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PREFACE


Moral and political philosophy has always been a collective endeavor. It is something we work out together in an ongoing discussion. Although some of us are more engaged in that discussion than others, we are all engaged in it because its two central questions, Why be moral? and What does morality require? are inescapable. Even the moral skeptic or the egoist (or the moral skeptic or the egoist in each one of us) has to engage these questions, if only to try to show that we are not really required to be moral because morality is not really rationally binding on us. Accordingly, my own work on these central questions is itself a product of a long historical discussion that goes back at least to Plato and to discussions that I myself have had over the years with other philosophers, students, and people from all walks of life.


The initial essay in this volume presents my current answers to these two central questions. My answer to the why-be-moral question is that morality is in no way optional because we are rationally required to be moral. My answer to the what-does-morality-require question is that morality is very demanding indeed and requires considerable self-sacrifice.


I have written my essay in a way that I hope is accessible and engaging to a wide audience, given that the questions my essay addresses are inescapable for that same audience. My essay is designed to invite both agreement and disagreement with regard to the answers that I give to these two questions.


To facilitate discussion of the answers that I give to these questions, seven distinguished moral and political philosophers have written critical responses to my essay. These critical responses were then discussed and revised in light of my initial replies to them, to which I now have added a revised reply.


In the end, I still endorse roughly the same answers I initially gave to these two central questions. However, to meet the challenges raised by my fellow contributors to this book, I had to uncover and construct additional reasons and arguments for supporting those answers. Mistaken though I may still be, there is no doubt that my own answers to these questions have grown and developed through the critical discussion that is displayed in this book.


So, the hope that I share with my coauthors is that our readers, particularly in discussion with other readers and in discussion with a still-wider audience, will thereby be able to grow and develop in formulating their own answers to these two normative questions, a goal that is shared by students and teachers alike everywhere. Or to change the message from one of hope to one of recommendation, why not use this book to best address these two central questions of moral and political philosophy given the inescapable nature of the questions it addresses?




INTRODUCTION


Philosophers at least since the time of Plato have been searching for an argument that shows that morality is rationally required. At present, the general consensus is that all previous attempts have failed to deliver just such an argument. My American Philosophical Association presidential address, “From Rationality to Equality,” which is significantly expanded in Chapter 1 of this volume, is one of the few contemporary attempts to provide an argument of this sort. Thus, I belong to a relatively small group of contemporary moral philosophers that includes Stephen Darwall, Christine Korsgaard, Allen Wood, and some others, who think that it is possible to argue from rationality to morality. I also argue that the conception of morality so justified can be shown to lead to a demand for substantial equality, thereby linking myself to a much larger group of moral and political philosophers, including Ronald Dworkin, Alison Jaggar, Will Kymlicka, Thomas Pogge, and Larry Temkin, who think that a commitment to even a minimal libertarian morality leads to broadly egalitarian requirements, although the view I defend is more egalitarian than the views defended by most of these other philosophers. Nevertheless, my approach is unique in that it attempts to combine these two arguments: an argument from rationality to morality and an argument from (libertarian) morality to substantial equality. By way of introduction, let me briefly say something about each of these arguments in turn.


THE ARGUMENT FROM RATIONALITY TO MORALITY


My justification of morality is based on the claim that the principle of non-question-beggingness, a principle that must be satisfied by good arguments, favors morality over egoism, where morality is understood to be a nonarbitrary compromise between self-interested and altruistic reasons. A crucial step in this argument for morality is to cast the basic conflict with egoism not as a conflict between morality and self-interest, but rather as a conflict between altruism and self-interest. I argue that although previous defenders of morality understood correctly that moral reasons could not be compromised with self-interested reasons, they failed to recognize that this is because moral reasons are already the result of a purportedly nonarbitrary compromise between self-interested and altruistic reasons. Thus, while previous defenders of morality intuitively knew that moral reasons could not be compromised with self-interested reasons, they were unable to conceptually back up and see how morality itself can be represented as a compromise between altruism and self-interest, and, for that reason, they failed to recognize my approach to defending morality.


THE ARGUMENT FROM MORALITY TO EQUALITY


The conception of morality that I am non-question-beggingly defending against egoism is anything but complete. This is because its requirements seem to be open to a libertarian, or a welfare liberal, or even a socialist interpretation. While I argue that this conception of morality is quite useful because it succeeds in showing the superiority of morality over egoism, it needs to be completed to determine when its requirements are enforceable. Here, I claim, it behooves us to start with the assumptions of the libertarian perspective, the view that appears to endorse the least enforcement of morality, given that I propose to show that this view requires a right to welfare, and that further, this right to welfare, which is also endorsed by a welfare liberal perspective, leads to the substantial equality of a socialist perspective. My strategy is to find conflicts of (negative) liberty within the libertarian perspective, and then argue that when these conflicts are appropriately resolved, they favor an allocation of liberty that supports a right to welfare. Since fundamental rights are universal rights for libertarians, I then argue that extending this right to welfare to distant peoples, and, particularly, to future generations, leads to the egalitarian requirement that we use up no more resources than are necessary for meeting our own basic needs, thus securing for ourselves a decent life but no more. In effect, recognizing a right to welfare, applicable to all existing and future people, leads to an equal utilization of resources over place and time.


