined case for relativism grounded in comparative study and psychological insight.

This is a work of moral philosophy informed by anthropology and psychology, written by the Finnish scholar Edward Westermarck and published in the early 1930s. It appears against the backdrop of an interwar intellectual climate increasingly receptive to comparative studies of culture and skeptical of inherited certainties. Westermarck had already produced extensive research on moral ideas and social customs, and Ethical Relativity distills and systematizes those findings into a concise statement. The book belongs to the genre of meta-ethics: it investigates the nature and status of moral claims rather than prescribing particular norms, situating itself among debates about universality, subjectivity, and cultural diversity.

Readers encounter a methodical, cumulative argument rather than a narrative, with Westermarck assembling cases from diverse societies to illuminate the variability of moral rules and the felt experiences behind them. The prose is measured and exacting, favoring clarity over rhetorical flourish. The mood is analytic and unsentimental, yet it remains accessible to attentive non-specialists. As a reading experience, Ethical Relativity offers a steady unfolding of claims, evidence, and distinctions, each step designed to make the relativist position seem not only plausible but unavoidable. It is less a polemical broadside than a patient demonstration grounded in observation and disciplined reasoning.

A distinguishing feature of the book is its naturalistic explanation of moral phenomena. Westermarck treats moral approval and indignation as psychological responses that communities cultivate and regulate, then later rationalize. He examines how customs, sanctions, and social expectations shape these emotions, showing that the same acts can elicit divergent evaluations across contexts. Rather than positing an independent moral realm, he looks to human sentiments and social life for the sources of normativity. This approach gives his thesis empirical traction, since it can be checked against comparative materials and the observable dynamics of praise, blame, and conscience.

The themes are both philosophical and practical. Ethical Relativity tests claims of universality against historical and cross-cultural variation, pressing readers to separate deeply held conviction from demonstrable consensus. It explores the force of moral emotions without denying their seriousness, and it questions whether rational argument alone can settle disputes rooted in feeling and custom. The book also shows how appeals to nature, religion, or reason often mask local habits. By tracing how norms emerge, stabilize, and conflict, Westermarck highlights the complexity of adjudicating between them and the importance of understanding moral disagreement as a fact to be explained, not merely deplored.

For contemporary readers, the book’s relevance is unmistakable. In an era of global interdependence and moral pluralism, Ethical Relativity clarifies why cross-cultural disputes feel intractable and how they might be navigated with intellectual honesty. It encourages humility about one’s own standards while still taking moral experience seriously. The text speaks to ongoing debates in meta-ethics, moral psychology, anthropology, and public discourse about tolerance, critique, and the scope of human rights. By foregrounding the emotional bases of judgment and the contingency of norms, it offers a framework for dialogue that is empirically informed and resistant to dogmatism.

Approached with care, Westermarck’s argument is neither a counsel of indifference nor a denial of moral life, but an invitation to examine what makes moral claims compelling to those who hold them. Ethical Relativity rewards patient readers—students of philosophy, social science, and anyone grappling with value conflict—with a lucid map of the terrain on which ethical debates unfold. It does not settle every question; instead, it equips readers to ask better ones and to situate their convictions within a wider human mosaic. The book stands as a disciplined, historically significant contribution to thinking about morality in a diverse world.
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    Edward Westermarck’s Ethical Relativity sets out to examine the foundations of moral judgment through comparative anthropology and psychology. He argues that moral concepts emerge from human emotional responses rather than from objective, rational principles. The book begins by defining ethical relativity as the view that moral judgments are relative to the feelings and attitudes of individuals and communities. Westermarck situates his inquiry within a broad survey of customs and beliefs, proposing a descriptive science of morals that explains how moral ideas arise, change, and stabilize. He aims to replace absolute ethical claims with an empirically grounded understanding of moral phenomena.

Westermarck locates the origin of moral judgments in specific emotions, especially retributive emotions such as resentment and gratitude. Approval and disapproval are central: actions are called right or wrong insofar as they evoke these sentiments. Reason, on this account, supplies information about facts and consequences but does not create obligation. Moral language, he suggests, expresses emotional attitudes shaped by experience and social life. By tracing moral ideas to their affective roots, he frames ethics as an investigation into how feelings of indignation, admiration, and sympathy become organized into norms that guide behavior and attract communal reinforcement.

