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    Some Ethics

    Tzu Kung asked, ‘Is there any single saying that one can act upon all day and every day?’

    The master said, ‘Never do to others what you would not like them to do to you.’

    Confucius (c. 551–479 BC)

    The unexamined life is not worth living.

    Socrates (c. 469–399 BC)

    For what shall it profit a man, if he shall gaine the whole world, and lose his owne soule?

    Jesus (c. 5 bc–27 AD)

    That Action is best, which procures the greatest Happiness for the greatest numbers; and that, worst, which, in like manner, occasions Misery.

    Francis Hutcheson (1694–1746)

    Two things fill me with wonder: the starry sky above and the moral law within.

    Immanuel Kant (1724–1804)

    If we possess our why of life we can put up with almost any how. – Man does not strive after happiness; only the Englishman does that.

    Friedrich Nietzsche (1844–1900)

    Our duty can be defined as that action which will cause more good to exist in the universe than any possible alternative.

    G. E. Moore (1873–1958)

    Grub first; then ethics.

    Bertolt Brecht (1898–1956)

    A man without ethics is a wild beast loosed upon this world.

    Albert Camus (1913–60)
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‌Prologue: 

    the moral medley

    Noel Coward, so the story goes, sent postcards to a selection of distinguished establishment people. The cards said, ‘We know what you’ve done. Leave London or all will be revealed.’ They all left London – well, so it is reported. Nothing was revealed – save, later, the facts here presented.

    Whether or not the report is true, most of us – if not all – recognize that we have done things we ought not to have done, or failed to do things we ought to have done. Those ‘ought’s could be read in terms of securing our own advantage. Many, though, recognize that such ‘ought’s and ‘ought not’s possess moral flavours, not those of any obvious self-interest. Perhaps we let someone down or betrayed a confidence; broke a promise or were not quite honest about payments received; or passed by on the other side. We readily recognize how we may be ashamed of certain behaviours – certain hopes, motives and emotions – and yet proud of others. Such reflections place us in the realm of ethics, of morality; such reflections show our ready awareness of morality, of ethics – and hence of this book’s subject.

    Ethics, as an academic discipline, is, of course, the study of ethics, of morality; it is a reflection whereby we self-conscious beings seek to make sense of how to live. In our everyday lives, we often wonder what we ought morally to do. That can lead into questions of what would be fair or just – yet also, whether one should be loyal or impartial, courageous, compassionate… Would it be beneficial overall to lie on a particular occasion? Is it sometimes better not to insist on our ‘rights’? And so on… The ‘and so on’ leads into the nature of goodness, of moral responsibility, and into life and death dilemmas – abortion, sexuality, assisted dying, our treatment of non-human animals. Ethics embraces a medley of moral concepts, concerns and questions.

    The terms ‘ethics’ and ‘morality’ are typically used interchangeably – as they are here, until Chapter Ten – though ‘ethics’ perhaps hints at the ethos of a life whereas ‘morality’ focuses more on duties and rights. For completeness, let us mention political philosophy: although its central concern can be procedures for effective government, underlying must be the moral justification of a state’s authority and how it prioritizes moral values such as liberty, welfare and the democratic will. European states, for example, reject capital punishment, the death penalty, considering it morally repulsive, whereas some US states have no qualms at all in applying that penalty of finality.

    Ethical study sometimes focuses on particular businesses, professions or cultures; professionals – nurses, teachers, journalists – refer to their professional ethics. A profession carries special duties, duties of care that apply to their charges, but not thereby to outsiders. Individuals may also speak of their own ethics by which they endeavour to live, ashamed when they fall below the standards set. Ethics, as a discipline, would then be studying the ethos advanced.

    Banks, for example, promote codes of ethics, codes which merit analysis and evaluation. We may reflect – sadly reflect – how bad things have come to pass when such institutions need to declare explicitly that they treat customers fairly and with honesty. We may worry about their true intentions, just as suspicions arise when individuals repeat, ‘Trust me’. Codes of ethics can be but marketing masks to help generate greater profits, enhanced power or increased membership and recognition; witness financial institutions’ free portfolio reviews, manufacturers’ ‘improved’ products quietly designed with built-in obsolescence, and fun cartoon downloads for children – all devised to stimulate sales.

    *

    This book confines itself to ethical approaches currently examined in Western philosophy. Although current, they are grounded in ideas discussed by philosophers for over two thousand years, ideas manifested in everyday lives across the world – East and West, North and South. After an introductory chapter, six chapters review the major positions, including stances sceptical of the whole moral enterprise. The outcome, it is hoped, is greater awareness of the medley of concerns – all correctly understood as moral – yet concerns that, in the author’s view, inevitably conflict and lack common measure; they are a muddle. Of course, the selection and weight given to objections and replies are the author’s, the aim being to stimulate readers into further reading and reflections. The last three chapters and Epilogue explore the medley’s relevance to practical matters, from the human to the ecological, returning finally to the fundamental ethical concern of how to live. Inevitably in that finality, the author’s stamp, a somewhat melancholic stamp, is there to see – for readers to take to task and show where mistaken, or for readers to explore and enhance, based on their own experiences and reflections.

