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			Chapter 1


			Are Morals Subjective?


			We all need food and water and shelter. But we also need to know where and how to direct our energies. We cannot function otherwise. And we need to believe we are making meaningful, not just random choices. This need is so paramount that individuals without answers will embrace anything, even the utter nihilism of terrorism, to fill the vacuum.


			Religion has always helped provide answers to these questions and presumably always will. But even thousands of years ago, Greeks and Indians in particular were wondering what kind of answers, if any, could be found outside religion. If the answers come from outside revealed religion, they would have to come from our own heads. And since our brains function through some combination of emotion, intuition, sense experience, and logic, the answers would presumably have to come from those sources.


			We all rely heavily on emotion to energize us, physically and mentally, but we also mistrust emotion. We know well enough that what we feel at this moment may not last long. Intuition is the mental mode we rely on the most for deciding and choosing, but it has the disadvantage of being so incommunicable to others.


			In this day and age, we like factual observation and logic, and we especially like experimental science, which combines the two, because they make it so much easier to explain a conclusion to others. Isaac Newton, the great scientist, once told a colleague that something was true. When the colleague asked how he knew, Newton responded that he simply knew, but that given a day or two, he would be able to translate his knowledge into the language of fact and logic. And within a few days, he had his proof.


			Given this background, it is natural for people to wonder if they might not be able to sort out moral, ethical, and related philosophical questions through some combination of intuition, fact, and logic, with the result that others would be able to understand and even accept their conclusions, without having to rely on religion and in particular revealed religion at all.


			There have been many, many such attempts. Some of them were undertaken by people described in this book. That is not to say that everyone described in this book was trying to substitute human thought for religion or opposed religion in any way. Some of the people described in this book were atheists; others were devoted to their own version of religion; at least one was a very devoted Christian. Most were professional philosophers, but not all. Whatever their differences, none of them followed a religious vocation per se. They lived lives outside of organized religion, that is, they lived what might be called secular lives, whatever the religious linkages, and their thoughts and lives should be of potential interest to believers and non-believers alike.


			But, returning to the central question, is it possible to establish a credible moral, ethical, philosophical system outside of religion? And, if so, what would it look like?


			We might start to try to answer this question by pulling out some heavy ammunition from the great 18th-century British philosopher David Hume (1711–1776). Here are some particularly famous passages of his:


			If we take in our hand any volume; of divinity or school metaphysics, for instance; let us ask, Does it contain an abstract reasoning concerning quantity or number? No. Does it contain any experimental reasoning concerning matter of fact and existence? No. Commit it then to the flames: for it can contain nothing but sophistry and illusion. (An Inquiry Concerning Human Understanding)


			It is obvious that ethics will never be developed as a branch of mathematics. So anyone who agrees with Hume’s point of view will have to try to develop it as a branch of the empirical/logical sciences. But Hume seems to say that this will not be possible either:


			In every system of morality which I have hitherto met with, I have always remarked that the author proceeds for some time in the ordinary way of reasoning, and makes observations concerning human affairs; when of a sudden I am surprised to find that instead of the usual copulations of propositions is and is not, I meet with no proposition that is not connected with an ought or an ought not. This change is imperceptible, but is, however, of the [greatest] consequence. For as this ought or ought not expresses some new relation or affirmation, it is necessary that it should be explained; and at the same time that a reason should be given for what seems altogether inconceivable, how this new relation can be a deduction from others which are entirely different from it. (An Inquiry Concerning Human Nature)


			These few words of Hume’s, usually summarized as no “ought” from “is,” pose quite a challenge for a moral philosopher seeking to proceed without the support of religion. Immanuel Kant (1724–1804), often considered the greatest philosopher in history, said that Hume’s writings woke him from his “metaphysical slumbers;” he spent the rest of his life developing a rebuttal that featured logic as the prime, indeed the only reliable, instrument. Jeremy Bentham (1747–1832) did the same, but relied on sense experience and factual observation as the starting point for his logical deductions. Both of them shed a great deal of light on the issues, but both had their critics, as we shall see in their respective chapters.


			By the end of the 19th century, the idea of subjectivism was steadily gaining ground. Nobody had any moral authority: neither religion nor philosophy, neither family nor friend could help us out. What might be good for me could very well be terrible for you, and there was really no reliable way to sort it out. We just had to make the best of it and hope to avoid complete nihilism. By the end of the 20th century, there had been decades of nihilism, which left hundreds of millions dead, but it seemed to be getting better. Perhaps human beings could agree after all. Then the global terrorist movement arrived. What would happen if one of these new nihilists got hold of weapons of mass destruction?


			A hundred years ago, the subjectivists were not anticipating this future. They were feeling a sense of liberation. In throwing off Church and the strictures of their Victorian forebears, they thought they were pumping fresh air into a stuffy world and claiming new ground for personal liberty. They shrugged off charges that the new liberty was really a new libertinism—so what if it were?