Combining these two arguments together, we get an argument from rationality to (substantial) equality. Now, given the past history of philosophy with respect to such arguments, it seems very likely that there must be something wrong with the particular arguments that I develop in my essay. But just how do these arguments fail? The contributors to this volume have provided the following critiques.


CRITIQUES OF THE ARGUMENT


Charles W. Mills


At the heart of Charles Mills’s critique of my argument from rationality to morality justification is his claim to have discovered a new type of egoism—scalar egoism—that is immune from my argument. Mills distinguishes his scalar egoist from a lexical egoist, who always puts her interests first and gives no weight at all to the interests of others. Although the scalar egoist also puts his interests first, what distinguishes him from the lexical egoist is that he gives some weight, albeit considerably lesser weight, to the interests of others. Now, Mills thinks that although my appeal to a standard of non-question-beggingness may work against both the lexical egoist and her counterpart, the lexical altruist, it does not work against the scalar egoist, or for that matter his counterpart, the scalar altruist.


Candace A. Vogler


Candace Vogler argues against my justification for morality by claiming that there is no way to analyze or factor moral reasons into self-interested reasons and altruistic reasons. As she sees it, what is first required is a normative standard. Only by first using such a standard can we determine which self-interested reasons and which altruistic reasons are appropriately justified. And this is just what my justification of morality does not provide.


Anita M. Superson


Anita Superson challenges my rationality to morality argument by denying that to defeat egoism (as I claim to do, by getting the egoist, or the “reformed” egoist, to recognize the prima facie status of altruism) would not lead to a defeat of moral skepticism. She claims this is because the moral skeptic denies or is agnostic about moral reasons and hence denies or is also agnostic about the altruistic reasons that are a significant component of such reasons. Thus, without the admission that altruistic reasons have or should have prima facie status, I would have to grant that the moral skeptic couldn’t be similarly defeated. Hence, my defense of morality would fail against the moral skeptic.


Russ Shafer-Landau


Russ Shafer-Landau argues that we cannot construct a non-question-begging argument for morality. Nor is the immoralist or egoist any better off. As Shafer-Landau sees the possibilities for argument here, it is question-begging all around. As examples of where this happens in other contexts, Shafer-Landau offers us flat-earthers, skeptics, and those students who think you graded them poorly because you hate them. Shafer-Landau also maintains that morality as compromise, the conception of morality that I have argued is rationally preferably to egoism and altruism, is defective in various ways as an account of morality.


Allan F. Gibbard


Allan Gibbard claims that the same style of argument that I use to show the rational superiority of morality as compromise over egoism and altruism may be turned against me to show that morality as compromise is an inadequate conception of morality. With respect to my argument from (libertarian) morality to equality, Gibbard notes that I make a right to welfare conditional upon a requirement that the poor engage in mutually beneficial work if they can, and that they repay the aid they received to meet their basic needs once they can consistently do so while satisfying those needs. It is that second requirement to which Gibbard particularly objects.


Gerald F. Gaus


In his critique of my rationality to morality argument, Gerald Gaus concedes that we do need to sometimes favor self-interested reasons and sometimes favor altruistic reasons, but then he argues against my particular resolution of morality as compromise that there are a variety of ways to do this. However, Gaus’s main worry is that my view demands too much altruism. He cites results from evolutionary biology as presumably offering a cautionary tale for any ethical theory that would consider coercively demanding significant altruism. Gaus acknowledges that people do face a choice of altruisms. As he sees it, there is the typically voluntary altruism directed at close relatives, and there is the typically forced altruism directed at the poor. He questions, however, the priority my view gives to the latter type of altruism.


Tibor R. Machan


Against my argument from libertarian morality to substantial equality, Tibor Machan argues that in my view, legitimate property ownership restricts the liberty of would-be thieves. Even more important, Machan argues that I fail to recognize that severe conflicts between the rich and the poor are untypical and rare and so cannot justify the legal imposition of welfare rights, from which I ultimately get my requirement of substantial equality. This is because, Machan claims, hard cases made bad law.


WHERE SHOULD YOU GO FROM HERE?


So you now have a sketch of the main critiques of my initial argument offered by the contributors to this volume. Do you think it possible that I can develop good responses to these critiques? To best determine that, you should first read my essay, then read each of the seven critical essays, and only then read my responses to the critiques in the last section of this volume. After that, you should be in the great position to determine whether I have a promising account of morality, the why and the what of it.