    Philosophy, it has been said, is thinking in slow motion. With ethical problems there are temptations to blurt out quick answers, as if something is obviously right or clearly wrong. We need to think slowly, reflect and imagine possibilities; we need to take our time. Humility can be a virtue. It certainly is where philosophical thinking is concerned and when trying to see morality aright – and hence what is morally right.

    
     ‌WHAT DOES MORALITY DEMAND?

     The Tram: A driverless tram is hurtling towards five workers trapped on the rails. They will all be killed, unless… You are at the points; you could divert the tram onto a siding, where only one worker is trapped. If you divert, one person is killed. If you do nothing, five are killed. You could walk on by, keeping your hands clean – or would they be so easily cleansed? What ought you to do?

     Here is a revision. The only way you can stop the tram – saving the five – is by throwing a bulky man onto the track. He will be killed, but the five will be saved. Ought you to throw?

     The Bear: Two friends are hiking through woods when they become aware of a hungry bear heading their way, eager to eat. ‘We’d better run for it,’ says one. ‘What’s the point?’ sighs the other, ‘We can’t outrun a bear.’ ‘No need to do that,’ is the smug reply, ‘I just need to outrun you.’

     Morally it would surely be wrong for one deliberately to trip up the other; but is it morally permitted for one to ‘save her own skin’, leaving the friend to fend for herself?

     The Violinist: After minor medical procedures, you awake to find a violinist attached to you via a tube. You learn he was in urgent need of cells that only your blood can supply. If you unplug, he dies. The tubing is inconvenient: wherever you go, the violinist goes too. He pleads with you not to unplug.

     Are you within your rights to unplug, although it leads to his death? Even if within your rights, is it morally permissible for you to unplug? May the answer rest upon the duration he must remain plugged and the length of tubing? Maybe the hospital often does involuntary pluggings; if so, did you know?

     Extending the tubing, so to speak: reflect on how, as consumers, we are plugged into others, their lives and environments, thousands of miles away, affecting those others and being ourselves affected.
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    ‌How ought we to live?

    How ought we to live? That is the central question of ethics and arguably the most important question in life – well, perhaps the second most important, second to the question of whether we should continue to live at all. That question of suicide was for Albert Camus ‘the one truly serious philosophical problem’.

    ‘How ought we to live?’ We probably all face that concern at some time or other, whether explicitly or not. It was raised by Socrates in the fifth century BC as the fundamental question, not just for ethics, but for philosophy as a whole. It was, said Socrates, a question everyone should ask; it is not confined to philosophers, the intelligent or educated. How ought I to live? Perhaps correct answers differ depending upon who we are; perhaps the question arises even if I am the sole person, the sole creature on the planet.

    ‘When I’m good, I’m very, very good; 
when I’m bad, I’m better’

    Ethics is concerned with the good – and much more – but as Mae West’s quip above may suggest, terms such as ‘good’ and ‘bad’ can confuse, even amuse. We may wonder what is needed for ‘the good life’. Does a good life require us to be morally good? Is moral goodness enough for us to live a good life? Perhaps it invariably needs supplementation by, for example, wine, roses and chocolate – even philosophy.

    Putting to one side ambiguities of ‘good’ and related terms – the varieties of goodness – we confront a medley of moral concepts, from vices to virtues, from wrongs to rights, and of moral questions raised by, for example, vast wealth inequalities, freedom of expression and military interventions on humanitarian grounds. Let us mention a few other examples.

    Many people across the world are in desperate need of clean water, food and medical facilities; the better-off make occasional charitable donations, but could easily give more, relinquishing a few luxuries. Ought not they – ought not we – to be far more generous and benevolent? Some people believe sexual promiscuity immoral; others keenly embrace that promiscuity, yet judge sex for money as immoral. Is that not inconsistent? Under the slogan ‘bad things happen to good people’, the US Pasadena Police Authority permits prison-cell upgrades for a fee, an opportunity unfair and of no use to prison inmates at the bottom of the ladder. Is not the policy morally repugnant, with the Authority lacking either sensitivity or concern for justice? Is that policy so very different, though, from those of many jurisdictions? Frequently, punishments are monetary fines which the rich guilty can pay, probably affecting their lives not at all, while the poor, unable to pay, can end up in prison.

    Moral problems and conflicts stir some to propound slogans such as: ethics is a matter of choice; morality is relative, relative to your society – or police authority. Others justify morality through religion: God tells us what is right and wrong, with the sinful being those who neglect God’s commands. Religions sometimes speak of evils – evils understood as satanic, malevolent forces that go beyond the simple badness of failing to do what is right.