To support this emotional foundation, Westermarck surveys a wide range of societies, illustrating the diversity of moral codes concerning marriage, sexuality, property, truth-telling, violence, and loyalty. He shows how sanctions vary from ritual penalties to legal punishments and public censure. The ethnographic record reveals that practices regarded as virtuous in one setting may be condemned in another, indicating that moral approval is historically and culturally conditioned. Education, custom, and religion shape these sentiments, while similar conditions of life can produce parallel norms. The aim is not to endorse any code but to demonstrate the observed variability of moral judgments.

Westermarck distinguishes morality from related social domains. Law, etiquette, and custom overlap with morality but differ in focus and sanction. Law is formalized and coercive, etiquette concerns social decorum, and custom supplies habitual patterns; morality centers on approval and disapproval grounded in moral emotion. Public opinion acts as a powerful medium through which these emotions are transmitted and internalized. Conscience, in this framework, is the internal echo of social sentiments, developed through education and habituation. This analysis explains both the stability and change of norms: communities reinforce established judgments while adapting them as sentiments evolve.

With this groundwork, the book challenges ethical absolutism. Westermarck critiques intuitionist claims of self-evident moral truths and questions the universality of rationalist principles such as the categorical imperative. He argues that putative moral axioms reflect entrenched feelings rather than independent moral realities. Utilitarian attempts to ground duty in maximizing happiness are reframed as expressions of approval for beneficial outcomes. On his view, disagreement in morals does not indicate cognitive error about objective values but divergent sentiments and assessments of facts. Ethical objectivity, therefore, gives way to a systematic subjectivism rooted in the psychology of approval and disapproval.

Reason nonetheless plays a significant role by informing moral emotions. Improved knowledge about causes, consequences, and human needs can alter feelings and hence judgments. Westermarck emphasizes how expanding information and contact across groups may extend sympathy, temper resentment, and reduce harshness in punishments. He describes how perceived intentions, foreseeability, and degrees of harm become salient as understanding grows. Thus, while moral obligation is not derived from reason, rational inquiry influences which actions attract approval or blame. This dynamic relation between fact and feeling helps account for recognizable shifts in norms within and across societies over time.

A substantial portion examines responsibility, praise, and blame. Westermarck links punitive attitudes to retributive emotions, explaining why intentionality, motive, and mitigating circumstances matter. Excuses such as ignorance, compulsion, and accident limit blame because they dampen the resentment that underlies condemnation. He discusses how punishment derives part of its psychological force from retaliatory feelings, though communities may also justify it by deterrence or protection. The analysis extends to reward and gratitude, portraying moral life as regulated by sentiments responsive to perceived deserts. In this way, standards of culpability and merit are shown to reflect emotional as well as practical considerations.

The book also explores religion’s relation to morality. Westermarck argues that religious beliefs often reinforce prevailing moral sentiments by sacralizing customs and magnifying social approval or disapproval. Taboos and divine sanctions can entrench norms, while secularization can shift their authority to public opinion and law. He notes partial regularities across cultures, such as disapproval of unprovoked harm, and explains them through shared human needs and conditions rather than universal moral truths. Apparent moral progress is interpreted as changes in sentiment and knowledge, including the broadening of sympathy, without implying an absolute standard outside human experience.

Ethical Relativity concludes by consolidating a descriptive, comparative approach to ethics. Westermarck maintains that moral judgments express and codify human emotions shaped by social life, and that their variability undermines claims to absolute validity. Ethics, therefore, should explain how norms arise, stabilize, and change, and how reason and experience influence moral feelings. While rejecting objective moral truths, the book emphasizes that practical guidance can emerge from shared sentiments, common interests, and informed understanding. The overall message is that moral life is a human phenomenon to be studied empirically, with relativity at its core and explanation, not prescription, as its task.
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    Edward Westermarck’s Ethical Relativity (1932) emerged from the interwar intellectual milieu spanning Helsinki, Turku, London, and the Moroccan field sites he had frequented since the 1890s. Composed after decades of comparative research and university teaching, the book reflects debates current at the London School of Economics and in Finnish academic circles during the 1910s–1930s. Its time is marked by the aftermath of World War I, the early Great Depression, and evaporating faith in universal moral creeds. Its place is both metropolitan and colonial: lecture halls in London and Finland, and villages, markets, and tribal assemblies in Morocco, where Westermarck observed practices that grounded his empirical case for moral diversity.

