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         Introduction

         
            	I only wish that philosophy might come before our eyes in all her unity, just as the whole expanse of the firmament is spread out for us to gaze upon! It would be a sight closely resembling that of the firmament. For then surely philosophy would ravish all mortals with love for her; we should abandon all those things which, in our ignorance of what is great, we believe to be great.

            — Seneca (First century Stoic philosopher)

         

         
            Philosophy For Dummies? What a concept! Is this the ultimate oxymoron, a contradiction in terms, or at least an impossibility in the making, an exercise in futility, on a par with Advanced Calculus For Toddlers, or Neuro-surgery For Nit Wits?

         No. Not at all. The ancient philosopher Socrates (fifth century, B.C.) thought that, when it comes to the Ultimate Questions, we all start off as dummies. But if we are humbly aware of how little we actually know, then we can really begin to learn.

         In fact, Plato (circa 428–347 B.C.), the close student of Socrates, passed on an interesting story about this. He tells us Socrates had learned that the Oracle at Delphi had proclaimed him to be the wisest man in Athens. Shocked at this announcement, he began to search out the men of Athens known for their wisdom and began to question them closely. He found out very quickly that, on truly important and basic issues, they didn’t really know very much of what they were thought to know, and what they themselves believed that they knew. On the basis of this experience, he slowly came to understand that his own wisdom must consist in realizing how little he really knew about the things that matter most, and how important it was to find out whatever we can about these issues. It’s not the complacent and self-assured intellectual who exemplifies wisdom, but the genuinely curious, open-minded seeker of truth.

         
            	Bill, reading aloud about Socrates:

            	“The only true knowledge is knowing that you know nothing.”

            	Ted, stunned:

            	“Dude — That’s US!”

            		— Bill and Ted’s Excellent Adventure

         

         The word philosophy just means “love of wisdom.” This is easy to understand when you realize that love is a commitment, and wisdom is just insight about living. Philosophy is, at its best, a passionate commitment to pursuing and embracing the most fundamental truths and insightful perspectives about life.

         Aristotle (384–322 B.C.) also had an insight we can use here. This great thinker, Plato’s long time student, and tutor to Alexander the Great (way back at a tender young age, when he was still just Alexander the Average) once said “Philosophy begins in wonder.” And he was right. If we allow ourselves to really wonder about our lives, about those things that we take for granted, and about those big questions that we usually manage to ignore during the busyness of our daily schedules, we are beginning to act as true philosophers. If we think hard about these things, and discipline our reasoning in such a way as to make real progress, we are beginning to act as good philosophers. But we can’t really live philosophically without acting in accordance with our insights. To be philosophers in the deepest sense, we must put our wisdom to work.

         
            	He is not wise to me who is wise in words only, but he who is wise in deeds.

            — St. Gregory

         

         
            About This Book

            I’ve spent a good number of my years on earth wrestling with the questions that I will raise in this book. At the University of North Carolina, as an undergraduate, I majored in religion but took the equivalent of a double major in philosophy, turning my senior honors thesis in the philosophy of religion into my first published book. At Yale, I spent six years becoming only the second person ever to earn two master’s degrees and a joint Ph.D. between the two departments of Philosophy and Religious Studies. I wanted to leave no ultimate intellectual stone unturned. My doctoral dissertation formed the basis of what would become my next two books and launched me into an international adventure of questioning and understanding that form the deep background of what I intend to cover with you in this book.

            The 15 philosophical books that I’ve written before this one provide the scholarly side of my preparation for this book. But the intellectual action in the lecture halls and seminar rooms of the University of Notre Dame, where I taught for 15 years, is what really began to rev my philosophical engine and show me the practical effect of great ideas in launching a good life.

            In that time as a professor of philosophy at Notre Dame, I sometimes taught as much as an eighth of the student body in a given year. My most popular course was my freshman Philosophy 101, Introduction to Philosophy. It was anything but a death march through the history of philosophy — no plugging along, putting one footnote in front of another, dragging my charges through names and theories, dates, and titles regardless of their relevance or interest to modern life. My students and I took, by contrast, a lively, energetic look, filled with all appropriate drama and humor, at the fundamental issues that pose the ultimate context for the most basic understandings of life.

            Philosophical questions often deal with serious issues, but we don’t need to be particularly somber in our approach to them. We can actually have fun thinking about things that matter. In my Notre Dame course, for example, I’d tell as many stories derived from the wild and weird events of everyday life at the end of the century as I’d take from the lives of the great philosophers throughout previous centuries. Personal tales from my own wild trajectory through this world often provided just the right imaginative boost necessary to help first-time philosophers see the importance of a particular philosophical question about life — and even glimpse the best path toward its resolution.

            
               	Philosophy is so awesome. Who would have guessed?

               — A Notre Dame undergraduate

            

            Since those days in the classroom, I’ve been living an incredible adventure as a public philosopher, engaged in soul searching and world-view building with people from all around the world and in nearly every walk of life. I’ve spoken to thousands of company presidents, military officers, and educators, as well as tens of thousands of managers, small-business owners, and front-line workers. And I’ve gleaned much more from them all than I ever imagined.

            Extensive work in the world of business has shown me especially how many extremely smart people live in our time — those who regularly show great intelligence and even brilliance in their professional activities and who don’t want to feel like dummies in dealing with the ultimate issues of life, even though they may never get to think about such concepts in any extended or disciplined way. In these pages, I intend to use everything that I’ve learned to help you bridge some of those huge gaps that too often exist between academic philosophy and the practical concerns of real life that everyone faces daily.

            The greatest philosophers always seek to understand life. They want to attain the deepest perspective they can about this world and about any other world that may exist. They take nothing for granted but question and probe in search of illumination, insight, and what some call “enlightenment.” We all want to understand the context within which we live and move and exist. And getting at least a good start on that task is the humble purpose of this book.

            
               	In the country of the blind, the one eyed man is king.

               — Michael Apostolius

            

            You don’t need to be a world-class visionary to benefit from looking more closely at the fundamental issues of your life. Any new measure of understanding is a move in the right direction.

            In our look at the great philosophical questions, we will allow ourselves to ask basic and probing questions about what it is to be a human being in this world, what life is all about, and how we can live in the most satisfying ways. We ponder the most important things in life. We tackle head on some of those most fundamental issues that we too often dance around and never really address.

            I love being a philosopher full time. People come up to me and ask me the most amazing questions. Sometimes they tell me the most incredible stories. It is such questions and such stories that will help us make our way forward, as I share them with you throughout this book for both intellectual and emotional leverage on the Big Issues.

            Philosophical issues are all connected with each other in interesting ways. But I’ve written this book so that you can start anywhere or read different chapters independently of each other. Of course, if you start here and read on you’ll be following the order of my own thinking. But the point is that you need not. This is a reference guide that is for your convenience and is intended to answer at least many of the questions you might have about philosophy and philosophical thought.

         

         
            Conventions Used in This Book

            I’ve put quotes from great philosophers and other insightful thinkers throughout the text as a spice to our stew. You don’t have to read them to get what is going on in the body of the book, but, boy, you’d miss some great wisdom nuggets if you didn’t. You can turn this book open to almost any page and get wisdom that doesn’t come from me, but that I’m happy to bring you. You can also skip the boxed inserts that are shaded, if you want. They add subsidiary information or perspective on what I’m presenting, and are often lots of fun, but they are not absolutely necessary either. Also, be on the lookout for icons that will guide you to stories, great ideas, and things you might particularly want to think about.

            I use the word “we” a lot in this book, and that’s not often done in the other ...For Dummies books. It’s for a special reason. In philosophy, ultimately, there are no authoritative experts. We are all in this together. I often ask you to consult your intuitions about something, and I sometimes suggest what we human beings usually arrive at when we do so. I sketch out the deep contours of experiences we all have. And I ask you to think through many issues for yourself. We are on a journey of understanding together. So feel free to talk back to me if you ever think I’m getting something wrong.

         

         
            What You’re Not to Read

            Sidebars, summaries, and bullet points are all for your convenience. They are not essential parts of what we have here, but are just helpful extras. Read them as you choose. And feel free to skip over them if time demands. You’ll still get the main ideas, but you’ll miss a lot of good stuff if you don’t check in to them at some point.

            Also, catch yourself if you spend too much time staring blankly at a page, mesmerized. Philosophy can sometimes have that effect. And, please, try not to ever fall asleep with this book in your hands. It might give other people the wrong idea about the exciting, rousing, exhilarating enterprise of philosophy.

         

         
            Foolish Assumptions

            I am assuming that you are new to philosophy. You’re not new to all the questions of philosophy — you’ve been asking some of them since you were little. But I’m assuming that you are new to the discipline of philosophical thinking. I don’t take for granted that you’ve ever sat in a philosophy classroom, or even that you’ve ever donned a toga. I assume only that you sometimes wonder about life and this world, and want to get your bearings a little better.

            In philosophy, it’s dangerous to make any foolish assumptions, so play along with me here. Hold on to your questions, use them to challenge this text, and be prepared to employ your own insights about life to evaluate what I say. If you are that rare reader who already has had a philosophy course, or proudly hold a (non-income generating) degree in philosophy, temporarily suspend everything you thought you knew, and let’s go at this afresh. If you did once have a philosophy course and have forgotten it all, it won’t be too hard for us to start anew. Welcome to my world of philosophy.

         

         
            How This Book Is Organized

            This book is divided into eight parts. Each part introduces you to an important area of philosophical thinking.

            
               Part I: What Is Philosophy, Anyway?

               This part gives you a basic orientation to what philosophy is and what philosophers do. Who were the great philosophers, and why have many of them been so controversial as well as influential?

               We look at the importance of asking philosophical questions about your life, and see the role that beliefs can play in determining our experience of the world. This part launches us on the philosophical quest for wisdom.

            

            
               Part II: How Do We Know Anything?

               What is a belief? What is knowledge? How can we be sure that we get the real truth as we go through life? Our beliefs are the map by which we steer through life. It’s very important that they be accurate and guide us well.

               In this part, I introduce you to some of the most important questions in the area of philosophy known as epistemology, or theory of knowledge. We ask what the role of rationality is in life, and what it takes for a belief to be rational. We examine some of the strangest and deepest questions ever posed to human beings by the ancient skeptic philosophers. And, finally, we look at the nature of evidence and proof and ask whether it is ever rational to believe anything without good evidence.

               In this part of the book, we develop some tools that it will be helpful to have as we tackle some of the most controversial big issues of philosophy.

            

            
               Part III: What Is the Good?

               What is the status of ethics in this world of ours? Are right and wrong just subjective, or are there objective standards for human conduct? In this part, we take a look at a few basic issues for understanding the role of ethics or morality in life.

               If you aren’t sure how ethical concerns relate to the rest of life, this is where I hope you’ll be able to get your bearings. We look at what character is and see the role of the Golden Rule in a good life.

            

            
               Part IV: Are We Ever Really Free?

               Morality presupposes freedom. You can’t be really praised or blamed for something that was not up to you. Many of our attitudes and emotions take it for granted that human beings have the freedom to chart their own way in life, or at least through the day. Do we? Or is free will an illusion?

               In this part, we examine some of the most interesting challenges to the common belief that we are, at some fundamental level, free. We look at different philosophical views on freedom and try to work our way toward something that can make sense of our experience.

            

            
               Part V: The Incredible, Invisible You

               Are you just a complex organic body, or do you also have a nonphysical mind or soul? Is there more to human beings than meets the eye, even the eye aided by microscopes and MRI machines?

               In this part, we address the age old question of whether there is a soul. We look at philosophical arguments on both sides of the question, and we try to evaluate what has been said. Am I a soul man or not? And what about you? This part can help you decide.

            

            
               Part VI: What’s the Deal with Death?

               In this part, we confront one of the most difficult topics we ever have to think about. We examine the fear of death in its many forms and then look at what philosophers have had to say to help calm us down when we contemplate the ultimate off-ramp from life.

               I introduce you in this part to the arguments for and against there being life after death. Do we survive bodily death, or is it an absolute end? We see what philosophers have said, and we try to get our own bearings on this crucial issue.

            

            
               Part VII: Is There a God?

               Some have called this the biggest issue of all. What is the most basic reality there is? Is it material, or could it be spiritual? We look at the great debate over this issue and examine the major arguments pro and con.

               One thing that we begin to see in this part is how all the major issues of philosophy connect up with each other. We are each constructing a world view as we live our lives. Is it accurate and insightful or not? This part can help you contemplate what the cornerstone of your world view ought to be.

            

            
               Part VIII: The Meaning of Life

               See, we don’t mess around in this book — we get straight to the big issues. I give you the major positions on the question of whether this life has a meaning, and then I give you answers. I actually say what I think the meaning of life is. Curious? You can skip straight to this, but I bet that, if you do, you’ll backtrack to put it all in perspective.

               In this part, we also look at one of the most fascinating and controversial arguments ever devised by a philosophical seeker, Pascal’s Wager. Pascal claimed centuries ago that life is a wager. Are you making the right bet? Read this part to see.

            

            
               Part IX: The Part of Tens

               This is the part of the book that will put you on a fast track for impressing your friends with how much you know about philosophy. Are you in the need for weekend, party-size nuggets of wisdom and nibblets of historical insight about the great thinkers? Read this part. But after you’ve used what you discover here, be prepared to quickly go refresh your drink and reload your plate, leaving your conversation partners alone for a few moments to admire your unexpected erudition.

            

         

         
            Icons Used in This Book

            Throughout the book, I place icons to direct your attention to particular points of interest.

            

            
               [image: TheThinker]
            

            	Next to this icon you can find information about some great philosopher.

            

            
               [image: GreatIdea(Philos)]
            

            	This icon points the way to some great concept or brainstorm that can help you break through an issue or think about it differently.

            

            
               [image: Anecdote(Nutrition)]
            

            	A story from my life or reading accompanies this signpost. Expect vivid mental pictures. Or a concern over my sanity. Just remember, I am a philosopher.

            

            
               [image: Tip]
            

            	This icon guides you to a piece of advice for thinking through a difficult issue.

            

            
               [image: Warning]
            

            	This is our hazard sign. When you see it, beware of jumping to conclusions, or jumping off a bridge. This icon signals a philosophical fallacy or false step.

         

         
            Where to Go from Here

            This book is chock full of all those questions you may have long wanted to think about and talk with someone about, but have never had the time or opportunity to tackle head on. The best way to absorb all that I will be giving you is to share it with a friend or spouse. Talk about the issues you find here, share perspectives, compare thoughts and feelings with someone you respect. We all have to make our way in this world. And none of us is sure of all the answers. But if we can help each other think through the most fundamental questions, we can make amazing progress in gaining clarity about our lives.

            I am giving you the perfect excuse to bring up topics that you may never get to talk to anyone about, on a normal daily basis. Tell them you’re reading a strange book on philosophy and that the philosopher has given you an assignment to ask someone else their opinion on any topic you feel the least bit puzzled about. And when they get intrigued by your newfound wisdom, and ask to borrow this book, just smile and tell them where to buy their own copy. You’ll want it around to go back over.

            And tell me what you think. E-mail me your philosophical reactions at my own philosophical website, www.MorrisInstitute.com, where I and my band of merry philosophers can be reached at any time. I want to know what you are thinking about these issues. We’re all in this together!

         

      

      

   
      
         Part I

         What Is Philosophy, Anyway?