    Moral codes exist in the ancient religions of Hinduism, Zoroastrianism and Judaism. Codes were prescribed by Confucius (c. 551–479 BC) and Buddha (c. 450 BC), though not with any typical divine base. With Jesus (c. 5 BC–27 AD) and Muhammad (570–632), we again encounter morality grounded in divine presence. Later, in Catholicism, Christian morality became mingled with pre-Christian Greek thought, for example, with Aristotelian philosophy by way of the writings of St Thomas Aquinas, a major thirteenth-century philosopher.

    The Socratic question of how to live is hence often answered in terms of moral laws, laws that must be followed because divine or because aiding harmonious living. Recently, some have turned to science, aiming to justify moral awareness as needed for human survival, essential to evolutionary self-interest.

    
‌Whom do you admire?

    With competing approaches to morality, we may feel at sea; so, let us find some dry land. Consider the following:

    
A man takes his vicious hound into the park; he deliberately sets the beast onto a mother and child. They are badly mauled; the man laughs. That man has acted wrongly. That judgement is an understatement. He has behaved appallingly.

A woman, dressed in her finery, hurries to an important interview. On her way, she sees a man collapse, his mouth frothing blood. She dashes to his assistance, puts her cashmere coat under his blood-seeping head, calls an ambulance, reassures him, waits with him. She has surely done the right thing; she has behaved with tenderness and fellow-feeling.



    
    Our cameos could say more about the participants and circumstances. One thing upon which we no doubt agree is that the hound owner behaved badly; the woman behaved well. It would be troubling, to say the least, if readers doubted that. We accept the principle that, in such circumstances, it is wrong to set hounds onto people.

    In saying an action is right or wrong, we are guiding or encouraging behaviour; that seems all we are doing, hence ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ are sometimes termed thin concepts. Weightier concepts – thick concepts – are also morally relevant. The man’s behaviour was despicable and atrocious. The woman was kind, compassionate, admirable. Such value-laden terms frequently occur in our discourse, without particular moral reflections. Think of references to discourtesies, brashness, timidity; to composure, dignity, ‘going the extra mile’ – where we describe behaviour or characteristics, while also expressing attitudes for or against.

    There are numerous cases where we all (more or less), without theories in mind, agree whether an action merits ethical approval – or the opposite. That risks sounding as if ethical matters should be decided by majority votes, opinion polls or laboratory investigations uncovering people’s assessments of right and wrong in various imaginary cases. That is a mistake. Morality is no matter of majority opinion. There can be a right and wrong about right and wrong. Majorities sometimes get things wrong. Many people in some societies – sometimes a majority – have believed enforced slavery morally acceptable, the Earth flat and that human sacrifices appease the gods. We fall into error about the physical world; we also err about the ethical.

    The hound owner gains pleasure from hurting others, but that is no good way to live, given the effect on the others. Further, such pleasures may not constitute a good way of living for him. Can the hound owner truly be respecting himself? Contrast the woman who helped the collapsed individual. She may have lost a job because she missed the interview, yet would not – in a sense, could not – have respected herself had she walked on by.

    Numerous clear-cut cases of immoral and moral behaviour could be given; but there are also numerous moral dilemmas. Some argue that, in principle, there is always a definitive right answer to such dilemmas; others reply – the author is one – that that is not so.

    
A father is close to death. He is worried about his daughter, working for a charity in war-torn lands. You know she is having a dreadful time, but you deceive him, reassuring him all is well. Is that the right thing to do?

We feel morally uneasy at buying inexpensive clothing and foods – inexpensive because they are produced in distant lands by child labour, ‘bonded labour’, a modern version of slavery. If we do not buy, families in those distant lands may well be made even worse off. What ought we to do?

From afar, you witness a gang beating up a teenager and then running off. You could identify the ringleaders to the police, but you fear the consequences for your son and yourself. Ought you to put your family at risk?



    
    
    The dilemmas remind us of the very different circumstances in which ethical questions arise. Fortunately for many of us, there are few or no occasions when we face dilemmas that require heroism, or where we are likely to collapse into spectacular wickedness. As a further point, there is a danger of seeing morality as solely arising when conscious choices are being made about what we should do; we need, though, to have a sense of how a life unfolds, often without our noticing – for good or ill.

    Egoism: why do we do what we do?


    Some scorn morality. They argue that we always act for our own sake, in our own self-interest or, more accurately, in what we perceive to be self-interest. Such psychological egoism differs from egotism, the excessive use of ‘I’ and similar. A different egoism, ethical egoism, is that we ought always to act self-interestedly. Egoisms do not automatically dismiss concern for others; they do not have to legitimize thugs who get power, wealth and sex – and get away with it. Ethical egoists may argue about what is truly in one’s self-interest, and that may be, for example, contemplation or purity of the soul; such a highly moralized gloss to self-interest can be found in Socrates and Plato. Here, we consider the more typical understanding of ‘self-interest’.