A decisive backdrop was the late nineteenth-century scientific turn inaugurated by Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of Species (1859) and The Descent of Man (1871). Debates over evolution, heredity, and adaptation reshaped moral philosophy, encouraging naturalistic accounts of ethics. In Britain, figures such as T. H. Huxley and Herbert Spencer popularized evolutionary perspectives, while anthropologists amassed cross-cultural data. Westermarck’s The Origin and Development of the Moral Ideas (1906–1908) consolidated this empirical program, arguing that moral judgments arise from psychological responses. Ethical Relativity extends that line, leveraging evolutionary psychology and anthropology to contest theological or Kantian absolutes by demonstrating how moral sentiments vary across times, places, and social environments.

The political history of Finland deeply informed Westermarck’s sensitivity to normative conflict. Under the Russian Empire’s rule, the February Manifesto (1899) began Russification, eroding Finnish autonomy and provoking resistance that culminated in the 1905 general strike. Finland declared independence on 6 December 1917, followed by the Civil War (January–May 1918) between Reds and Whites, leaving lasting social scars. The establishment of Åbo Akademi University in Turku in 1918, where Westermarck served in leadership roles, coincided with institution-building in a new state. These upheavals underscored for him how group loyalties, retaliation, and reconciliation shape moral judgments, themes that resonate through his analyses of resentment and moral sanction.

Westermarck’s long association with the London School of Economics (from 1907) placed him amid British social reform and fledgling professional social science. The LSE’s Fabian founders, notably Sidney and Beatrice Webb, championed empirical inquiry and measured reform. The United Kingdom’s political milestones—women’s suffrage expansions in 1918 and 1928, and family-law changes such as the Matrimonial Causes Act (1923) and the Age of Marriage Act (1929)—illustrated how moral norms become law and then evolve. In this environment, Westermarck refined a comparative ethics attentive to marriage, sexuality, punishment, and taboo, arguing that shifting statutes record changes in moral emotion rather than the discovery of immutable moral truths.

The most formative events for Ethical Relativity were Westermarck’s Moroccan field experiences amid North Africa’s political convulsions. Visiting Morocco from the late 1890s onward, he observed Berber and Arab communities during the reigns of Sultans ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz (1894–1908) and ʿAbd al-Ḥafīẓ (1908–1912). European pressure produced the First Moroccan (Tangier) Crisis (1905–1906) and the Algeciras Conference (1906), followed by the Agadir Crisis (1911). The Treaty of Fes (1912) then established the French Protectorate and a Spanish zone in the Rif. In this crucible, Westermarck documented marriage transactions, blood-feud arbitration, hospitality, oath-taking, sacrificial rites, and notions of honor and pollution. He analyzed how customary law (ʿurf), Qurʾanic injunctions, and tribal mediations managed conflict and obligation without recourse to a single moral code. The subsequent Rif War (1921–1926), led by ʿAbd al-Krim, created the short-lived Republic of the Rif (1923) and ended only after Franco-Spanish operations—under French General Philippe Pétain—crushed the rebellion in 1925–1926. These events dramatized the collision of imperial legal orders with local moral economies and showed stratified obligations—kin, village, confederation, and faith—working simultaneously. Westermarck translated these observations into an argument that moral condemnation and approval are structured by social ties and practical needs, not by timeless rational principles. His major ethnographic syntheses, Marriage Ceremonies in Morocco (1914) and Ritual and Belief in Morocco (1926), supplied the comparative evidence that Ethical Relativity would marshal against universalist moral theories.

World War I (1914–1918) and the peace settlement reshaped the moral landscape Ethical Relativity interrogates. The war’s mass mobilization, censorship, and propaganda campaigns, the staggering casualties, and the invocation of “civilization” against “barbarism” exemplified moralized in-group/out-group dynamics. The Treaty of Versailles (28 June 1919) and the creation of the League of Nations (1920, Geneva) aimed at a new moral order yet codified victors’ justice and punitive reparations. Westermarck read these developments as evidence that moral judgments intensify under threat and grievance, that “righteous” punishment reflects retaliatory emotions, and that claims to absolute moral authority often mask partisan interests.

The interwar period’s ideological clashes further shaped the book’s targets. The Bolshevik Revolution (1917) and subsequent Red Terror, the rise of Italian Fascism (Mussolini’s March on Rome, 1922), and the Nazi movement’s surge (Beer Hall Putsch, 1923; electoral breakthroughs 1930–1932) mobilized moral absolutisms tied to nation, class, and race. The Great Depression after the 1929 crash deepened social polarization. Contemporary moral crusades—including U.S. Prohibition (1920–1933) and eugenic sterilization laws (e.g., Indiana, 1907; Buck v. Bell, 1927)—revealed divergent legal moralities across jurisdictions. Ethical Relativity challenges such regimes by tracing how disgust, fear, and loyalty, rather than universal reason, drive punitive norms and by urging tolerance for consensual behaviors condemned by custom.