			A Few Leading Subjectivists


			The philosophers who led the attack on traditional moral philosophy and its claims for objective truth were centered in Britain and included Ludwig Wittgenstein (1889–1951, Austrian, but taught in England and wrote, in part, in English), Bertrand Russell (1872–1970), Alfred J. Ayer (1910–1989), and the American Charles Stevenson (1908–1979). They had all been taught in academic cloisters where civilized people were assumed to agree on the basics. Since the basics were a given, moral philosophy could concentrate on such hot topics as: Should one shout in public to awaken a fainted man? Slow one’s car at a major intersection while carrying an injured passenger to a hospital? Or return a borrowed book on time if its continuing possession might accomplish a useful purpose?


			The quartet mentioned above sought to blow all of this away, along with just about all previous philosophical thought, by arguing that ideas like free will, human nature, human ethics, beauty, and justice (moral ideas) were all equally meaningless. They were neither propositions that could be tested mathematically nor facts that could be verified by observation or experiment. They could not pass Hume’s test.


			A few of the more fire-breathing subjectivists took the rather paradoxical view that non-propositions and non-facts masquerading as propositions and facts were dangerous, and that both theology and moral philosophy were therefore inherently wicked. Others, such as the young Alfred J. Ayer, simply dismissed religion and moral philosophy as contentless, not much different than the barking of dogs. As Ayer wrote:


			If a sentence makes no statement at all, there is obviously no sense in asking whether what it says is either true or false. . . . To say that God exists is to make a metaphysical utterance which cannot be either true or false. . . . As we have seen, sentences which simply express moral judgments do not say anything.1


			As time passed and the fury dissipated, subjectivists became more thoughtful about their position. Russell replied to a newspaper attack by stating:


			What Mr. X says in criticism of my views on ethics has my entire sympathy. I find my own views argumentatively irrefutable, but nevertheless incredible. . . . [The chief ground for adopting my view] is the complete impossibility of finding any arguments to prove that this or that has intrinsic value. . . . We cannot prove, to a color-blind man, that grass is green and not red. But there are various ways of proving to him that he lacks a power of discrimination which most men possess, whereas in the case of values there are no such ways. . . . Since no way can be even imagined for deciding a difference as to values, the conclusion is forced upon us that the difference is one of taste, not one as to any objective truth.2


			Once he reached this position, Russell never abandoned it. But he did try to correct the more extreme and less defensible versions of subjectivism. For example, the idea that people’s moral positions are totally contentless, just so much bubbala-bubbala, cannot be right. When one person speaks to another about morals, communication obviously takes place, even if it is only that, as Russell ironically put it, “ethics is the art of recommending to others what they must do to get along with ourselves.” Picking up this clue, Charles Stevenson found that quite a lot was going on in moral discourse, namely, persuasion, command, grading, the adjustment of material and other interests:


			People from widely separated communities have different moral attitudes. Why? To a great extent because they have been subject to different social influences. Now clearly this influence doesn’t operate through sticks and stones alone; words play a great part. People praise one another, to encourage certain inclinations, and blame one another, to discourage others. Those of forceful personalities issue commands which weaker people, for complicated instinctive reasons, find it difficult to disobey, quite apart from fears of consequence. . . . Social influence is exerted, to an enormous extent, by means that have nothing to do with physical force or material reward. The ethical terms facilitate such influence. Being suited to use in suggestion, they are a means by which men’s attitudes may be led this way or that.3


			Stevenson’s linguistic analysis sounds both Freudian (nothing is what it seems or seems what it is) and Marxist (arguments about good and bad are often disguised power struggles), but his conclusions are careful, prudent, and even somewhat reassuring: “good” cannot be defined; it is neither logically demonstrable nor scientifically verifiable. On the other hand, “this is good” means “I like this,” and the statement “I like this” is neither contentless nor meaningless. So, human beings are not mere canine barkers.


			Russell was also at pains to point out the limits of subjectivism. Although a major ethical argument cannot be settled by logic or experimental demonstration, most apparent ethical arguments are really something else. Imagine, for example, that someone proposed to eliminate all pollution control standards in the United States. The proposer would almost certainly try to bolster such a position both by reference to a variety of moral arguments (“Pollution controls are incompatible with personal liberties and incompatible with property rights.”) and by reference to a variety of alleged facts (“Pollution control is expensive and reduces productivity.”).


			Because a variety of moral arguments and facts are used, clarity, consistency, and accuracy can all be checked.


			Consequently, it would be incorrect to say that one person’s position on pollution control is as good as another’s. One position may be either clearer, more consistent, or more factually accurate, and if so, it is the logically superior position.