    Is it our natural state always to act without any genuine concern for others? Evidence counts against it. Although we witness much self-interest, we also spy actions where self-interest appears far from the motive.

    
     ‌DO WE ALWAYS ACT IN OUR OWN SELF-INTEREST?

     Thomas Hobbes (1588–1679), a highly influential political philosopher, seemed to hold that we always act from perceived self-interest. His view was not quite so crude, but John Aubrey noted:

     Hobbes was very charitable (to the best of his ability) to those that were true objects of his bounty. One time, I remember, going in the Strand, a poor and infirmed old man craved his alms. He, beholding him with eyes of pity and compassion, put his hand in his pocket, and gave him 6 pence. Said a divine (Dr Jaspar Mayne): ‘Would you have done this, if it had not been Christ’s command?’ ‘Yea,’ said he. ‘Why?’ quoth the other. ‘Because I was in pain to consider the miserable condition of the old man; and now my alms, giving him some relief, doth also ease me.’

     Bishop Joseph Butler (1692–1752) mocked Hobbes’s evidence for universal self-interest, for our always seeking our ease:

     Suppose a man of learning writing a grave book upon Human Nature… and the following would need to be accounted for: the appearance of benevolence and good-will in men in natural relation, and in other relations. Cautious of being deceived with outward show, he retires within himself to see exactly, what is in the mind of man from whence this appearance proceeds; and upon deep reflection, asserts the principle to be only the love of power, and delight in its exercise.

     Self-interest was Hobbes’s motivation, but that reflected badly on Hobbes, says Butler, not on mankind: we do not always act in our perceived self-interest; and it is not rational always so to do.

     Saving a theory

     Look around: we see people helping others for the sake of the others – true, not often enough. Only if we already hold a theory denying altruism’s possibility, would we insist that such selfless acts are ‘really’ self-interested. For deniers, nothing is allowed to count against the theory that all actions are self-interested; ‘selfless’ actions have been defined out of existence – but that does not change the reality.

    

    You do not want to visit your aged aunt – it is a nuisance – but she likes your company, so you make the effort to please her, and not because of possible inheritances. ‘Ah,’ is the reply, ‘you visit her for inner glows in which to wallow; other people will praise you for doing the right thing.’ Yet, even if you inwardly glow, the expected glow or praise may not have been your motivation. Sometimes people act simply for the sake of others. Parents help children for the children’s sake. Environmentalists save the beached whale for the sake of that whale beached.

    Adam Smith, the eighteenth-century Scottish economist, is often cited as valuing self-interest. Self-interested actions of the wealthy, via the ‘invisible hand’ of the markets, advance the interests of society. ‘It is not from the benevolence of the butcher, the brewer, or the baker, that we expect our dinner, but from their regard to their own interest.’ Smith, though, also recognized that:

    How selfish soever man may be supposed, there are evidently some principles in his nature, which interest him in the fortune of others, and render their happiness necessary to him, though he derives nothing from it except the pleasure of seeing it.


    Egoists may insist that Smith’s comment still highlights self-interest: the interests of others are pursued purely for the pleasures of self – as Aubrey reported of Hobbes (please see insert above).

    Observations of selfless acts perhaps fail to convince the sceptical because their belief in universal self-interest is closed to empirical counter-evidence, to the possibility of falsification. Hobbes, for example, insisted that ‘the object of voluntary acts is some good to himself’ the agent; yes, there is love, good will and charity, but they provide people with the delight in their own power. Anything we do must be because of something internal to us; at some level, we want to do it, hoping to reap satisfactions. We even perform moral duties to satisfy our desire to perform those duties; so those performances must also be self-interested.

    A curious switch in the meaning of words has occurred in the above reasoning. Suppose we fall in line with that switch, agreeing that everything we do necessarily is from self-interest: we should then need to distinguish between people who, from self-interest, want to do things for the sake of others, and those who, from self-interest, do not. By way of quip, we should still need to distinguish between those who do things for free and those who do things only for a fee.

    In dismissing self-interest as the way in which we do always live, we have not, of course, explained how we ought to live – whether there can be a justified morality that trumps ethical egoists’ claims that we ought to act self-interestedly. It is worth noting here that there can be reasons why people should act in certain ways, even though they do not recognize them. A girl is about to fall off the swing; you run to save her. Perhaps your wanting to save her explains your action; but, whether or not you want to help, whether or not you go to help, averting the tragedy is still a reason why you should. Whether it is a reason that outweighs, say, your reason for rushing on by is, of course, another question.

    Before we examine some highly influential moral theories that seek to draw us away from simple self-interest, we need some fundamental distinctions, to avoid subsequent confusions.