As a social and political critique, the book dismantles the era’s confidence in transcendent moral codes wielded to justify empire, class discipline, and ideological repression. By grounding right and wrong in emotions shaped by environment, it exposes how “absolute” principles rationalize conquest in Morocco, reprisals in civil conflicts, and conformity in interwar states. Westermarck’s analysis of resentment questions retributive justice; his comparative studies of marriage and sexuality unsettle laws rooted in tradition rather than harm. Ethical Relativity thereby advocates cautious reform, legal restraint, and intercultural humility, warning that moral certainty—when allied to power—amplifies persecution rather than reducing suffering.
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Ethics is generally looked
upon as a “normative” science, the object of which is to
find and formulate moral principles and rules possessing objective
validity. The supposed objectivity of moral values, as understood in
this treatise, implies that they have a real existence apart from any
reference to a human mind, that what is said to be good or bad, right
or wrong, cannot be reduced merely to what people think to be good or
bad, right or wrong. It makes morality a matter of truth and falsity,
and to say that a judgment is true obviously means something different
from the statement that it is thought to be true. The objectivity of
moral judgments does not presuppose the infallibility of the
individual who pronounces such a judgment, nor even the accuracy of a
general consensus of opinion; but if a certain course of conduct is
objectively right, it must be thought to be right by all rational
beings who judge truly of the matter and cannot, without error, be
judged to be wrong.

In spite of the fervour with which the objectivity of moral
judgments has been advocated by the exponents of normative ethics
there is much diversity of opinion with regard to the principles
underlying the various systems. This discord is as old as ethics
itself. But while the evolution of other sciences has shown a tendency
to increasing agreement on points of fundamental importance, the same
can hardly be said to have been the case in the history of 4ethics, where the spirit of
controversy has been much more conspicuous than the endeavour to add
new truths to results already reached. Of course, if moral values are
objective, only one of the conflicting theories can possibly be true.
Each founder of a new theory hopes that it is he who has discovered
the unique jewel of moral truth, and is naturally anxious to show that
other theories are only false stones. But he must also by positive
reasons make good his claim to the precious find.

These reasons are of great importance in a discussion of the
question whether moral judgments really are objective or merely are
supposed to be so; for if any one of the theories of normative ethics
has been actually proved to be true, the objectivity of those
judgments has eo ipso[4] been established as an indisputable fact.
I shall therefore proceed to an examination of the main evidence that
has been produced in favour of the most typical of these theories.

I shall begin with hedonism[1], according to which actions are right
in proportion as they tend to promote happiness, and wrong in
proportion as they tend to produce the reverse of happiness. And by
happiness is then meant “pleasure, and the absence of pai[3]n; by
unhappiness, pain, and the privation of pleasure.”1
What is the evidence?

1 J. S. Mill[2],
Utilitarianism[5] (London, 1895), p. 10.


It has been said that the hedonistic principle requires no proof,
because it is simply an analytic proposition, a mere definition.
Because acts that are called right generally produce pleasure and acts
that are called wrong generally produce pain, rightness and wrongness
have been actually identified with the tendencies of acts to produce
pleasure or pain. The following statement of Sir James Stephen is a
clearly expressed instance of such an identification:5—“Speaking
generally, the acts which are called right do promote, or are supposed
to promote general happiness, and the acts which are called wrong do
diminish, or are supposed to diminish it. I say, therefore, that this
is what the words ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ mean,
just as the words ‘up’ and ‘down’ mean that
which points from or towards the earth’s centre of gravity,
though they are used by millions who have not the least notion of the
fact that such is their meaning, and though they were used for
centuries and millenniums before any one was or even could be aware of
it.”2 A similar view is expressed by Bentham when he
says that words like “ought,” “right,” and
“wrong,” have no meaning unless interpreted in accordance
with the principle of utility.3 Now the statement that
a certain act has a tendency to promote happiness, or to cause
unhappiness, is either true or false; and if rightness and wrongness
are only other words for these tendencies, it is therefore obvious
that the moral judgments also have objective validity. But it is
impossible to doubt that anybody who sees sufficiently carefully into
the matter must admit that the identification in question is due to a
confusion between the meaning of terms and the use made of them when
applied to acts on account of their tendencies to produce certain
effects. Bentham himself seems to have felt something of the kind. For
although he asserts that the rectitude of the principle of utility has
been contested only by those who have not known what they have been
meaning, he raises the question whether it is susceptible of any
direct proof. And his answer is as follows:—“It should
seem not: for that which is used to prove everything else, cannot
itself be 6proved: a
chain of proofs must have their commencement somewhere.”4
The question and the answer suggest that Bentham, after all, hardly
looked upon the principle of utility or, as he also calls it, the
greatest happiness principle, as strictly speaking a mere definition
of rightness.