PART I


 


A Sketch of an Argument




CHAPTER 1


 


FROM RATIONALITY TO EQUALITY


James P. Sterba


It is generally recognized that in today’s society, academic philosophers have very little impact on moral and political decision making. For example, in contrast to members of other disciplines and professions, philosophers have very rarely in our times been called upon to serve as advisers to governors, labor leaders, presidents, prime ministers, or even dictators. To some extent, this is because philosophers have not, until recently, directed their attention at the practical issues that daily concern our moral and political leaders. But just as important, it is because philosophers have done so little to resolve the fundamental conflicts between opposing moral and political ideals of our times. In this essay, I will try to improve the status of our profession just a bit by offering a justification of morality and, further, by showing how morality so justified leads to a demand for substantial equality.


Now, to defend or justify morality, it would be helpful to show that morality is grounded in rationality. This requires not just showing that morality is simply rationally permissible, because that would imply that egoism and immorality were rationally permissible as well.1 Rather, what needs to be shown is that morality is rationally required, thus excluding egoism and immorality as rationally permissible.2 Unfortunately, the goal of showing that morality is rationally required has been abandoned by most contemporary moral philosophers, who seem content to show that morality is simply rationally permissible.3 No doubt most contemporary moral philosophers would like to have an argument showing that morality is rationally required, but given the history of past failures to provide a convincing argument of this sort, most contemporary moral philosophers have simply given up any hope of defending morality in this way.4 Here, in contrast, I hope—maybe foolishly—to provide just such a defense of morality and to show further how morality so justified leads to a demand for substantial equality.


OTHER ATTEMPTS TO JUSTIFY MORALITY


The most ambitious attempts to justify morality have tried to show that endorsing egoism or immorality is somehow inconsistent. In one version of this argument, our desires for the freedom and well-being necessary to achieve our purposes, when universalized, as consistency requires, are said to lead to our endorsing a moral right to freedom and well-being, which in turn requires us to reject egoism and immorality.5 But this version of the argument fails to recognize that when we universalize a prudential claim, we only get another prudential claim, albeit a universal one. Accordingly, when I say that I ought, prudentially, to pursue my freedom and well-being, I have to grant that others, similarly situated, ought to do so as well—that everyone has the same justification as I have for behaving self-interestedly—but I don’t have to grant that I should help or not interfere with their pursuit of freedom and well-being or that they should help or not interfere with my pursuit of freedom and well-being, as a symmetrically action-guiding moral right to freedom and well-being would require.


The prudential “oughts” at issue here are analogous to the “oughts” found in most ordinary examples of competitive games. For instance, in football a defensive player may think that the opposing team’s quarterback ought to pass on a third down with five yards to go, while not wanting the quarterback to do so and indeed hoping to foil any such attempt the quarterback makes. Or, to adapt an example of Jesse Kalin’s, if you and I are playing chess, at a certain point in the game I may judge that you ought to move your bishop and put my king in check, but this judgment is not action-guiding for me. What I in fact should do is sit quietly and hope that you do not move, as you ought. If you fail to make the appropriate move, and later, I judge that I ought to put your king in check, that judgment, by contrast, would be action-guiding for me. So, prudential or self-interested oughts are asymmetrically action-guiding, just as the oughts of competitive games are asymmetrically action-guiding. Universalizing prudential or self-interested oughts, therefore, as consistency demands, only leads to generalized asymmetrically action-guiding oughts; it does not lead to the symmetrically action-guiding oughts that constitute morality.


Something similar obtains with respect to Immanuel Kant’s categorical imperative. The egoist, in particular, is not required by consistency alone to abide by maxims that can meet the test of the categorical imperative in any of its formulations. So whether or not Kant’s categorical imperative actually succeeds in capturing the requirements of morality, no argument has been given that all rational agents, including egoists, must, in consistency, abide by those requirements.6


Still, another version of the argument to justify morality by consistency alone maintains that our reasons for action must be public in the way that languages are public and that this publicity requirement is inconsistent with egoism and immorality.7 According to this argument, egoism is, in fact, a myth, no more possible than private languages are possible. Although it is surely the case that any normative ideal must be public in the sense that it is communicable to others, egoistic and immoral ideals have no difficulty satisfying this requirement.


Consider the egoistic ideal in its general form, according to which everyone ought to do what best serves his or her overall self-interest.8 From Plato to the present, we find numerous attempts to defend the consistency and reasonableness of this ideal. So there really is no question about whether philosophers have discussed this egoistic ideal and communicated with one another about it. Moreover, in practice, egoists would also be willing to communicate their reasons or interests to others who have overlapping or compatible reasons or interests in order to secure for themselves the benefits of coordination in joint endeavors.