    Good and bad moves: orientations

    Within a game of chess there are good and bad moves, but that has no standing with regard to the nature of the morally good and bad. Further, it says nothing about whether chess-playing is itself a good or bad activity. Laetitia may be good at tennis, a bad public speaker and someone who knows the right way to smuggle a man into college. Those are not – well, are not usually – accolades or condemnations of an ethical nature, but descriptions of how well or badly she performs things, just as a knife may be excellent for cutting and a poacher bad at poaching. The good way to commit murders without being caught involves leaving no self-incriminating evidence; but that does not present murder and evasion of detection as good. We place such uses dependent on functions to one side, though we shall see later that Aristotle modelled the good man as one excellent in functioning as a rational animal – which, sceptics may quip, rules out relevance to vast numbers of us.

    There is a major distinction – the ‘is/ought’ distinction – between describing and prescribing, between saying what is the case – the factual – contrasting with what ought to be the case, the normative. Care is needed: when saying that something is right or wrong, we are on the ‘ought’ and ‘ought not’ – the normative – side of the distinction. Further, ‘ought’ is not always the ‘ought’ of morality. That you ought to wear the turquoise earrings may concern fashion; but that you ought to obey the law is likely to be a moral demand, though it could be some non-moral guidance for avoidance of fines. When Machiavelli enjoined political leaders to do what they ought to retain power, even if necessitating murder, he may have been making an amoral technical point, not addressing the morality of means or end. It could be deemed immoral, though, even to discuss certain matters, such as murder, in amoral terms, as if murder’s immorality is open to debate.

    Morality differs from legality. Legally it is permissible to protect your property from someone desperate for shelter – to own second homes usually left empty, while others are homeless – yet we may doubt the morality. Something that is legal is not thereby morally acceptable. Further, something that is illegal may yet be the right thing to do; for example, opposing immoral laws that oppress racial minorities or an impoverished majority. The legal and the moral can overlap: both morality and law usually maintain that killing innocents is wrong.

    When evaluating an individual’s – a company’s, a nation’s – morality, we may be searching for underlying principles, their consistency and consequences of adherence. Some individuals insist that the taking of life is morally wrong: we may ask, then, why they kill animals for dinner, execute murderers and do nothing to prevent people elsewhere from dying? They may have excellent answers, revealing that their principle needs caveats – or they may change their behaviour and stick with the principle. Of course, some simply do not care, content to live with hypocrisy and inconsistency.

    Another evaluation aims directly at the moral principles themselves. Here confusion can arise. A people may promote a particular morality, with no contradiction between its principles, yet the ‘morality’ is immoral. One morality may judge another – may morally judge another. That is readily seen when confronted by people with a religious-based morality. Witness how one religion often condemns another as containing immoralities. Within a single religion, condemnations can arise: some Christians understand homosexual relations as morally corrupt; others do not.

    When philosophers seek to establish which actions are right, which are wrong, which states are good, which are bad, they are engaged in ‘normative ethics’, determining norms or values by which we should live. Normative theories provide a platform for applied ethics, for the application of theory to practical situations – for example, those of redistributive taxation, factory farming and wars in which civilians will be harmed. Can morality be shown to permit or even demand such activities? We could become nuanced, distinguishing between the normative (telling us our duties) and the evaluative. We may evaluate some people as good people without thinking it our duty, or the norm, to imitate them; we may praise those devoted to saving the whale, yet not think it our duty to maintain such devotion.

    Normative ethics is a splendid discipline, but philosophers sometimes retreat from providing moral instruction books or enjoining moral sensitivities. Stepping back, they focus on the nature of moral talk, on meta-ethics (sometimes known as ‘analytic ethics’). There is the semantic meta-ethical task of establishing the meaning of terms such as ‘good’ and ‘bad’, leading to metaphysical questions of whether objects possess moral properties ‘out there’ and, if so, the epistemological or ‘knowledge’ question arises of how we gain acquaintance of those properties. The distinction between the normative and the meta-ethical is not as sharp as some suggest. In the next chapter, the normative theory of utilitarianism may be telling us what we really mean when we speak of the morally right and the morally wrong.

    *

    Time to step into theory – and how theory touches the practice of everyday living. Let us, then, give way to the utilitarians – to see the colours in which they paint morality and the extent, if any, to which their concerns strike moral chords. Whether the metaphor is colour or sound, utilitarianism sets off with the tremendous appeal of happiness. Now, what can go wrong with that?

    
     ETHICS FROM THE ANCIENT GREEKS

     How should we live? ‘Well and happy’, is the typical answer of Greek philosophers. That sounds self-interested, conflicting with morality’s regard for others. Greek philosophers thought otherwise.

     Socrates (469–399 BC): The truly virtuous person cannot be harmed. That is the astonishing Socratic view. Socrates identifies the person not with the body, but with the soul. To live well is to possess the goods of the soul, the virtues: courage, justice, piety, wisdom. They form a unity. Being essentially of the soul, not the body, a person’s goodness is immune to material misfortunes.

