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‌Prologue

    
‌Let’s Do It

    Many people would rather die than think; and that is what they do.


    Bertrand Russell

    All of us think about things. That does not yet make us philosophers; but it nearly does.

    If you puzzle about why, or whether, there are some things you ought or ought not to do – some things that are good; some things bad – then you are something of a philosopher. If you wonder how things really are – whether the mind is nothing but the brain; whether the world is divinely caused – you are philosophizing. And if you ask questions such as ‘What does it all mean?’ – well, there is yet more evidence of your living within the philosophers’ realm.

    Reflecting on the puzzles, paradoxes and perplexities in this book, from ethics to God to space and time, from politics to consciousness to logic, love and fiction, is to do philosophy. Well, it is to do philosophy, once trying to think systematically and clearly about quite what the problems are, the assumptions made and where they lead. The philosophy here is presented by way of a kaleidoscope of styles, varying from dialogues to monologues, from everyday experiences to bizarre thought experiments, from a discussion with God to arguments between Grasshopper and Ant – and from the light-hearted to the deeply serious. All, I hope, are polished with a lightness of touch. The chapters are deliberately short, though designed to give rise to plenty of thought, further questions and debates, be they debates with yourself or with others, whether at work, at play, at romance or even when failing asleep.

    The word ‘philosophy’, deriving from the Greek ‘love of wisdom’, suggests something grander and more insightful about life and the universe than that of other subjects. True, the purveyance of wisdom can seem far removed from the practices of today’s philosophers; philosophers are usually lecturers, maintaining employment by forever publishing research, even trying to show economic impact. It was different in earlier times. Spinoza ground lenses; Leibniz was a librarian; John Stuart Mill worked for the East India Company, moonlighting as a journalist, and later became a Member of Parliament. Today there is a tendency for philosophy to be technical: take a look at some current volumes of academic philosophy. Technical studies have their place, but we should not be misled into thinking that, at heart, philosophy is open only to philosophical technocrats and professionals. Major philosophical thinking – from Plato to Hume to Wittgenstein – is open to us all. I hope that this collection shows that to be so.

    ‘All things conspire’

    These puzzles, tales and dialogues embrace the whole range of philosophical wonder, from formal paradoxes in logical reasoning to moral dilemmas. Although they are grouped into themes, to quote Hippocrates, ‘all things conspire’ – so, the sections overlap as do some puzzles, being different approaches to fundamental perplexities, such as the nature of the self and how we represent the world around us. A few puzzles might have more obviously appeared elsewhere. Newcomb’s Paradox (Chapter 66), for example, more naturally would fit in Part V on Knowledge, but has an interesting link with religious belief. Let us celebrate the intermingling and weaving – and also the dipping into chapters that catch the eye and interest, rather than ploughing through sequentially. Note, too, the endnotes for further musings.

    Simply by virtue of belonging to a community of speakers, we possess materials for philosophizing. There need be no special demands for mathematical ability, erudite historical knowledge or scientific investigations – just our everyday experiences. Philosophers rarely become directly involved in physical experiments, treks through muddy swamps or the hard work of archaeological digs. We prefer the armchair, pen and paper (well, keyboard), and even the occasional glass of wine – or two. Philosophers do, though, reflect on others’ worldly investigations, be they physical, psychological or religious. Philosophizing itself displays the interconnection of things.

    What’s wrong with contradictions?

    With the paradoxes, puzzles and perplexities, we often start with some comments, beliefs or principles, which appear obviously true. These can be seen as premisses. We do some reasoning, expecting to reach acceptable conclusions. Perplexity arises when the reached conclusions hit us as manifestly false, unacceptable or, in some way, undesirable. They contradict or are in tension with our starting beliefs. Something must have gone wrong with the reasoning, or maybe our starting points are mistaken – or could the tensions be intrinsic features of the world? Philosophers try to locate any mistakes, seek to explain how the perplexities have arisen and aim to avoid contradictions.

    Two contradictory thoughts cannot both be true. You come home and find two notes left by your partner. One says, ‘Wait in for me,’ and the other says, ‘Don’t wait in for me.’ What do you do? They are contradictory instructions – so, you are baffled. Witness bafflement at this book’s dedication. Hence, we need to avoid contradictions, to avoid being contra in speech or diction. That avoidance applies beyond instructions. Your friend tells you, ‘It will rain today,’ and then adds, ‘It won’t rain today.’ You are bemused: what does she believe; what should you do umbrella-wise? Because we seek understanding, we may try to explain away contradictions: maybe the notes show a mind change; maybe the speaker of rain speaks of different locations.

    Opening eyes, exercising the mind – and talking the sun down


    Seneca of ancient Rome commented how things of daily occurrence, even when most worthy of amazement and admiration, pass us by unnoticed. We may be likened to sleepwalkers, successfully finding our way, yet unaware of what we are doing. Philosophy opens eyes.

    Philosophy has value in itself, intrinsic value, but it is also a means of exercising the mind – exercising the mind about matters that matter. When difficulties in finding correct answers come to the fore, it may even generate some welcome humility. Further, philosophy is a means of sharing, of togetherness. Socrates of ancient Greece, often seen as the inspirer of Western philosophy, stressed the importance of dialogue. Discussing with others what counts as fair salaries, whether speech that offends should be permitted, how free we are really, may help to bring forth a common humanity, a genuine sense in which we are ‘all in it together’, trying to understand the universe and our place within. That contrasts with the mythical economic mantra of ‘we’re all in it together’ which has been much loved in recent years by those in power in Britain.

    Philosophical puzzles continue to perplex: that shows how they differ from puzzles that can be solved through scientific research or logical and mathematical reasoning.

    Here is science. In 1616, a certain John Bullokar offered as paradox the affirmation that ‘the earth doth mooue round, and the heauens stand still’. Today most people accept that the Earth both spins and orbits the Sun. The astronomical evidence is in.

    Here is straight logic. Concerning only the three people mentioned, Osbert is in love just with Penelope, but Penelope is in love just with Quentin. Osbert is a philosopher. Quentin is not. Is a philosopher in love with a non-philosopher? Is the answer ‘Yes’, ‘No’ or ‘Cannot tell’? Please see the endnotes for the answer, which, once explained, generates no controversy.

    Here is probability. In the Monty Hall Show, there are three doors, A, B and C. One door has a desirable prize hidden behind, say, gold bars. The other two doors each have a goat behind them. For this puzzle we assume that goats are neither desirable nor desired. You want the prize. Which door hides the prize has been decided randomly.

    Consider a game. You choose a door: say A. Maybe a goat lurks behind that door; maybe the prize does. The show’s presenter – she knows what is behind each door – opens one of the other doors, B or C, showing you one of the two goats. Let us say that she opens B. She then asks you if you want to change your choice from door A to B or C. Obviously, you do not want B (you see a goat there), but should you change to C? Is it rational to change your mind? Would you increase your chance of winning?

    The solution, over which thoughtful philosophers and mathematicians are now agreed, appears in the endnotes.

    Russell’s tease and Nietzsche’s greatest weight

    In contrast to the puzzles just given – with scientific evidence or logical reasoning providing firm solutions – philosophical perplexities continue to haunt. Here are a couple, starting with a logical paradox.

    Two of the most eminent philosophers of the early twentieth century are the Cambridge philosophers Bertrand Russell and G. E. Moore. Moore was perceived as a man of complete honesty and integrity. Russell was worldly wise, a lover of many women – and mischievous. One day, Russell naughtily asked Moore if he always spoke the truth. Moore, being suitably modest, replied, ‘No.’ Now, was Moore saying something true – or false?

    Moore’s answer amounted to: ‘I do not always speak the truth.’ Let us assume, though, that Moore was indeed being modest and everything else Moore ever said was true. Moore’s answer amounts to: ‘What I am saying now is not true.’ That is baffling for, if what he is saying is not true, then, as that is what he is saying, it is after all true. Moreover, if what he is saying is true, then it is not true. That is an example of a famous paradox: the Liar. It can be traced back to antiquity; it and related paradoxes are examined in Chapter 25.

    The tale illustrates how philosophers often have eyes for, and delight in, witty, humorous and quirky perspectives on everyday affairs. In fact, Wittgenstein – more on him below – proposed that some good philosophy could be written consisting entirely as a series of jokes. Jokes can both give rise to perplexity and yet, after some thought, be revealing. Mae West quipped, ‘When I’m good, I’m very, very good; when I’m bad, I’m better.’ That raises serious questions of morality and linguistic innuendo, yet initially generates merely a welcoming smile at the ambiguous perplexity.

    Here is a different sort of perplexity, courtesy of Friedrich Nietzsche, the nineteenth-century thinker often deemed ‘existentialist’. Nietzsche hypothesized the eternal recurrence – ‘the greatest weight’ – asking whether we could be so well disposed to our lives that we would welcome our lives being repeated eternally, exactly the same each time round. Of course, were the repetitions exactly the same, with the whole universe repeating itself in exactly the same way, then we should be unaware of the repetitions. We may even doubt the sense of there being repetitions of items exactly the same – a metaphysical puzzle. The eternal recurrence, this most dreadful and anguishing of thoughts, is probably intended, though, to concentrate our minds on how we ought to live, on what sort of life we value and on what we can bear in life – thoughts that can trouble all of us at times.

    ‘He could teach me nothing’

    Arguably the greatest twentieth-century philosopher is Ludwig Wittgenstein. Soon after he first arrived in Cambridge to see what Russell thought of him (yes, the same Russell as above), he was perceived as a genius, albeit tormented, strange and arrogant. Russell sent him to learn some logic from W. E. Johnson, the established and elderly logician. They survived only one session together. Afterwards, Wittgenstein reported to Russell, ‘He could teach me nothing.’ Johnson reported to friends, ‘I could teach him nothing.’