But what about those occasions when the reasons of egoists conflict with the reasons of others? Surely, then, egoists will not want to communicate their reasons to those with whom they are in conflict so as not to lose out. It is just here that egoists will want their reasons to be kept private. In this respect, egoists differ sharply from those who are committed to morality. Those committed to morality usually want to communicate their reasons to those with whom they are in conflict in the hope that a morally acceptable resolution of the conflict can be achieved.9 So we can agree that egoistic reasons have a private dimension to them that moral reasons lack. Nevertheless, even when egoists are striving to keep their reasons private, those reasons still remain public in the sense that they are communicable to others. In such cases, their reasons can be found out even when egoists are striving to conceal them.


In this respect, egoistic reasons are again analogous to the reasons found in competitive games. Players in football are usually trying to conceal the particular reasons they have for being in certain formations, just as players in chess are usually trying to disguise the particular reasons they have for making certain moves. Nevertheless, in such cases, the players can be found out, as when an offensive lineman in football inadvertently signals a running play by the way he lines up to block.


It might be objected that the “oughts” of competitive games, unlike the “oughts” of egoism, are contained within a higher normative structure that is itself governed by the symmetrically action-guiding “oughts” of morality. This is true. But for an analogy to be useful, the analogues need not be identical in every respect. However, for an even closer analogue to the asymmetrically action-guiding “oughts” of egoism, think about the asymmetrically action-guiding “oughts” used by players who systematically and successfully cheat to win games they would otherwise lose.


This shows that egoism meets the reasonable demand of being consistent with the publicity requirement of languages and competitive games by being communicable to others, even though it does not meet the stronger publicity requirement of morality of usually wanting its recommendations to be communicable to others.10 Meeting the stronger publicity requirement of morality would render the practice of egoism self-defeating in just the same way that it would render the practice of many competitive games self-defeating. But this fact could only count against the practice of egoism if it also counts against the practice of competitive games, and it does not count against the practice of competitive games. If we are to defeat the egoist or immoralist, therefore, we need to base our argument on more than consistency alone.


MORE THAN CONSISTENCY ALONE


So let us begin by imagining that each of us is capable of entertaining and acting upon both self-interested and moral reasons and that the question we are seeking to answer is what reasons for action it would be rational for us to accept.11 This question is not about what reasons we should publicly affirm, because people will sometimes publicly affirm reasons that are quite different from those they are prepared to act upon. Rather, it is a question about what reasons it would be rational for us to accept at the deepest level—in our heart of hearts—because we are trying to answer this question as far as possible without self-deception or hypocrisy.


Of course, there are people who are incapable, by nature, of acting upon moral reasons. For such people, there is no question about their being required to act morally or altruistically. Yet the interesting philosophical question is not about such people but about people, like ourselves, who are capable of acting morally as well as self-interestedly, and who further, let us assume (usefully idealizing a bit), are aware of all the relevant moral and self-interested reasons they are capable of acting upon and are seeking a rational justification for following a particular course of action.


It is important for my argument later that we also include knowledge of one’s relevant altruistic reasons here, many of which are also moral reasons anyway. It should also be noted that not all the reasons that people are capable of acting upon are relevant to an assessment of the reasonableness of their conduct. First, reasons that are evocable only from some merely logically possible set of opportunities are not relevant; they must be evocable from the opportunities people actually possessed. Second, reasons that radically different people could have acquired are also not relevant. Instead, they must be reasons that people could have acquired without radical changes in their developing identities.


In trying to determine how we should act, let us assume that we would like to be able to construct a good argument favoring morality over egoism, and given that good arguments are non-question-begging, we accordingly would like to construct an argument that does not beg the question. So instead of trying to justify morality on grounds of consistency alone, I propose that we also appeal to the principle of non-question-beggingness. This principle requires that we not argue in such a way that only someone who already knew or believed the conclusion of our argument would accept its premises, or put more succinctly, that we not assume what we are trying to prove or justify.


Now, the question at issue here is what reasons each of us should take as supreme, and this question would be begged against egoism if we proposed to answer it simply by assuming from the start that moral reasons are the reasons that each of us should take as supreme. But the question would be begged against morality as well if we proposed to answer the question simply by assuming from the start that self-interested reasons are the reasons that each of us should take as supreme. This means, of course, that we cannot answer the question of what reasons we should take as supreme simply by assuming the general principle of egoism:


Each person ought to do what best serves his or her overall self-interest.


We can no more argue for egoism simply by denying the relevance of moral reasons to rational choice than we can argue for altruism simply by denying the relevance of self-interested reasons to rational choice and assuming the following general principle of altruism:


Each person ought to do what best serves the overall interest of others.12


Consequently, in order not to beg the question, we have no alternative but to grant the prima facie relevance of both self-interested and moral or altruistic reasons to rational choice and then try to determine which reasons we would be rationally required to act upon, all things considered. Notice that in order not to beg the question, it is necessary to back off both from the general principle of egoism and from the general principle of altruism, thus granting the prima facie relevance of both self-interested and altruistic reasons to rational choice. From this standpoint, it is still an open question whether either egoism or altruism will be rationally preferable, all things considered.