         

         
            [image: CN001-bestman-5153-1]
         

         

         In this part . . .

         
            In this part, we look at what philosophy is. What did all those bearded guys in togas actually start? And how should we view the philosophical search for wisdom now?

         

      

   
      
         Chapter 1

         Great Thinkers, Deep Thoughts

         In This Chapter

         
            [image: bullet]	Hearing some common misunderstandings of philosophy, courtesy of history’s  illustrious thinkers

            [image: bullet]	Examining the importance of the examined life — the life worth living

            [image: bullet]	Looking at the questions we consider in our quest for understanding

            	Conversation you’re not likely to hear in the 20th century:

            	Him: “Hey, Honey, what do you want to do tonight?”

            	Her: “How about some philosophy?”

            	Him: “Sounds great!”

            	Her: “Invite the neighbors!”

         

         Okay , let’s face it. For at least a hundred years, philosophy hasn’t exactly enjoyed the most appealing reputation in our culture. But that situation’s about to change. This deepest, most exciting, and ultimately most practical activity of the mind has been misunderstood for long enough. We’re going to do something about that. You and I. In this book.

         
             A Few Nuts Spice the Cake

            There may be no intellectual activity more misunderstood and wrongly maligned as philosophy. The great American historian Henry Adams once characterized the entire enterprise of philosophy as consisting of nothing more than “unintelligible answers to insoluble problems.” As far back as the 16th century, the prominent French essayist Michael de Montaigne proclaimed that “philosophy is doubt.” And, of course, who enjoys doubt? Doubt is often uncomfortable. Doubt can even be scary.

            The 19th-century philosophical wild man, Friedrich Nietzsche, took it one more step and even went so far as to characterize philosophy as “an explosive, in the presence of which everything is in danger.” So, then, it really comes as no surprise to see Nietzsche’s predecessor, the English poet John Keats, asking, “Do not all charms fly at the mere touch of cold philosophy?”

            In ancient times, the famous Roman statesman and author Cicero complained, “There is nothing so absurd that it hasn’t been said by some philosopher.” Of course, he, too, was “some philosopher.” But what about the other human beings who bear that label? What’s our view of them?

         
            More fans of philosophy

            The following quotes show what some prominent historical individuals have had to say about philosophy and philosophers:

            		Philosophy is such an impertinently litigious lady that a man had as good be engaged in lawsuits as have to do with her.

            		— Sir Isaac Newton

            		It has been said that metaphysics is the finding of bad reasons for what we believe on instinct.

            		— W. Somerset Maugham

            		Wonder is the foundation of all philosophy, inquiry the progress, ignorance the end.

            		— Montaigne

            		Philosophy will clip an angel’s wings . . .

            		— John Keats

            		All philosophies, if you ride them home, are nonsense; but some are greater nonsense than others.

            		— Samuel Butler

            		Philosophy consists largely of one philosopher arguing that all the others are jackasses. He usually proves it, and I should add that he also usually proves that he is one himself.

            		— H.L. Mencken

            		If I wished to punish a province, I would have it governed by philosophers.

            		— Frederick the Great

            		There is only one thing that a philosopher can be relied on to do, and that is to contradict other philosophers.

            		— William James

            		When he who hears doesn’t know what he who speaks means, and when he who speaks doesn’t know what he himself means — that is philosophy.

            		— Voltaire

            		There is nothing so strange and so unbelievable that it has not been said by one philosopher or the other.

            		— Descartes (the Father of Modern Philosophy, strange and unbelievable as that may seem)

            		I have tried, too, in my time to be a philosopher but, I don’t know how, cheerfulness was always breaking through.

            		— Oliver Edwards (18th century)

         

            

            
               [image: Warning]
            

            	Philosophers? Crazy! Philosophers? Otherworldly! Philosophers? Gloomy! When we hear the word, we tend to have this modern image come to mind of badly groomed academics, carelessly dressed in tweed sport coats, wrinkled shirts, and rumpled pants, who go through life coated with chalk dust, stroking their beards, bearing scowls on their faces and arcane thoughts in their heads, all the while writing on blackboards in capital letters such weighty words as “DEATH,” and “DESPAIR.”

            In 1707, Jonathan Swift wrote the following comment:

            
               	The various opinions of philosophers have scattered through the world as many plagues of the mind as Pandora’s box did those of the body; only with this difference, that they have not left hope at the bottom.

            

            In our own era, the widely read American journalist and literary critic H.L. Mencken even once went so far as to announce, “There is no record in human history of a happy philosopher.” (But, hey, remember that these guys never met me!)

            So what’s the deal here? Philosophy, done right, should be the opposite of all this gloom and doom stuff. It should be exciting, liberating, provocative, illuminating, helpful, and fun. Philosophers themselves should be great company, the life of any party, a hoot and a half. (Okay, so maybe I’m getting a little carried away here.)

            
               	If Wisdom be attainable, let us not only win but enjoy it.

               — Cicero

            

            I must admit that I know of at least a few great thinkers in human history I’m glad I don’t have as neighbors. And some of their books can be . . . well, should I say, “less than scintillating”? And, all right, as long as I’m trying to be as candid here as possible, I should be willing to acknowledge — without naming any names, of course — that I have actually met a few exceedingly peculiar social misfits who seem to be fish out of water in ordinary life, and whose only discernible accomplishment appears to be an academic doctoral degree in philosophy from a major university. Along with, perhaps, a few unintelligible publications bearing their names. And, unfortunately, a teaching position that places them as ambassadors of philosophy in front of classrooms full of bewildered and yet sometimes bemused undergraduates. But things are not always what they seem.

            
               	There is often wisdom under a shabby cloak.

               — Caecilius Statius

            

            The enterprise of philosophy itself, philosophy as a genuine human activity, can and should be great. Not to mention the fact that philosophers can be our friends. On this topic, I should perhaps quote the great poet John Milton, who wrote:

            
               	How charming is divine philosophy!

               	Not harsh, and crabbed as dull fools suppose,

               	But musical as is Apollo’s lute,

               	And a perpetual feast of nectar’d sweets,

               	Where no cruel surfeit reigns.

            

            In other words, good stuff indeed.

            The same Cicero who voiced his irritation at bad philosophers didn’t shrink from praising a good one. He once described Socrates as “the first man to bring philosophy into the marketplace.” In many ways, it is Socrates’ example that we are following in this book. I want to bring philosophy back into the marketplace of ideas that are seriously contending for your attention. I plan to bring some pretty lofty ideas down to earth and examine their relevance for our day-to-day lives. My goal is to help you get clearer on some of the issues that matter the most, but that we ordinarily tend to think about the least. In this book, I hope that together we’ll be explorers of the spirit, charting our way forward as we go. We’ll take a close look at some exciting ideas, quite a few amazing questions, and several new perspectives for everything we do. We won’t be able to nail down a definitive answer for every question that may arise, but if you stick with me, you’re likely to find yourself making more progress in appreciating — and understanding — these topics than you may at first imagine. I might sometimes ask some nutty-sounding questions, but I promise you that, as you consider the answers, those queries are going to help you obtain some pretty amazing perspectives on this life that we’re living. Our goal, throughout, is nothing less than the quest for wisdom itself.

            
               	Life is a festival only to the wise.

               		— Ralph Waldo Emerson

            

         

         
            Socrates on the Examination that Counts

            

            
               [image: GreatIdea(Philos)]
            

            	Socrates liked to walk the streets and go to parties, engaging anyone he could in philosophical dialogue. For him, philosophy was not a dry, intellectual subject, a game for pedants and scholars, but a requirement for living well. He even went so far as to famously proclaim the following axiom:

            
               	The unexamined life is not worth living.

            

            But what in the world does this statement mean? Everyone knows what it means to say, “This car isn’t worth $40,000,” or “This shirt isn’t worth $150,” or “The tickets to this concert aren’t worth $80 each.” But what exactly does it mean to say about a certain form of life, a certain lifestyle — what Socrates is calling “the unexamined life” — that it’s “not worth living”?

            Essentially, an item is “worth” what it costs if the value or benefits that you derive from it are equal to or greater than the price you pay for it — which is ultimately the same value as the underlying effort or energy that you put into obtaining the resources you need to pay that price. Whenever I think about making a certain purchase, I always ask myself whether the item is truly worth the asking price: Is it worth that amount of money? Is it worth the work it took for me to earn that amount?

            A pair of shoes that a wealthy person could see as a “good deal” might be perceived by a poorer individual as far too expensive. The less well-off shopper may need to work far too hard or too long to provide that same amount of money. He may then conclude that the shoes aren’t worth the cost.

            But how exactly does this commonplace sort of judgment relate to Socrates’ famous claim? What is the cost — the worth — of the “unexamined life”? Well, first we need to understand what Socrates means by this phrase.

            What is “the unexamined life”? Unfortunately, it’s the form of life that far too many people live: Getting up, dressing, eating, going to work, breaking for lunch, working some more, going home, eating again, watching TV, leafing through magazines, exchanging a few words with fellow family members in the house or with friends on the phone, changing for bed, and falling to  sleep — just to repeat the same routine all over, and over, and over, without ever thinking about what it all means or how life should be really lived.

            We wake up already in motion in this life. The raft is already out on the river, and the current simply carries us forward.

            When we’re young, other people decide what we wear, what we eat, and when we can play. All too often, even after we’re older, other people still decide what we do during the day. We make choices, lots of them, but often from a limited selection of options that our environment, our friends, families, and employers, and simple habit, present to us. Rarely, if ever, do we stop to reflect on what we truly want in life, on who we are and want to become, on what difference we want to make in the world, and thus on what’s really right for us. And that is the unexamined life — the life that is lived at some level almost as a sleepwalker, somnambulating away the hours, days, and years. It’s a life that is experienced on automatic pilot — a life based on values and beliefs that we’ve never really looked at, never really tested, never examined for ourselves.

            

            
               [image: Tip]
            

            	Many people seem to fear self-examination, as if looking at and evaluating their most basic beliefs and values is somehow a threat. But a philosophically reflective examination of our most basic assumptions and commitments doesn’t necessarily have a corrosive effect. It may, by contrast, have a purifying effect. The fundamental goal of philosophical examination isn’t criticism in a negative sense, or any sort of rejection or abandonment. The true goal is understanding. And yet a greater level of understanding often results in a refocusing, a shedding of unnecessary or unimportant activities and an adopting of others — rebalancing and changing our lives in a positive way.

            The unexamined life, on the other hand, isn’t one of deep personal understanding. It’s not a life of self-directed positive change.

            And you pay a big price for living such a life. What’s the price you pay? What’s the cost? Socrates identifies it when he states that this form of life, the unexamined life, is not worth what you have to pay for it — when he, in fact, plainly says that this form of life simply is not worth living.

            The price that you pay for an unexamined life, therefore, is precisely that — your entire life. And you can pay no greater price for anything. Notice, however, that Socrates didn’t say that the unexamined life is not worth anything. He wisely left open the viewpoint that some positive value exists in any life, however unreflective that life may be. This great philosopher said only that the unexamined life isn’t worth the high price that you must pay for it — the investment of all your energies in a direction that’s not of your own choosing.

            Philosophy, on the other hand, as an activity of reflection giving rise to a wiser way of life, involves investing your life energies in something that may prove worth the cost. Is the examined life, then, guaranteed to be worth living? Is such a life, alone, worth living? Well, Socrates never actually said so. His statement about the unexamined life does seem to imply, by contrast, such a conclusion. But the wise philosopher left us to draw that ultimate conclusion on our own, by examining ourselves and our own lives. And I hope that what you find in this book helps show you the way to such an examination.

            
               	Make it thy business to know thyself, which is the most difficult lesson in  the world.

               — Cervantes

            

         

         
            The Questions We’ll Ask

            In this book, as in my Notre Dame philosophy course, we look at questions dealing with issues of belief, skepticism, and knowledge; good and evil; free will and determinism, death and life after death; the existence of God; and the meaning of life.

            We touch on most of the main fields of philosophy — epistemology, ethics, metaphysics, and the philosophy of religion. And we consult many of the great thinkers of history. Throughout, I intend to keep the orientation of the discussion as practical as it is theoretical, because I believe that the best use of theory is in better practice. With each issue, we ask what difference it makes in our lives and how it helps us to chart our way forward in this world.

            
               	There is frequently more to be learned from the unexpected questions of a child than the discourses of men, who talk in a road, according to the notions they have borrowed and the prejudices of their education.

               — John Locke

            

            

            
               [image: Tip]
            

            	Here are some of the questions you can expect to find in these pages:

            
               	[image: bullet]	How can we really know anything?

               	[image: bullet]	What is the importance of rationality to a good life?

               	[image: bullet]	What does the word good really mean?

               	[image: bullet]	Is ethics just a matter of opinion, or do objective moral rules exist that are binding on every person?

               	[image: bullet]	Why should we be moral?

               	[image: bullet]	Why do people disagree so much on ethics?

               	[image: bullet]	Are people really free, or are our actions all determined by genetics and environment?

               	[image: bullet]	Can anyone predict the future, in principle, in every detail?

               	[image: bullet]	What’s the difference between a human being and a robot?

               	[image: bullet]	Do people have souls, or are we just physically complex organisms?

               	[image: bullet]	What is death?

               	[image: bullet]	Why is death so feared by so many people?

               	[image: bullet]	Do we somehow still exist after death?

               	[image: bullet]	Where does the concept of God come from?

               	[image: bullet]	Does God really exist?

               	[image: bullet]	Why does the world contain so much evil?

               	[image: bullet]	Can anyone prove what the truth is on such ultimate issues, or must we accept them just as matters of faith?

               	[image: bullet]	What, for that matter, is faith?

               	[image: bullet]	What is the meaning of life?

               	[image: bullet]	How can people be happy?

            

            These questions cover only a few of the basic concepts that I will consider with you throughout this book.

            
               	It is better to ask some of the questions than to know all of the answers.

               	— James Thurber

            

      
 

      

   
      
         Chapter 2

         Philosophy as an Activity

         In This Chapter

         
            [image: bullet]	Seeing what philosophy as an activity is

            [image: bullet]	Finding out how to do philosophy yourself

            [image: bullet]	Appreciating the power of belief

            [image: bullet]	Peering into Plato’s Cave

            	Philosophy is not a theory but an activity.

            			— Ludwig Wittgenstein (1889–1951)

         

         Philosophy at its best is an activity more than a body of knowledge. In an ancient sense, done right, it is a healing art. It’s intellectual self-defense. It’s a form of therapy. But it’s also much more. Philosophy is map-making for the soul, cartography for the human journey. It’s an important navigational tool for life that too many modern people try to do without.

         In this chapter, we see exactly what that activity is, as well as how to do it well. I show you the power that belief can have in human life, and I bring you a distinction that Plato drew so vividly that it has echoed down the centuries, helping to free people from illusion and lead them into truth.

         
            Outward Bound for the Mind

            

            
               [image: GreatIdea(Philos)]
            

            	Philosophy can be a little like Outward Bound for the mind. Intellectual spelunking, mental rock climbing, cognitive rapelling, rafting, and reconnoitering. Sometimes it can seem like a conceptual version of Extreme Sports.

            On those occasions when we push philosophical inquiry to the very limits of our world views, we find ourselves temporarily letting go of our customary assumptions, intellectually free falling and hoping the chute will open when we need it. When we do that, the point is to experience the outer boundaries of our ordinary beliefs, to come to understand the status of our most important presuppositions, those background convictions that support the perspectives and decisions governing our day-to-day actions, and that we normally just take for granted.