			Russell concludes his defense of subjectivism with an ad hominem argument. Since ad hominem arguments are by definition illogical, this rather spoils the argument as argument. He claims that those individuals who cannot live without moral objectivity and certainty, like those who cannot live without God or God’s heaven, are simply cowards:


			Where traditional beliefs about the universe are concerned, craven fears . . . are considered praiseworthy, while intellectual courage, unlike courage in battle, is regarded as unfeeling and materialistic. . . . The universe is unjust . . . the secret of happiness is to face the fact that the world is horrible, horrible, horrible . . . you must feel it deeply and not brush it aside. You must feel it [in your heart] and then you can start being happy again. . . . I cannot believe [that any good can come from] systems of thought which have their root in unworthy fears. . . . It is not by delusion, however exalted, that mankind can prosper, but only by unswerving courage in the pursuit of truth.4


			It might have been entirely logical for moral philosophers, after fully embracing subjectivism, to close up shop, but there were still questions to be addressed without resorting to whether to shout at a fainted man, and as usual there was no shortage of brilliant minds attracted to the field.


			
Intuitionism/Utilitarianism (Derek Parfit)


			In his Reasons and Persons (1983), Derek Parfit (1942–2017) of Oxford University combined elements of both attitudes in an engagingly eccentric effort to rescue objective ethics. Surprisingly, he begins as a thoroughgoing mystic:


			Contrary to commonsense beliefs, we are not really individuals; our selfhood, our sense of personal identity, are illusory; all of reality is one; we are elements of the whole. As Parfit comments: “The truth is very different from what we are inclined to believe. . . . Is the truth depressing? Some may find it so. But I find it liberating and consoling.5


			Why is it consoling? Partly because “I care less about my death,” but also because (and here we have a Benthamite twist) the absence of self kicks the stilts out from under selfishness. How can anyone want to be selfish when the self does not exist?


			Although Parfit thinks he has some of the answers, there is much more work to be done:


			Belief in God, or in many gods, prevented the free development of moral reasoning. Disbelief in God, openly admitted by a majority, is a very recent event, not yet completed. . . . Non-Religious Ethics . . . is at a very early stage. We cannot yet predict whether, as in Mathematics, we will all reach agreement. Since we cannot know how Ethics will develop, it is not irrational to have high hopes.6


			An example of the kind of logical problem that Parfit wishes to work on:


			Compare three outcomes:




			a. Peace.


			b. A nuclear war that kills 99 percent of the world’s existing population.


			c. A nuclear war that kills 100 percent.





			(B) would be worse than (a), and (c) would be worse than (b). Which is the greater of these two differences?


			A more vexing problem is how to justify a concern for future generations in a world where individuals do not exist. If all reality is one, why would a nuclear explosion matter?


			Parfit disarmingly responds:


			Since I failed to find the principle to which we should appeal, I cannot explain the objection. . . . I believe that, though I have so far failed, I or others could find the needed principle: Theory X. But until this happens, [it] is . . . disturbing.7


			Parfit then displays another Benthamite twist (moral consequences matter more than rules):


			If possible [any conclusion about the immateriality of nuclear explosions] should be concealed from those who will decide whether we increase our use of nuclear energy. These people know that the Risky Policy might cause catastrophes in the further future. It would be better if these people believe, falsely, that the choice of the Risky Policy would be against the interests of the people killed by such a catastrophe. If they have this false belief, [false because “self” and “self-interest” have already been demonstrated to be non-existent], they would be more likely to reach the right decision.


			Finally, in a characteristic aside, Parfit concludes that:


			If I or others soon solve these . . . problems, [they] will be, in a trivial way, welcome. We enjoy solving problems [even though with] unsolved problems, we are further away from the Unified Theory . . . that resolves our disagreements [in] truth.8


			Logical/Emotive Jacobinism


			This approach suggests, once again, that moral philosophy has rested on a mistake. Traditional moral philosophers have tended to focus on the individual, as if each individual were autonomous in his or her actions. As the ancient Greeks always emphasized, however, we are social creatures, and our moral decisions are made in a specific social and political context. Even if one accepts the philosophical idea of subjectivity, therefore, it does not mean that people are free to do as they please. Quite apart from the constraint of law, there is the necessity of getting along with others. In this sense, moral subjectivity is a pseudo problem that merely clouds the real problem of social and political justice.