MORE ON A NON-QUESTION-BEGGING STRATEGY


Of course, this is only one strategy to avoid begging the question. Another is to assume the premises that one’s opponent actually accepts and argue from those premises. A variant of the second strategy is to put the best construction on one’s opponent’s view and then determine what follows from the view so construed. Which strategy is appropriate is determined by the context. In this debate with the egoist, requiring both egoist and the altruist to “back up” is appropriate because it permits a debate-settling resolution.13 By contrast, the strategy of starting with the premises acceptable to one’s opponent works well, I hope to show, in the debate among libertarians, welfare liberals, and socialists. This is because each of these three moral/political conceptions represents a different compromise of self-interested and altruistic reasons, so the best way to carry out a debate among them is, in fact, to work internally with one of those conceptions, specifically the libertarian conception, to effect a different weighing of the self-interested and altruistic reasons within it and thereby bring that conception more in line with the requirements of the other two. Nor would the “backup” strategy work well for this particular debate because it turns out that all plausible backup positions seemingly neutral enough to be acceptable to libertarians, welfare liberals, and socialists are too general to support any particular resolution. Of course, we could “force” libertarians, welfare liberals, and socialists to take the backup strategy more seriously. We could have them back up to the basic self-interested and altruistic reasons in their views and work from there. However, we can also just start with the libertarian view and work internally to show how a reevaluation of conflicts of liberty in that view that correspond to conflicts between self-interested and altruistic reasons leads to different practical requirements from those that libertarians usually endorse, thereby helping to reconcile the libertarian view with both welfare liberalism and socialism.


Moreover, whether a view is question-begging or not depends, in part, on the audience one is addressing. Thus, arguing for a particular conclusion, say, the need to pray daily, may not be question-begging in a particular argumentative context, for example, when directed at Christians and (religious) Jews, but that same argument may be question-begging in a broader argumentative context, for example, one that includes atheists and agnostics. Here, the argumentative context requires us to address the defenders of egoism and their opponents.14


Now, it might be objected that we do have non-question-begging grounds for favoring self-interested reasons over moral reasons, if not egoism over altruism. From observing ourselves and others, don’t we find that self-interested reasons are better motivators than are moral reasons, as evidenced by the fact that there seem to be more egoistically inclined people in the world than there are altruistically inclined people? It might be argued that because of this difference in motivational capacity, self-interested and moral or altruistic reasons should not both be regarded as prima facie relevant to rational choice.


But is there really this difference in motivational capacity? Do human beings really have a greater capacity for self-interested behavior than for altruistic behavior? If we focus for a change on the behavior of women, I think we are likely to observe considerably more altruism than egoism among women, particularly with respect to the care of their families.15 Of course, if we look to men, given still-dominant patriarchal social practices, we may tend to find more egoism than altruism.16 But most likely, any relevant differences between men and women in this regard, irrespective of whether we consider them to be good or bad, are primarily due to the dominant patterns of socialization/nurture rather than nature.17 In any case, it is beyond dispute that we humans are capable of both self-interested and altruistic behavior, and given that we have these capabilities, it seems reasonable to ask which ones should have priority.


This is not to deny that we usually have greater knowledge and certainty about what is in our own self-interest than about what is in the interest of others, and that this difference in our knowledge and certainty can have a practical effect on what good we should do in particular contexts. It is just that, as I will point out shortly, the debate between egoism and morality gets started at the theoretical level where no assumption is made about this difference in our knowledge and certainty, because we can, and frequently do, have adequate knowledge and certainty about both what is in our own self-interest and what is in the interest of others.


Our situation is that we find ourselves with some capacity to move along a spectrum from egoism to pure altruism, with someone like Mother Teresa of Calcutta representing the paradigm of pure altruism and someone like Thrasymachus of Plato’s Republic representing the paradigm of egoism.18 Obviously, our ability to move along this spectrum will depend on our starting point, the strength of our habits, and the social circumstances under which we happen to be living. But at the outset, it is reasonable to abstract from these individual variations and simply to focus on the general capacity virtually all of us have to act on both self-interested and altruistic reasons. From this, we should conclude that both sorts of reasons are relevant to rational choice and then ask which reasons should have priority. Later, with this question answered, we can take into account individual differences and the effects of socialization to adjust our expectations and requirements for particular individuals and groups. Initially, however, all we need to recognize is the relevance of both self-interested and altruistic reasons to rational choice.


In this regard, there are two kinds of cases that must be considered: cases in which there is a conflict between the relevant self-interested and moral or altruistic reasons, and cases in which there is no such conflict.


NO-CONFLICT CASES


It seems obvious that where there is no conflict and both reasons are conclusive reasons of their kind recommending the same course of action, both reasons should be acted upon. In such contexts, we should do what is favored both by morality or altruism and by self-interest.