            We question things as deeply as we can, in order to understand as deeply as possible. The ultimate goal is a firmer grip on who we are and what our place in the world really is.

            But more often, philosophy can be thought of as a package of existential survival skills, along with the determined application of those skills in a sort of a search-and-rescue mission for the soul. Philosophy is not just a game. It’s not just a mental sport. It is the most vital use of our minds for getting our bearings in life.

         

         
            Mapping Our Way Forward

            Consulting the great thinkers of the past, as we draw our own philosophical maps for the present and future, is like stopping to ask a cabbie or a cop for directions, rather than just wandering around lost. It’s getting the advice of those who know, people who have been in the neighborhood before and can find their way around. We inevitably do a little exploring of your own, but any good advice and direction we get can help.

            In any expedition into unfamiliar terrain, it pays to have a native guide to lead us, but ultimately we all have to pull ourselves up the side of the hill. We partner with the great thinkers who have gone before us and, with their help, try to see our own vistas and make our own way.

            The popular American essayist and philosopher Ralph Waldo Emerson at one point wrote

            
               	Meek young men grow up in libraries, believing it their duties to accept the views which Cicero, which Locke, which Bacon, have given; forgetful that Cicero, Locke, and Bacon were only young men in libraries when they wrote these books.

            

            “Who am I to think about these things?” each of us is tempted to ask. Well, who did Socrates think he was to be tackling such ideas? Who was Plato? In the first century, Seneca wrote,

            
               	Philosophy did not find Plato already a nobleman; it made him one.

            

            It is every bit as much our business to ask about these things as it was theirs. But because they have already started the process, we can benefit from their thinking.

            
               	Who consorts with the wise will wise become.

               		— Menander

            

            

            
               [image: Tip]
            

            	We consult the writings of the great dead philosophers not for any final word on the ultimate questions of philosophy, but rather to help get us started, using the insights and avoiding the pitfalls already discovered by those who have gone before us. Early in this century, William Ralph Inge explained,

            
               	The object of studying philosophy is to know one’s own mind, not other people’s.

            

            So when we are doing philosophy, we go to the books of past thinkers not to take inventory of their thoughts, or to gather up from them all the answers we might want, but, rather, we go for the assistance and inspiration we need to do our own jobs as thinkers.

            Emerson comments,

            
               	Books are the best of things, well used; abused, among the worst. What is the right use? What is the one end which all means go to effect? They are for nothing but to inspire.

            

            I hope in this book to begin to inspire you as I have been inspired by the books of others to look into these matters for yourself and fight to attain a bit of your own wisdom for life. Likewise, I’ll be your guide, as I use many guides myself, to make our way forward together.

         

         
            The Extreme Power of Belief

            Right up front, let me pass on an important lesson I’ve learned about the role of assumption and belief in our lives. It demonstrates our need for the discipline of philosophy, in an unusual way.

            

            
               [image: Anecdote(Nutrition)]
            

            	For a long time, my family had wanted to own a gas grill, the kind that has a fat tank of propane under it. But people had warned me about the dangers of propane gas. It’s really combustible. And, breathed, they said, it’s toxic. I seemed to remember that I had heard or read somewhere that in its natural state, propane gas is without odor, but that refiners added a smell so that any leaking gas could be detected immediately and avoided.

            Socrates wasn’t the only philosopher who enjoyed being involved in a good grilling (bad joke: his relentless questioning of people), so when my family offered to get me the long-discussed gas grill for Father’s Day, I agreed with enthusiasm to do my part in making all their charred dreams come true. My wife called Sears and ordered a deluxe model. She also offered to pay to have it assembled and delivered. Philosophers are often not the best at assembling anything other than ideas.

            Some days later, we received a call from the store that the grill was in, assembled, and “ready to go.” My wife bought the burgers and hot dogs, and all the other normal cookout stuff, and prepared for a feast. When the delivery guys arrived, they pointed out that I would have to hook up the gas tank to the grill itself when I was ready to use it. They explained that they were required to deliver it unattached. I assumed it was dangerous to transport the tank hooked up. Poisonous gas might take out the delivery guys.

            They drove away, and with the assistance of written instructions and diagrams, I went to work trying to hook up the tank. I fumbled with the hose and connectors, and kept getting it wrong, and I felt myself getting short of breath. I was doing all this outside so that any leaking propane would dissipate quickly, but obviously there wasn’t enough breeze and I was getting too much of it into my lungs. My family watched as I adopted a new rhythm of action. I’d take a deep breath, run up to the grill, feverishly bolt and twist and hammer, and dash back to a chair 20 feet away, gasping for fresh air. I did this quite a few times until I thought the connection was complete. But when I tried to light the grill, there was no fire. As I hung over it inspecting all the connections, I could feel myself getting light-headed and nauseous from  the gas.

            We decided to call Sears. I explained what I had done, and that I was obviously breathing too much propane at this point, I was so sick. Mental confusion was starting to set in. As a philosopher, I feared I was losing precious brain cells. My lungs ached. In my mental fog, I could hear the Sears guy asking me a question.

            “Where did you take the tank to get your propane?”

            “What do you mean? The grill was just delivered this afternoon, and the guy said it was ready to go.”

            “Oh, it was, except for the gas. We sell only new tanks with our grills, and they come empty. You have to go to a gas station or mini-mart to get gas for it. That’s why it won’t light. You got an empty tank.”

            Oh. Well. Boy, did I feel silly. I was being asphyxiated by a false belief. I was having physical symptoms from something that wasn’t there. I smelled it. It made me dizzy. I felt sick. But a breath of fresh information was all it took, and I was fine. Physically, at least. Mentally, I was a bit mortified. My wife and kids laughed and laughed. And went to get some take-out food.

            
               	People can die of mere imagination.

               			— Chaucer

            

            In a way, it’s really good that this happened to me. As a philosopher, I learned something important about the power of our beliefs, and our imaginations, as well as about the hidden assumptions that can govern our thinking, acting, and feeling. The mind is indeed a powerful thing. And false beliefs can have a big impact on us.

            
               The image of Plato’s Cave
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               	Plato had a memorable image for the false beliefs and illusions we too often suffer. He wrote that we are all like people living in a cave, chained down to the floor, our gazes fixed on shadows flitting across a wall, shadows we mistake for realities.

               Plato’s image of the cave was actually quite elaborate. Imagine that behind us in this cavern, he went on, there is a fire burning that casts shadows on the walls that are all we ever see, until the day someone breaks free of his chains, sees our situation as it truly is, and escapes the cave altogether, emerging into real daylight. At first, he would be blinded by the glare of the sun, that object of which the cavern fire was but a poor copy. But then his eyes would begin to adjust and make out real objects, animals, rocks, and trees. Seeing the difference between the outside world and the poor dim shadow world in which he had been imprisoned, he returns back into the cave to convince his fellows to break their chains as well and ascend into the light of reality.

            

            
               The philosophical Houdini

               The man who first escapes the cave of illusion that Plato thinks we live in is the philosopher, the one among us who comes to realize that we are all in some way living lives of illusion, held captive by shadows and chains not of our own making. When he brings back into the cave his strange tale of other realities, he will be cheered by some, jeered by others. We have a way of becoming comfortable with our illusions. And so we are easily threatened by any strange reports of greater realities. But the true philosopher tries to free as many of his fellow captives as possible, liberating them to live in the broader, brighter realities that lie beyond the narrow confines of their customary perceptions.

               That is a vivid image of the ultimate task of philosophy. Its goal is to free us from illusion and to help us get a grip on the most fundamental realities.

               What illusions are you living under right now? What things do you value that really lack the importance you attribute to them? What could you be ignoring that is really of true value? What assumptions are you making about your life that may be based on appearances and not realities? Most people are chained down by all sorts of illusions. It is the goal of philosophy, well done, to help us all break those chains.

               

               
                  [image: Warning]
               

               	We actually have no choice of whether to have a philosophy or not, of whether to be philosophers or not. We inevitably operate out of some philosophical world view, however well formed or incomplete it might be. Our choice is between bad philosophy unreflectively absorbed from the culture around us and the prejudices of our time, or good philosophy built on critical questioning and sustained thought.

               We can be poor thinkers or good philosophers. But quality comes only with care. So, careful thinking makes for the best philosophy. Does your philosophy of life imprison you or liberate you? In this book, I try to dispel some of the myths and platitudes of our own age and get out of the cave of our false assumptions. We seek philosophical enlightenment, philosophical liberation.

               The first day of the rest of your life need not begin and end in Plato’s Cave.

            

         

         
            Plato as the source

            Plato is seen by many to be the ultimate fount of all western philosophy.

            		Out of Plato come all things that are still written and debated among men of thought. 		 — Ralph Waldo Emerson

            		The safest characterization of the European philosophical tradition is that it consists of 	a series of footnotes to Plato.				— Alfred North Whitehead

         

      

      

   
      
         Chapter 3

         The Love of Wisdom

         In This Chapter

         
            [image: bullet]	Grasping the three skills that philosophy cultivates

            [image: bullet]	Analyzing the nature of philosophical analysis

            [image: bullet]	Assessing the importance of philosophical assessment

            [image: bullet]	Appreciating the power of good, logical argument

            [image: bullet]	Understanding the role of wisdom, the true goal of philosophy

            	Things have their seasons, and even certain kinds of eminence go in and out of style. But wisdom has an advantage: She is eternal.

            		— Balthasar Gracian

         

         As you delve more deeply into the subject, you find many reasons to read, study, and practice philosophy in your life. Philosophy, as a way of thinking, for example, cultivates three intellectual skills that are very important for any of us to possess in the modern world. Philosophy also cultivates wisdom.

         First, in this chapter, I look for a moment at those three skills. Then I say a bit more about wisdom — in particular, what it is and why it matters.

         
            The Triple-A Skill Set of Philosophy

            Philosophy is, simply put, a way of thinking. More accurately, however, it is a bundle of ways of thinking. It’s a set of mental tools. And that fact is directly relevant to the question of why we study philosophy. It’s not just to amaze our friends with our own profundity, perplex our colleagues with a newfound depth, or irritate family members with crazy-sounding questions (although first-year college students seem to value that last possibility the most in connection with their beginning philosophy courses). We study philosophy because of the mental skills it cultivates in our lives as well as for the new perspectives it gives us.

            In my years at Notre Dame, every student was required to take two courses in philosophy. The fact that, long ago, Notre Dame required four courses in philosophy didn’t assuage the students’ initial complaints. Why should a pre-med or business major waste any time at all in a philosophy classroom? Wasn’t this rule much like requiring that every student take a course in Ancient Babylonian entomology? Wasn’t it just some esoteric relic of the humanities curriculum of the past, no longer relevant to modern life?

            Why, for that matter, should any busy business executive take time out to read philosophy? Why should a parent at home engaged in the demanding tasks of raising children ever sneak away with a book of philosophy? What’s its relevance? What could possibly be the payoff? The following sections may give you some answers.

            
               Paralysis without analysis

               Philosophy as a way of thinking cultivates our ability to analyze complicated problems. It helps us untie mental knots. It teaches us to get to the core of an issue. It shows us how to peel away peripheral issues and penetrate to the essence of a matter: What’s really important here? What’s ultimately at issue? How can I break this problem down into more manageable questions?

               Analysis is a skill that you need everywhere in life. Lawyers analyze complex claims and sort out the issues; physicians analyze symptoms; detectives look for patterns in the evidence; business people sort through the parts of an intricate deal; parents try to untangle and get a grip on the issues troubling a family. The skill of analysis is useful in every walk of life. Analysis is so prominent in philosophical ways of thinking that a major trend of 20th-century thought is even known as analytic philosophy because of its emphasis on the centrality of this skill. But all good philosophy involves close analysis.

               Ultimately, philosophy teaches us how to analyze our lives: Who am I? What do I really want? What is this life all about? What can make me happy? How can I make my greatest contribution to the world? What are my highest talents? How can I best make use of my time?

               In following a philosophical analysis of a major human question and learning from some of the greatest thinkers in history how to tackle a complicated issue, we can learn to be better analysts ourselves and more analytical in other aspects of our lives. Now, I don’t mean this statement as an endorsement of analysis as the most important mental skill or as a claim that a practice of philosophical analysis is somehow paramount in human life. It’s not. It is, however, important. We are genuinely paralyzed in many ways in life if we are unable to analyze properly the circumstances that we are in, and the opportunites that we face.

               
                  	Man is but a reed, the weakest thing in nature, but he is a thinking reed.

                  		— Blaise Pascal
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               	Analysis is a vital mental skill. It must, however, be used appropriately. There is a well-known phenomenon, commonly called analysis paralysis, which results when too much thinking actually gets in the way of action — or in the way of feeling. A person can analyze a relationship to death. The unexamined life may not be worth living, as Chapter 1 explains, but the unlived life is definitely not worth examining. Thinking should never replace taking action; thinking should merely guide what we do. All good things can be misused. And certainly, logical, analytic thinking can be misused. It is up to each of us to use it well.

               My point here is that the better you become at analyzing complex problems, the better off you are for solving them. Analysis is a skill that philosophy cultivates. And it’s a skill for all of life. The real truth about thinking and action is that, if you don’t possess analysis as a life skill, you’re much more likely to experience fruitless paralysis in the face of difficulty. Analytical acumen, at its best, truly liberates.

            

            
               The skill of assessment

               Philosophy trains us to analyze. It also trains us to assess competing claims. Do people have free will, or are all our actions determined by heredity and environment? Does God exist . . . or not? Do humans survive physical death, or is everyone destined for personal extinction on the cessation of bodily functions? Does life truly have meaning, or is everything we do ultimately without any real sense and purpose? Is rollerblading great exercise, or is it the fastest route to the emergency room? (Okay, so not all questions are cosmic in proportion.)

               We are often confronted in everyday life by competing claims and alternative proposals that we must assess: Should we appropriate more funds to increase the quality of our product, or should we concentrate instead on beefing up our advertising? One group claims that we need more research and development; another declares that only more marketing is necessary. One group of experts says that children need more freedom. Another group claims that they require more clearly defined limits and discipline. How do you evaluate and assess such competing claims? Philosophy trains the mind in the fine art of assessment.
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               	All that glitters is not gold. Appearances and realities can diverge. We live today in a world of hype, exaggeration, and hyperbole. Plato’s Cave is bigger and deeper than ever before (see Chapter 2). Illusions rule the world. Everyone has something to sell, and we’re bombarded every day by claims that we must be able to evaluate. In a world of conflicting views vying for acceptance, how do we separate the wheat from the chaff, the sheep from the goats, the collectibles from the trash? Caution is necessary. We need discernment. And discernment — assessment — also is a skill that philosophy can nurture.

               
                  	The judgment of man is fallible.

                  		— Ovid

               

               In philosophy, we assess a view by asking for evidence and reasons to think that it’s true. We evaluate how one proposal for our acceptance may fit or fail to fit with other things that we already have strong reason to believe or even know to be true.
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               	In assessing a world-view or major philosophical position, just as in evaluating a business proposal, we must ask the following three basic sorts of questions, which we can call the 3 Cs:

               
                  	[image: bullet]	(C1) Is it coherent? Do the various components of the view or position hang together logically? Does it make sense? Is it internally consistent? Is it inwardly congruent?