2 J. F. Stephen,
Liberty, Equality, Fraternity (London, 1873), p. 338.


3 J. Bentham, An
Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation (Oxford,
1879), p. 4.


4 Bentham, op.
cit., p. 4.


Stuart Mill, also, admits that this principle, like all questions
of ultimate ends, is not amenable to direct proof, “in the
ordinary and popular meaning of the term.” But he says that
there is a larger meaning of the word proof: considerations may be
presented capable of determining the intellect either to give or
withhold its assent to the doctrine, and this is equivalent to
proof.5 Questions about ends are questions as to what
things are desirable. “The utilitarian doctrine is, that
happiness is desirable, and the only thing desirable, as an end; all
other things being only desirable as means to that end. What ought to
be required of this doctrine—what conditions is it requisite
that the doctrine should fulfil—to make good its claim to be
believed? The only proof capable of being given that an object is
visible, is that people actually see it. The only proof that a sound
is audible, is that people hear it; and so of the other sources of our
experience. In like manner, I apprehend, the sole evidence it is
possible to produce that anything is desirable, is that people do
actually desire it.”6 The fallacy of this
argument has often been exposed, and is indeed too obvious to be
disputed. While the visible means what can be seen and the audible
what can be heard, the desirable does not mean what can be desired;
and Mill even understands by it what ought to be desired, which gives
to the word a more specified meaning than is justified by the ordinary
use of it, 7since
something may be held desirable on other than moral grounds. And yet
he thinks the mere fact that a thing is desired is a sufficient proof
that it is desirable, just as if people never could desire to do
anything else than what they ought to desire to do.

5 Mill, op.
cit., p. 6 sq.


6 Ibid., p.
52 sq.


Now the utilitarian standard is not the agent’s own greatest
happiness, but the greatest amount of happiness altogether. It may be
defined as the rules and precepts for human conduct by the observance
of which happiness might be, to the greatest extent possible, secured
to all mankind; “and not to them only, but, so far as the nature
of things admits, to the whole sentient creation.”7
How can this be proved? Mill argues that “no reason can be given
why the general happiness is desirable, except that each person, so
far as he believes it to be attainable, desires his own happiness.
This, however, being a fact, we have not only all the proof which the
case admits of, but all which it is possible to require, that
happiness is a good: that each person’s happiness is a good to
that person, and the general happiness, therefore, a good to the
aggregate of all persons.”8 But if a person
desires his own happiness, and if what he desires is desirable in the
sense that he ought to desire it, the standard of general happiness
can only mean that each person ought to desire his own happiness. In
other words, the premises in Mill’s argument would lead to
egoistic hedonism, not to utilitarianism or universalistic
hedonism.

7 Ibid., p.
16 sq.


8 Ibid., p.
53.


But Mill also produces another argument in favour of the
utilitarian doctrine: it has the support of the social feelings of
mankind. Men have a desire to be in unity with their fellow-creatures,
and this desire, which is already a powerful principle in human
nature, tends to become stronger from the influences of advancing
civilization.8 The
strengthening of social ties gives to each individual a stronger
personal interest in consulting the welfare of others; and it also
leads him to identify his feelings more and more with their
good. In the comparatively early state of human advancement in which
we now live, a person cannot indeed feel that entireness of sympathy
with all others, which would make any real discordance in the general
direction of their conduct in life impossible; this feeling is in most
individuals much inferior in strength to their selfish feelings, and
is often wanting altogether. But the deeply rooted conception which
every individual even now has of himself as a social being, tends to
make him feel it one of his natural wants that there should be harmony
between his feeling and aims and those of his fellow-creatures. And
“this conviction is the ultimate sanction of the
greatest-happiness morality.”9 In this argument Mill
has undoubtedly stated facts which go a long way to explain the origin
and wide acceptance of the utilitarian theory, but he has by no means
proved its objective validity. Nor has he even, by far, been able to
claim for it the support of a consensus of moral opinion.