			In one version of this argument, we construct a rational moral and political philosophy by asking ourselves what we would do if we were shipwrecked on a desert island with everyone else living on earth. What kind of “social contract” would we devise, basically starting from scratch, and not knowing the kind of society that would eventually evolve on the island? For John Rawls (1921–2002) of Harvard, the answer is that we would start with a doctrine of “fairness,” that is, that


			all social values—liberty and opportunity, income and wealth, and the bases of self-respect—are to be distributed equally unless an unequal distribution of any, or all, of these values is to everyone’s advantage. . . . If certain inequalities . . . would make everyone better off than in this hypothetical starting situation [for example, allowing a student more education in order to become a doctor], then they accord with the general conception.9


			Obviously, there are some artificialities about this method and conclusion. We are not necessarily rational beings, as Rawls assumes. It would not be at all easy to agree on which exceptions to equality will make us better off. What if equality in general would impoverish everybody, as some economists allege?


			We are not shipwrecked but rather grow up in families and communities that shape our outlook, and we do know quite a lot about the kind of society in which we will live. Even if we did not know, and had to choose, as Rawls says, under a “veil of ignorance,” it is not at all clear that we would choose the “safe” alternative, a society based on complete equality, rather than the “gambling” alternative, a society based on merit and the reward of talents, or even on private property and inheritance rights. One wonders if Rawls, in choosing equality as his starting premise, is not merely extrapolating his own social democratic beliefs. A member of Rawls’s circle, his Harvard colleague Robert Nozick (1938–2002), has published a strong attack on the equality principle.


			Putting all these criticisms aside, however, one wonders if Rawls may not be missing a larger point, that moral philosophy is not just political philosophy, not just social constraints and arrangements. Whatever social and political structure exists—even if the structure is highly repressive, as in the former Soviet Union—the individual is left with private moral choices. A philosophy that excludes such private choices as a field for discussion cannot claim to be entirely complete.


			Logical/Emotive Conservatism (Alasdair MacIntyre)


			Philosopher Alasdair MacIntyre (b. 1929) is an Aristotelian who wants to return moral philosophy to its Greek roots. Like John Rawls, he believes that moral philosophy cannot be separated from a social and political context. In other respects, however, particularly his emphasis on history and tradition and his political conservatism, MacIntyre is very different from Rawls.


			MacIntyre begins by lamenting the confusion, rootlessness, and anomie, the interminable and irresolvable debates, that subjectivism has foisted on American society. This state of affairs, he says, is nothing less than “disastrous,” but there is a way out, actually a way back—to ancient wisdom. Consider once again the is/ought conundrum defined by Hume. When speaking of a functional object such as an inexpensive watch, one can certainly state a fact, such as, “The watch does not work,” and then derive an ought, such as, “I ought to fix the watch or throw it away.” Although philosophers have usually distinguished between a watch and a human on the ground that the function of the watch is clear whereas that of a human is not, this distinction is actually quite wrong. Human purpose and function are clear: to discern what they are, one need only consult history or, as a shortcut, Aristotle’s Nichomachean Ethics.


			What, then, does Aristotle say about this? It is covered in a chapter of this book. But in MacIntyre’s reading, he says that humans are social and political creatures, that their proper function and all their happiness lie in shared activity, and especially in selflessly building and serving a community. Moreover, specific virtues facilitate, but are also intrinsic to, this enterprise: honesty, fairness, reliability, consistency, obedience to law, courage, courtesy, and judgment, among others. These virtues make it possible to work together; to create friendships based not solely on the shifting sands of affection but on the surer foundation of partnership and shared accomplishment.


			An individual human being, especially an individual obsessed with his or her own pleasure and well-being, is not functional and usually miserable. But a human being as a politikon zoon, a member of a family and a larger political community, can achieve “merit,” “honor,” “harmony,” and purposefulness.


			MacIntyre has no illusions that we can return to the life of a Greek city-state. Nor is he a slavish follower of Aristotle. He notes that his favorite philosopher, like all philosophers, was connected to a specific time and place—one that denigrated women and permitted slavery, among other evils—and that he paradoxically contributed to the destruction of the city-state system by serving the Macedonian tyrant Philip and by teaching Philip’s son, Alexander the Great. But however difficult it might be to restore the Greek ideal derived from the city-state, what Maclntyre calls “liberal individualism” must still be firmly resisted:


			What matters at this stage is the construction of local forms of community within which civility and the intellectual and moral life can be sustained through the new dark ages which are already upon us.


			Unlike most contemporary philosophers, MacIntyre has acquired a popular following. Perhaps this is because he has sought to de emphasize technique and return to the fundamental moral issues that trouble people. He has observed that studying “the concepts of morality merely by reflecting, Oxford armchair style, on what he or she or those around him or her say and do is barren” and has added that “the ideal of proof is . . . relatively barren” as well.


			Muted “Moral Realists”: Philippa Foot, Martha Nussbaum, and Sissela Bok


			Some other philosophers, in perhaps sharpest contrast to Derek Parfit, have tried to rescue objective ethics by following Bertrand Russell’s lead in reducing what we should expect from it. For example, British philosopher Philippa Foot (1920–2010) argued that we should be able to demonstrate logically that Naziism, and especially the way it treated Jews, is not a reasonable choice. But let’s not expect to resolve all or even most issues this way. Some issues, especially esthetic ones, are indeed subjectively determined, and what one society believes may be unique to it but just as reasonable as what another society believes.