                  	[image: bullet]	(C2) Is it complete? Does it touch on and deal with all the relevant issues that it ought to take in, or does it contain gaps and blind spots? Are any concerns swept under the rug? Is it comprehensive enough?

                  	[image: bullet]	(C3) Is it correct? For a position to merely be coherent and complete isn’t enough; the available evidence must point in its direction as the correct contender for truth. Coherence is necessary; completeness is important; but only correctness, in addition, gives you what you fully need. An internally consistent viewpoint that’s comprehensive in its sweep but at odds with the facts doesn’t do you much good in a practical way.

               

               These, therefore, are the 3 Cs of assessment: coherence, completeness, and correctness. A philosophical position, similar to a business plan, may be correct as far as it goes without going nearly far enough. A viewpoint may be correct, within limits, without being complete enough. Such an assessment tells you that the view needs more development. It may be correct in its main principles but incoherent in some of its less vital components — in which case, it needs some logical retooling before we can accept it as a whole. We must check for and identify all three qualities in a position to evaluate it decisively. Keeping this concept in mind, we can greatly enhance our skills of assessment through our philosophical examinations of any position.

            

            
               The use of argument

               Philosophy cultivates our skills of analysis and assessment. It also schools us on the correct use of argument.
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               	Arguments are not, in philosophical terms, shouting matches, verbal tug-o-wars, or altercations. When I was in graduate school in the late ’70s, I often started my day by watching a talk show on television. Even in those early days of audience participation and debate-oriented talk shows, I was amazed at what people seemed to think constituted a reasonable exchange of differing ideas. The squared jaws, red faces, and bulging veins that accompanied such rejoinders as “Oh yeah?”, “Who says?”, and “That’s just your opinion!” seemed impervious to the call of real argument. This was, of course, long before chair-throwing, kicking, spitting, and hair pulling began to serve as the vehicles of televised argument. And I’m not just referring metaphorically to the syndicated talk shows of political pundits here. As a culture, Americans these days seem to misunderstand what argument at its best really is.

            
               Reason

               Analysis involves the use of reason. So does assessment. As does argument. But what exactly is reason? The philosophers all use it and urge the rest of us to use it, even as they point out its limits as well as its strengths.

               We can think of reason clearly as one of the powers of the mind, as is perception or imagination. It is the power of moving logically from one idea to another, of seeing connections of logic or cause and effect, and of inferring conclusions from given premises. By the power of reason, we can see where truth is to be found.

                “Use your head!” we may urge a friend, meaning to advise the use of reason. (“Use the common sense God gave a squirrel!” is sometimes a less complimentary version of the same advice.)

               In the history of philosophy, some philosophers have thought that reason could do everything — from discerning the truth of “First Principles” to deducing all less fundamental truths from those same principles. Others have insisted that experience of the empirical world — seeing, hearing, and so on — is necessary for discerning substantive truth about life. Swinging from one extreme to the other characterizes a good deal of the history of philosophy, as it does most of life, for that matter. We often call a person a “rationalist” who views reason as very powerful and who wants an argument for the proof of almost anything he believes. We sometimes call a person an “empiricist” who, by contrast, just keeps hammering away on the importance of sense experience for confirming anything that we believe. “I’ll believe it when I see it” is a typical empiricist sentiment. But even the most experientially oriented philosophers value the role of reason in analysis, discernment, evaluation, and inference or logical argument.
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               	In philosophy, an argument is a reasoned presentation of ideas, where you marshal evidence in favor of the truth of a conclusion. Arguments, in their essence, aren’t something that you direct at people as you would a gun that you’re aiming at a target. You don’t primarily argue with someone or at someone; you present an argument for a conclusion, which you often intend as a means to persuade someone else, but sometimes employ just as a means of discovering for yourself where the truth lies.

               
                  	The aim of argument, or of discussion, should not be victory, but progress.

                  		— Joseph Joubert

               

               So, in philosophy, arguments aren’t the sorts of things that you win or lose. They’re not like games or athletic contests of the mind. Even if you engage in an argument with another person in the colloquial sense over a substantive issue — and you truly want to convince your interlocutor of the persuasiveness of your viewpoint — you’d better be able to construct a good argument in the philosophical sense as well. And studying some philosophy helps you know how to do so better than you may already.

               In every walk of life, we need to be able to give a reasoned presentation of our beliefs in such a way as to persuade other people. Lawyers aren’t the only ones who must worry about convincing others to accept a particular point of view. Persuasive argument is an important part of every management job, is a requirement in the arsenal of any challenged parent, and is as important to preachers and teachers as to practicing scientists. A good argument helps us to intellectually “see” where the truth lies.
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               	In my first year at college, I discovered an important truth about the limitations of argument. For some reason, hair had always been an issue in my family — head hair and facial hair. Until I went away to college, my parents had insisted that I shave daily and keep the hair on my head cut fairly short. Off on my own, I let my hair get long and began to grow a Fu Manchu mustache. This bit of rebellion occurred during the early ’70s, when a good deal of “the ’60s” actually took place. Bell-bottomed pants, ridiculous shirts, and long hair ruled. I shudder now to think what I looked like, but I was exercising my newfound freedom and experimenting with my appearance. A few months later, I saw my mother for the first time since the inception of my new, hirsute look. She offered me a hundred dollars on the spot to shave off my mustache and refused to go to any public place with me until I did. I wish I hadn’t taken a stand on principle. Two weeks later, my ’stache itched me half to death, and I shaved with no reward. But that day, mother was adamant and trying any strategy she could. She even went so far as to say to me, point blank, “Something’s psychologically wrong with anyone who has a beard or mustache!”

               I was in my first philosophy course at the time, and was learning how to argue a point, so I wasn’t about to let this one pass. I suddenly remembered what philosophers call “argument by counterexample” — that is, you can refute any general claim of the form All As are Bs by producing one example of a B that’s not an A. Employing the standard “But, Mother . . .” opening of any frustrated adolescent bent on proving a point, I started enumerating aloud all the great personages of history I could think of who had mustaches or beards and yet who were, by any fair estimation, paragons of psychological health and worldly success. Working my way from ancient Greece through the American Civil War, and not forgetting Southern paradigms such as Robert E. Lee, I was taken up short and momentarily struck mute by a sudden realization.

               “Mother,” I said with all the conviction I could muster, suddenly certain that I had unassailable proof of my own conviction that facial hair and sound psychological health can go quite well together, “Dad has always had a mustache!”

               “You see what I’m saying?” she instantly replied.
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               	An old country-music lyric says, “One man’s ceiling is another man’s floor.” Sometimes traffic can flow both ways in the analysis or assessment of an argument. What I’d thought was the most decisive possible refutation by counterexample of a general claim that I knew to be false was taken by my dialogue partner as a particularly clear confirmation of her own emphatic view to the contrary.

               
                  	There are two sides to every question.

                  		— Protagorus

               

               Of course, people can sometimes reasonably differ on the obviousness of a piece of evidence cited in an argument, or they can blind themselves to the truth and can even refuse to listen to rational argument at all. The best intellectual reasoning can fail completely to overrule strongly opposed passions.

               Emotion and logic are sometimes at odds. But I intend to discuss such profound matters later in various parts of this book. My point now is simple.

               In the right context, the ability to argue cogently can prove of great importance for seeing where truth lies and for convincing others to join us in its pursuit. Good argument isn’t always guaranteed to produce the good result you may desire, but good argument is better than bad argument any day of the week. And argument, along with imagination and emotion, can provide part of a total case for enlisting the whole person in believing or acting on an important truth. Rational argument is one of the most distinctive of genuinely human abilities and one strongly cultivated by philosophy.

            

         

         
            The dangers of argument: A short survival guide

            How can you actually use argument well and maybe even make progress in an argument with another person — or at least not get your shorts all twisted and wind up with an intellectual wedgie? You can find all sorts of advice on this subject from throughout the centuries. A bit of this advice is philosophical, some of it is psychological, and part of it is just plain pragmatic.

            First is the pragmatic advice, such as, “In arguing, answer your opponent’s earnest with a jest and his jest with earnest” — Leontinus Gorgias (as quoted in Aristotle’s Rhetoric). In other words, keep the person with whom you’re arguing off balance. But this practice is indeed a subset of rhetoric, which is the art of persuasion, and not of philosophy, which is a search for the truth. Most of the pragmatic advice available about argument presupposes precisely that you’re after a win and not after the truth.

            The psychological advice warns us most often about the limits of argumentation in dealing with another person and the truth at the same time. Sir Thomas Browne, for example, warned, “In all disputes, so much as there is of passion, so much there is of nothing to the purpose.” Debate, you often hear, typically generates more heat than light. Know that likelihood going in. Passion clouds reason. And in the context of an interpersonal argument, or debate, people sometimes are willing to do anything to save face. Joseph Addison once observed, “Our disputants put me in mind of the scuttlefish, that when he is unable to extricate himself, blackens the water about him till he becomes invisible.” So, as Publilius Syrus concluded long ago, “In a heated argument, we are apt to lose sight of the truth.”

            Finally, some modest philosophical advice of a practical bent: Protagorus did affirm that every question has two sides. And Henry Fielding added in the 18th century that “Much can be said on both sides.” Whenever you see sincere, intelligent people supporting a cause or arguing a point of view, you can expect as a maxim of common sense to find more than sheer foolishness in that position or cause. By extrapolation, I think I can say that, in all the history of philosophy, with all the competing schools of thought and opposed points of view, you’re never going to come across large numbers of sincere, intelligent, and relatively well-informed people who are just completely wrong in every way. So always try to remain open-minded and look for the truth that any opposing view may capture. On the other hand, Oscar Wilde warned us, with more than a bit of hyperbole, that “The man who sees both sides of a question is a man who sees absolutely nothing at all.” Neither reason nor common sense dictate or even advise that we aspire to balanced indecision anywhere in life.

            And, of course, life consists of much more than argument. Socrates once remarked, “You are fond of argument, and now you fancy that I am a bag of arguments.” You don’t want to avoid argument, and yet neither do you want to constantly seek it out as the only thing in life worth your time. Tell your undergraduate philosophy-major friends: Not even Socrates was a bag of arguments.

         

         
            Wisdom Rules

            To praise and recommend philosophy as an activity worthy of human attention just for its ability to enhance our skills of analysis, assessment, and argument is a bit like praising brain surgery by saying that it’s a good thing because it cultivates the hand-eye coordination of the surgeon. Philosophy can seem like aerobics for the intellect and weight-training for the soul. But its most important feature is the one built into its name.

            
               	Wisdom is the perfect good of the human mind; philosophy is the love of wisdom and the endeavor to attain it.

               		— Seneca
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            	Philosophy is one of the noblest activities in which we can engage because it promotes wisdom in our lives. And wisdom brings with it two benefits: Depth and practicality.

            Wisdom is first and foremost simply insight about living. Insight itself is a sort of perceptiveness or perspicacity of judgment that penetrates beneath appearances and latches onto realities. Wisdom cuts to the core.

            In the ancient world, Seneca referred to wisdom as “the only liberty.” Juvenal called wisdom “the conqueror of fortune.” In the pages of the New Testament, Jesus once remarked, “You shall know the truth, and the truth shall set you free.” Wisdom is knowing the truth about what really matters in life. It is glimpsing the foundations and comprehending at least some of the significance of all that’s around us.

            A wise person does not readily fall prey to false appearances. Wisdom isn’t easily spooked or unhinged. Wisdom sees the hidden side of any situation. It is patient and measured in its responses.

            Wisdom is neither rushed nor stampeded into foolish action.

            A wise person has depth. In his 17th-century manual on success, The Art of Worldly Wisdom, Balthasar Gracian wrote the following concerning depth:

            
               	You are as much a real person as you are deep. As with the depths of a diamond, the interior is twice as important as the surface. There are people who are all facade, like a house left unfinished when the funds run out. They have the entrance of a palace but the inner rooms of a cottage.

            

            A wise person is never all ornament and no substance. Any veneer is backed by a strong reality. A wise person sees everything in its ultimate context and so does not easily mistake value.
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            	Superficial living has too often become the way of the world. People suck the foam off the beer of life and never drink deeply of the real brew. Philosophers, on the other hand, insist on depth.

            
               	Wisdom is to the soul what health is to the body.

               		— La Rouchefoucauld

            

            Wisdom is, above all, practical. It gives us guidance for living well. That’s why its pursuit is worth our time and effort. The great philosophers are just people who’ve sometimes done extraordinary things in this pursuit. Some of them got some things wrong. But others found truth. Even those philosophers who erred deeply in their own conclusions often bring us into the neighborhood of great truth by showing us how to find paths of discovery concerning important issues.

            Don’t get me wrong here. I don’t mean to say that all philosophers pursue practical questions and create points of view that can help us with our day-to-day lives. The Greek philosophers who lived before Socrates most often pursued questions of cosmic import not directly related to daily life. The Presocratics asked mostly about the nature of the universe in which we live and not about how best to live in it. And they came up with some pretty wild answers, as the following samples indicate:
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               	Thales: Everything is made out of water.

               	Anaximander: Everything is made out of The Boundless.

               	Anaximenes: Everything is made out of air.

               	Heraclitus: Everything is always changing.

               	Pythagorus: Everything is made of numbers, and don’t eat beans because they’ll do a number on you.

               	Parmenides: Nothing ever really changes, and appearance in the physical world is always illusion.

            

            The Presocratics sought an understanding of the universe. And they engaged in remarkable feats of intellectual discovery, not always involving such strange-sounding conclusions. In a sense, they were doing scientific cosmology without having yet developed the scientific equipment and method necessary to explore and uncover the secrets of the natural world. And yet much of what they did launched the process of intellectual inquiry that led eventually to the rise of modern science.

            For many centuries, philosophy was not sharply distinguished from what people now think of as many other domains of human thought and knowledge. The early philosophers were protoscientists, and they were mathematicians and psychologists before separate disciplines of biology, chemistry, zoology, physics, math, and psychology existed. Even now, some of the academic professorships of science in England and Europe are still called “Chairs of Natural Philosophy.” Philosophy’s domain was for a long time limitless.

            But the philosophy that began in earnest in ancient Greece with Socrates and Plato and Aristotle — the focus on wisdom that you can also find in the writings of Confucius and Lao Tsu and many other ancient Oriental thinkers — resulted in the tradition of philosophical inquiry that people follow today, a tradition that seeks, at its best, both depth and usefulness in matters concerning human life.

         

         
            The Socratic Quest for Wisdom
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            	Socrates was a pretty amazing example of a person living the search for wisdom. He himself did not leave any writings. He did his philosophizing orally, in the company of other people — and not always in the company of people who were enjoying the journey with him. As he went about Athens questioning reputedly wise people on topics of importance and finding them not so wise after all, he insisted on pointing this fact out to them. And this proclivity, as you can well imagine, did not lead to widespread popularity.