    Johnson and Wittgenstein, in one sense, were both saying the same thing about Johnson; yet they meant very different things. Johnson perceived the young Wittgenstein as conceited and unprepared to listen. Wittgenstein thought of Johnson as fuddy-duddy, out of date. Later they became friends, with Wittgenstein admiring Johnson’s piano-playing – radically more so than ever he did Johnson’s logic.

    The story reminds us that we need to pay careful attention to meaning and to what is intended by what is said. That requires attention to context, motives and presuppositions. Suppose I comment that the Lord Chief Justice remained wide awake during the defence counsel’s summing up today: my words alone do not logically imply that he usually nods off; but, given the context and presuppositions, his typically being half-asleep when in court may well be conveyed. It is the ‘conversational implicature’ of what I said.

    Casimir Lewy, a philosopher who attended Moore’s and Wittgenstein’s lectures, was once asked his view of a colleague’s recent book. ‘It’s printed on fine-quality paper’ was his heavily Polish-accented response. Nothing more needed to be said.

    Although most philosophers strongly reject the idea that philosophical perplexities end up being just linguistic matters, all would agree that linguistic care and clarity is much needed, if we are to gain a proper understanding of the world. Mind you, the demand for clarity is a challenge to certain ‘postmodernists’ who appear to value obscurity. I have in mind the excesses of Derrida, Irigaray and Kristeva; but perhaps the problem is mine, in my failing to comprehend.

    Washing, evolution, even God


    Søren Kierkegaard, a nineteenth-century Danish philosopher, now seen as a religious existentialist, saw a shop with the sign ‘Bring your washing here’. Kierkegaard hurried back to his lodgings, collected his dirty washing and took it to the shop – only to discover that the shop was not a laundry, but a shop that sold shop-signs. The tale reminds us that we need to be careful in assessing what a sign is a sign of – in assessing how to interpret words and deeds. ‘My actions have been open to misinterpretation’ may be a truth – or an excuse.

    Matters of interpretation come especially to the fore when we consider questions of how we ought to behave. Should letting someone die be seen as equivalent to killing? After all, the outcome is the same. Are human beings best understood as mere creatures of evolution or as ‘created in the image of God’? If the former, what are the implications for morality? If the latter, what sort of divinity?

    *

    I return to Wittgenstein. Wittgenstein had a feel for the enigmatic aphorism, as well as for some stunning thinking and profound metaphysical disquiet. He famously and controversially wrote:

    Philosophy is the battle against the bewitchment of our intelligence by means of language.


    That should not identify him as ‘just a linguistic philosopher’; he saw deep problems in grasping what we can and cannot say. He anguished and saw no easy or quick solutions or resolutions or dissolutions of the problems.

    When two philosophers meet, wrote Wittgenstein, their greeting should be, ‘Take your time.’ The perplexities here are best dipped into – and out again – swirled with others for their thoughts, revisited when in the bath or on the train or even half-asleep. Throughout, though, I encourage resistance to quick answers. I encourage, ‘Take your time.’

    And so, whether or not birds, bees and educated fleas do it – presumably not – as philosophizing is the loving of wisdom, born in wonder and curiosity, let’s do it; let’s – right now – philosophize.

   

  

 
  
   
    
‌‌Part I:

    Ethics

    
‌What ought we to do?

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


    Albert Camus

    We are often told what we ought – or, more usually, ought not – to do. We are in the realm of ethics, of morality, of duty. In this realm, perplexities are frequently those of dilemmas: witness forthcoming tales of the bear, a violinist who is plugged into you, and your opportunity for gainful employment as a hangman. The puzzles here also show how morality seeps into the law, political rights and even into the understanding of actions; after all, what makes an action my action and one that I intended? When, for that matter, did I come into existence and start performing actions?

    Lurking behind this Part I’s quandaries are questions of whether we ever do act morally, whether we ever ought to act morally, whether, in fact, there is any substance to morality at all. Should we be concerned about the plight of others – of the dispossessed, of our treatment of animals – or just about ourselves and a favoured few of our family and friends? Such questions also arise with later puzzles, when we try to handle God, religion and, working at a more earthly level, our relationship to the state, government and law.

    Ethics – morality – is a distinctive human concern. No one should seriously think that pigs, peacocks and porcupines possess sense of what morally ought to be done as opposed to what they want to do. The human world embraces far more than does the non-human. Humans can handle mathematics, science and historical researches, in the pursuit of truth; the human world contains the arts, philosophical reflections and, yes, ethics.

    Ethics is far wider than may be commonly assumed. It carries us beyond simple headline commandments against, for example, killing, enslaving and speaking falsely; in fact, they all merit thought and nuances. Ethics, as we shall see, gives rise to conflicts between, for example, maximizing welfare and respecting a person’s right not to be used. Furthermore, ethical reflection draws our attention to how human flourishing has need of grace, refinements, compassion and empathy – and regard for our treatment of non-human creatures, such as the aforementioned pigs, peacocks and porcupines. In Ethics we try to get right about more things than the right.

    Being human, we cannot easily close our eyes to others and how we affect them; being human, we ought not to close eyes, neither ours nor those of others.

    ‌


‌1

    
‌On the Run: All’s Fair with Bears?

    Here are two explorers. Let them be Penelope Pessimist and Ophelia Optimist. They are exploring some mountainous regions, when they become suddenly aware of a bear in the distance, a bear big and hungry and intent upon feeding – feeding upon them. The bear heads in their direction, picking up speed, looking forward to a tasty explorer breakfast.

    ‘We’d better run for it,’ urges Ophelia Optimist.

    ‘What’s the point?’ sighs Penelope Pessimist in despair at the bear. ‘There’s no way we can outrun a bear.’

    ‘No need to do that,’ smirks Ophelia Optimist. ‘No need for us to outrun the bear – just for me to outrun you.’ And with that, she’s off.

    —

    What are we morally allowed to do to save our lives? Assuming the bear needs to breakfast on only one, either could sacrifice herself. But does morality demand such self-sacrifice? And who should do the sacrificing? Before readers ask, let us assume that both women know that they cannot overpower the bear. Running is the only answer. In such circumstances, looking after oneself seems, at the very least, morally permissible.

    Let us delete Ophelia’s smirk. Both explorers recognize the tragedy of their plight. They recognize that it would be beyond the call of morality for Ophelia to have to sacrifice herself – or, indeed, for Penelope to do so. They both race away from the bear, not knowing who is faster or more skilled at twists and turns; they are letting fortune determine which one escapes – and which one dies.

    The outcome, though, could be certain. They may know that Ophelia is the faster runner and will escape; so Penelope will provide the bear’s breakfast. If so, then Ophelia is letting the weaker, Penelope, go to the wall – more accurately, to the bear’s digestion. Yet that is no good reason for Ophelia to sacrifice herself. After all, were she to make such a sacrifice, we could wonder why Penelope ought not to be sacrificing herself instead. And what value exists in their both yielding to the bear? They are not lovers who cannot live without each other.
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    Let us modify the tale: the only way one can be sure of escape is by tripping up the other. We probably think that doing that would be morally wrong. Maybe it would be unfair; it is unfair for one woman deliberately to interfere with the other. Yet how is it fair in the first place that one woman runs faster than the other?

    Is it morally permissible for you to save your life, if an innocent individual’s death results?

    We swim in murky waters here. Let us focus. Consider only cases in which the life of solely one innocent person is lost through saving your own life. To avoid complexities of families, lifespan and so on, we assume that the individuals involved have similar responsibilities and potential for happiness and contributions to society.

    Here are some different scenarios to test what we sense is permissible. Suppose that Ophelia and Penelope are in a queue, Ophelia at the front. A crazed individual is facing the queue, firing a revolver. Ophelia ducks to avoid being shot; as a result, the bullet kills Penelope. Ophelia, in defending herself, helps to bring about Penelope’s death. Yet even if she foresees that Penelope will be shot – perhaps Ophelia lacks time to warn her – Ophelia does not intend Penelope’s death. Her death is not the means whereby Ophelia saves herself. Had everyone in the queue ducked, maybe no one would have been killed. Penelope was an innocent and unlucky bystander.

    Contrast the above with a different ‘queue’ example where Ophelia, to avoid being shot, pushes Penelope in front of her. Here, Ophelia is using Penelope as a shield – without informed consent. Surely, Ophelia is not morally permitted to do that. This suggests that an important, morally relevant feature is whether a person is being endangered through being used as a means of defence. Ophelia, if using Penelope as shield, shows no respect for her; she is using Penelope solely as means to an end. According to many, that is morally wrong – full stop. Respect for human beings involves treating them as rational agents, free to consent (or not) to how they are to be used. Respect for a person is central to the moral philosophy of Immanuel Kant, the highly influential, eighteenth-century Enlightenment philosopher. We see moral questions of respect arising when viewing another contrast:

    A runaway tram hurtles towards you. You are trapped on the tracks, but you have a wireless points’ control, so you are able to divert the tram onto a siding, thus saving yourself. Unfortunately, you know that there is a worker lying unconscious on the siding’s tracks. By diverting, you save your life, yet bring about the worker’s death. That may or may not be morally permissible, but it certainly is not as bad as what you do in the next scenario.

    Once again, the runaway tram is hurtling towards you. The only means of saving your life is by firing a rubber bullet at a passer-by near the track. The passer-by, stunned, falls onto the track and is killed by the tram, bringing it to a halt. Thus, you are saved, saved by using the passer-by as a shield. The passer-by’s death is the necessary means whereby you are saved, unlike the worker’s death; you are certainly disrespecting the passer-by. A person surely has a right not to be used in that way. That ‘right’ amounts to its being a significant, fundamental moral wrong to deploy someone thus, without consent.

    When we use someone as a shield, we are transferring our misfortune to someone else who is required to suffer. There are, then, two morally relevant factors.