			Foot’s ideas evolved over time. Her 1958 publications “Moral Arguments” and “Moral Beliefs” sought to regain objectivist ground against the then prevalent emotivism and subjectivism. She then seemed to reconsider a bit, before again finding new ground for at least a subdued objectivism in her 2001 book Natural Goodness. Foot is always balanced, thoughtful, interested not just in bold outlines, but in detail and nuance.


			Her most famous contribution to philosophical literature was the “trolley problem.” A trolley is rapidly advancing down a track. By throwing a switch, five lives can be saved but, as a consequence, one other person will be killed. What to do? It does seem a rather artificial exercise, but in Foot’s defense, people do commonly make such decisions in times of emergency, such as wartime, or even in everyday contexts such as the development of medical drugs. If a drug will help some but injure a smaller number, should be it be approved?


			The difference, and it is a very important difference, between such a dilemma and the trolley problem is that when people approve drugs, they only know what might happen, not what absolutely will happen. Life at best provides probabilities, not certainties. If the question is reframed to say that by throwing the switch, five will certainly be saved, but one might be lost, it takes on quite a different character than knowing for certain that one will be lost.


			Martha Nussbaum (b. 1947) agrees that ethics can be objective, to a degree. A polymath noted for contributions to many fields, among them classics, where, like Alasdair McIntyre, she is deeply influenced by Aristotle, Nussbaum thinks that there is such a thing as human nature, that it is discernible, and that it provides a foundation for reasoning about what is good for us and what is not. From this, it is an obvious step to affirm a series of virtues beginning with the foundational Aristotelian virtue of moderation.


			Other moral philosophers, such as Sissela Bok (b. 1934), have also sought to develop a more sturdily objective moral philosophy by erecting it on a smaller and more modest foundation. Bok has, in particular, worked on questions of professional ethics such as those associated with medicine.


			Are Ethics, Then, Subjective or Objective?


			Herbert Stein, a distinguished economist, commented about a 1983 book by Paul Menzel on medical ethics:


			I repeatedly had the feeling that the only possible answers to the questions he raises [e.g., Should funds be allocated to preventative medicine or treatment? To rare killer diseases or more common, milder ones? To prolong the life of the old, or to save the young?] are: “I like it.” or “I don’t like it.”


			Is Stein correct? Has any philosopher, living or dead, really answered moral or ethical questions convincingly, or are we still stuck in the same Humean skepticism and subjectivism?


			The answer to this question presented in this book, both by argument and by recording the lives and thoughts of many great thinkers and human beings, is that, in the first place, there is no such thing as Humean skepticism and subjectivism. Hume is almost always misrepresented, whether through a failure to read him carefully or a willful desire to enlist him as a friendly partisan.


			The later Hume rebutted the early Hume quite convincingly. Why is this so little known? Why is Hume’s skepticism forever quoted while his own answer to it is almost never quoted? The answer appears to be that the younger Hume’s passionate attack on our ability to form moral judgments was written in concise, colorful, indeed unforgettable language. By contrast, the more elaborate and measured efforts of the older Hume to re-establish a way to arrive at moral and social truth is never drawn together into a few bold sentences, much less with quotable concision or rhetorical passion, so that it has to be dug out and assembled by the patient reader.


			In this book, we will dig it out. Most of this is done in the chapter on Hume the moral philosopher, but we can at least have a glimpse of it here.


			Hume is sometimes presented as a skeptic, sometimes as an emotivist who thought that moral or ethical judgments just reflected our emotions. He was neither. He thought, quite reasonably, that we had to integrate all our mental modes, including emotion, intuition (not to be confused with emotion), empiricism (evaluation of experience), and logic into one coherent whole in order to arrive at sensible moral or ethical judgments.


			The judgments we arrive at through this integrated approach will never be certainties; they will always be probabilities. But they can reflect a high degree of probability. This is an absolutely critical point. Such judgments are always better and more reliable than our initial, unconsidered reactions. Importantly, they consider the long term, not just the short term, which the untrained human mind tends to dwell on exclusively. They put us on a sustainable path that will give us the most we can get out of life.


			Very importantly, these judgments can be shared with others. They can and should be subjected to scrutiny and correction. There are answers that, if not 100% correct at all times, are generally correct. We can and should formulate them into rules that we can pass down to our children. We need such rules and cannot operate without them.