9 Mill, op.
cit., p. 46 sqq.


Another attempt to vindicate the validity of utilitarianism was
made by Sidgwick. When examining the evidence presented by Mill,
“the most persuasive and probably the most influential among
English expositors of utilitarianism,” he found it
unsatisfactory. Even if it were granted that what is actually desired
may be legitimately inferred to be desirable, in the sense that it
ought to be desired, the proposition that the general happiness is
desirable would not be established by Mill’s reasoning because,
so far as this reasoning goes, there is no actual desire for the
general happiness. There is thus a gap in the argument, and 9this gap, according to
Sidgwick, can only be filled by an intuition: an axiom or principle of
“rational benevolence” is required as a basis for the
utilitarian system.10 This principle is the maxim, “that each
one is morally bound to regard the good of any other individual as
much as his own, except in so far as he judges it to be less, when
impartially viewed, or less certainly knowable or attainable by
him.” The proposition, “I ought not to prefer my own
lesser good to the greater good of another,” presents itself to
Sidgwick as no less self-evident than the mathematical axiom that
“if equals be added to equals the wholes are equal.”11 He also says, “I find that I
undoubtedly seem to perceive, as clearly and certainly as I see any
axiom in Arithmetic or Geometry, that it is ‘right’ and
‘reasonable’ for me to … do what I believe to be
ultimately conducive to universal Good or Happiness.”12 Thus the utilitarian rule of aiming at the
general happiness is seen to “rest on a fundamental moral
intuition.”

10 H. Sidgwick,
The Methods of Ethics (London, 1913), p. 387
sq.


11 Ibid.,
p. 382 sq.


12 Ibid.,
p. 507.


Can this claim be justified? Sidgwick observes that “there
seem to be four conditions, the complete fulfilment of which would
establish a significant proposition, apparently self-evident, in the
highest degree of certainty attainable: and which must be
approximately realized by the premises of our reasoning in any
inquiry, if that reasoning is to lead us cogently to trustworthy
conclusions.” These four conditions are:—1. “The
terms of the proposition must be clear and precise.” 2.
“The self-evidence of the proposition must be ascertained by
careful reflection.” 3. “The propositions accepted as
self-evident must be mutually consistent.” 4. There must be an
adequate consensus of opinion in their favour.13—Let us see
whether Sidgwick’s10 principle of rational benevolence fulfils
these conditions.

13 Ibid.,
p. 338 sqq.


The terms in which it is stated cannot be said to be “clear
and precise.” Who is that other individual whose good I am
morally bound to regard as much as my own? I presume that Sidgwick
means every human individual, whether he be a relative or friend or
not, a compatriot or a foreigner, a civilized man or a savage. He says
it may be fairly urged that practically each man ought chiefly to
concern himself with promoting the good of a limited number of human
beings, and that generally in proportion to the closeness of their
connection with him; but he maintains that this may be done
“even with a view to universal Good.”14 But what about animals? When examining the
utilitarian principle, Sidgwick considers who the “all”
are whose happiness is to be taken into account. He
writes:—“Are we to extend our concern to all the beings
capable of pleasure and pain whose feelings are affected by our
conduct? Or are we to confine our view to human happiness? The former
view is the one adopted by Bentham and Mill, and (I believe) by the
Utilitarian school generally: and is obviously most in accordance with
the universality that is characteristic of their principle. It is the
good Universal, interpreted and defined as
‘happiness’ or ‘pleasure,’ at which a
Utilitarian considers it his duty to aim: and it seems arbitrary and
unreasonable to exclude from the end, as so conceived, any pleasure of
any sentient being.”15 Yet, in spite of
this definite statement, I cannot conceive that Sidgwick would have
regarded it as a self-evident proposition that I ought not to prefer
my own lesser good to the greater good of a beast or bird or fish or
insect, however “unreasonable” it might be to exclude them
from the principle of rational benevolence. I venture 11to believe that when he
formulated this principle he did not bestow on the question of animal
happiness that “careful reflection” which is the second
condition he requires of a self-evident proposition. And, as will be
shown presently, it does not seem to be the only instance in which he
has failed to fulfil this condition.