    One factor concerns the misfortune transferred and its significance for the recipient. If the only way to save my life is by causing an innocent person, ‘as a shield’, to have her nail varnish tarnished – well, that is morally acceptable; and if the shield protests, then she displays selfishness, lacking a sense of proportion. If I grab the fine silk scarf from a gentleman, the scarf needed to stem arterial blood flowing from my thigh, I have doubtless invaded his property; but saving a life at the cost of a silk scarf is a good deal, even if he complains about my violation of his property rights.

    The second factor concerns the transference itself. In the shield examples it is deliberate and required. In the other examples, the life would be saved, even if no misfortunes were to occur to others. We may, though, question this distinction’s relevance, if we know the misfortunes will in fact occur. You have a right to defend yourself from the tram by diverting it; but if you foresee that the worker’s death will result, are you not behaving cruelly in passing that misfortune buck onto him? Of course, morally, things are different, if you know that he is conscious and could leap free to safety, with or without his nail varnish tarnished; but, in the case set out, you are surely not morally justified in passing the deadly tram onto him. The unconscious worker is, so to speak, an ‘innocent threat’ to you – a threat in that his presence, it seems, morally prevents you from doing what would otherwise be permissible to save your life, namely, diverting the tram.

    *

    Returning to the bear, where does this leave the morality, or otherwise, of Ophelia taking to her heels, knowing that Penelope is likely to be eaten? After all, Penelope does need to be caught and feasted upon, to ensure that the bear does not continue to chase Ophelia. It may appear as if Ophelia is passing her misfortune to Penelope – minimally, that is as morally bad as your diverting the tram onto the unconscious worker. Yet we may feel that here ‘every woman for herself’ is morally acceptable.

    Perhaps the relevant difference between the shield and bear examples concerns the tales’ starting points. With the bear, the two explorers are in it together from the start; both are exposed to the bear’s hungry eye. With the tram example, you alone are initially exposed to the danger. If you take no action, the worker is safe. If Ophelia takes no action regarding the bear, Penelope may still be exposed to the bear’s dining desires. If the crazed gunman is out to shoot anyone, then again we may think that all in the queue are party to the misfortune. Suppose, though, that the gunman is specifically after Ophelia at the front of the queue. By diving down, avoiding the bullets, has she unfairly transferred a misfortune buck to others?

    The worker on the track, Penelope standing behind Ophelia in the queue, Penelope being less adept at running – we may voice the mantra proclaiming the unfairness of all these conditions. Yet, of course, there is also the unfairness of Ophelia’s happening to be at the queue’s front, your being in the path of the runaway tram – and, spreading the net much wider, the unfairness of many being born into war, poverty and disease, when many are not.

    When facing such unfairnesses and resultant dilemmas, we should, of course, try do what is ‘for the best’. Sadly the best is often elusive, sometimes because there is nothing that is for the best; and even when there is, and we know what it is, it may yet be impossible to achieve.

    As with many moral matters, over what to do, it seems – well, all we can do is muddle through.

    ‌


‌2

    
‌Just Helping Ourselves

    Here are a few words, courtesy of John Aubrey, about Thomas Hobbes, a great seventeenth-century political philosopher. People often warm to Hobbes when they read them.

    He 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 six pence. Said a divine (Dr Jaspar Mayne) that stood by: ‘Would you have done this, if it had not been Christ’s command?’ ‘Yea,’ said he. ‘Why?’ quoth the other. ‘Because,’ said he, ‘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.’


    The moral often drawn from such tales is that we never act other than out of self-interest, that is, selfishly. It is true that sometimes we help others, but this is only to ease our distress at seeing them in distress – it is our distress that ultimately motivates us. Duty is never our true motivation.

    The suggested story is that all our actions, despite contrary appearances, are really self-interested or selfish. The mother who runs into a burning house to save her child is motivated by fear, fear of how she would feel if she let her child die. Saints who sacrifice their lives, defending their Christian beliefs, are motivated by desire for an afterlife in heaven rather than hell. Atheists who, ‘out of duty’, volunteer to help the homeless really just want to feel good about themselves and perhaps impress their neighbours.

    The ultimate consideration, to keep in mind in preparation for challenging the above, is its background assumption that when we perform any action, we must have some motivation – and that means that, in some sense, we want to do it and so we act to satisfy that want. But if we are doing something to satisfy our wants, then we are acting selfishly. That is the catch-all argument. What we want may not coincide with what is in our own interests – we often make mistakes about what is best for us – so the reasoning needs, more accurately, to speak of how we always act in accordance with what we want or what we believe to be our own self-interest.

    Is it possible to do anything that is not, in some way, self-interested?

    Various philosophical puzzles rely on views about what is ‘really’ the case. Curiously, students – and some philosophers – once in philosophy seminars, seem quickly to come to know or apprehend what is really so, even though this differs radically from what is reckoned to be really so outside the seminar room. It takes very little reflection to lead certain philosophers and students into believing that we never ‘really’ know anything much, can never ‘really’ be certain of much and are not ‘really’ free – even though it seems that, in our everyday lives, we frequently can tell whether someone knows something, is certain of something and did something freely.

    What are we to make of the claim that ‘really’ we never act primarily out of concern for others? It may be an empirical claim, one that we assess on the evidence around us, yet if that is so, it looks to be false: people certainly seem, on occasions, to act purely out of concern for others. The self-interest claim, though, is often put forward in such a way that it cannot be refuted. Whatever examples we give of selfless actions, the response is, ‘Ah, so if she did X, it must have been because really she wanted to do X – and so she was self-interested after all.’ It looks as if altruism and acting solely for the benefit of others have been ruled out of existence – for just wanting to do these things is sufficient to show that the person doing them is not altruistic but selfish.

    Some years ago, I saw Mrs Thatcher, then Prime Minister, being interviewed about a hospital crisis: nurses were going on strike. At one point, Mrs Thatcher said, ‘But nurses do not strike.’ The interviewer was flabbergasted. He pointed out that there, on screen, were pictures of nurses in Trafalgar Square, waving banners, announcing that they were striking. ‘Ah,’ replied Mrs Thatcher, ‘they’re not true nurses.’ What had started off as a claim about the world which could be investigated, an empirical claim – the claim that nurses do not strike – became in Mrs Thatcher’s worded worldly ways a claim that would be true come what may. No one would be allowed to count as being a nurse, if she or he went on strike.

    The move – from an interesting empirical claim to one made true by linguistic fiat – is arguably at work when people tell us that all our actions are really self-interested. If it is an empirical claim, let us test it. Is it the case that mothers rush to save their children only through fear of their own future distress? Why believe that? Is it true that if anyone sacrifices his life for a cause, he is really doing it for his own benefit? Why believe that? If there is evidence that shows these things, let us see it; but let us not use the theory (plucked from where?) that all actions are self-interested to conclude that any seemingly altruistic action must really – even unconsciously – be selfish.

    *

    Recently, there has been a tendency to move away from the level of people to that of genes, famously summed up by Richard Dawkins’ book title The Selfish Gene. Of course, genes are not the kind of things that can be selfish and, if any metaphor is sought, ‘vain’ would be better, in so far as genes replicate themselves. Genetic considerations lead some to speak of altruism ‘really’ being a means for genes to increase their replication success; altruism is ‘nothing but’ gene survival or human self-interest in play. That is dangerous talk. Just because it is true that there are causal explanations (in terms of genes, replication and variation) for the existence of people with the range of features that they have, it does not follow that therefore no one is ever altruistically motivated. Just the reverse: the explanations are explanations of how it is that there is genuinely altruistic behaviour.

    To load all human behaviour into the same selfish boat – maybe through tales of genetic explanations or unconscious motivations – blurs valuable distinctions between, for example, people who help you without any expectation of reward and those who help you only if there is a reward. Now, which sort would you prefer as your friends – or to meet, when you are stranded and lost, with car broken down?

    Insist, if you must, in moving the linguistic goalposts and thinking of all humans as selfish; but then you need to distinguish between those who help you for a fee and those who help you for free.

    ‌
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‌In the Beginning

    I am unfairly discriminated against.

    Who am I? I am that person whom you failed to create some years ago, last year or maybe a few moments ago – that time when you avoided having sex or deployed contraception. There are billions and billions like me, all unfairly treated.

    Those of you lucky enough to exist speak keenly about the value of human life. You make great efforts to keep people alive. You have legal systems, moral pressures, checks and balances designed to prevent people from being killed. You have hospitals, vaccinations and screening programmes; safety nets, health regulations, well woman and well man clinics, all to assist the living to carry on living. Virtually all of you are appalled by infanticide – at killing children, at killing babies. Most of you are repelled by very late abortions: what is the morally relevant difference, you say, between a new-born baby and a foetus in the womb a few hours before birth?

    Some of you already treat abortion as morally equivalent to murder. If late abortions are akin to infanticide and hence are morally wrong, what of slightly earlier abortions – and earlier and earlier, as we count down the days? What is the morally relevant difference between a foetus of sixteen weeks and one that is a day younger – and what is the relevant difference between that foetus and one a little younger still? We may move on down the days in this way, going lower and lower, until we reach the moment of conception.

    Conception! That’s what marks the difference. Before conception, there is no individual entity that is likely to grow into a person; there is no potential person present at all. It is only once the egg is fertilized that we have something that is potentially a person, with feelings, intelligence, loves and desires.


    I charge you with being space-ist and number-ist. I would even say ‘materialist’ but for the fact that philosophers understand the term peculiarly. Yes, the egg and sperm, pre-conception, have some distance between them – their structure or matter is greatly spaced – but why is that numerical and geographical fact morally relevant? That there are two elements does not show that the twosome is not a potential person. True, we cannot tell beforehand which sperm will fertilize the egg towards which the sperms are heading – the egg which will grow into embryo, foetus, baby, child and adult. Undoubtedly, though, before fertilization, there must have existed the particular sperm – let’s call him ‘Herm’ – which would end up fertilizing the particular egg – Eggwina. Were that not so, that fertilized egg would not have come about. Not to have engaged in uncontracepted sex at that moment (whenever it was) would have prevented Herm and Eggwina from uniting; it would have prevented creation of the fertilized egg and hence the foetus, baby and adult life that people so greatly value.