			So can we derive an “ought” from an “is?” Well, not merely from an “is,” which stands for our experience of the facts of the world. To get to an “ought,” we need intuition and logic and emotion as well. But if we approach the problem as grown-ups, and keep our eyes clearly fixed on the long-, as well as the short-term, Hume’s answer is positive. We can reach a conclusion backed by reason about what how we ought to live and what we ought to do.


			Can Hume’s answer be improved on? Yes. The chapter on Ludwig von Mises discusses how he clarified many points and generally improved on Hume’s approach. Mises was not a moral philosopher but rather an economist. He did not address moral philosophy per se. Nor was he just a disciple of Hume, who had been both a moral philosopher and an economist. In particular, Mises put more emphasis on logic and less on experience than Hume. And his penetrating logical mind made it all much clearer.


			In essence, Mises argued that our choices are always necessarily subjective, but they are made within a shared framework of reality that is quite objective. If we try to disregard this objective reality, or the rules that it imposes on us, then we will simply destroy ourselves. In this sense, the choices we face are primarily objective and therefore universal.


			Mises’s disciple Henry Hazlitt, in his book The Foundations of Morality, developed both Hume’s and Mises’s insights into a complete system of morality that he called cooperatism or, alternatively, mutualism. More will be said about it later.


			The overarching theme of searching for moral and ethical answers will run through all the chapters of this book. But the secular saints (or at least a few of them) are worth reading for other reasons. The ideas should stimulate and challenge the reader, especially those drawn to this kind of inquiry. Some of the lives are fascinating in themselves, such as that of Jane Addams. Some people, such as Edna Lewis, teach us how to live without ever writing a word of what would generally be described as philosophy. People find so many different ways to live and express themselves, and these people’s choices are as interesting as their reflections.


			In closing, it should perhaps be noted that this book does not purport to offer a history of moral philosophy or even a representative sampling of important moral philosophers. Many important moral philosophers of the past were anything but secular saints. No matter what definition of secular saint is proposed, they cannot possibly fit.


			One thinks of Machiavelli or Nietzsche in this regard. Both are very readable and offer important moral insights, but were rather the opposite of saints in both their doctrines and their personal lives. Others, such as the ancient Romans Cicero and Seneca, could be inspiring as well as discerning, and wise about morals and ethics, but were far too worldly or too inconsistent in their personal lives to qualify among our “saints.”


			Both Cicero and Seneca achieved great wealth as well as fame (Seneca was the richest man of his day apart from the Emperor Nero) and both died a bloody death, Seneca by order of Nero and Cicero by order of Marc Antony. Even so, these players at the highest and most dangerous levels of Roman power politics had an immense influence among the Christian saints of the early and later Church, and Cicero’s notable work on moral philosophy, On Duties, considerably influenced David Hume.


			The question of who is secular or who is a saint may become somewhat complicated, even if the terms are strictly defined. Plutarch was a very important and very wise ancient Greek moral philosopher and moral historian. As someone who held the post of priest of Apollo at Delphi, he would not seem to be a good example of a secular thinker. On the other hand, he may have held the post simply as a comfortable sinecure. He described the pagan religion of his time as “pleasant” and useful for ordinary people, and by saying so implied that he himself was not necessarily a “believer.”


			Whatever his personal beliefs, Plutarch clearly thought that atheism was dangerous, if only because people recoiled from it into superstition, and he regarded superstition as utterly poisonous to human life. In his famous “Essay on Superstition,” he wrote:


			The superstitious man, if even the slightest ill befalls him, sits down and proceeds to construct, on the basis of his trouble, a fabric of harsh, momentous, and practically unavoidable experiences which he must undergo, and he also loads himself with fears and frights, suspicions and trepidations, and all this he bitterly assails with every sort of lamentation and moaning. . . .


			[By contrast,] the atheist, when he is ill, takes into account and calls to mind the times when he has eaten too much or drunk too much wine, also irregularities in his daily life, or instances of over-fatigue or unaccustomed changes of air or locality; and again when he has given offence in administering office, and has encountered disrepute with the masses or calumny with a ruler, he looks to find the reason in himself and his own surroundings. . . . But in the estimation of the superstitious man, every indisposition of his body, loss of property, deaths of children, or mishaps and failures in public life are classed as “afflictions of God” or “attacks of an evil spirit . . .”


			 . . . There is no infirmity comprehending such a multitude of errors and emotions, and involving opinions so contradictory, or rather antagonistic, as that of superstition. We must try, therefore, to escape it in some way which is both safe and expedient, and not be like people who incautiously and blindly run hither and thither to escape from an attack of robbers or wild beasts, or from a fire, and rush into trackless places that contain pitfalls and precipices. For thus it is that some persons, in trying to escape superstition, rush into a rough and hardened atheism, thus overleaping true religion which lies between.10


			Although we have had to exclude many important moral philosophers in this book, some of them personal favorites, such as Plutarch, the remaining figures are not in any sense alike. They teach or inspire, or both, but in many different ways. Through their ideas, we come to understand better the choices before us and, through their training, we are better equipped to face reality and make better decisions for ourselves.
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			Chapter 2


			Socrates


			(469–399 BCE)


			This chapter might just as accurately have been titled Plato rather than Socrates. Our record of what Socrates is alleged to have said comes from only two principal sources: Plato’s dialogues and Xenophon’s Memorabilia. Socrates himself wrote nothing down. He spoke extemporaneously and his remarks were not recorded, so far as we can tell, on the spot, but only much later from memory.