Sometimes self-interested and moral reasons will not conflict in a particular context because only one or the other reason is relevant. In that case, we should act on that relevant reason, whether it be self-interested or moral, when it is conclusive.


Still, it might be objected that even when self-interested and moral reasons do not conflict, there will frequently be other reasons significantly opposed to the moral reasons—reasons that we are or were able to acquire. Such reasons will be either malevolent reasons seeking to bring about the suffering and death of other human beings, benevolent reasons concerned with promoting nonhuman welfare even at the expense of human welfare, or aesthetic reasons concerned with preserving and promoting objects of aesthetic value even if those objects will not be appreciated by any living being. But assuming that malevolent reasons are ultimately rooted in some conception of what is good for oneself or others, these reasons would already have been taken into account, and, in the best construal of both egoism and altruism, presumably outweighed by other relevant reasons in each case. And although benevolent reasons concerned with promoting nonhuman welfare also need to be taken into account, such reasons are not directly relevant to justifying morality over egoism. Finally, although aesthetic reasons concerned with preserving and promoting aesthetic objects, even when those objects will not be appreciated by any living being, might theoretically weigh against human interests, for all practical purposes, the value of such objects will tend to correlate with the value of the aesthetic experiences they provide to humans. Even the famous prehistoric artwork in the cave at Lascaux, France, which has been closed to public viewing since 1963, seems to be valued because of the significance it has for us.


CONFLICT CASES


Now, when we rationally assess the relevant reasons in conflict cases, it is best to cast the conflict not as a conflict between self-interested reasons and moral reasons, but instead as a conflict between self-interested reasons and altruistic reasons.19 The grounds for this shift will become apparent later.20 Viewed in this way, three solutions are possible. First, we could say that self-interested reasons always have priority over conflicting altruistic reasons. Second, we could say just the opposite, that altruistic reasons always have priority over conflicting self-interested reasons. Third, we could say that some kind of compromise is rationally required. In this compromise, sometimes self-interested reasons have priority over conflicting altruistic reasons, and sometimes altruistic reasons have priority over conflicting self-interested reasons.


Once the conflict is described in this manner, the third solution can be seen to be the one that is rationally required. This is because the first and second solutions give exclusive priority to one class of relevant reasons over the other, and only a question-begging justification can be given for such an exclusive priority. Only by employing the third solution, and sometimes giving priority to self-interested reasons, and sometimes giving priority to altruistic reasons, can we avoid a question-begging resolution.


PSYCHOLOGICAL EGOISM


Of course, there are arguments for only taking self-interested reasons into account that simply assume psychological egoism, which maintains that despite appearances to the contrary, we actually behave self-interestedly all the time. This may seem to be a surprising claim. Of course, we are well aware that some people we assumed were acting primarily for the good of others later turn out to be significantly motivated by self-interest. For example, a number of years ago, many people were surprised and dismayed to learn of the very large salary being paid to William Aramony, then president of United Way of America. After Aramony was pressured to resign and later convicted of fraud, a significant drop in giving to United Way persisted for some time, with some people thinking United Way was no longer the type of public service organization they had once thought it to be.21


Psychological egoism, however, does not maintain that despite appearances to the contrary, some of us are significantly motivated by self-interest. Rather, the view maintains that all of us are ultimately motivated by self-interest all the time. Moreover, if we are to credit the following story reported in the Springfield Monitor, Abraham Lincoln at one period of his life seems to have held the very same view.


Mr. Lincoln once remarked to a fellow-passenger on an old-time mud-coach that all men were prompted by [self-interest] in doing good. His fellow-passenger was antagonizing this position when they were passing over a corduroy bridge that spanned a [muddy stream]. As they crossed this bridge they espied an old razorback sow on the bank making a terrible noise because her pigs had got into the [muddy stream] and were in danger of drowning. As the old coach began to climb the hill, Mr. Lincoln called out, “Driver, can’t you stop just a moment?” Then Mr. Lincoln jumped out, ran back and lifted the little pigs out of the mud and water and placed them on the bank. When he returned, his companion remarked: “Now Abe, where does [self-interest] come in on this little episode?” “Why, bless your soul, Ed, that was the very essence of [self-interest]. I should have had no peace of mind all day had I gone on and left that suffering old sow worrying over those pigs. I did it to get peace of mind, don’t you see?”22


As we can see, Lincoln held that there was no difference between his behavior and that of Ed, his fellow passenger. They both acted self-interestedly and presumably they both wanted peace of mind. Yet Lincoln, not Ed, was motivated to prevent the piglets from drowning and secure his peace of mind in that particular way. So if we just say that both men acted self-interested, as psychological egoism would have us do, we lose an interesting difference between the way the two of them were, in fact, motivated.