14 Sidgwick,
op. cit., p. 382.


15 Ibid.,
p. 414.


As to the third criterion, according to which the propositions
accepted as self-evident must be mutually consistent, we have to
consider the relations between the principle of rational benevolence
and the two other principles, likewise regarded as self-evident, which
are stated in connection with it. One is the axiom of prudence, or the
maxim that “one ought to aim at one’s own good on the
whole.”16 Whatever else may be said of this principle,
it is obvious that it cannot be consistent with that of rational
benevolence without an important qualification, namely, that one ought
to aim at one’s own good on the whole only where it does not
collide with the greater good of somebody else.17 The other principle, called the principle of
justice, is the proposition that “it cannot be right for
A to treat B in a manner in which it would be wrong for
B to treat A, merely on the ground that they are two
different individuals, and without there being any difference between
the natures or circumstances of the two which can be stated as a
reasonable ground for difference of treatment.”18 This proposition is true, but for the simple
reason that it is tautological; and the truth expressed by it applies
not only to the rightness of acts, but to all moral concepts. When I
pronounce an act to be right or wrong, good or bad, I mean that it is
so quite independently of any reference it may have to me
personally12 or to the
particular relationship in which I stand to him who is immediately
affected by the act and to him who performs it. This is implied in the
very meaning of those and all other moral predicates on account of the
disinterestedness and apparent impartiality that characterize the
moral emotions, from which all moral concepts are derived.19 The principle of rational benevolence is
certainly not inconsistent with the so-called principle of justice,
but it derives absolutely no support from it. According to the latter
principle it might very well be right for each person to prefer his
own lesser good to the greater good of another, although it could not
be right for me and wrong for another similar person in similar
circumstances to do so.

16 Ibid.,
p. 381.


17 Cf. H.
Rashdall, The Theory of Good and Evil, i. (Oxford, 1924), p.
185.


18 Sidgwick,
op. cit., p. 380.


19 See
infra, p. 90 sqq.


The fourth criterion is stated in much less definite terms than the
previous ones. Sidgwick writes:—“Since it is implied in
the very notion of Truth that it is essentially the same for all
minds, the denial by another of a proposition that I have affirmed has
a tendency to impair my confidence in its validity. And in fact
‘universal’ or ‘general’ consent has often
been held to constitute by itself a sufficient evidence of the truth
of the most important beliefs; and is practically the only evidence
upon which the greater part of mankind can rely. A proposition
accepted as true upon this ground alone has, of course, neither
self-evidence nor demonstrative evidence for the mind that so accepts
it; still, the secure acceptance that we commonly give to the
generalizations of the empirical sciences rests—even in the case
of experts—largely on the belief that other experts have seen
for themselves the evidence for these generalizations, and do not
materially disagree as to its adequacy. And it will be easily seen
that 13the absence of
such disagreement must remain an indispensable negative condition of
the certainty of our beliefs.”20

20 Sidgwick,
op. cit., p. 341 sq.


When examining the moral notions that present themselves with a
prima facie claim to furnish independent and self-evident rules
of morality, Sidgwick has in each case found that from such regulation
of conduct as the common sense of mankind really supports, “no
proposition can be elicited which, when fairly contemplated, even
appears to have the characteristic of a scientific axiom.”21 He expressly points out that the duty of
benevolence as recognized by common sense seems to fall somewhat short
of the principle of rational benevolence. Yet he thinks “that a
‘plain man’ in a modern civilized society, if his
conscience were fairly brought to consider the hypothetical question,
whether it would be morally right for him to seek his own happiness on
any occasion if it involved a certain sacrifice of the greater
happiness of some other human being,—without any
counterbalancing gain to any one else,—would answer
unhesitatingly in the negative.”22 Well, in many cases
he undoubtedly would, but in other cases he most decidedly would not.
Suppose that I endeavour to obtain a good which another person also
tries to obtain, and that I do so in spite of my belief that it will
be a lesser good to me than it would be to him if he succeeded in
achieving it; would common sense condemn my action, even though I
could claim no counterbalancing gain to any one else as an excuse for
my behaviour? For example, would it require that I, being a merchant,
should abstain from some business if it is likely that another
competing merchant would make a larger profit than I 14could by engaging in the
business?23 Or, again, would common sense agree that he
who possesses some good is morally bound to share it with others if
their gain thereby outweighs his own loss? Or if I, by sacrificing my
own life, could save another person’s life, which is a greater
good to him or to others, than my life is to me or others, would it be
my duty to make such a sacrifice? Can anybody doubt that common sense,
without hesitation, would answer these questions in the negative? It
seems fairly obvious that Sidgwick has considerably exaggerated even
that limited support his principle of rational benevolence could
receive from the “plain man.”24 Hutcheson, in whose
system benevolence is the very essence of virtue and who was
apparently the author of the utilitarian formula that “that
action is best which procures the greatest happiness for the greatest
numbers,”25 goes so far as to say that “we do not
positively condemn those as evil, who will not sacrifice their private
interest to the advancement of the positive good of others, unless the
private interest be very small, and the public good very
great.”26