            Many of the young people in Athens were impressed with Socrates’ razor-sharp intellect and often followed him about, imitating his probing style of conversation and offending even more people. In fact, by the age of 70, Socrates and his followers had angered so many prominent citizens in Athens that he was accused and tried on the two trumped-up charges of corrupting the youth and of not believing in the gods of the city but following other gods instead.
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            	Plato provides a riveting account of the trial of Socrates. His fate was in the hands of a crowd of 501 citizen-jurists, who were to weigh the evidence and decide his fate by vote. The evidence seems clear that, if Socrates had just promised to stop philosophizing in public and stirring up trouble, he’d most likely have been freed. In his speech to the jurists, he considered this possibility and said that, if the offer were made, his response would be simple. His words ring through the centuries. He said that his reply would be as follows:

            
               	Gentlemen of the jury, I am grateful and I am your friend, but I will obey the god rather than you, and as long as I draw breath and am able, I shall never cease to practice philosophy, to exhort you and in my usual way to point out to any of you whom I happen to meet: Good Sir, you are an Athenian, a citizen of the greatest city with the greatest reputation for both wisdom and power; are you not ashamed of your eagerness to possess as much wealth, reputation, and honors as possible, while you do not care for nor give thought to wisdom or truth, or the best possible state of your soul?

            

            He went on to say:

            
               	Then, if one of you disputes and says he does care, I shall not let him go at once or leave him, but I shall question him, examine him and test him, and if I do not think he has attained the goodness that he says he has, I shall reproach him because he attaches little importance to the most important things and greater importance to inferior things. I shall treat in this way anyone I happen to meet, young and old, citizen and stranger, and more so the citizens because you are more kindred to me. Be sure that this is what the god orders me to do, and I think there is no greater blessing for the city than my service to the god. For I go around doing nothing but persuading both young and old among you not to care for your body or your wealth in preference to or as strongly as for the best possible state of your soul, but I say to you: “Wealth does not bring about excellence, but excellence brings about wealth and all other public and private blessings for men.”

            

            The verdict rendered after this speech was guilty. The penalty that the prosecutor proposed was an extreme one: Death. By trial procedures in that day, the accused could propose an alternative punishment. If it was reasonable  at all, the jury would almost certainly have preferred it over this maximal sentence.

            Asked what he thought he deserved for what he had done, Socrates pondered it a bit and replied that he deserved free housing and free food of the best kind, like what the Olympic athletes received, for life.

            He was given poison instead.

            
               	Be wiser than other people if you can; but do not tell them so.

               		— Lord Chesterfield

            

            Wisdom is worth the pursuit. Yet, despite its enormous relevance in helping us to live good lives, nothing may be as rare in the modern world as true wisdom.

            Former U.S. president Calvin Coolidge once remarked that “Some people are suffering from lack of work, some from lack of water, many more from lack of wisdom.” And one can make the same point even more strongly today.

            Although it’s sometimes considered nothing more than enhanced common sense, nothing may be less common in our time than real wisdom about living. We should seek as much as we can to enhance the wisdom we have, by exploring all the ultimate issues most fundamental to our understanding of life and our place in the world.
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            	Is the search for wisdom worth your time? Socrates thought that it was worth his life.

            As you launch into the series of philosophical questions that I ask throughout this book, you can expect to keep an eye on issues of depth and practicality at each turn. We want wisdom for the journey that we’re now on. And we must never settle for less.

         

      

      

   
      
         Part II

         How Do We Know Anything?

         

         
            [image: CN002-freedom-5153-1]
         

         

         In this part . . .

         
            In this part, we look at our beliefs about belief, the truth about truth, and our knowledge about knowledge. What is it to be a rational person? Whenever you have a belief, do you have to be able to prove that it’s true? This part puts together some of the tools we need at various points throughout in the book. If you want to know how we can hold rational beliefs, then this part is for you.

         

      

   
      
         Chapter 4

         Belief, Truth, and Knowledge

         In This Chapter

         
            [image: bullet]	Developing tools for the wisdom quest

            [image: bullet]	Exploring what beliefs are

            [image: bullet]	Analyzing knowledge

            [image: bullet]	Getting clear on truth and rationality

            	Man is what he believes.

            		— Anton Chekov

         

         The philosopher Ludwig Feuerbach once said, “Man is what he eats.” But I prefer the Chekov claim. I’d rather envision myself as the sum total of all my beliefs than as an enormous collection of various cheeseburgers, tacos, and chocolate chip cookies consumed throughout the years. Wouldn’t you?

         In this chapter, we ask some vital questions about belief, truth, and knowledge. We launch our philosophical quest together by getting clear on some of the basic building blocks of philosophical analysis. Finally, I introduce some fundamental concepts, and we start making some deep inquiries.

         
            Our Beliefs about Belief

            

            
               [image: GreatIdea(Philos)]
            

            	Your beliefs are your map of reality. They guide you through the day. They are the lenses through which you perceive the world. They are also the deep well from which your actions, attitudes, and feelings flow.

            There is nothing more important about you than what you believe. What you value is equally important. But some philosophers think that this is just because a value is nothing more than a special sort of belief. When you value something, you just believe that it is important and worthy of honor.

            Your feelings are certainly an important part of who you are. And so are your desires, hopes, and dreams. But they are all either results of your beliefs, or else are in some other way dependent on those beliefs. You desire what you believe to be good or pleasant. You hope for something because you believe it will contribute to your personal happiness, or your overall success. Again and again, belief is foundational to who you are.

            Philosophy is the love and pursuit of wisdom. At some level, we all want wisdom for living. No one wants to wander this world as a fool, hobbled by false beliefs about important matters and misled by counterfeit values that can lead to nothing but misery. Because of this, philosophers have always suggested that it is important for us to examine our beliefs. Are those beliefs justified? Are they true? Are they capable of giving us good guidance in life? Do we have among our current beliefs real knowledge about the world in which we live, as well as about ourselves, or are we all just stuck with nothing better than mere opinion? These are questions we all need to ask, and answer.

            
               	Nothing is so firmly believed as that which we least know.

               		— Montaigne

            

            How many beliefs do you have? Hundreds? Thousands? Millions? More than that? You have a great deal many more beliefs than you realize. If this comes as a surprise, the explanation may be quite simple. We sometimes use the word belief to refer to an important conviction, as in the sentences:

            
               	[image: bullet]	They share the belief that stealing is wrong.

               	[image: bullet]	She holds the belief that there is a God.

               	[image: bullet]	It is his belief that democracy is the best form of government.

            

            But we have also have trivial beliefs as well as important convictions. For example, I believe that 1 is less than 2, that 2 is less than 3, that 3 is less  than 4, and so on. I believe that I am indoors now. I believe that m, n, o, and p are consecutive letters in the English alphabet. None of these beliefs are convictions crucial for the overall living of my life, but they are nonetheless beliefs. Of course, we also believe that we know these things. Some beliefs fall short of knowledge; others count as instances of knowledge. But for the relationship between belief and knowledge, wait until the section “The complete definition of knowledge,” later in this chapter.

            There are two sides to belief, a subjective side and an objective side. The subjective side is just the mental state of conviction. The objective side is the content of what is believed, a claim or representation about reality that philosophers refer to as a proposition. Throughout this book, when I speak of “the belief that there is a God,” or “the belief in an objective moral order,” or “the belief in life after death,” I typically mean to speak of the proposition believed, the claim that there is a moral order or that there is life after death.

            

            
               [image: Tip]
            

            	Our main focus is what some philosophers call truth claims. Occasionally, I find it important to comment on the subjective side of belief, on the mental states of people who typically accept certain propositions about the world, but for the most part, my concern is with the ultimate claims themselves. And this is true even though we will be vigilant throughout to keep in mind our own relations to these propositions — whether we ourselves believe them, disbelieve them, or maintain a suspended judgment concerning them, and whether we ought to have a very different relation to them instead.

         

         
            The Importance of Belief

            It’s crucial at the outset to realize that we all have an enormous number of beliefs about all kinds of things, including things we’ve never even explicitly thought about. And if Chekov was right when he once said that we are what we believe, then we’d better be comfortable with what our most important beliefs are. We’d better examine them and make sure that we feel good about having them. Some of these beliefs are ones we are well aware of having. Others ordinarily may be hidden from view, but a little philosophical investigation will reveal what they are.

            Our beliefs are important for a number of reasons Wars are fought over beliefs. Deals are made or broken because of beliefs. People gather together over beliefs they have in common. They also separate because of divergent beliefs. We chart out our lives in every way in accordance with our beliefs.
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            	Many philosophers have analyzed human action as a natural consequence of our beliefs interacting with our desires:

            Beliefs + Desires = Actions

            What we do in this world is a result of what we believe and what we want. If what we want is a consequence of what we believe to be good or pleasurable, then belief is indeed the ultimate wellspring of action. Having the right beliefs is thus not just a matter of intellectual importance, but it is of the utmost practical importance.

            But here’s the problem. We have false beliefs. All of us. No one is completely infallible. Even a Catholic who thinks the Pope is infallible about matters of faith still realizes he could misplace his socks, believing they are in the dresser when they are not.

            

            
               [image: Anecdote(Nutrition)]
            

            	In my youth, I often saw my father running around the house, wearing a hat, looking for his hat. “Where’s my hat? Has anyone seen my hat?” “It’s on your head.” “Oh.” We can have false beliefs about obvious, easy to check things like that. Imagine how we can get it wrong about more subtle matters.
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            Superstition: A true story

            False beliefs can creep into our minds in all sorts of ways. And they can affect our lives deeply. On September 13, 1996, I was flying across the country on a plane that was nearly empty. Shortly after take-off, I mentioned to the flight attendant how unusual it was to see all the unoccupied seats. She said, “Oh, that often happens on Friday the 13th. People are afraid to fly.” My seatmate, a gentleman I had just met, laughed loudly and said, “What superstitious nonsense! Unbelievable! Ridiculous!” The left lens of his glasses promptly fell out onto the cabin floor. He looked shocked, and said, “Gee, I just lost a lens, and these glasses are less than a year old.” Reaching down to pick up the loose piece of glass, he launched back into his tirade against superstition, saying. “I guess I’m supposed to think that this happened because it’s Friday the 13th! Ha!” As he fumbled to insert the lens back into his frames, he looked up at me with astonishment on his face and said “I’ll be damned. The frame just totally broke.” Indeed. It might have been enough to make a less philosophical man . . . superstitious.

         

            

            
               [image: Warning]
            

            	We’re sometimes absentminded. We’re often misinformed. Occasionally we seem to see what’s really not there, or miss what is. At other times, we may draw false conclusions from what we do in fact know. We have prejudices. We have blind spots. And one of the strongest forces in human life is the power of self-deception — our ability to believe what we want to believe, and hide from ourselves what we’d rather not face, regardless of what the facts might indeed be.

            How can we avoid the false beliefs that might steer us wrong and even derail our lives? How can we resist erroneous opinion? This is a question that philosophers have asked for millennia. For the answers, read on.

         

         
            The Ideal of Knowledge

            We want our beliefs to be true, to connect us to reality, to clue us in on what’s really happening in our world, and in our own lives. We don’t want our most important beliefs to be mere opinions; we want them to constitute real knowledge. But what is knowledge?

            Our concept of knowledge is first of all an attainment concept. In basketball, we shoot in order to score. Shooting is the activity; scoring is the attainment intended. In the life of the mind, we believe in order to know. Believing is, in a sense, the activity; knowing is the intended attainment.

            
               Philosophical analysis

               Philosophers analyze ideas. We take them apart and then try to put them back together, to understand how they work. Like auto mechanics, we conceptual grease monkeys often aim to adjust and repair rough-running ideas.

               The analysis of knowledge as properly justified true belief breaks it down into what are called necessary and sufficient conditions, or, to be more exact, into individually necessary and jointly sufficient conditions.

               Maybe I should explain that. Take the concept or idea of bachelorhood. To analyze bachelorhood philosophically is to break it into necessary and sufficient conditions. We start with a definition: “A bachelor is an unmarried male human being of marriageable age.” What are the components here? Male. Human being. Unmarried. Of marriagable age. There are four conditions. Each of them is necessary for bachelorhood. You can’t be a bachelor unless you’re male. But this is not alone sufficient. My dog is male. You have to be human, too. But I’m a male human, and I’m not a bachelor. So we still don’t have sufficiency. A guy has to be unmarried as well. But a little baby can be an unmarried male human without counting as a bachelor. So one more condition is necessary. An unmarried male human being has to be of marriageable age to count as a bachelor. Each of the four conditions is necessary, and all four together (jointly) are sufficient for bachelorhood. Philosophers use this same process of analysis to understand important concepts like our ideas of knowledge, freedom, or God.

            

            Just as you can shoot a basketball and not score a basket, you can believe something and not thereby have knowledge. So knowing is not the same thing as believing. What then in fact is it?
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            	Philosophers have a traditional analysis of knowledge that says,

            Knowledge = Properly Justified True Belief

            

            
               [image: Tip]
            

            	To break down this analysis of knowledge as properly justified true belief, part by part, we can start at the end of our definition and work forward. That way, we can come to understand it, and thus come to grasp more deeply what knowledge, as distinct from opinion, or conjecture, or prejudice, really is.

            You can’t know something unless you believe it. You can’t know that philosophy is the love of wisdom unless you believe that it is. I can’t know that there is a God unless I believe that God exists. Belief is necessary for knowledge. It is a part of the package deal.

            

            
               [image: Warning]
            

            	But belief alone isn’t sufficient for knowledge. You can believe something that is false. And you can think you know it. But you can’t genuinely know something that is false. You can know of something false that it is false. But to know something is to know something to be true. And you can’t know something to be true unless it is; which is to say, you can’t know something unless it’s not false. Got it?

            
               	What is truth?

               		— Pontius Pilate
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            	Anyone who wants to know what truth itself actually is should be confronted with Aristotle’s explanation, captured in these inimitable words: “To say of what is that it is not, or of what is not that it is, is false; while to say of what is that it is, and of what is not that it is not, is true.” Clear enough? Try to say that real fast ten times in a row. Not even a philosophy graduate student can pull it off. And that’s the truth.

            
               	When you know a thing, to hold that you know it, and when you do not know a thing, to allow that you do not know it, is knowledge.

               		— Confucius (Sixth century B.C.)

            

            
               The truth about truth

               But is there really any such thing as truth? The philosophy of relativism claims that all so-called truth is relative, that there really is no absolute truth, but that different things may be true for me and true for you. This is sometimes also known as perspectivalism. Perspectives differ, this viewpoint alleges, and one is as good as another.

               But notice a problem with the mere statement of relativism. There really is no such thing as absolute truth. Is relativism suggesting that this is the ultimate, absolute truth about truth? In that case, it actually asserts what it denies, and so it’s self-defeating, simply logically incoherent as a philsophical position.

               Why then are so many college students relativists? Why has relativism been so attractive to a number of intellectuals in the 20th century? I think the answers here are quite simple.

               
                  	The mind is a dangerous weapon, even to the possessor, if he knows not discreetly how to use it.

                  		— Michael de Montaigne

               

               

               
                  [image: Warning]
               

               	A little philosophy is a dangerous thing. Too many undergraduates are exposed to relativism in a way that they tend to misunderstand. The philosophy professor often raises the specter of relativism, or perspectivalism, just to jolt his students into a deeper grasp of what is at stake in making truth claims. It is meant to be a rhetorical challenge to natural childhood feelings they’ve long had that what we believe is typically the absolute truth. In philosophy, everything can be challenged. But some views can meet the challenge and stand firm. The professor may actually want his students to see through or refute the relativist challenge and thus understand truth more deeply. But too many students come away grasping just enough of the challenge, while failing to see its fatal flaws, that they themselves begin espousing relativism-with-an-attitude back in the dorm, or back at home with the family. Relativism too often is nothing more than a fancy last gasp of adolescent rebellion.