			To make matters more complicated, there is the famous Socratic Method. Socrates thought the most important lesson he could teach was how to think. He therefore usually taught by asking questions designed to bring out the reasoning of his interlocutor. The flaw in this otherwise admirable approach was that we often never learn, or cannot be sure we have discerned, Socrates’s own views.


			The constant process of questioning and uncovering logical lapses would also no doubt have been annoying to some of Socrates’s more self-satisfied contemporaries. If so, it might have contributed to the charges against him, that he was undermining the official religion among youth, which led to his condemnation and death. In The Apology, Plato’s account of the trial and death, Socrates candidly acknowledged:


			I go about testing and examining every man whom I think wise, whether he be a citizen or a stranger, as God has commanded me; and whenever I find that he is not wise, I point out to him on the part of God that he is not wise.


			This does seem to be a formula for offending powerful people.


			It seems a reasonable guess that Socrates did say this, or something like it. What motive would Plato have had for fabricating such a sincere but also endearingly naïve sentiment? Socrates also makes a great many direct statements in Plato’s later dialogue, The Republic, unlike in some of the earlier dialogues specifically about him, when the Socratic Method so often veils his view. As a result, The Republic is often quoted in this short collection of Socratic sayings. But because it is a later dialogue, and less specifically about Socrates, it is reasonable to wonder whether the views expressed are truly those of Socrates, or rather Plato’s much later interpretation or even modification of them. Unfortunately, there is no way to know. Like the Gospel accounts of Jesus’ sayings, which were written down long after his death, they are all we have of Socrates, and we must take them as we find them.


			The combined wisdom of Socrates (469–399 BCE) and Plato (428–347 BCE) comes to us from a very long time ago. In the context of their time, they are startlingly original. There is nothing like them except, to a degree, in the contemporaneous and very advanced civilization of India. It is not surprising that they have had such an immense influence on human thought.


			It is also something of a miracle that we have them at all. Plato is believed to have written philosophical treatises that he considered his main life’s work. But they are all gone. What remains are the dialogues, which may have been meant for the general educated public rather than other philosophers and are therefore written in a more popular style.


			Here are a few sayings of Socrates to whet the reader’s appetite.


			
The Central Role of Logic


			Whenever a person strives, by the help of logic and dialectics, to start in pursuit of reality by a simple process of reason, independent of all sensory information—never flinching, until by an act of the pure intelligence, he has grasped the real nature of good—he arrives at the very end of the intellectual journey. . . . Unless he does . . . this, . . . he dreams and sleeps away his . . . life.


			Plato, The Republic


			The Nature of Dialectic


			Is it the case that everything, which has an opposite, is generated only out of its opposite? . . . In fact, is it not a universal law, even though we do not always express it in so many words, that opposites are generated always out of one another, and that there is a process of generation out of one into the other?


			Plato, Phædo


			Evils, Theodorus, can never perish; for there must always remain something which is opposite to good.


			Plato, Theætetus


			Logic, Not Sense Experience, Is the Teacher


			And will not a man attain to this pure thought most completely, if he goes to each thing, as far as he can, with his mind alone, taking neither sight nor any other sense along with his reason in the process of thought, to be an encumbrance?


			Plato, Phædo


			The Universe Is Itself Governed by Logic


			Shall we say that the power of an irrational principle governs all things, and that, which is called the universe, at random, and as may happen? Or, on the contrary, . . . that Mind, and a certain wonderful Intellect, arranges things together, and governs throughout?


			Plato, Philebus


			
The Fatal Lure of Vanity


			If I were to claim to be at all wiser than others, it would be because I do not think that I have any clear knowledge about the world, when, in fact, I have none.


			Plato, The Apology


			
What Is Truly Valuable


			Athenians, I hold you in the highest regard and love; but I will obey God rather than you; and as long as I have breath and strength, I will not cease from philosophy and from exhorting you, and declaring: are you not ashamed of caring so much for the making of money, and for reputation, and for honor? Will you not think or care about wisdom, and truth, and the perfection of your soul?


			Plato, The Apology


			
The Soul, Not the Body


			The soul is most like the divine, the immortal, the intelligible, the uniform, the indissoluble and the unchangeable; while the body is most like the human, the mortal, the unintelligible, the multiform, the dissoluble, and the changeable.