     Plato (428–347 BC): As with Socrates, the self is the non-physical soul – now seen as tripartite, with a spirited part, a pleasure-seeking part and reason. The soul flourishes when reason rules, bringing inner harmony or justice – as the flourishing city is one that is just, with its citizens in harmony. Philosophical reasoning aims at acquaintance with Goodness, an abstract Form transcending individual human lives, which may yet inspire us in its perfection.

     Aristotle (384–322 BC): The soul is the form of the body, a distinctive functioning of the human organism. Hence, worldly elements come into play for the good life, the happy life (see Chapter Four). The virtues are personal excellences of human character; they do not guarantee a flourishing life, but they increase its likelihood.

     Epicurus (341–270 BC): For Epicureans, pleasure is the sole good. We must learn how to live without anxiety and pain. Living well requires risk avoidance. We should value simple pleasures, friendships, refraining from harmful activities and superstitions about gods and afterlives. Being dead is to be nothing; it is nothing to be feared.

     Stoicism (founder Zeno of Citrium 344–262 BC): Happiness is living in accord with nature, our rational nature. Marcus Aurelius argued that distresses arise from judging events as damaging, when we need not. Rational control, right judgement, can free us from enslavement to lusts, envy and greed, guarding us from misfortunes. Stoics sought tranquillity – and were much mocked by Nietzsche.
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    ‌Utilitarianism: maximizing happiness

    ‘You ought to maximize happiness.’ That is the heart of ethics according to utilitarianism. The theory is highly influential, if only by way of stimulating many philosophers and those of religious faith to react with disdain. ‘Surely, human beings are no lowly animals, no mere seekers after pleasures, after happiness.’ Others run to the theory’s defence, providing a utilitarian justification; after all, asks Jeremy Bentham, what ultimate appeal other than to happiness could ever sensibly be made? If it is wrong to lie, it is because lies typically lead to unhappiness; if wrong to torture, that is because of the sufferings. When lying seems to be right – when torturing is defended – justifications involve avoidance of greater suffering. ‘If you tell the truth, it will break him.’ ‘If you fail to extract the information, thousands will be maimed.’ When torture is condemned outright, the appeal again is to overall happiness; torture is ineffective or brutalizes us, reducing happiness in the long run.

    The greatest happiness of the greatest number

    This section’s title, from Bentham, locates the utilitarian heart. In John Stuart Mill’s words:

    The creed which accepts as the foundation of morals, Utility, or the Greatest Happiness Principle, holds that actions are right in proportion as they tend to promote happiness, wrong as they tend to produce the reverse of happiness.


    Utilitarianism is consequentialist (as the term is used today) – the most influential consequentialist moral theory. It is teleological, assessing actions by outcome, the end, the telos. The actions themselves may be pleasurable, so those pleasures enter the calculations. The theory, by definition, is hedonistic, its key value being happiness. Sometimes the stress is on maximizing welfare; sometimes minimizing suffering. Most people recognize suffering, pain, as a great bad, far worse in its disvalue than the intrinsic positive value of pleasure; we feel urgent needs to prevent suffering, but not so urgent to create pleasure. The Greatest Happiness Principle sums up what has become known as ‘act utilitarianism’. The ‘act’ qualification is omitted here, until variant utilitarianisms – indirect utilitarianisms – are to the fore.

    Utilitarianism is a cognitivist moral position: ‘cognitivist’ because, in judging actions right, we are judging matters of fact, apparently cognizant, knowing, of truths. Good states of affairs are those of happiness; right actions secure the good. The good, the consequential good – in this case, happiness – is prior to the right. Some philosophers distinguish sharply between the right and the good, though the terms are often used more or less synonymously: actions that are right may equally well be deemed good. The idea, though, is that right actions are obligatory – what we morally ought to do – whereas the good is what is morally desirable or worthwhile. The right, so to speak, commands us; the good attracts us. For utilitarians, right actions, to be right, must be for the good, that is, for the greatest happiness.

    The term ‘utility’ is sometimes understood to mean whatever leads to happiness, and sometimes happiness itself. ‘Utility’ possesses an austere functional ring, so let us speak of happiness. Bentham’s happiness is solely a matter of pleasure and absence of pain. One immediate worry is that some people gain pleasure from inflicting pain on non-consenting others; why consider those pleasures valuable? Perhaps such pleasures can lack utilitarian support because of reduced overall happiness; but perhaps there is something intrinsically bad, not resting upon consequences, about pleasure in others’ suffering. Another worry is that, paradoxically, utilitarian reasoning could lead to not helping others: suppose we provide dinners and temporary comfort, at festival times, for some down-and-outs. They are pleased. On returning to hungry sleeping on streets, though, they suffer all the more, now aware of how much better things could be for them; perhaps they now, understandably, experience painful feelings of resentment at the lucky wealthy.