    If it is wrong to kilI people, isn’t it also wrong not to create people?

    To get to the nub of the question, let us move to babies. After all, there are simple replies to the question above. One would be that people usually do not want to die, but people who are not yet created have no wants at all – well, not yet.

    What is wrong with killing a baby? That is no outrageous question, but a request to work out what justifies the common belief that it is typically morally wrong. Philosophers, rightly, ask questions, even if unsettling – and sometimes they ask the questions because they are unsettling. Of course, there can be philosophical worries whether or not certain questions, in certain contexts, should even be raised; that leads into the value of free expression (reviewed in Chapter 9). Here our question is in a philosophical context: what is wrong with killing babies? 

    If the answer is simply in terms of the loss of its future life, a life which has value in itself, then abortion is also morally wrong. This is because had the abortion taken place, that future life (child, adult) would also have been lost. That future life would also have been lost had successful contraception been used, preventing the creation of the foetus which grew into the child who grew into the adult. Moving yet further back, sexual abstinence would have been wrong; it too would have prevented the existence of the child and later adult.

    Being pregnant, of course, prevents the coming into existence of other foetuses. No one is arguing that it is possible to create all possible lives. Making more and more lives is also undesirable, if we are unable to support them. The puzzle is that if – if – what is wrong with infanticide and abortion is the loss of the future person who would otherwise come about, then contraception and, indeed, sexual abstinence, other things being equal, are similarly wrong. The chaste are as bad as the baby killers – at least with regard to the loss of the future lives that would otherwise exist. Yet most of us believe that to be a crazy conclusion. It is a conclusion that would paradoxically pop chaste monks and nuns, those committed to vows of chastity, next to murderers.

    *

    Arguably, the mistake is to think that what makes killing a human being wrong is the loss of that being’s future life. A more plausible account is that what makes it wrong is the loss that the individual suffers. Consider Esmeralda, just a usual person (even if unusually named): she has a sense of her ‘self’ continuing into the future. By killing her, we thwart her desires, her aims, her intentions. Fundamentally, Esmeralda wants to go on living. That is why it is wrong to kill her – and why it may well not be wrong to kill someone who really does want to die; why voluntary euthanasia and assisted dying should be permitted. Further, if we have a being that lacks any sense of itself continuing into the future and so lacks any desire for that self to continue, then killing that individual painlessly cannot harm it. Of course, there may be other reasons, good reasons, why it is wrong to kill such individuals; we may, for example, cause distress to others.

    In this approach, sexual abstinence, contraception and abortion are not wrongs to the individual who fails to develop. That is because they involve no direct harm to a being that has a sense of self continuing into the future. No one seriously thinks the egg and the sperm have desires and intentions; no one seriously thinks the foetus does. For that matter, very young babies also lack such a sense of continuing self. Infanticide and some abortions, though, will still be wrong, in so far as they cause distress to others, notably and often the mother. Further, there could well be adverse knock-on effects, were we to allow rationality to diminish our natural discomfort or distress at very late abortions and infanticide. So, this chapter is no call for infanticide.

    For a response to the approach, as above, that seeks to justify us in not worrying about those whom we do not create, consider the principle, a version of the Golden Rule, ‘Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.’ Most people are pleased to have been created (well, they tend to say that, though it could be self-deception). Were you to start creating children tonight, it is likely that the outcome would be people who are pleased that you did unto them what you are pleased was done unto you – namely, be created.

    Does creating people count as doing something good for them? Those people do not exist, until the good is done; so, if you do nothing, surely there is no one there to have missed out on creation. Still, if you do believe that creating people is good for them, then you know your chat-up line for tonight – but beware, beware, the consequences.

    ‌
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‌The Violinist: Should You Unplug?

    You wake up one mundane Monday, only to discover that this Monday is far from mundane. A tube runs from your body to an unknown man a few feet away. A violinist, it transpires, is plugged into your lymphatic system.

    Although bizarre, the tale possesses considerable relevance to the everyday. Before we bring the tale down to earth, let us fly this phantasy.

    How did the violinist come to be plugged into you? Well, maybe you were in hospital for some minor tests. While you slept, the violinist, unconscious, was rushed into the ward. The doctors knew that the only way to save him was to plug his system into yours. Fortunately for the violinist, and unfortunately for you, your lymphatic system possesses a rare property, one essential for maintaining the violinist’s life. The violinist’s use of your system does not endanger your health; but, while plugged, your life is somewhat inconvenienced. The violinist will go everywhere with you – which could well give rise to embarrassments in your social, personal and romantic life.

    Right now, the violinist is sitting by your bedside. He is fine, so long as he remains plugged. You flick the tubing connecting his body to yours. He is well aware that you could simply disconnect it. All would then be well with you; all not well with him. He would die, perhaps a horrible death. He needs you in order to live.

    Understandably, the violinist begs you not to unplug him. It is life or death for him – of convenience or the opposite for you. Yet there are other factors. He has no right to use of your body – or does he? He surely has a right to life. By unplugging him, would you not be violating that right? You would certainly be causing him to die.

    Are you within your rights to unplug the violinist?

    One line leads to the answer ‘Yes’. You granted him no right to your body. No agreement was made. He is, so to speak, trespassing on your body; so, you are well within your rights to remove him. True, he would die as a result of the removal, but that is neither your intent nor your fault. It is an unfortunate consequence of you asserting your rights. If, miraculously, he were to survive, you should have no objection; presumably you would feel relieved. In unplugging him, your aim is not to kill him.

    We may feel queasy with the above response. Are you not violating his right to life, by insisting on the higher priority of your right to be un-trespassed upon? Suppose he merely needs use of your body for one day, until some drugs arrive. Would you still be within your rights to insist on unplugging?

    The thoughts above raise two fundamental questions. One question concerns what is involved in possessing a right. Another question concerns morality’s extent.

    On the first question, people speak readily of everyone having a right to life. People do not speak so readily of everyone having a right to whatever is required for life. The violinist has a right to life. He requires use of your body, but he does not have a right to that use. Millions of people suffer from malnutrition and disease that will kill them; they have a right to life. Do they therefore have a right to assistance from you – for example, by your giving to relevant charities? Someone needs a kidney transplant. Does he have a right to your kidney? After all, you only need one. We spend considerable money on luxuries: we assume a right to spend our money as we wish; we assume that our right outweighs the requirements of others, those with the right to life, for maintenance of their lives.

    ‘Rights’ talk is cheap: what is costly is providing means for people to exercise their rights. Possessing the right to life counts for little if it fails to carry any duty on others to enable that right to be fulfilled. ’Tis small comfort to the starving to know that they have a right to life, but no right to the excess food that we keep for ourselves.

    Before offering more thoughts about rights, let us turn to the second question, namely, of morality’s extent. Even if you would not be violating the violinist’s rights by unplugging him – the result being his death – would you not still be doing something wrong, if you did unplug? Morality embraces not only rights, but also qualities such as honesty, loyalty, kindness, courage and forgiveness. In our violinist tale, it would surely be cruel to insist on your rights straight away. If the violinist needed use of your body for just a few hours or even weeks, would not granting him that use be the decent thing to do?

    Of course, there are degrees and degrees. It would be extraordinarily kind of you, to accept the violinist attached for the rest of your life. Surely, morality does not demand such exceptional self-sacrifice. In that sort of case, maybe the violinist should recognize the unfair burden he would be putting on your life, and take the courageous path of sacrificing himself. Recall Captain Oates in Scott’s disastrous South Pole venture of 1912. In order to avoid being a burden, Oates crawled out of the tent into the blizzards with the famous words, ‘I am just going outside and may be some time.’ No one had a right to demand that sacrifice, yet maybe Oates did the right thing – despite its ultimate futility.

    The violinist, Captain Oates and many other examples remind us that moral dilemmas do not all reduce to conflicting ‘rights’. Moral dilemmas can be fed from many quarters and the feeding makes morality something of a mess. You may, for example, think that a lot hangs on the value of the violinist – to himself, but also to society. Were the violinist a lousy player and a depressed drug addict, you may feel far less inclined to allow him use of your body than you would were he a famous violinist of impressive skills. Think how your attitude would change, depending whether the violinist was also a burglar and wife-beater, or a surgeon capable of saving many lives. Yet should the morality of which lives we save hang on the value of those lives to the community?

    *

    Rights range from the most trivial – I could give you rights over my laptop – to radically important ones concerning life and death. The United Nations seems to have uncovered a vast range of rights, taking us from the right to life to the right to maternity leave. This shows the danger of how, without care, ‘rights’ talk becomes devalued. Certain basic moral principles, it seems, justify talk of moral rights. We typically accept that it is fundamentally wrong to kill another human being; and it is that which immediately grounds the ‘right to life’. In contrast, lots of reasoning would be needed to justify maternity leave as a significant ‘right’.

    Accepting that ‘rights’ talk highlights certain moral principles as fundamental – trump cards to be played, when in moral dilemmas – the question remains of the source of those principles (a puzzle raised by Frog and Scorpion, Chapter 63). Some philosophers have argued that there are ‘natural’ rights, rights built within nature, maybe courtesy of God, maybe of our human nature. Jeremy Bentham, an early nineteenth-century thinker, came up with the wonderful quip that such talk is ‘nonsense on stilts’. Yet Bentham keenly embraced and promoted the utilitarian principle that we ought to seek the greatest happiness of the greatest number. Now, is that principle mysteriously built into nature? Is it standing on nature’s stilts, though not God’s, as nonsense?

    Suppose keeping the violinist alive, plugged into you for years and years, would maximize overall happiness. We should surely still doubt whether morality could demand that you sacrifice yourself in that way – that you should be so saintly – however well the violinist played.