21 Ibid.,
p. 360.


22 Ibid.,
p. 382.


23 Cf. G.
Cohn, Etik og sociologi (KjÃ¶benhavn & Kristiania, 1913), p.
62 sqq.


24 See also
infra, pp. 208,  209,  227.


25 F. Hutcheson,
An Inquiry into the Original of our Ideas of Beauty and Virtue
(London, 1753), p. 185.


26 Idem,
An Essay on the Nature and Conduct of the Passions and Affections.
With Illustrations on the Moral Sense (London, 1756), p.
318.


As to the question of experts, on whose consensus we are to rely,
Sidgwick does not discuss how we are to ascertain them.27 In an early letter he writes, “My
difficulty is that I cannot give to principles of conduct either the
formal certainty that comes from exact science or the practical
certainty that comes from a real Consensus 15of Experts”;28 and he never
succeeded in solving this difficulty. Yet his principle of rational
benevolence seemed to him to be in substantial agreement with the
doctrines of “those moralists who have been most in earnest in
seeking among commonly received rules for genuine intuitions of the
Practical Reason,” particularly Clarke and Kant.29 In a subsequent chapter I shall show that he
was hardly justified in claiming the authority of Kant in support of
it.30 Among more recent writers on ethics
Sidgwick’s principle of rational benevolence has been accepted
by some, but rejected by others.

27 Cf.
Sidgwick, op. cit., p. 343 n. 1.


28 Henry
Sidgwick. A Memoir by A. S. and E. M. S. (London, 1906), p.
259.


29 Sidgwick,
op. cit., p. 384 sqq.


30 Infra,
p. 281 sq.


Altogether, then, it must be admitted that this supposed axiom does
not fulfil the conditions which in Sidgwick’s own opinion have
to be approximately realized for the establishment of a self-evident
proposition. And thus the final attempt to vindicate the objective
validity of utilitarianism has proved to be a failure. By itself alone
that principle would in no case have afforded a sufficient intuitional
basis for utilitarianism, since the “good” mentioned in it
has been left undefined. But in Sidgwick’s eyes it did so when
combined with the proposition that “happiness (a term which he
used as convertible with pleasure31) is the only
rational ultimate end of action,” which also appeared to him as
an object of intuition.32

31 Sidgwick,
op. cit., p. 92.


32 Ibid.,
p. 201.


In its earlier days utilitarianism was frequently supported by
theological considerations. It was widely held that the moral agent
could ultimately will only his own happiness, and the question arose
how this could lead him to act for the common good. In the natural
course 16of things
private and public happiness by no means always coincide; hence a
coincidence can be brought about only by “the lively and active
belief in an all-seeing and all-powerful God,” who will
hereafter make men happy or miserable, “according as they
designedly promote or violate the happiness of their
fellow-creatures.”33 “The will of
God is the immediate criterion of virtue, and the happiness of mankind
the criterion of the will of God.”34 “God Almighty
wills and wishes the happiness of his creatures; and,
consequently,… those actions which promote that will and wish,
must be agreeable to him; and the contrary.”35 And the rewards he bestows on those who obey
his will and the punishments he inflicts on the disobedient, will
naturally suffice to make it always every one’s interest to
promote universal happiness to the best of his knowledge; indeed, the
penalties and rewards became so tremendous that selfishness was
inevitable. These opinions, which were advocated by a section of
eighteenth century utilitarians, subsequently lost their influence.
Sidgwick admits that the existence of divine sanctions to the code of
social duty as constructed on a utilitarian basis would secure the
much needed reconciliation of duty and self-interest and settle the
relation of rational self-love to rational benevolence, which he
regards as “the profoundest problem of Ethics.”36 But he cannot find, attainable by mere
reflective intuition, any cognition that there actually is a Supreme
Being who will adequately reward 17men for obeying the rules of duty or punish
them for violating them.37
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