    Utilitarians seek to include all pleasures and all pains in their ‘felicific calculus’. Happiness is to be quantified by units of pleasure, pains being units of negative pleasure. The units – mythical or theoretical entities – have been labelled ‘hedons’. Actions lead to so many hedons, the quantity depending on intensity of pleasures, of pains, duration, fecundity (in leading to more) and likelihood. Quantity is key, not the source or nature of actions leading to the pleasures. Here is Bentham:

    Prejudice apart, the game of push-pin is of equal value with the arts and sciences of music and poetry. If the game of push-pin furnish more pleasure, it is more valuable than either.


    Many would welcome Bentham’s view: any pop song’s lyrics are as valuable as Shakespeare’s sonnets, if generating the same quantities of hedons. Musicals could well be more valuable than Britten’s operas and rap music more than Schubert’s lieder – for mass culture generates more pleasure, given larger numbers pleasured. Maybe aesthetic value is being conflated here with moral value; but even were Bentham to recognize greater aesthetic value in Poussin’s paintings than Peter Cave’s drawings, which artistic endeavours ought to be displayed hangs on resultant pleasure. The Cave drawings may generate more overall pleasure through laughter at his masterly incompetence.

    Some, particularly economists, speak of maximizing satisfactions – of desires, of preferences. Caution is required. Even when certain desires are satisfied, we may be far from satisfied overall. Witness King Midas: he seemed to secure what he desired – for everything he touched turned to gold – yet, when his touch turned his daughter to gold, he realized the folly of his desire. Further, the powerful, be they corporate, governmental or religious, can manipulate our desires. We adapt to circumstances rather than to what is best for us: for example, the enslaved, knowing nothing better, can be frightened of being set free. Further still, if desire satisfaction is all that is valuable, then, to use Plato’s example, why not sprinkle ourselves with itching powder, leading to intense scratching satisfactions?

    
     BENTHAM: DEALING IN LIGHT INSTEAD OF DARKNESS

     Jeremy Bentham (1748–1832) founded modern-day utilitarianism. Although others tied morality to greatest happiness – Francis Hutcheson; Joseph Priestley, discoverer of oxygen – Bentham developed the theory and promoted it, passing the flame to John Stuart Mill.

     Bentham was reading a bulky English history at age three, and soon after, learning Latin. He became a great social reformer, sceptical of religion, viewing it a juggernaut – The Jug – produced by superstition and ancestor-worship, as was the English common law. Reason should lead to the alleviation of suffering. With that in mind, he designed a ‘frigidarium’, an ice-house, for perishable foods, and a prison ‘panopticon’, enabling wardens to control prisoner activity from a central panoramic view.

     Pain and pleasure: Nature, wrote Bentham, has placed us under two sovereign masters, pain and pleasure, determining what we do and what we ought to do. Hence, the law should be grounded in codes to maximize pleasures, minimize pains, not in abstract concepts of inalienable human rights or natural rights granted by God – ‘nonsense on stilts’. He proposed ministries for health, education and reduction of indigence (poverty); he supported universal suffrage and secret ballots. 

     Although frustrated in love, he argued that sexual relations were typically beneficial because of the pleasures; so, he advocated legalized prostitution and, for the times, courageously proposed the legalization of homosexual acts – let people scratch where it itches.

     The ‘auto-icon’: Bentham – well, his skeleton, his so-called auto-icon dressed in his clothes – can be found in the cloisters of University College London. He was (so to speak) spiritual founder of that first University of London, the first British university without religious tests, creating ‘the godless students of Gower Street’.

     Based on human desire for overall pleasure, reason and law were to rear ‘the fabric of felicity’ – for, insisted Bentham:

     Systems which attempt to question that… deal in sounds instead of sense, in caprice instead of reason, in darkness instead of light.

    

    Bentham’s simple, uniform understanding of pleasure was challenged by Mill. Mill had noted how many people reacted with inveterate dislike of Bentham’s pleasure.

    To suppose that life has (as they express it) no higher end than pleasure – no better and nobler object of desire – they designate as utterly mean and grovelling; as a doctrine worthy only of swine, to whom the followers of Epicurus were contemptuously likened…


    Mill’s response was that of the Epicureans: the accusation supposed humans to be capable solely of swinish pleasures – but that supposition is mistaken. Mill continued:

    Socrates would rather choose to be Socrates dissatisfied than a pig satisfied. The pig probably would not, but then the pig knows only one side of the question: Socrates knows both.


    Mill, believing qualitative differences exist between pleasures, would have valued Schubert’s lieder as providing higher pleasures than rap music. Mill would have lacked sympathy for the observation of Samuel Butler, Erewhon’s author, who wrote:

    I should like to like Schumann’s music better than I do; I dare say I could make myself like it better if I tried; but I do not like having to try to make myself like things; I like things that make me like them at once and no try at all.