               
                  	There is no worse lie than a truth misunderstood by those who hear it.

                  		— William James (1842–1910)

               

               But some serious adults have fallen into relativism, too, and a number of otherwise very smart people have found it tempting. What could possibly attract them to a logically inconsistent position? First, relativism can serve as a very persuasive intellectual excuse for very bad behavior. If there is no absolute truth, there is no absolute moral truth, and we can get away with anything  we want. Some people are relativists because it’s a wonderful form of self-deception, licensing anything they want to do. And it’s a view they can use speciously to attempt to convince otherwise good and sensible people to join them in their shenanigans.

               There is a second path to adult relativism that is certainly more respectable, however wrong it nonetheless also is. Many academics have wanted to promote the virtue of tolerance in our pluralistic world, and have wrongly thought that relativism is the royal road to cultivating a firm and resilient openness to other people’s beliefs. But the sort of tolerance that is indeed a virtue is best grounded in respect, and it’s not showing respect for any point of view to say that no points of view can possibly capture reality the way  that it is.

               My remarks here are meant to apply to any utterly general relativism. That is what is self-defeating. There are, certainly, small areas regarding issues of personal taste and comfort where a very limited perspectivalism seems appropriate. The statement “This ice cream tastes good!” might be an appropriate example. It could be true for you — from your perspective, given your tastes — but not for me. But that is very different from the statement, “This ice cream is three years old!” which is a standard truth claim and is not subject to relativistic restriction. Compare the difference between “It’s too hot in here” and “It’s over 90 degrees.” It is the latter statement that is a better example of standard claims about reality. And it is either true or false. No relativity muddies the water.
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               	Truth is our tie to the world. Believing a truth, or stating a truth, is like hitting a target. Falsehood misses the mark. Truth anchors us to reality. Falsehood cuts our connection to the way things really are. We need truth like we need air, or food, or water. Falsehood, by contrast, kills.

            

            
               The complete definition of knowledge

               One necessary condition for knowledge is belief. (See the earlier section “Our Beliefs about Belief.”) A second is truth. (Laid out in the preceding section.) Knowledge is built on true belief. But these two conditions are not alone sufficient for knowledge. I can believe something, and my belief can be true without my actually knowing the thing believed. How so?

               Suppose that I somehow conjure up for myself right now the belief that, at this very moment, Fidel Castro is brushing his teeth. Imagine that I actually make myself believe this, by sheer force of will. And suppose further that, by extraordinary coincidence alone, he happens at this very moment to be polishing those communist molars, nearly ready to rinse and spit. I have the belief. And the belief happens to be true. But I had no evidence that it was true. I had no intuition that it was true. No physical or psychic connections conveyed the truth to me. I just got lucky and happened to form the belief at a rare moment when something was going on that made it true. Philosophers deny that I had therein real knowledge. I did not know that Castro was brushing. A wildly lucky correspondence is not an attainment. An amazing coincidence is not a connection sufficient to create something as solid as knowledge.

               
                  	Luck never made a man wise.

                  		— Seneca

               

               Philosophers insist that, in order for a state of belief to qualify as knowledge, there must be a link, a connection, a tie between the mental state of affirmation and the state of reality, which makes that affirmation true. Furthermore, this link must be of the right sort to properly justify my having that belief.

            
               Famous last words: A random sample

               The difference between truth and falsehood can indeed be the difference between life and death. Consider the following statements, which, if false, in the right (or wrong) circumstances could be your last:

               		
                  “This is not as dangerous as it looks.”
               

               
                  		“He does it all the time; he knows what he’s doing.”
               

               
                  		“We’re not that close.”
               

               
                  		“I’m sober enough.”
               

               
                  		“We’ll be perfectly safe under here.”
               

               
                  		“No, this is how you connect the wires.”
               

               
                  		“If it wasn’t safe, they wouldn’t let us do it.”

               My point? There is an absolute difference between truth and falsehood. And it matters!

            

               Knowledge is properly justified true belief. If I was looking at a live broadcast on CNN of Fidel Castro over his bathroom sink, brushing away, my true belief would then have been properly justified and could thus have counted as real knowledge. I could also use that link to defend my claim to know that Castro was brushing. The question “How do you know?” would then be answered by “I’m seeing it right now live on CNN.”

               What exactly is proper justification? What counts as sufficient reason, or sufficient grounds, for a belief to be held, and to count as knowledge? That is a question we answer in the rest of Part II.

            

            
               Truth and rationality

               
                  	Do not believe hastily.

                  	— Ovid
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               	We live in a world of irrational beliefs. People believe all sorts of crazy things. Have you ever bought a tabloid newspaper at the checkout lane in a grocery store, and actually read the articles? Okay, you don’t have to answer that. But have you watched other people buy these papers? They don’t always seem to be doing it as a joke. There seems to be no limit to what some people can believe. In fact, it has often been observed that there is a strong tendency in human life for people to believe what they want to believe, whether those beliefs are even remotely rational or not.
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               	Here is the problem. Irrational belief is belief without a reliable tie to truth. Therefore, irrational belief can be dangerous belief. Our natural tendency to believe is like our natural tendency to eat or drink. Not everything you come across is safe to eat. Not every liquid you find is safe to drink. Likewise, not every proposition that comes your way is safe to believe. Our eating and drinking should be subject to the guidance of our beliefs. And that is even more reason for our beliefs to be subject to reason.

               We want to be reasonable people because reason can connect us to truth. We value rationality as a reliable road to truth, and thus to knowledge. But what is reason? What is rationality? And why exactly should we think it’s important in our ongoing quest for truth in this world?

               Human reason is just the power we have to organize and interpret our experience of the world (what we see, hear, touch, taste, smell, or sense in any other way), as well as the ability to draw reliable conclusions that move beyond the confines of immediate experience. It is also the power to govern our actions and expectations in such a way that they make sense, given all the realities with which we have to do.

               
                  	The mind is a strange machine which can combine the materials offered it in the most astonishing ways.

                  		— Bertrand Russell
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               	“Please be reasonable” is something we say to a person whose actions, attitudes, expectations, or beliefs are out of line with what we think the realities of their situation manifestly are. When we say this, we typically want the unreasonable person to bring himself into line with whatever the evidence is that would indicate the preferability of a course of action or thought other than what he has chosen. Reason is supposed to better connect us with reality, and thus better guide us into the future.

               
                  	Be led by reason.

                  		— Solon
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               	Reason is of great importance in human life. But it is neither as extensive nor as pure as some philosophers of the past have given us to believe. What we are able to perceive, how we organize our perceptions, and what we conclude from our experience, is often as much a result of our feelings and attitudes as it is of rational rules and constraints.
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            The great thinkers on our tendencies to believe

            Great minds have always commented on the human tendency to form beliefs even when there is no good evidence to think they are true.

            		It is natural for the mind to believe, and for the will to love; so that, for want of true objects, they must attach themselves to false.

            			— Blaise Pascal (1663–1662)

            		Men freely believe that which they desire.

            			— Julius Caesar

            		Man prefers to believe what he prefers to be true.

            			— Francis Bacon

            		We are born believing. A man bears beliefs as a tree bears apples.

            			— Ralph Waldo Emerson

            		Every man, wherever he goes, is encompassed by a cloud of comforting convic- tions, which move with him like flies on a summer day.

            			— Bertrand Russell

            		Each man’s belief is right in his own eyes.

            			— Cowper

            		The greatest part of mankind have no other reason for their opinions than that they are in fashion.

            			— Samuel Johnson (1709–1784)

         

               Logic cannot lead us all the way in life. But logic, or the laws of reliable thought, can indeed keep us more closely aligned with reality if our perceptions themselves are in tune with the way the world really is. Logic alone can’t turn a dead fish into a diamond. But it can take us from diamonds to diamonds.

               
                  	Logic is the art of making truth prevail.

                  	— La Bruyère (1688)

               

               The standard philosophical analysis of knowledge presents it as nothing more, or less, than properly justified true belief. The concept of justification here is that of rational justification. So philosophers have asked throughout the centuries, “What is required for rational justification?” What is needed to support a belief if that belief is to have a chance of qualifying as knowledge? What makes a belief rational or reasonable to hold? What indicators of truth does rationality demand?
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               	Some people think that something like logical proof is required for rationality. Their mantra is “Prove it.” An old friend of mine, a former professor of philosophical theology at Yale, told me that he once received an unexpected phone call from his little son’s Sunday School teacher. The teacher said, “Professor, everytime I say anything new in Sunday School class, your little boy blurts out, ‘Prove it!’ Could you please have a talk with him and explain that no one can prove everything?”

               
                  	He that, in the ordinary affairs of life, would admit of nothing but direct plain demonstration would be sure of nothing in this world but of perishing quickly.

                  		— John Locke
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               	It seems clearly excessive to think that no belief is rational to hold unless the believer is in possession of some decisive proof that it is true. I have beliefs about the galaxy, nuclear energy, my computer, and even about my own body that I cannot prove in any decisive sense. I can most often produce evidence, or the reported testimony of some expert, or at least a vague memory of having once had either evidence or testimony to the truth of what I believe, but I am rarely in possession of a knock-down, air-tight proof. Life just doesn’t work like that.
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               	Well, some philosophers have suggested, perhaps it is excessive to require proof for rationality, but it may indeed be necessary to have sufficient evidence in order to be justified in believing anything.

               On this philosophy, which is widely known as evidentialism, it is irrational ever to believe anything without sufficient evidence that it is true. Heresay is not enough, faith is not to be trusted, and intuition is not admissable at all. Hard evidence or nothing is the demand. Is it a reasonable demand? Is rational belief dependent on evidence?

         
            Logic 101

            Simply put, logic is the study of human reasoning. The laws of logic are those patterns of reasoning that will allow you reliably to stick to the truth if you’ve started with the truth. In other words, logic itself is not a source of substantive truth of any sort at all, but it is like a mechanism, or set of rules, or procedures, for moving from known truths to previously undetected truths.

            The subject matter of logic is arguments. Not altercations, or shouting matches, but something very different from these displays of human disagreement. In a philosophical argument, no one actually needs to be disagreeing with anyone. An argument can be a search for truth.

            In logic, an argument is a series of propositions, or statements about reality, one of which is a conclusion drawn from the others, the latter thereby serving in that context as premises for that conclusion.

            Here’s a little lingo to impress your friends. In deductive logic, a valid argument is an argument of such a form or nature that, if all its premises are true, then we have an absolute 100 percent guarantee that its conclusion is, too. Here is an example of a valid argument, based on a simple, valid form of deductive reasoning, or inference, called by logicians modus ponens:

            		(1) If A, then B

            		(2) A

            		Therefore

            		(3) B

            Suppose it’s true that (1) If it’s raining, then my car is getting wet (because I parked outside). If it’s also true that (2) It is raining, then the conclusion follows logically from (1) and (2) that (3) My car is getting wet.

            A valid argument with all true premises is called a sound argument. Simply put, in arguments, soundness = validity plus truth. Only a sound argument gurantees the truth of its conclusion. An argument can be unsound in either of two ways. It can have a false premise. Or it can be invalid, such that even if all its premises were true, its conclusion could still be false.

            In inductive logic, the truth of the premises just raises the probability of, or renders more likely, or gives evidential support to, the conclusion, without giving a 100 percent guarantee that it is true. Here is an example of inductive reasoning:

            		(1) All objects of type A that we have seen have had property B.

            		(2) There is likely nothing atypical about these A-type objects.

            		Therefore, probably,

            		(3) The next A that we see will have property B.

            Inductive logic is not as iron clad as deductive reasoning, but it is the basis of science and technology and thus has achieved tremendous results.

         

               It will take us on one of the most unusual intellectual journeys of our lives to answer that question, a journey we can undertake in the next two chapters. So, if you’re up to it, buckle up your mental seat belt, keep reading, and prepare for the philosophical ride of your life.

            

         

      

      

   
      
         Chapter 5

         The Challenge of Skepticism

         In This Chapter

         
            [image: bullet]	Looking at the ancient challenge of skepticism

            [image: bullet]	Asking some of the deepest questions ever

            [image: bullet]	Understanding when to doubt, and when to doubt our doubts

            [image: bullet]	Discovering one of the most important principles of rationality

            	Doubt is the vestibule which all must pass, before they can enter into the temple of truth.

            	— Charles Caleb Colton (1825)

         

         We live in a culture awash in information. We’re drowning in data each day. The media trumpet that, with the advent of modern communications and computer technology, human knowledge is expanding geometrically faster than at any other period in history. Our knowledge, we are told, at least doubles every four years now.

         But do we really know all that we think we know? Is it precisely knowledge that is expanding, or just belief, or perhaps mere opinion? Does the constant and rapid flow of apparent information into our lives lull us into thinking we have increasingly more knowledge, when actually we may have nothing of the kind? Do we know even a fraction of what we think we know?

         Since the ancient world, a series of philosophers have cautioned us about our natural tendency to claim knowledge where knowledge, in fact, may not exist. The ancient philosophy of skepticism helps us to understand more deeply what exactly knowledge is, and where it comes from, as well as to answer the open question philosophers have often asked of whether evidence is always required for rational belief, and thus for knowledge.

         In this chapter, we see how the most basic form of skeptical inquiry can give us a fresh perspective on the foundations of all human knowledge. We ask some amazing questions, and in the process of trying to answer them, we discover an often overlooked principle of rationality. This just may be the most philosophically challenging chapter in the whole book, but if you can grasp its reasoning and its implications, you’ll see all the other issues of philosophy in a new light. The questions that are raised by skepticism can put everything in a new light, and, I think, can inspire us with a new and needed humility concerning all our claims to knowledge.

         
            The Ancient Art of Doubt
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            	The words skeptic and skepticism come from an ancient Greek verb that meant “to inquire.” Etymologically, then, a skeptic is an inquirer. This should form important background for our understanding of skeptical doubt. Skepticism at its best is not a matter of denial, but of inquiring, seeking, questioning doubt.

            
               	How prone to doubt, how cautious are the wise!

               	— Homer (Odyssey)
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            	The first great skeptical philosopher of the ancient world was Pyrrho of Elis (circa 310–270 B.C.). After traveling with Alexander the Great as a court philosopher, he returned home to teach, we are told, great crowds of admirers and seekers. Pyrrho was known for presenting philosophy as a way of life that aims at a calmness of the spirit and happiness of the heart.

            Pyrrho believed that we should always be quick to question, and slow to believe. He seemed to think that we too easily become convinced of things that trouble our minds and disturb our souls. So he practiced, and preached, withholding judgment as much as possible.
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            	Some stories from the ancient world portray Pyrrho as far too calm, and even indifferent, concerning dangers in his daily environment. We are told that his friends were constantly saving his life, pulling him from the paths of speeding carts, from the edges of cliffs, and from other dangers. Commentators ascribe this to Pyrrho’s skeptical disinclination to trust appearances, and thus to a philosophical disinclination actually to believe anything that appeared to be going on around him. But I doubt this, appropriately enough. In graduate school, my best friend and I frequently saved each other’s lives, alternately pulling each other back from the paths of oncoming cars, as we walked the streets of New Haven, Connecticut, deep in thought. Our apparent indifference to the dangers around us came about just because we were lost in the intricacies of philosophical reasoning, constructing an argument concerning some abstract issue, and had nothing to do with the peculiarities of skeptical doubt. Philosophers just tend to get lost in thought. And in cities the size of New Haven. Or even Elis.
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            	Other stories about Pyrrho seem more credible, and more likely attributable to his skepticism. We are told that he was once attacked by a fierce dog, that he reacted with fear, and that he later apologized to his friends for not acting consistently with his own philosophy. Another story does have him attaining this consistency of withholding judgment and experiencing inner calm as a result. He was on board a ship during a violent storm, but showed no fear. His terrified fellow passengers asked how he remained calm. We are told that, in the midst of the storm, he pointed to a little pig on deck calmly eating his food, and said that this is the unperturbed way a wise man should live in all situations.