When Lincoln decided to save the piglets and Ed decided to remain in the coach, they both were presumably satisfied with what they did. Yet the satisfaction that each experienced does not explain why they acted differently. Rather, Lincoln’s action is explained by his concern for the well-being of the piglets and their mother, while Ed’s is explained by his greater concern for himself, otherwise he could have helped Lincoln save the piglets. Lincoln, too, could conceivably have behaved more self-interestedly. After he got to the muddy stream, he could have reflected on how wet and muddy he was going to have to get to save the piglets and changed his mind. But he didn’t.


So the interesting question here is: To what degree should people be motivated by altruism, like Lincoln, or by self-interest, like Ed, in these and other such circumstances? Psychological egoism, because it espouses an empty, trivial thesis that is true no matter what people do, does not even try to answer this question. In contrast, ethical egoism does try to give an answer to just that question.


That is why I began my argument for the justification of morality with the assumption that we have the capacity to act upon both self-interested and altruistic reasons. Moreover, it is difficult to see how one could attempt to give a non-question-begging argument for the exclusive priority of self-interested or altruistic reasons without proceeding as I have been doing here.


NOT JUST ANY COMPROMISE


Notice also that this standard of rationality will not support just any compromise between the relevant self-interested and altruistic reasons. The compromise must be a nonarbitrary one, for otherwise it would beg the question with respect to the opposing egoistic and altruistic perspectives.23 Such a compromise would have to respect the rankings of self-interested and altruistic reasons imposed by the egoistic and altruistic perspectives, respectively. Accordingly, any nonarbitrary compromise among such reasons in seeking not to beg the question against either egoism or altruism would have to give priority to those reasons that rank highest in each category. Failure to give priority to the highest-ranking altruistic or self-interested reasons would, other things being equal, be contrary to reason.


Now, it might be objected here that my argument just assumes that we can provide an objective ranking of both a person’s self-interested and altruistic reasons.24 This is correct. But it is difficult to see how any defender of egoism could deny this assumption. Egoism claims that each person ought to do what best serves his or her overall self-interest, and this clearly assumes that each person can know what that is. Nor is it plausible to interpret egoism as maintaining that although we can each know what best serves our own self-interest, we cannot know what best serves the interest of others, and that is why we should be egoists. Rather, the standard defense of egoism assumes that we can each know what is good for ourselves and what is good for others and then claims that, even with this knowledge, we still always ought to do what is good for ourselves. Nor is the idea of providing a relatively precise ranking of one’s self-interested reasons from an egoistic perspective or a relatively precise ranking of one’s altruistic reasons from an altruistic perspective something to which an egoist would reasonably object.25 Thus, we are imagining that we are getting a true and accurate ranking of a person’s self-interested reasons from an egoistic perspective—one that may be different from what a person thinks is his or her true and accurate ranking of such reasons, and the same holds true of a person’s altruistic reasons as seen from an altruistic perspective.


Nor would the egoist reasonably object to the interpersonal comparability of these rankings. Difficult though such rankings may be to arrive at in practice, the egoist’s objection is that even when such relatively precise rankings of our self-interested and altruistic reasons are known, and even when it is known that acting on high-ranking altruistic reasons is comparably more beneficial to others than acting on conflicting low-ranking self-interested reasons is beneficial to ourselves, we should still always favor self-interested reasons over altruistic ones.


Accordingly, the egoist’s objection to morality must be distinguished from the relativist’s or the skeptic’s objection. Although it is important to defeat each of these foes of morality, it seems best to take them one at a time.26 Here, we are simply concerned with the egoist, who does not deny what I have assumed for the sake of argument—a relatively precise ranking of one’s self-interested reasons from an egoistic perspective and a relatively precise ranking of one’s altruistic reasons from an altruistic perspective, and the interpersonal comparability of these two rankings.


LIFEBOAT CASES


Of course, there will be cases in which the only way to avoid being required or forced to do what is contrary to your highest-ranking reasons is by requiring or forcing someone else to do what is contrary to her highest-ranking reasons. Some of these cases will be “lifeboat cases,” as, for example, where you and someone else are stranded in a lifeboat that has only enough resources for one of you to survive. But although such cases are surely difficult to resolve (maybe only a chance mechanism, like flipping a coin, can offer a reasonable resolution), they surely do not appear to reflect the typical conflicts between the relevant self-interested and altruistic reasons that we are capable of acting upon.27 At least for humans, it would appear that typically one or the other of the conflicting reasons would rank significantly higher on its respective scale, thus permitting a clear resolution.28


Now we can see how morality can be viewed as just such a nonarbitrary compromise between self-interested and altruistic reasons. First, a certain amount of self-regard is morally required, and sometimes, if not morally required, at least morally acceptable. Where this is the case, high-ranking self-interested reasons have priority over conflicting low-ranking altruistic reasons, other things being equal.29 Second, morality obviously places limits on the extent to which people should pursue their own self-interest. Where this is the case, high-ranking altruistic reasons have priority over conflicting low-ranking self-interested reasons, other things being equal. In this way, morality can be seen to be a nonarbitrary compromise between self-interested and altruistic reasons, and the “moral reasons” that constitute that compromise can be seen as having a priority over the self-interested or altruistic reasons that conflict with them, other things being equal.