    Returning to Schubert, had Mill known, he would have condemned Schubert’s smoking, drinking and sexual cavortings – Schubert’s ‘slough of moral degradation’ – for Mill spoke of the absurdly disproportionate time mankind occupied itself with lower pleasures such as sex. Higher pleasures, for example, poetry, are more valuable than lower, such as push-pin. There are, of course, difficulties in determining the higher; further, with no common measure for pleasures, the utilitarian ideal of a hedonistic calculation is much weakened, if not made impossible.

    Let us reflect a little more on pleasure. Pleasurable experiences are valuable, but often, so too are their sources, the objects of the experiences, and our sharing them with others. The most pleasurable activities, paradoxically, are not pleasurable solely because of the pleasure. Were the pleasure all that mattered, then we should be as pleased with a drug injection that gave us the pleasures resulting from a lover’s kiss or attending an operatic performance as with engaging in the real thing.

    Let us reflect a little more on happiness. Happiness involving contentment is valuable, but happiness also requires struggles, painful struggles, perhaps to develop worthwhile talents or achieve desirable ends – even to solve crossword puzzles. Many pleasures, once over, strike us as worthless in contrast to accomplishments that retain value. Even when deceased, it remains true that, for example, Harold was a fine craftsman or maintained his dignity despite reversals in fortune. An enriched understanding of happiness as a fulfilled life – we meet that concept, eudaimonia, in Chapter Four – involves more than pleasure; it can involve reputation and accomplishments, for they remain even after one’s last breath. Mill, indeed, understood happiness as including nobility, appreciation of music and the love of virtue for its own sake. That understanding raises problems, given Mill’s overarching utilitarianism; it is certainly a far cry from Bentham’s concept of happiness as open to calculation.

    What makes a theory a moral theory?

    Utilitarianism possesses two features often deemed essential to moral theory: universality and impartiality. Examining those features will help our appreciation of the look of typical moral theories as well as leading us into distinctive utilitarian problems.

    Talk of ‘theory’ is of a moral principle or set of principles that has something comprehensive to say about how we ought to act. We should not think much of a moral theory if all it delivers is the restricted injunction not to tread on toes or steal hats. A theory, as well as containing comprehensive principles from which particular injunctions (such as the prohibition on toe-treading) derive, highlights certain concepts as fundamental. Utilitarianism highlights consequences for overall happiness; other theories highlight rights, natural goods or virtuous dispositions.

    Utilitarianism commits morality to universality: its morality applies to everyone. A principle could, though, possess universal application, yet be highly partial: the universal principle could be that we should all (including the elderly) ignore the interests of the elderly. Utilitarianism, though, claims impartiality: well, to the extent that pleasures count equally, if of equal intensity and duration, irrespective of whether the individuals pleasured are lords or serfs, old or young, European or Asian – or, for that matter, human beings, pigeons, or philosophers. It is thus a cosmopolitan theory. The feature not ignored is happiness. Universality and impartiality align with the common sense appeal, ‘Put yourselves in their shoes’.

    Universality and impartiality are not sufficient for a theory to be a moral theory. That no one can travel faster than light is universal and applies impartially, but is not in the moral arena. Morality’s universality and impartiality sets the framework for how we ought to act, not how we do or cannot help but act. The framework’s content is, of course, also highly morally relevant. A universal and impartial theory could be that we ought to torture as many people as we can, irrespective of colour and creed. That injunction is not recognizable as part of a moral theory, though people could advocate such (immoral) living. Some, far less radically, insist that everyone ought always to act in his own interests. That egoist recommendation – apparently Ayn Rand, the US-based novelist, held that position – would, superficially at least, conflict with morality’s concern for others; it would need careful argument in support. For example, acting out of (enlightened) self-interest could perhaps be the most likely means to secure overall happiness, or it may be argued that self-interest is intrinsically tied up with the moral virtues (to be seen in Chapter 4).

    Utilitarianism raises another typical worry: morality’s foundations. What is the source of the Greatest Happiness Principle? Has it been plucked from the heavens? Is it blindingly obvious? Or is there some reasoning to demonstrate its truth? That introduces the connection between theory and common intuitions, our common sense. Any moral theory must have initial regard for what we take, pre-theoretically, as morally evident. If, from a moral theory, the conclusion is that we ought now to kill men without beards, we should rightly think that something has gone wrong with the theory. How, then, does the basic utilitarian idea survive, when considering particular intuitions?

    You are walking along a winding road on a mountain’s edge; behind you, the road has been crumbling. A coach is approaching, packed with passengers. You could let it carry on its merry way to a fatal and un-merry ending – or you could hail it down, saving many lives. Surely, morality demands that you do the latter. You ought not to think, ‘Nothing to do with me’, or, if a journalist, ‘Let’s wait to photograph the disaster’.
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