    ‌
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‌Walk On By…?

    You know how it is: you saunter along, when you are suddenly aware of a beggar, sitting on the pavement a few yards ahead. Automatically, you quicken your step, trying to ensure that, as you draw near, others will be walking between you and that down-and-out ‘other’. Or you cross the road: you really are too busy even to allow your eyes to meet with this other. He may be a charlatan, a con-man, off to wine and dine later that evening; well, there are stories and stories. Or maybe he engages in profitable transactions of a pharmaceutical kind. In any case, you reflect, the state provides. And so, you walk on by. As you walk, you feel some unease.

    Or the above may not be so…

    Instead, you feel for change, for small coins – must be neither too little nor too much – quite what is the right amount? Your eyes are averted – true, you are embarrassed – but you slip the coins into those dirty hands. What a relief! At least no contact – or maybe there was. So, out comes the antiseptic spray; of course out it comes only once you are at a distance suitably discreet. At least you did something; at least you were not touched by a meanness of nature. You feel, indeed, a touch pleased with yourself. And yet, did you give enough, or too much? Did you come over as superior? And so, as you walk on, you feel some unease.

    —

    Beggars make many of us feel uneasy. Maybe with both scenarios too much sensitivity is on show; but what ought people to do, when so confronted? There would be no dilemma if we lacked the recognition that suffering and extremes of wealth inequality are objectionable. Yet, surely it is up to the state, through social structures and impersonal taxation, to rectify matters. We may even wonder whether the beggars have brought their sorry state upon themselves. Are they victims of bad luck, or have they wittingly made choices that led to their beggarly blight? If they are to blame, why should we care? Let us assume our beggar is genuine and unfortunate.

    Is giving to beggars ‘for good reasons’ intrinsically wrong?
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    ‘Charity wounds him who receives.’ People who beg, it is claimed, often conveniently so by the well-heeled, are humiliating themselves. The state, if anyone, should provide. If we succumb and give, we are party to the humiliation. Far better not to give. Better still: make begging illegal. But are those things far better?

    In true charitable giving, we bestow goods upon recipients, without expectation of reciprocation. It is not simply that beggars do not reciprocate; typically, they cannot. In contrast, when you make gifts to friends, they may simply say ‘thank you’; but they could reciprocate. Reciprocation, here, does not demand sameness of monetary value, but some similarity of concern and care. Monetary value sometimes has relevance: exceptionally expensive gifts can cause embarrassment, even humiliation, to recipients who could not possibly reciprocate at that level. Well, genuine beggars are exposed to that embarrassment, intensely so.

    To handle the reciprocation problem, some beggars offer items in return; but that raises the question of their value. If, on the one hand, they are worthless and unwanted, then it is hypocritical to pretend that the donation is really payment for the items: such pretence would manifest failure to respect the beggar. If, on the other hand, the items possess genuine value and are wanted, then we are no longer in the realm of charitable giving. We can buy or resist without qualms. Self-employed salespeople, living on commission, sometimes meet customers who buy out of sorrow for the sellers’ plight. The salespeople may feel humiliated; or, if they have deliberately manipulated the customers’ sorrow, then the customers have been humiliated, whether they know it or not.

    For painful examples of humiliation, consider the following.  A young man – ‘Tutankhamen’ – stands outside a museum. Totally covered in gold fabric, wearing an Egyptian mask, he is motionless, a bowl on the ground before him. Museum visitors drop money into the bowl. Each time this happens, he comes to life and bows. People – children – pop in further coins, to see him bow again and again. He may remind you of a dog, needing to beg for each morsel. He expresses his gratitude and servility – as a beggar.

    With Tutankhamen, maybe the money is for his performance; so, let us look at a purer begging example. On the Paris Metro, a man gets down on his knees – and begs. On his knees, he shuffles along the carriage. The man is expressly humiliating himself, denigrating himself. One human being’s relationship to another ought not to be like that. If, though, the man’s behaviour is ironic, then the passengers are being humiliated. Witness your own discomfort, if you picture yourself as witness of the man, be he sincere or ironic.

    The begging relationship, though, need not be seen as one of humiliation. Get Metro Man up, off his knees. He is then a fellow human being, down on his luck. True, he may be bowed by circumstances, but giver and receiver may recognize their common humanity. Fellow-feeling need not cause humiliation; rather, it engenders sympathy and generosity. Yes, the beggar is helpless. But a cry for help need not be humiliating; and a cry for help is radically better than starvation. As a rabbi has said, ‘God stands with the poor person at the door.’ Atheistic humanists substitute ‘Our common humanity’ for ‘God’.

    *

    None of the above promotes begging as therefore desirable. In view of the sheer chance regarding which beggars attract most attention, which ones are genuinely in need, which ones are most deserving, there are good reasons for authorities to aim at greater success in providing for the dispossessed. In view of the way in which many people treat beggars as disgusting and reprehensible – and many beggars are pitiful and abject, sometimes aggressive, sometimes mentally ill – the actuality of much begging is far removed from Metro Man being urged up off his knees into a shining shared humanity. Yet, with all that said, helping others in distress surely takes precedence over the alleged risk of causing humiliation.

    Broadening the sources of humiliation, we may feel degraded by our human condition – by suffering the ills of ageing, unable to fend for ourselves, probably one day unable to perform many personal tasks. This is where, like beggars, we turn to others. And this is where, to avoid the risk of charitable help and humiliation, there is advocacy of human beings possessing a right to ___ – and fill in the gap with basic goods, from food and drink to education to nursing care to other welfare benefits. No magic wand wave exists, of course, that can conjure up resources to fulfil those rights; thus, sincere advocates need willingly to support the community, usually through taxation, to ensure provision of the required resources.

    Humiliation, of course, is sometimes deliberately imposed upon unwilling victims. Those who suffered horrendously in concentration camps sought to preserve some dignity by dehumanizing their tormenters, viewing them as wild beasts. Suffering as a result of impersonal forces is not, it appears, as bad as from personal deliberation. The tormenters treated their victims as if animals or objects; but the victims needed, of course, to be human – for humiliation to occur. Arguably beasts of the field cannot be humiliated, and certainly you cannot humiliate a pebble, tree or robot.

    The down-and-outs begging on street corners have a right to respect; they deserve, of course, to be treated as human beings. That is what they are. That, though, does not mean declining to help for fear of humiliating them. Declining to help can also humiliate. The beggars’ humanity should block our temptation to walk on by – or, at least, to walk on by without concern, without serious reflection.

    The beggars’ humanity should also prevent us from seeing things, as we did above, in terms of black or white – of either the beggars are responsible for their plight or they are not; of either they are sellers with valuable goods and services offered for money received or they are just pretending to be so. Human beings have a mishmash of characteristics, motives and fortunes – good and bad. That mishmash leads to some people finding themselves begging. That mishmash should at least make us hesitate before dismissing a beggar. Indeed, that mishmash should stop us from outright dismissal of beggars – and arguably, in many cases, it should lead us not to walk on by.

    ‌
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‌The Innocent Murderer: A Nobody Dunit

    Three singers trek across the desert. Being modestly inclined, they have their own separate tents, facilities and provisions. Let us give our singing trekkers names: Lena, Poppy and Barrington. Desert life is no happy life and while Lena and Poppy get on well, singing duets as sopranos, they take a dislike towards Barrington’s baritone tones. Lena and Poppy are unaware of how much the other dislikes baritone Barrington; they do not discuss such matters. Relations with Barrington deteriorate so much that the women, independently and unbeknownst to each other, decide they must kill him. Well, it is hot in the desert – and his singing is pretty bad.

    One night, while Barrington is asleep, Poppy steals into his tent and pours poison into his water container. Poppy, the poisoner, returns to her tent. A little later, Lena, knowing nothing about Poppy’s jaunt, tiptoes over to Barrington, finds his water container and cracks the bottom, so that the water leaks out. Lena, the leaker, slips back to her tent. Early in the morning, before Barrington awakes, the women pack up their belongings and trek off, singing together, leaving Barrington alone. When Barrington awakes, he finds his water container empty; singing deeply and tragically, he dies of thirst. In due course, the desert police discover what has happened. The puzzle is: has either of the young ladies murdered Barrington?

    Poppy argues: ‘Yes, I wanted Barrington dead but I cannot be held guilty of murder. The poison didn’t touch Barrington’s lips. It had all drained away by the time he awoke. He didn’t die of being poisoned.’

    Lena argues: ‘Yes, I too wanted Barrington dead and intended that he should die of thirst. In fact I drained away toxic water, so, if anything, I saved him from a horrible poisoning.’

    Barrington is well and truly dead. It is difficult not to believe that Barrington has been murdered. Surely Poppy or Lena is a murderer? Yet are they not both innocent of murder? For Poppy to be a murderer, her actions should at least have caused Barrington’s death, but she is right: she only poisoned the water and Barrington did not drink any poisoned water. For Lena to be a murderer, she should at least have caused Barrington’s death, but Lena is right: she only drained out poisoned water, saving him from death by poisoning.

    Can a murder be committed by the innocent?

    Some will say that, as Barrington died of dehydration and Lena drained out the water, she is the murderer. But Lena drained out poisoned water and the poison could have been one that acted by causing dehydration, in which case it would perhaps not be quite so clear that Lena was the cause of death by dehydration – for Barrington would then have died that way in any case. Indeed, the poison might have made the water undrinkable or have solidified it, so Barrington would have died from dehydration, even without Lena’s little leaking. Even were Lena clearly the cause of death, does that make her morally the murderer, given that, had she not acted, Barrington would have died courtesy of Poppy? Of course, it appears as if Lena did, unwittingly, prevent Poppy from murdering Barrington; she apparently did this by, unwittingly, making Poppy’s poisoning ineffective. But appearances may be deceptive.