            The city of Elis exempted all philosophers from taxes in honor of Pyrrho, because of his example and his service to the community. And they would all have been thrilled at this great news, if they just could have brought themselves to actually believe it.
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            	I should mention one other ancient skeptic by name, the physician Sextus Empiricus. We are uncertain of his birth, the date of his death, and of where he lived, appropriately enough. He seems to have lived in the second half of the second century A.D., and into the first quarter of the third century. We think he was Greek, because of his facility with the Greek language, and apparent knowledge of places in the Greek world. His works have been very influential and are our best sources for the arguments and positions of classic Greek skepticism.

         
            The dogmatic naysayers

            Some curmudgeonly ancient thinkers, like Carneades, boldly declared that “Knowledge is impossible.” Others averred, a tad bit more humbly, merely that “Nothing is known.” But what’s the most obvious, embarrassing question you could ask such a person? Right: “How do you know?” Another related negative position might maintain only that “No beliefs are rational.” But all these claims are examples of propositions that, in one way or another, are self-defeating or self-undermining. Consider

            	[image: bullet]	No propositions are true.

            	[image: bullet]	This sentence is not in English.

            	[image: bullet]	No, I don’t speak any known language.

            All these are self-undermining as well. Self-undermining statements fall into these categories: Those that can’t possibly be true; those that can’t be rational to hold; and those that defeat themselves when expressed. They are linguistic curiosities, but not much else.

            The skepticism that we are examining is not self-defeating like any form of dogmatic naysaying. Proper skeptics do not deny. They just hesitate to affirm, and question the affirmations that the rest of us naturally make.

         

            Like Pyrrho, Sextus was no dogmatic naysayer about human knowledge. He didn’t deny its possibility, or actual occurrence. He was just extremely careful about committing belief to anything that went beyond immediate appearances and urged us on to similar caution.

            The skeptic like Pyrrho and Sextus thought that we should live our daily lives in accordance with appearances, but that we should refrain from drawing any conclusions from those appearances as well as from holding any firm beliefs based on those appearances. The point of this caution was always the goal of unperturbedness of spirit, and ultimately a sort of peaceful happiness of life.

            This is the ancient heritage of skepticism. But our use of skeptical questioning in this chapter is a bit different. We do not aim at the attainment of spiritual calmness here but rather at intellectual enlightenment. Later in the book, we can put this to the service of matters of the spirit. But for now, we want merely to probe into the foundations of what we normally consider human knowledge.

            
               	By doubting we come at the truth.

               		— Cicero

            

         

         
            Incredible Questions We Cannot Answer

            The skeptic asks us some deep and challenging questions to which there are no quick and easy answers. As a result of studying these questions, we can come to a much deeper understanding of things we’ve long taken for granted.

            To put it as simply as possible, the skeptic wants to ask us why we have any of the beliefs that we hold. He wants to know why we think we know the things we claim to know. He asks us how we can have the knowledge we claim. And his questions shed light on the foundations for all our beliefs.

            In order to introduce the questions the skeptic wants us to ask, I want to start off by making some simple distinctions. We can divide all the beliefs we have into three categories. I list here those three simple categories and then give examples in Table 5-1:

            
               	[image: bullet]	Past Oriented: Beliefs about the past

               	[image: bullet]	Present Oriented: Beliefs about the present

               	[image: bullet]	Future Oriented: Beliefs about the future

            

            
               
                  Table 5-1	Examples of Three Belief Categories
                  
                     
                        	Past Oriented	
                        	Present Oriented	
                        	Future Oriented
                     

                  
                  
                     
                        	I believe that Plato	
                        	I believe that Russia	
                        	I believe that  
                     

                     
                        	taught Aristotle.	
                        	is experiencing 	
                        	global warming  
                     

                     
                        		
                        	economic trouble.	
                        	will raise ocean 
                     

                     
                        		
                        		
                        	levels.
                     

                     
                        	I believe that America	
                        	I believe that my	
                        	I believe that 
                     

                     
                        	asserted its 	
                        	investments are 	
                        	America will 
                     

                     
                        	independence in 1776.	
                        	doing well.	
                        	remain a 
                     

                     
                        		
                        		
                        	democracy.
                     

                     
                        	I believe that my father 	
                        	I believe that my wife	
                        	I believe that 
                     

                     
                        	fought in World War II.	
                        	is gardening.	
                        	my daughter will 
                     

                     
                        		
                        		
                        	finish college 
                     

                     
                        		
                        		
                        	near home.
                     

                     
                        	I believe that I had 	
                        	I believe that it’s	
                        	I believe that 
                     

                     
                        	toast and jam for 	
                        	a sunny day outside.	
                        	you’ll eventually 
                     

                     
                        	breakfast today.	
                        		
                        	finish reading 
                     

                     
                        		
                        		
                        	this book.
                     

                  
               

            

            Now, the skeptic has some simple questions to ask us, in two categories. First, the skeptic questions the reliability of the sources of our beliefs concerning things past, present, and future. Then the skeptic raises even more radical questions about each of these categories of belief. I call these two types of questions, or inquiries, source skepticism, and radical skepticism, which I cover in the following sections.

            
               The questions of source skepticism

               What are the distinctive sources for our beliefs about the past? Most of the beliefs we have about the past come to us by the testimony of other people. I wasn’t present at the signing of the Declaration of Independence. I didn’t see my father fight in the second world war. I have been told about these events by sources that I take to be reliable.

               The testimony of others is generally the main source of our beliefs about the past. But sometimes we were there. Things we have experienced directly, we have access to through the means of memory. The second distinctive source of our beliefs about the past is then memory.
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                  Good mind, bad memory

                  Even very smart people often have terrible memories. I once walked across campus at the University of Notre Dame with a visiting philosopher from Oxford, a notoriously eccentric individual who had the strangest walk I had ever seen. He bobbed up and down as he strode full stretch, and yet, when he came to a crossing of sidewalks, he switched instantly to a tiny stepping run, knees high and arms tight to his sides. In the midst of our animated philosophical conversation, I suddenly realized that I was face to face with something out of Monty Python’s Ministry of Silly Walks. I was utterly astonished at the sight, as I nearly breathlessly tried to keep up with this gymnastic, fast-paced dance of jog and bob, while thinking logically about arguments for the existence of God.

                  After ten minutes of this odd and aerobic theorizing, the imminent professor tried mightily to remember the name of one of his best friends and closest colleagues at Oxford, a don known as even more eccentric, with whom he had worked for many years. He wanted to recommend the man’s book to me, but for the life of him could not recall the man’s name. Finally he sputtered, “You know, you know, the chap who walks so funny.” True story.

                  		The memory represents to us not what we choose but what it pleases.

                  		— Montaigne

                  If you doubt my veracity here, go to any major college or university, and venture into the parking lot where the mathematics faculty park their cars. Arrive at about five o’clock in the afternoon, at the end of the day, and watch them look for their automobiles. Quite a sight.

                  		Genius is more often found in a cracked pot than in a whole one.

                  		— E.B. White

               

               Some people think that physical evidence is an independent third source for beliefs about the past. But whether it consists of fossilized footprints in stone, or a videotape of an event, it is always presented to us now by either the testimony or memory first, that it is authentic and not faked, and secondly concerning what it means. So because of its dependence on the reliability of these other two sources, we don’t have to treat it as a third source category for our purposes here.

               So all our beliefs about the past depend on testimony, or memory, or both. The skeptic wants to ask us a simple and yet penetrating question. “How do we know that any of the sources of our beliefs are ever reliable?” But take it a step at a time. We begin with our beliefs about the past. The skeptic asks, “How do we know that memory or testimony are ever reliable?”

               
                  Memory

                  How do I know that the mental function of memory is ever reliable? How do I know that it ever gives us true beliefs? Notice that the question here is not whether human memory is always reliable, or even trustworthy most of the time. Most of us will admit that memory is not the dependable thing it purports sometimes to be.

                  
                     	Memory is the thing you forget with.

                     		— Alexander Chase

                  

                  But our question is not whether memory is infallible or even mostly reliable. The skeptic wants to know whether human memory is ever reliable at all. This may seem like a silly question to ask. But watch what happens when we try to answer.

                  How do I know that memory is ever reliable? Well, I might answer that at least I know that my memory is often reliable. How do I know that? Simple. I can recall many times in the past when I seem to remember parking in a particular place and there the car in fact was. I recall many times remembering where I put my watch, and I was right.

                  

                  
                     [image: Warning]
                  

                  	But wait a second. If that is how I justify ever relying on memory, by appealing to my memory that it has sometimes been reliable in the past, I am relying on memory to justify memory, and so I am engaging in circular reasoning, reasoning which just assumes the truth of the thing we are trying to prove. That is to say, I have not yet produced a single shred of untainted evidence for what needed evidence.

                  But another tack is possible. In the third grade, my teacher once told me that I had a photographic memory. And I still may; I just don’t have same-day service any more. Actually, I think the film was exposed somewhere along the way. But, surprisingly often, other people still praise my memory. If that’s my answer to the question of how I know memory ever to be reliable, I have a double problem. First, I am still relying on my memory of what people have said about my memory. And second, this will be a good argument only if I have reason to believe that the testimony of other people is sometimes reliable, and that needs to be established on its own merits. In the next section, we see the problem we run into when we try to justify ever relying on testimony.

               

               
                  Testimony

                  Testimony is our main source of belief about the past. Skepticism asks a simple question: How do I know that testimony is ever reliable? How do I know that what other people tell me is ever the truth? I get nowhere if I reason in a circle and say, “Well, when I was growing up, my parents told me that other people can usually be trusted, except where money and real estate are involved.” I can’t appeal to a piece of testimony to justify ever believing testimony, or I have reasoned in a tight circle, assuming precisely what is to be proved.

                  
                     	Let the greatest part of the news thou hearest be the least part of what thou believest, lest the greater part of what thou believest be the least part of what is true.

                     		— Francis Quarles

                  

                  But suppose that in response to the skeptic’s question I say, “I just recall that many times in the past, what other people have told me has turned out to be true; therefore testimony is sometimes reliable.” If I reason like that, I am depending on my memory of past reliability for the testimony of others, and the only noncircular argument that we are able to give for the reliability of memory appeals to testimony. But if I can know that memory is sometimes reliable only if I can reasonably believe that testimony is, and I can know that testimony is reliable only if I can reasonably believe that memory is, we just have on our hands a bigger circle of reasoning, and thus have gotten nowhere at all. We have not been able to produce a single piece of untainted, pure evidence that either of our distinctive sources of beliefs about the past is ever reliable.

                  Surely, we might think, we are on better footing when we examine our beliefs about the present. We can be vague about the past. It can be shrouded in the mists of time. But the present stares us in the face.

                  What are our distinctive sources for our beliefs about the present? Well, hmm. Gee, when you think about it, it seems that most of our beliefs about the present moment, about things going on beyond the purview of our own perception, are based on the testimony of other people. That’s how I know about current events around the world. Testimony. And we have just seen the wall we run into when we try to produce a single shred of evidence that testimony is ever reliable.

                  But we can get much more immediate. Even testimony comes to us through the medium of sense experience. And many things that we know about the present we know just from our current sense experience. Perhaps sense experience can give us the direct, provable tie to reality that the skeptic seems to be seeking. In the next section, we need to ask the skeptic’s questions about sense experience.

               

               
                  Sense experience

                  I don’t need the testimony of others to tell me what’s going on in this room right now. I know by sight that my computer monitor is on. I know by sight and touch that the keyboard is working. I can smell the British aftershave that I just splashed on. I can hear the unmistakable hum of my printer. A great number of present moment beliefs are just rooted in the immediacy and intimacy of sense experience.

                  
                     	What can give us surer knowledge than our senses? With what else can we better distinguish the true and the false?

                     		— Lucretius (First century B.C.)

                  

                  The skeptic wants to ask, “How do we know that sense experience is ever reliable?” I bet you could see that one coming. And what can we answer? I am tempted to say, “Look, I recall many times in the past seeming to see something, like a penny on the street, and when I got closer, there it was, just as it had appeared to be. So sense experience is sometimes reliable.”

                  This is almost embarrassing. First, I just made use of my memory of a past experience. But, as we see in the preceding section on memory, we can’t come up with any good evidence that memory is ever reliable. Forget that for a moment, though, for the sake of argument. My little story just recounted one sense experience later confirmed by what? Another sense experience. Circular reasoning again. If all sense experience has been called into question by the skeptic, it is not sufficient for me to answer the challenge by appealing to a particular piece of sense experience.

                  Things are looking bad, so to speak. But that appearance might itself be deceiving, so hang in there. If you read on, I promise that it’s going to seem to get much worse for a few minutes, and then you’ll be truly amazed at what happens. Trust me. Aren’t you almost afraid to peek at our beliefs about the future? 

                  We don’t have to, because the same reasoning will apply. We form beliefs about the future based on the past and present. And since we can’t come up with any good reason for trusting the sources for beliefs about the past and present, that just transfers over to an equal lack of justification for trusting our formation of beliefs about the future. I leave it to you to think this through thoroughly.

                  
                     	No man can tell what the future may bring forth.

                     		— Demosthenes

                  

               

               
                  Conclusions about source skepticism
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                  	Notice that the skeptic’s questions don’t just show that we can’t prove the reliability of our sources for belief. The point is much deeper. We can’t provide one single, pure piece of evidence for this assumption that we all share, and on which the credibility of all our other beliefs depends:

                  	The sources of our beliefs are sometimes reliable.

                  And this fact is certainly perplexing, if not deeply troubling. Where is our anchor to reality? What ties our belief-forming mechanisms to the way things really are? The skeptic has questions. We seem to have no answers. But, as I warned, it gets worse. Or, at least, more interesting. To find out, look at the next section, which covers a whole different type of skeptical questioning.

               

            

            
               The questions of radical skepticism

               The questions of source skepticism in the previous few sections direct our attention to the reliability of our most basic belief-forming mechanisms. How do we know that memory, testimony, sense experience, or any other possible source of our beliefs are ever reliable guides to realities outside ourselves? Radical skepticism proceeds differently. It suggests a radical hypothesis incompatible with a huge array of our typical beliefs, a hypothesis so opposed to what we ordinarily assume that if it were true, an enormous number of beliefs that we now have would be false. The radical skeptic points out that continuing to hold our normal beliefs requires denying this radical hypothesis, or believing it to be false. He then typically asks how we know that it is false.