It is also important to see how this compromise view is supported by a two-step argument that is not question-begging at all. In the first step, our goal is to determine what reasons for action it would be rational for us to accept on the basis of a good argument, and this requires a non-question-begging starting point. Noting that both egoism, which favors exclusively self-interested reasons, and altruism, which favors exclusively altruistic reasons, offer only question-begging starting points, we took as our non-question-begging starting point the prima facie relevance of both self-interested and altruistic reasons to rational choice. The logical inference here is somewhat analogous to the inference of equal probability sanctioned in decision theory when we have no evidence that one alternative is more likely than another.30 Here, we have no non-question-begging justification for excluding either self-interested or altruistic reasons as relevant to rational choice, so we accept both kinds of reasons as prima facie relevant to rational choice. The conclusion of this first step of the argument for the compromise view does not beg the question against either egoism or altruism because if defenders of either view had any hope of providing a good, that is, a non-question-begging argument for their view, they, too, would have to grant this very conclusion as the only option open to them. In accepting this step of the argument, therefore, the compromise view does not beg the question against a possible defense of either of these other two perspectives, and that is all that should concern us.


Once, however, both self-interested and altruistic reasons are recognized as prima facie relevant to rational choice, the second step of the argument for the compromise view offers a nonarbitrary ordering of those reasons on the basis of the rankings of self-interested and altruistic reasons imposed by the egoistic and altruistic perspectives, respectively. According to that ordering, high-ranking self-interested reasons have priority over conflicting low-ranking altruistic reasons, other things being equal, and high-ranking altruistic reasons have priority over conflicting low-ranking self-interested reasons, other things being equal. There is no other plausible nonarbitrary ordering of these reasons. Hence, it certainly does not beg the question against either the egoistic or altruistic perspective, once we imagine those perspectives (or, more appropriately, their defenders) to be suitably reformed so that they, too, are committed to a standard of non-question-beggingness. In the end, if one is committed to a standard of non-question-beggingness, one has to be concerned only with how one’s claims and arguments stake up against others who are also committed to such a standard. If you yourself are committed to the standard of non-question-beggingness, you don’t beg the question by simply coming into conflict with the requirements of other perspectives, unless those other perspectives (or better, their defenders) are also committed to the same standard of non-question-beggingness. In arguing for your view, when you come into conflict with those who are arguing prejudicially, you do not beg the question against them unless you are also arguing prejudicially yourself.


According to Bernard Gert, when the notion of rationality is used as a “fundamental normative concept,” it does not make sense to ask “Why should I be rational?” or “Can you give me a good (that is, non-question-begging) argument for being rational?” Gert also wants to hold that it does not make sense to ask “Why should I not be irrational?” or “Can you give me a good (non-question-begging) argument for not being irrational?” He then goes on to show that a notion of rationality that he uses in his work meets this condition of being a fundamental normative concept. However, my notion of rationality as non-question-beggingness also satisfies this condition. This is because it also does not make sense to ask “Can you give me a good (non-question-begging) argument for acting in accord with the good (non-question-begging) argument for morality as compromise?” or “Can you give me a good (non-question-begging) argument for acting against the good (non-question-begging) argument for morality as compromise?” or even more generally, “Can you give me a good (non-question-begging) argument for acting in accord with a good (non-question-begging) argument?”31


Now, it might be objected that neither the defender of egoism nor the defender of altruism would want to make this move if she were only to take into account where this argument is heading. But if the defender of egoism or altruism were to realize that if she takes a non-question-begging stance, her favored position would turn out to be indefensible and some other position would turn out to be defensible, doesn’t that show that she already knows that her own position is indefensible? That is what I argue happens here. A non-question-begging stance requires giving both egoistic and altruistic reasons prima facie status, and this, I will argue, leads in a non-question-begging way to morality (as compromise). Knowing or coming to know this, both the defender of egoism and the defender of altruism either know or come to know that they will lose the argumentative game to the moralist.


OTHER IMMORAL VIEWS


Notice, too, that this defense of morality also works against those forms of immorality that are group based, like racism and sexism, because in the case of these immoralities, there are no non-question-begging grounds for the way those who are dominant favor their interests over the interests of those they dominate. Moreover, with respect to group-based immoralities, unlike the egoistic challenge that we have been envisioning, there is also a group-based epistemic failing—those who dominate use biased, that is, question-begging, information to conceive of their interests as superior to the interests of those they dominate, which they then think entitles them to their privileged status.32
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