    What is clearly missing in this Desert Song is a conspiracy. If the two women acted together as one, then maybe they could both be convicted of murder. Their actions, taken together, led to Barrington’s death and that outcome was their intent. Acting separately, it seems that at best – or worst – they are each guilty of attempted murder but, arguably, innocent of murder.

    An intention to do something wrong or against the law is rarely considered as bad as when the intention gets fulfilled. If we could be prosecuted solely for our intentions, however distant from success, we should almost all have criminal records. A comparison may be made with those religious doctrines which seem to collapse psychological states, including ones even more remote from actions than intentions, into the actions which would typically result. Following the New Testament, an American president, Jimmy Carter, accepted that lusting in one’s heart for a woman other than one’s wife is morally the same as the act of adultery. More recently, some extreme feminists have bizarrely claimed that watching the portrayal of rape is the same as raping.

    Lest this Desert Song seems far-fetched, consider the following, based on a real court case:

    Phillips wanted a member of his gang, Daniels, dead. Indeed, he beat up Daniels, took him for dead and bundled him into the back of his car. Phillips decided he must dispose of the body, so he drove the car to the edge of a cliff and pushed it over. The police later discovered that the beating Daniels had suffered failed to kill him; it merely knocked him unconscious. What killed Daniels was the downward journey from the cliff’s edge to the rocks below. Was Phillips guilty of murder?

    His defence counsel argued not. The argument went as follows. To murder people is intentionally to kill them. Phillips was guilty of attempted murder – witness the non-fatal beating that he gave Daniels, with the intention of killing him. What killed Daniels was, in fact, the fall over the cliff’s edge. When Phillips pushed the car over the edge, he was not intending to kill Daniels but to dispose of the body. Phillips thought Daniels was already dead, so that action of his clearly could not have been intended to kill him.

    The judge failed to fall for the defence counsel’s silver tongue. The judge ruled that the actions by Phillips should be taken as one and, taken as one, they or it resulted from Phillips’ intention to kill and in Daniels’ death.

    *

    These cases raise questions of the identity and individuation of actions. Actions are what we do; but quite what do we do? Last night, you woke the neighbours. Is that accurate? You turned up the music and the music woke the neighbours. Is that quite right? You twiddled a knob that caused the music level to rise that caused vibrations through the wall that woke the neighbours. Did you twiddle the knob – or did you, more accurately, move your fingers, causing the knob to turn? Where do we stop? Are there some ‘basic’ actions that we perform directly, that is, actions in which there are no further intermediate causal links? Look out for ‘Man with Pulley’ (Chapter 60).

    As well as the question of the identity of actions, we must contend with the identity of agents or subjects. Phillips is a single agent. In the killing of Barrington, Poppy and Lena were not acting as one, though when Poppy and Lena duet together, they sing as one.

    Counting tables and chairs in the room is easy but when counting actions and agents, things sometimes fall apart – and sometimes come together.

    ‌
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‌Girl, Cage, Chimp

    Picture, if you will, a four-year-old girl in a cage. She has been captured, screaming; she saw her parents beaten off by the kidnappers. She rocks to and fro, showing obvious signs of fear and mental instability. It is unclear quite what is being done to her, but some of the time she undoubtedly suffers physical pain. Wires are attached to a shaven portion of her head and, although she is given food and water, it looks as if some drugs are mixed within.

    Perhaps I have asked you to picture a political torture camp. Maybe she has been placed under these stressful conditions to frighten her parents into confessing to political outrages. Perhaps I have asked you to picture a daughter who has been kidnapped and is being held to ransom. Or am I raising the question of whether picturing possesses moral dimensions?

    Not at all. For my purposes, you are picturing a child actress, playing the part of a caged girl in My Mate’s A Primate, a short advertisement made by Animal Defenders International. Many people, if they encounter such films, dismiss the scenes as phantasies dreamt up by crazy animal liberationists. Some scientists, such as those engaged in testing on animals, stress the unfair emotional appeal: they speak of how well animals are cared for when undergoing experimentation – adding, in truth, that they are thereby safe from their usual predators. Many people are shocked by the images of caged and frightened animals undergoing all kinds of testing. Some conclude that animal experimentation should be banned; others argue that such experimentation is nasty, but also necessary for the proper development of drugs to benefit mankind – and even animal kind.

    Our puzzle rests not on challenging the facts but on the consistency of those who argue in favour of animal testing. Assume that the favourers are right, that testing on live animals is needed for the development of safe drugs. Assume that the suffering caused by such testing is a necessary evil, far outweighed by the eventual benefits, for it would be irresponsible to distribute untested drugs to thousands of ill people. Note that such reasoning, in terms of overall consequences, is often deployed by people who are otherwise appalled at thinking about right and wrong in terms of consequences. Such people would usually speak of rights which should not be violated, however welcome the eventual consequences.

    Based on the assumptions just given, here comes the puzzle. There are early stages of human lives in which the humans’ emotional and intellectual awareness and their perspective on the world are less than those of (for example) adult chimps. Some claim that adult chimps possess the same mental and emotional development as four-year-old children – hence the particular film mentioned above. Whatever the exact age, whatever the animal, the question is:

    Why is animal experimentation morally permissible if experimentation on children is not?


    If the answer is simply that children are human, whereas chimps are not, the answerers are exposed to the charge of ‘speciesism’. They are discriminating between creatures purely on the basis of species’ membership; and that is akin to discriminating between people because of their race or sex. Such discrimination is unfair, unless some characteristics of that species, race or sex, can be shown to justify the difference in treatment.

    We are not being sexist in providing prostate cancer screening for men but not for women. Obviously, a relevant male–female difference justifies the different treatment. Arguably, we are not speciesist when we kill sheep painlessly while rejecting the killing of humans. In killing sheep (in contrast to adult humans), we are not destroying individuals who possess a sense of continuing into the future, with plans, hopes and intentions. We are speciesist if we inflict suffering on chimps but not on children, when we have no reason to think the suffering would be less for the chimps – and when we know that no other differences are relevant.

    Replies to this reasoning rely either on uncovering some morally relevant differences between the tested animals and humans or on justifying speciesism. The replies raise their own puzzles.

    There are, of course, differences: children have the potential for considerably more enriched lives than chimps, monkeys and many other animals. That is no doubt true; but why should what is potentially the case carry such weight? Fertilized human eggs possess the potential to become people, yet we do not treat them as people and many, many people find abortions morally acceptable. We should also wonder whether it is really ‘potential’ that explains people’s seemingly speciesist attitudes and, if it does explain them, whether their grounds are good. After all, the child could be one with such brain damage that she lacks any potential for further development.

    Suppose a choice has to be made between saving a child and a non-human animal from temporary pain – pain which would cause no adverse long-term consequences for either. Most people would insist that protecting the child is the right thing to do. Yet, if the suffering is the same, what can justify that discrimination? And if we think that it is simply wrong to inflict suffering on a child, independently of overall beneficial consequences, why is that stance not also applied to non-human animals? Should not the relevant moral question be Jeremy Bentham’s, when applying his utilitarian concern for overall happiness, namely, ‘Can they suffer?’ That is, of course, a relevant question; but is it the only one?

    Let us take the rejection of sexism, racism and speciesism further. One such suggested ‘ism’ is family-ism. Is family-ism also morally wrong? Is the preference that mothers have for their own children over others justified? How about friend-ism? Is a greater affection for our friends than for unknown people morally wrong? How about blonde-ism, good-looks-ism, music-lover-ism, nation-ism? These weird examples should remind us that we have numerous preferences, based on how we feel, and without them we should probably cease to be human. These examples should also remind us that we need to assess when preferences are justified and when they are not, if we are to have flourishing lives. A woman’s preference for bearded men in her personal life should – it almost goes without saying – not be condemned (the author declares no interest here); but using that preference to judge, for example, which man told the truth in court merits obvious rejection.

    We are speciesist, and that in itself can paradoxically be used to show that we are not. Being speciesist, we feel far more distress at a child’s suffering than a non-human animal’s; so that itself generates a morally relevant difference in outcome – but one worthy of support?

    *

    A four-year-old child, chimp or rabbit also suffers from not knowing what is going on. From this we may conclude that there can be more reason not to conduct painful experiments on children, chimps or rabbits than on fully grown rational people. If the experiments are intended to benefit mankind, then at least the adults can grasp the value of that aim. Furthermore, performing tests on the young will, in all likelihood, damage their future adulthood or radically cut short their lives. That suggests that maybe we should turn from children to the elderly. If testing is necessary, may there not be some people, nearing death, prepared to sacrifice themselves for others? At least their sufferings would be mitigated by the knowledge that the sufferings were all in a good cause.

    In as far as we are repelled by such a suggestion (and, in view of my age and the topic, I do now declare some interest), perhaps we should cease to shut our eyes to the misuse of animals in experimentation. We should also cease to keep our eyes firmly closed to the many other harms visited upon many, many creatures, courtesy of various forms of horrendous farming methods. That ought not, of course, to lead us to reduce our concern for the sufferings, distress and sorrows of millions of human beings. There is much to be done to relieve pains and hardships. That we cannot do all the ‘much’ does not excuse doing nothing at all.

    ‌
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‌Lucky for Some

    My apologies for another puzzling tale of violence. The puzzle occurs with all manner of actions which are open to moral blame or praise and which reap society’s punishments or rewards. The excesses of violence can, paradoxically, bring puzzles to life. We start with Jack and Jill.

    Jill took a liking to Jack’s wealth and a disliking to Jack, so much so that she wanted to kill him, steal his money and escape to an isle of dreams. Jack was not keen on the idea and kept clear of Jill. Jill went hunting for her man. She found him at the top of a hill and tripped him up, knocking him unconscious, then drowned him in a bucket of water. It was horrendous behaviour. She was a deliberate killer. She was convicted of murder.