			Plato, Phædo


			It seems that there is a narrow path which will bring us safely to our journey’s end, with reason as our guide. As long as we have this body, and an evil of that sort is mingled with our souls, we shall never fully gain what we desire, which is truth. For the body is forever taking up our time with the care which it needs; and, besides whenever diseases attack it, they hinder us in our pursuit of real being. It fills us with passions, desires and fears, and all manner of phantoms, and much foolishness; and so, as the saying goes, in very truth we can never think at all for it. . . . While we live, we shall come nearest to knowledge, if we have no communion or intercourse with the body beyond what is absolutely necessary, and if we are not defiled with its nature. We must live pure from it until God himself releases us.


			Plato, Phædo


			
But Neither Is the Body to Be Neglected or Shown Disrespect


			He earnestly recommended those who conversed with him to take care of their health, both by learning whatever they could respecting it from men of experience, and by attending to it, each for himself, throughout his whole life, studying what food or drink, or what exercise, was most suitable for him, and how he might act in regard to them so as to enjoy the best health; for he said it would be difficult for a person who thus attended to himself to find a physician that would tell better than himself what was conducive to his health.


			Xenophon, The Memorabilia of Socrates


			
We Should Try to Free Ourselves from Desire


			You, who do not even wait for the natural desire of gratification, but fill yourself with all manner of dainties before you have an appetite for them, eating before you are hungry, drinking before you are thirsty, procuring cooks that you may eat with pleasure, buying costly wines that you may drink with pleasure, and running about seeking for snow in summer, while, in order to sleep with pleasure, you prepare not only soft beds, but couches, and rockers under your couches, for you do not desire sleep in consequence of labor, but in consequence of having nothing to do; you force the sensual inclinations before they require gratification, using every species of contrivance for the purpose, and abusing male and female, for thus it is that you treat your friends, insulting their modesty at night, and making them sleep away the most useful part of their day.


			Xenophon, The Memorabilia of Socrates


			He was not only superior to all corporeal pleasures, but also to those attendant on the acquisition of money.


			Xenophon, The Memorabilia of Socrates


			So frugal was he, that I do not know whether anyone could not earn . . . sufficient to have satisfied Socrates.


			Xenophon, The Memorabilia of Socrates


			Do you think that a philosopher will care very much about what are called pleasures, such as the pleasures of eating and drinking? . . . Or about the pleasures of sexual passion?


			Plato, Phædo


			The soul of a philosopher will consider that it is the office of philosophy to set her free. . . . She gains for herself peace from worldly things, and follows reason and ever abides in it, contemplating what is true and divine and real, and fostered by them.


			Plato, Phædo


			
But Pleasure Too Should Not Be Despised


			Another person saying that he ate without pleasure, “Acumenus,” said Socrates, “prescribes an excellent remedy for that disease.” The other asking, “What sort of remedy?” “To abstain from eating,” said Socrates; “for he says that, after abstaining, you will live with more pleasure, less expense, and better health.”


			Xenophon, The Memorabilia of Socrates


			
We Should Try to Free Ourselves from Vengeance


			We ought not to repay wrong with wrong or do harm to any man, no matter what we may have suffered from him.


			Plato, Crito


			
And We Should Not Fear Death


			To fear death, my friends, is only to think ourselves wise, without being wise; for it is to think that we know what we do not know. For everything that men can tell, death may be the greatest good that can happen to them; but they fear it as if they knew quite well that it was the greatest of evils. And what is this but that shameful ignorance of thinking that we know what we do not know?


			Plato, The Apology


			He who is truly a man, ought not to care about living a certain time; . . . he leaves all that to God and considers in what way he can spend his appointed term.


			Plato, Gorgias


			Do you think that a spirit full of lofty thoughts, and privileged to contemplate all time, and all existence, can possibly attach any great importance to this life? “No, it is impossible.” Then such a person will not regard death as a formidable thing, will he?


			Plato, The Republic





			Note regarding the quoted material used in this chapter:


			The Apology, Philebus, Euthyphron, an updated version of translation by F. J. Church.


			Gorgias, an updated version of translation by Benjamin Jowett.


			The Republic, an updated version of translation by J. L. Davies and D. J. Vaughan. 


			Theætetus, an updated version of translation by Benjamin Jowett. 


			The Memorabilia of Socrates, an updated version of translation by J. S. Watson. 


		

OEBPS/Images/1.jpg
The Secular Saints

And Why Morals Are
Not Just Subjective

Hunter Lewis

AXIOS





OEBPS/Images/SecularSaints-cover-1600x.jpg
K
,(THE

SECULAR

SAINTS

AAAAAAAAAAAA

EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE

HUNTER LEWIS