    Had Jill failed to trip Jack or had the bucket been empty, then perhaps Jack would have survived. Jill would have been guilty of attempted murder, avoiding the longer sentence (or shorter, if a death sentence) associated with murder. Yet this difference in treatment resulted from events outside her control. She was as morally defective in both cases, though maybe practically more inept in the second. We may, though, ask – as we did with poor Barrington (Chapter 6) – why the law metes out different punishments when the moral wickedness is the same.

    Whether people deserve moral praise or blame should not depend on accidents, luck or unluck, which are outside their control. The goodness (or otherwise) of our intentions is surely what matters morally. Suppose that when Jill met Jack at the hill’s top, he happened to stumble, fell face down in the water and drowned – but Jill did nothing to save him. Is she not as morally culpable as in the first tale, when she drowned him? That raises a further puzzle of what morally relevant difference there is, if any, between killing and letting die, between the active and the passive – distinctions, it is claimed, that are relevant to the medical treatment of the terminally ill.

    Here are two further examples of moral muddles, when we seek to evaluate responsibilities, praise and blame.

    You are sometimes careless when you drive. You fiddle with your lipstick, mobile telephone or car radio. You might have taken the odd drink too many. Few people treat you as being significantly morally blameworthy; yet if children run into the road and your reactions are slow and they are killed, are you not seriously blameworthy? In all likelihood, you would blame yourself for what you did. Yet the difference in extent of moral blame hangs solely on the children’s running out, an event utterly outside your control.

    Mr Miller is a family man, living in Britain, who has a limited choice of jobs available to him – security guard or gas fitter. He is easy to get on with, a man loved by his family and friends. Consider a similar family man with similar characteristics: Herr Müller. He lived in Nazi Germany and the only jobs available to him were working as camp guard or gas fitter in Auschwitz-Birkenau. Through his job, he ended up at that camp being involved in the killing of hundreds of thousands of innocent Poles, Russians and even more Jews. ‘What a morally disreputable person! How could anyone have anything at all to do with such horrendous evils!’ Yet is it not circumstances – circumstances outside the control of both Miller and Müller – that determine which of these two is deemed morally nice and which morally nasty? Many of us are incredibly lucky not to have been placed in circumstances where, in all likelihood, we should find ourselves acting similarly to Herr Müller.

    Should we be morally praised or blamed only for things within our control?

    Immanuel Kant answered ‘Yes’. Writing over two hundred years ago, he insisted that a good will should shine like a jewel, independently of what it accomplishes or fails to accomplish. A bad will, we may add, is like a black hole of evil, whether or not it draws in others. Even if Jill fails to kill Jack, her will or intent marks her as morally disreputable. Even if no child gets injured, we remain morally reprehensible if we drive carelessly. Although Miller has a peaceful gentle life, if his character is such that, in awful circumstances, he would allow himself to be involved in horrendous killings, then maybe he is as bad as Müller.

    The puzzle is that, if we shield moral assessment from anything to do with what lies outside our control, we are in danger of losing morality completely. We spoke of Miller and Müller’s characters. Did they have any control over what characters they would have – whether they would be courageous or weak-willed, principled or fickle, good at assessing moral responsibilities or not?

    Consider Jasmin, a highly impressionable young woman who is swept along by what her family and close friends do. Consider how Jasmin’s choices and actions depend, in part, on her surrounding culture. In a Western, liberally educated setting, in a family and surroundings of non-believers, she is pretty likely to be tolerant, easy-going, valuing individuality and the democratic vote. Bring her up, though, reciting the Qur’an every day, being told by certain teachers that she must sacrifice her life to further Muhammad’s word and she may become highly intolerant, even turning to terrorism. Of course, we hasten to note, non-religious movements as well as Christian, Islamic and other faiths, have led to vast numbers of people being harmed or killed. The point here is not to engage in the debate of when, if ever, such killings are justified; it is not to try to assess whether the religious have done more harm than the non-religious. The point is that, if our moral worth must not depend on accidents outside our control, there seems to be nothing left of us that merits moral evaluation.

    *

    In practice, we muddle through, sometimes allowing outside factors to excuse us for what we do and sometimes not. But should we? Some try to escape the muddle by examining what should be deemed to be within our control. Individuals are told to pull themselves together and be brave. If they fail, they reap the moral condemnation of being cowardly. Whether they can pull themselves together, though, would seem to depend on characteristics over which, ultimately, they are powerless. It may also depend on the luck of having people around them, telling them to pull themselves together – or coaxing them, encouraging them.

    In the legal world, we also muddle through. The sentences meted out to criminals can be reduced, or even quashed, if the defence lawyers manage successfully to argue that the criminal was mentally disturbed and that his actions were not really under his command, and so not really his actions at all. Yet being mentally undisturbed does not count as a mitigating factor.

    A thief argued that he was terribly sorry but he could not help what he did, given his bad upbringing; hence, he should not be held responsible for his thievery. The judge replied that she too was terribly sorry but, given her own upbringing, she could not help but give him a long sentence.

    ‌
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‌Veils of Woe: Beats and Peeping Toms too

    When Mandy strolls along the seashore and ruffians pepper her with pebbles, she is harmed. When Zahira crosses the park, veiled in Muslim garb, and hooligans mug her, she too is harmed. Many of us, devotees of John Stuart Mill, feel that people should be free to get on with their lives as they want, so long as they are not harming others, unless those others consent to their being harmed. This is Mill’s Harm Principle, also known as the ‘Liberty Principle’. The ruffians and hooligans are inflicting harms without justification and without consent; they simply ought not to be doing what they do. Now for puzzling cases.

    Zahira is a modest woman, committed to Islam. Unbeknownst to her, when she undresses, a peeping Tom, Tom, peeps upon her. She never knows about Tom and his peeping predilections, but is she not harmed? She loves pottering in her garden, but, when summer suns shine, she stays indoors. Mandy, her neighbour, sunbathes topless. Zahira finds it offensive; yet is she harmed? Zahira knows that Mandy leads a sexually disreputable life, dismissive of religions, prophets and holy scriptures. Is Zahira harmed because of what she knows goes on next door, albeit veiled by curtains?

    Mandy basks under the sun, on a public beach, topless, where others too are topless. Here, she is peppered by frequent glances from men who just happen to stroll nearby; they make her uncomfortable. Is she harmed? A few fundamentalist Muslims, including Zahira, and evangelical Christians, for once all united, parade along the beach. They wave placards denouncing atheists, public nudity and sexual immorality. More harms for Mandy? She is upset by some shouts of ‘hellfire’ for her friends, family and herself. ‘How could they even think such things?’

    Mandy gives up on the beach; Zahira gives up on the parade. They take the train back home, acknowledging each other awkwardly. In the carriage, they are peppered by the beats of leaking MP3 players, jingles from mobile phones and worse. At home, they cannot escape adjacent building works’ drillings during the day. And, some nights, their very different thoughts and sleep are disrupted by car alarms and burglar alarms, all false alarms. Are they harmed?

    On the next sunny afternoon, Mandy returns to her garden to sunbathe, but then feels uneasy at upsetting her Muslim neighbour. Her Muslim neighbour, now indoors, feels somewhat uneasy at her condemnation of Mandy.

    Where do harms begin – and end?


    Mill is often criticized for not defining ‘harm’, but a definition is unlikely to help. Were an accurate definition given, then it would feature the same fuzzy uncertainties that we already find in applying ‘harm’. In the end, we need to consider cases: we need to consider them… case by case.

    Zahira knows nothing of Tom’s peeping. It is not necessary, though, to experience harms to be harmed. People are knocked unconscious and die; they are harmed, yet unaware. True, being peeped upon is not a harm like that. Some insist that it is a harm only if discovered; but that is unconvincing. Were Zahira to find out about the peeping, she would be distressed. Why? Because of what she found out about, namely being peeped upon: were that not harmful, why would she be distressed at finding out? Zahira’s interests extend beyond what she experiences. It is in her interests, given her feelings about privacy, not to be peeped upon.

    A compelling and similar example concerns betrayal. If you are betrayed, you are harmed – even if the betrayal remains undiscovered and has no effect on your life’s progress. We are not, of course, remotely suggesting that non-experienced harms are typically as bad as experienced ones. To be peppered by gun shot is usually radically worse than being in receipt of some secretive peeping.

    What of the distress that Zahira suffers simply in knowing of, to her mind, the unsavoury activities behind closed curtains next door? In the peeping case, although Zahira experiences no distress, she is being used by Tom for his peeping pleasure. Mandy’s activities, though, do not make use of Zahira. Zahira’s distress results because of her belief that such activities are immoral; and her belief is her responsibility. Perhaps we should, then, disregard, or at least treat lightly, harms, assuming that they should even be considered as harms, that rest solely on victims holding certain moral or religious beliefs. On this view, we should treat lightly Mandy’s distress at the placards – as also certain religious believers’ distress at some pop operas, cartoon caricatures and prophets’ names assigned to teddy bears. 

    The reasoning just given may suggest that privacy violations should merit little concern, for the possible distress at being peeped upon, or learning that private intimate information has been publicly circulated, presumably needs victims to hold the belief that such exposure is wrong. We should remember, though, that privacy violations sport the morally disreputable feature of the victims being used by the violators for their own satisfactions, without the victims’ consent. Earlier, in Chapter 1, we met Kant with his emphasis on the moral importance of respecting people, of not using them solely as means to our ends. In contrast to those who suffer privacy violations, it is not at all clear that those distressed by placards, cartoons, and teddy bears’ names, are being used in some disreputable way by those who cause the distress – though, of course, sometimes that may be the intention.

    As for disturbances by beat music and the like, we may be generous and agree that the racketeers – so named because of their disturbances – were not intent on deliberately irritating Mandy and Zahira. Had they been so intent, then Mandy and Zahira would have been being used, akin to Zahira being peeped upon for sexual pleasure. Maybe the racketeers are merely living their lives as they want, just as the two women are trying to live theirs. Should we simply accept and be tolerant?

    Mandy’s lifestyle offends Zahira, but only because of Zahira’s religious beliefs. Do the racketeers affect Mandy and Zahira only because of the women’s beliefs? Well, no. Loud noises and even quiet repetitive noises – think of dripping taps – cause discomfort, stress and ‘on edge’ feelings in many people; indeed, a higher incidence of cardiovascular disease seems to be associated with certain levels of noise pollution.Such harms do not appear to be dependent on belief. But the racketeers may also feel tense, if deprived of their beats and mobile burblings; perhaps they too could suffer some physical harms, if repressing what they want to do.

    ‘Lifestyles clash.’ Is that all we can say – or are there not some relevant differences here? Suppose our starting point is people sitting on the train, travelling from A to B. Let us add some activities. Mandy reads. That usually affects no one else. She falls asleep; that usually affects no one else. Non-racketeers could listen to music turned down; that would affect no one else. Harms and disputes arise because the racket is being inflicted on unwilling others – unnecessarily so.

    Perhaps the morally relevant feature here is the physical one-way imposition of harms, an imposition that offends the Golden Rule, a version from Confucius being: do not do to others what you would not like yourself. We met a version earlier in Chapter 3. Even if this glittering rule is accepted, it does not follow that it should take highest priority in our moral thinking. Further, it says nothing about what counts as ‘doing the same’. Those who enjoy loud noise or leering at others may not mind loud noise and leers in return. True, we may avoid that objection by arguing that at the very least those who harm others probably do not want to be harmed themselves; but that returns us to our puzzlement about the nature and extent of harms.

    *

    Displayed above are some factors that are relevant to the question of which harms are morally significant. Two points should be added.

    The first is: as Mill notes, even when some activities are harmful, they may rightly be permitted. Car driving leads to accidents; but travelling benefits are taken to outweigh those harms. The overall benefit of free expression may well outweigh the distress caused to Zahira and Mandy. We should, though, be cautious when told that because certain benefits clearly outweigh certain harms it follows that therefore some specified harmful means to those benefits are justified. Other possible means need to be taken into account. Here is an example.

    Burglary prevention is, no doubt, of overall benefit. But it follows neither that burglar prevention through inefficient noisy alarms is overall beneficial nor that there may not be better means of prevention. After all, those benefits arguably could be achieved by the fun of neon lights announcing across the property ‘Help, help, I’m being burgled’ or, more seriously, direct alerts to the police. We may even question the necessity of much building works’ noise that distresses many people, reducing their quality of life: research could probably lead to effective silencers or quiet laser equipment. Some may immediately respond that all this would be too expensive or impractical, forgetting how over the decades authorities had made similar claims about the expense or impracticality of national health services, lead-free petrol and banning cars from city centres – the list could go on. ‘Where there’s a will…’ as they say.

    The second point to note is: let us not forget courtesy, grace – fellow feeling and good will. Muslims, in non-Islamic countries, who demand the right to wear the niqab in public may lack sensitivity to those countries’ traditions and ways of living; in response it may be claimed that prohibitions on religious garb are disrespectful of the religious (please see Chapter 19). Perhaps deep and troubling divides exist when religion enters the fray; but not with other frays. To return to non-religious examples, for people to insist that they should be free to do whatever they want, by way of leaking beat music, dirty shoes on public transport seats – for bars and media organizations to promote excessive drinking and loutish culture – is to display basic discourtesies and ill will. Arguably, many individuals who do these things know no better, or – and for an additional sad reflection – have nothing better to do.

    Are these last points a manifestation of grey beard and age – or of some minimal sensitivity that many people quietly endorse and many others would endorse once seriously reflecting on not harming others?

    ‌
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‌Someone Else Will…

    Jobs are not easy to come by in Little Rock, out in mid-West America, so imagine how pleased Goodman was when offered employment by the local sheriff. His luck was on the up – or so he thought, until the sheriff said a little more.

    ‘You see,’ said the sheriff, ‘what we really need is a professional hangman. You’re ideal for the job, in view of your skill with ropes and knots and shortly, I hope, nooses.’

    Goodman gulped. Yes, he wanted a job – he had a family to support – but unlike so many of Little Rock’s citizens, the Little Rockeans, he was opposed to hanging. He was a man of principle, at least on this matter.

    ‘No, I really can’t take the job,’ stammered Goodman. ‘It’s a pity, but I’m deeply opposed to the death penalty. It’s as simple as that.’

    ‘Look,’ replied the sheriff, ‘I respect your view – though it’s not mine – but if you don’t take the job, I’ll have to offer the position to someone else. Someone else will do the hanging. So, what have you achieved by your refusal?’

    ‘Steadfastness to principle,’ replied Goodman, with a sad expression, wondering how to break the news to his family that he had rejected employment so well-paid.

    ‘That’s not much of a principle, if it makes you look so sad,’ beamed the sheriff. ‘Anyway, what of your other principles – your duties such as feeding and educating your children?’

    ‘I know, I know. Principles clash; but there are some things I cannot bring myself to do. Before and after the hangings, I’d have nightmares. They’d show me how morally wrong it would be.’

    ‘That’s just a psychological problem of yours, Goodman; but your duty is to your family – and, to repeat, if you don’t take the job, someone else will get it. Nothing is gained by your standing high and mighty on principle. In fact, between you and me, I really want you for the job as I know that you’d treat those awaiting execution humanely, whereas the other contender for the job, Badman, would taunt the prisoners as well as eventually hanging them pretty painfully. That’s another reason for you to accept. Come on – take the job!’

    [image: 56772.jpg]


    Should Goodman go against his principle and take the executioner’s job?


    ‘Someone else will, if I do not’ is often an attempted excusing factor both for doing what we think that we ought not to do and for failing to do what we think we ought. For example: a woman has fainted on the railway platform; we are in a rush. ‘Well, someone else will look after her,’ we reflect, as we dash by.

    What should we advise Goodman to do? Looking at the dilemma solely in terms of consequences – outcome – regarding overall benefits, Goodman, it would seem, should accept the sheriff’s offer. It would help his family; it would make things not quite so bad for those on death row. Those factors should outweigh his discomfort. He may even feel good about himself, something of a martyr, in overcoming his principle.

    True, other factors could be cast into the calculation, factors pointing to the opposite conclusion: for example, Badman may have an even bigger family to support.

    So far, our reasoning has been directed at likely consequences. Furthermore, if Goodman’s declining the job would lead others to reconsider their support for the death penalty, aiding its eventual prohibition – and were the prohibition to lead to a more flourishing society – then, still on consequential grounds, Goodman would be right in his refusal. But let us assume that, on straightforward consequential grounds, it would be better for Goodman to accept the sheriff’s offer. Could anything still be said in support of Goodman’s refusal?

    This is where we may focus on what sort of person Goodman wants to be, and how integral his principle is to his life. Could Goodman live with himself, live with his conscience, if he allowed himself – as he sees it – to dirty his hands by being executioner? Perhaps staying faithful to his principle, regardless of overall consequences, carries its own moral weight.

    An immediate response is that Goodman, in declining the job, is being self-indulgent, putting his own sense of moral well-being above helping his family. Yet is that a fair riposte? Can morality demand that Goodman sacrifice his integrity? Goodman has to live with himself. Perhaps that factor, though – of what makes for Goodman’s flourishing life – could simply be entered into a more nuanced consequentialist calculation, with Goodman’s sense of integrity given extra weight.

    —

    The above consequentialist approach to morality rests on a detached perspective, a perspective that stands outside Goodman’s particular circumstances. It seeks objectivity, taking into account the effects of the proposed action on Goodman, on the prisoners, on Badman, and so forth. Now, Goodman may picture himself lacking certain attachments – he becomes un-swayed by his wife, blind to images of hanging victims – but his decision and resultant action needs, it seems, the motivational oomph of his actual feelings, worries and concerns. One question, then, is whether morality, understood as totally detached, could ever provide that oomph. That apart, morality, it may be argued, demands special regard for certain attachments that Goodman has – his loyalties, relationships and what matters to him.

    Goodman, in making his choice over the job, is making himself. His motivation may arise from his seeing himself as a man of firm principle against the death penalty, or as a man devoted to his family such that he will sacrifice certain principles for that family. In taking the job, though, he could be accepting himself as a hypocrite or coward, unprepared to uphold his principle.

    What moves Goodman, and what should move all of us, are our projects and what we see as giving moral sense to our lives. ‘Someone else will, if I do not’, in itself, should carry little weight when we consider how we ought to live our lives – well, usually so.

    Similarly, ‘Others do it, so I’ll do the same’ also ought to carry little weight. Consider how some parents lie about their religious faith or their home address in order to get their children into the better school: ‘Well, everybody else does.’ Insurance claimants over-claim with similar attempted justification. That others do is not sufficient to shield us from condemnation or praise, for we have still chosen to be that sort of person who does as others do.

    *

    Where does this leave us over Goodman and the job offer? Well, we can discuss with Goodman; we can draw attention to factors unnoticed. In the end the decision is his. He has to live with what he decides. He ought not to expect a detached answer which he must follow as a puppet follows the pull of the strings, the puppet being no agent, no person, at all. Of course, he could choose to behave as if a puppet; but that also is then his personal choice.

    When important dilemmas arise, such as our dilemma for Goodman, there is a lot to be said for D. H. Lawrence’s injunction, ‘Find your deepest impulse and follow it.’ Mind you, reflecting on some people and their deepest impulses, there is also a lot to be said for not recommending such action.

    It may appear ‘all very well’ to encourage people to realize themselves, to be authentic, true to their beliefs, desires and projects; but sometimes it is far from well. Indeed, it may not be well at all. Certain deepest desires and commitments ought not to be realized. Reflect on the many horrors – lives trampled upon or destroyed – horrors caused by certain powerful leaders with deep convictions, being true to themselves. Evaluation is needed of the content of the beliefs, projects, attachments – for only some are worthy of promotion. The puzzle is often: which ones?
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