               
                  Radical skepticism about the past
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                  	The 20th-century philosopher Bertrand Russell once posed a radical hypothesis concerning the past that we can call “The Five Minute Hypothesis.” I have beliefs about breakfast this morning, about how I slept last night, about what time I went to bed, about my activities last evening as well as about what transpired throughout the entire day. I have beliefs about the day before yesterday, and the day before that. My memory reaches back to last week, and last month, and last year. I have a wealth of beliefs about the past, perhaps tens of thousands, or even millions of such beliefs. But consider this hypothesis:
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                  	The Five Minute Hypothesis: The entire universe sprang into existence from nothing five minutes ago, exactly as it then was, apparent fossils in the ground, wrinkles on people’s faces, and other signs of age all instantly formed and thoroughly deceptive.

                  This hypothesis is incompatible with all my beliefs concerning anything five minutes or more in the past. If it is true, all those past-oriented beliefs of mine are false. If it is true, I have no natural parents, no natural children, I am not really married, I have never signed a contract of any kind, and so on. I have false memories about all these things, memories that sprang into existence along with me five minutes ago. But nothing existed before that cosmic appearance act five minutes past. Weird. Bizarre. Crazy.

                  “But,” you might object right away, “how do we know the Five Minute Hypothesis is true?” If you react like this, your reaction is natural. The hypothesis is admittedly highly implausible sounding, to the greatest possible degree. But that is not the point. The skeptic doesn’t believe The Five Minute Hypothesis to be true. And he is not trying to get us to believe it. He is just pointing out that the beliefs we now have commit us to being convinced that it is false, and he wants to ask us how in the world we know it, or even reasonably believe it, to be false.

                  On examination, it is easy to see that we cannot produce a single shred of good evidence that this crazy hypothesis is false. Anything we point to — hair that has been around enough time to grow long, scars from wounds long ago, age circles in tree trunks, and so on — all of this is compatible with the hypothesis, which alleges that all these things, with their deceptive appearances of age, just sprang into existence within the past few minutes, as part of an elaborate cosmic trick.

                  But if we needed some amount of good evidence in order to be rationally justified in believing anything, then we couldn’t rationally believe this radical hypothesis to be false. That wouldn’t mean that we had to believe it to be true. Not at all. It would just mean that we should withhold judgment on it, and become correspondingly uncertain about everything in the past, over five minutes ago. But that would mean giving up all the beliefs that we have concerning things actually having happened in the past. And that would be radical indeed.

               

               
                  Radical skepticism about the present
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                  	On to our beliefs about the present. The thinker often referred to as The Father of Modern Philosophy, René Descartes (Pronounced “Renay Day-Cart”) back in the 17th century offered a radical suggestion. How do we know that this is not all an extraordinarily elaborate dream? You could be dreaming that you are reading philosophy now. This skeptical reasoning could just be part of one big nightmare. Look at the room around you. It’s a dream room, not a real one. Gaze down at your body and at what you’re wearing. All a dream. Or, to put it in the skeptic’s favored mode of suggestion: How do you know that it’s not all just a dream?

                  
                     	Life and love are all a dream.

                     		— Robert Burns

                  

               
                  Descartes: Rebel without a pause

                  René Descartes, military man, mathematician, and philosophical whiz kid, was the ultimate intellectual rebel. He decided not to swallow anything that anyone had ever told him and not even to trust his own senses. In an attempt to determine whether there was anything utterly indubitable, he proposed to try to doubt everything. One thing he concluded that he could not deny — the fact that in his very act of doubting, he was thinking. And from this fact, he saw that it followed that he himself must actually exist. Thus he bequeathed to history the most famous piece of philosophical reasoning ever: “I think therefore I am” (in French, “Je pense donc je suis,” or in the more famous Latin formulation, “Cogito ergo sum.”). From this foundation, he then began to build up a body of knowledge that he believed he could trust absolutely.

               

                  Descartes also toyed with the idea that our present life could possibly all be one big delusion. Perhaps there is a very powerful evil demon who has us hypnotized to hold all the elaborate beliefs that we have, and to seem to see and hear all the things we think we are now experiencing. We don’t for a second actually suspect that this might indeed be going on. But why not?

                  
                     	The privilege of absurdity; to which no living creature is subject but man only.

                     		— Thomas Hobbes

                  

                  We cannot refute The Dream Hypothesis, or The Demon Hypothesis, or any such wild, comprehensive scenario. We can’t even come up with a single shred of positive, independent evidence that either of these radical alternatives is false. And yet we believe things that imply they have to be false. This, the skeptic suggests, is a problem.

               

               
                  Radical skepticism about the future
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                  	We should now take at least the briefest of glances at our beliefs about the future. The skeptic’s radical hypothesis here is one invented by a philosopher friend I often saved from the bumpers of oncoming cars in New Haven, Connecticut, years ago (when he wasn’t saving me, as we theorized our way down the sidewalks around Yale), contemporary philosopher J.L.A. Garcia. It’s called Futuristic Nihilism and is very simple.

                  The futuristic nihilist points out that the future does not exist. In order for a belief to be true, the object about which it is true must be among the furniture of reality, and that object must have the property attributed to it in that belief. For it to be true that grass is green, there must be such a thing as grass, and it must have the property of being green. But the future is right now just one huge void. We pour into that void lots of beliefs, about what will happen later today, what will transpire tomorrow, and what will occur later this year. We hold beliefs about the next decade. We are deep into beliefs about the future, however tentative and cautious we might try to be with this territory.

                  The future oriented radical skeptic could buttress his argument even further by plugging in to some of the other forms of radical skepticism. Think about the radical hypotheses of the previous section. At any second, we could wake up from Descarte’s Dream and find things in the immediate future to be very different from what we might have inductively inferred. Or Descartes’ Demon could snap his fingers and wake us up to a radically divergent future from anything we had in mind. The deception could change radically. How do we know any of this won’t happen and pull the rug out from under all our future oriented beliefs? To this question we have no good answer.

                  
                     	My mind is in a state of philosophical doubt.

                     	— S. T. Coleridge

                  

               

            

            
               What the skeptics show us

               The questions of source skepticism showed us that we can’t come up with any good evidence that our most basic belief-forming mechanisms are ever reliable. The questions of radical skepticism then poured salt on the wound, showing us that we can’t find any evidence to refute or even dislodge an array of crazy-sounding radical hypotheses that are logically incompatible with our current beliefs about vitally important things.
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               	The skeptic’s challenges show us that we can’t prove some of the most basic and important, and otherwise uncontroversial, things that we all believe. We can’t even marshal any good evidence that they are true. We just believe them. And the skeptic keeps asking why. One thing that skepticism shows us is that there is very little room in human life for cocky, arrogant dogmatism. We all need to be a little humble in our certainties. But the skeptics can help us to see even more than that. To see what that is, read on.

            

         

         
            Doubting Your Doubts

            
               	Doubt is the beginning, not the end, of wisdom.

               	— George Iles

            

            Skeptical inquiry can lead to a state of doubt. How do we know all that we think we know, or even any of it? How can we be rational in believing anything? Could it be that the ancient skeptics were right? Should we suspend belief about everything, or at least nearly everything? Sextus suggested that we just live in accordance with appearances, without ever concluding that appearances reliably indicate realities. Is this the reaction we should have to the skeptic’s questions and our amazing inability to answer them?

            No. Not at all. Skepticism can teach us an important lesson, but it can’t shut us down as believers. Without believing that his words have certain meanings rather than others, the skeptic can’t even formulate his questions and challenges. And neither can we. Belief is inevitable in human life. And it’s rational.
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            	Suspending all our beliefs as the classic skeptic suggests is literally impossible. And even if it weren’t impossible, it would be impractical. And clearly dangerous. If there seems to be a truck bearing down on me as I cross the street, I’d better believe it and act accordingly. If the skeptic suggests that we always act in accordance with appearances while withholding mental assent, he is requiring an act of mental gymnastics of us for which he has given us no compelling reason. But isn’t our inability to justify our beliefs in answer to his questions itself compelling enough? No, the skeptic’s questions show only that the rationality of our most basic assumptions, and thus the rationality of all our beliefs, cannot consist, at base, in our having evidence independently available of their truth. This is the main lesson of skepticism.

         

         
            Where Do We Go from Here?

            So how do we in fact know that our basic belief-forming mechanisms like sense experience, memory, and testimony are ever reliable? How can it be rational to believe that the world has been around for more than five minutes? That life is not all one big dream? That there is no supernaturally powerful evil demon hypnotizing us all? And that there will be a future? These are among our most basic beliefs. Where do they come from, and what certifies them? If we can come to understand this, it will give us a crucially important perspective on all the Big Questions we are examining in this book. But for these answers, you need to read the next chapter.

         

      

      

   
      
         Chapter 6

         The Amazing Reality  of Basic Beliefs

         In This Chapter

         
            [image: bullet]	Examining the foundations of rationality

            [image: bullet]	Glancing at Empiricism and Rationalism

            [image: bullet]	Critiquing the universal demand for evidence and proof

            [image: bullet]	Discovering a surprising insight about basic belief

            	The skeptic does not mean him who doubts, but him who investigates or researches, as opposed to him who asserts and thinks he has found.

            		— Miguel de Unamumo

         

         Our look at skepticism in Chapter 5 shows something that is both interesting and important. Reason cannot certify with proof or even good evidence that our most basic beliefs about life are true, or even rational to hold. This chapter takes up the issue of how it can still be rational to hold these fundamental beliefs without proof or evidence. We also delve into the more general issue of whether it can be rational to hold any other sorts of beliefs without the supports of proof or compelling evidence.

         If you haven’t already, you may want to read and think through the reasoning in the preceding chapter. Chapters 5 and 6 together give us a vital new perspective on belief and knowledge that we can bring to bear on all the big issues of philosophy with which we need to grapple. We are setting ourselves up for important insights on issues concerning goodness, freedom, death, God, and meaning. There is a deep sense in which we are still stocking our tool kit with tools we can use to help us to answer the most pressing questions we can ever ask. But even finding these tools gives fresh new insight that we need for understanding life in this world.

         
            The Foundations of Knowledge

            The history of philosophy has seen many warring camps fighting battles over some major issue or other. One of the major battles historically has been over the foundations of all our knowledge. What is most basic in any human set of beliefs? What are our ultimate starting points for any world view? Where does human knowledge ultimately come from? Chapter 4 just lays out the basic concepts of belief, truth, and knowledge. Chapter 5 shows that we can’t have evidence for all that we believe. In this chapter, we need to explore what the foundations might be for all our knowledge of reality.

            
               Empiricism and rationalism
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               	Empiricists have always claimed that sense experience is the ultimate starting point for all our knowledge. The senses, they maintain, give us all our raw data about the world, and without this raw material, there would be no knowledge at all. Perception starts a process, and from this process come all our beliefs. In its purest form, empiricism holds that sense experience alone gives birth to all our beliefs and all our knowledge. A classic example of an empiricist would be the British philosopher John Locke (1632–1704).

               It’s easy to see how empiricism has been able to win over many converts. Think about it for a second. It’s interestingly difficult to identify a single belief that you have that didn’t come your way by means of some sense experience — sight, hearing, touch, smell, or taste. It’s natural, then, to come to believe that the senses are the sole source and ultimate grounding of belief.

            
               [image: TheThinker]
            

         
            John Locke

            A scientist and physician as well as a political thinker and philosopher, John Locke maintained in his big book An Essay Concerning Human Understanding that every human mind comes into this world as a tabula rosa, or blank slate. But some surely seem blanker than others. Sense experience writes on this slate and is the sole source of our ideas and knowledge, the philosopher claimed.

            Locke was an extremely influential thinker in the 17th century, and became known as “the philosopher of freedom” for his political thought.

            Common Lockisms include

            		“No man’s knowledge here can go beyond his experience.”

            		“All men are liable to error; and most men are, in many points, by passion or interest, under temptation to it.”

         

               But not all philosophers have been convinced that the senses fly solo when it comes to producing belief. We seem to have some beliefs that cannot be read off sense experience, or proved from any perception that we might be able to have. Because of this, there has historically been a warring camp of philosophers who give a different answer to the question of where our beliefs ultimately do, or should, come from.
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               	Rationalists have claimed that the ultimate starting point for all knowledge is not the senses but reason. They maintain that without prior categories and principles supplied by reason, we couldn’t organize and interpret our sense experience in any way. We would be faced with just one huge, undifferentiated, kaleidoscopic whirl of sensation, signifying nothing. Rationalism in its purest form goes so far as to hold that all our rational beliefs, and the entirety of human knowledge, consists in first principles and innate concepts (concepts that we are just born having) that are somehow generated and certified by reason, along with anything logically deducible from these first principles.

               How can reason supply any mental category or first principle at all? Some rationalists have claimed that we are born with several fundamental concepts or categories in our minds ready for use. These give us what the rationalists call “innate knowledge.” Examples might be certain categories of space, of time, and of cause and effect.

               We naturally think in terms of cause and effect. And this helps organize our experience of the world. We think of ourselves as seeing some things cause other things to happen, but in terms of our raw sense experience, we just see certain things happen before other things, and remember having seen such before-and-after sequences at earlier times. For example, a rock hits a window, and then the window breaks. We don’t see a third thing called causation. But we believe it has happened. The rock hitting the window caused it to break. But this is not experienced like the flight of the rock or the shattering of the glass. Experience does not seem to force the concept of causation on us. We just use it to interpret what we experience. Cause and effect are categories that could never be read out of our experience and must therefore be brought to that experience by our prior mental disposition to attribute such a connection. This is the rationalist perspective.

            

            
               The foundations of knowledge
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               	Rationalist philosophers have claimed that at the foundations of our knowledge are propositions that are self-evident, or self-evidently true. A self-evident proposition has the strange property of being such that, on merely understanding what it says, and without any further checking or special evidence of any kind, we can just intellectually “see” that it is true. Examples might be such propositions as:

               
                  	[image: bullet]	Any surface that is red is colored.

                  	[image: bullet]	If A is greater than B, and B is greater than C, then A is greater than C.

               

               The claim is that, once these statements are understood, it takes no further sense experience whatsoever to see that they are true.
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               	Descartes was a thinker who used skeptical doubt as a prelude to constructing a rationalist philosophy. He was convinced that all our beliefs that are founded on the experience of the external senses could be called into doubt, but that with certain self-evident beliefs, like “I am thinking,” there is no room for creating and sustaining a reasonable doubt. Descartes then tried to find enough other first principles utterly immune to rational doubt that he could provide an indubitable, rational basis for all other legitimate beliefs.

               Philosophers do not believe that Descartes succeeded. But it was worth a try. Rationalism has remained a seductive idea for individuals attracted to mathematics and to the beauties of unified theory. But it has never been made to work as a practical matter.

            

            
               Evidentialism

               Empiricists and rationalists were concerned with the question of where our beliefs ultimately come from, and thus what the ultimate foundation for knowledge might be. Evidentialists are philosophers who are concerned with a related but somewhat different question. They want to know where rational beliefs come from. What does it take to produce a rational belief, or to make a belief that you already have rational to hold?

            
               The quest for certainty

               Human beings can be greedy for different things. Some are greedy for money. Others chase more and more power. For many people, it’s a psychological sense of certainty that they crave endlessly. We want to know, and to know that we know. We want to be absolutely sure. There can’t be any chance that we’re wrong. We want it all nailed down.

               Everyone has a natural psychological need to feel in control. And control is impossible without knowledge. So we crave a certainty of knowledge. And yet the world doesn’t always provide what we crave. Rationalism is an expression of our greed for certainty that we may have to resist in order to live without undue frustration in the world in which we find ourselves.

               Can’t we find any certainty at all in life? I must admit, I’m not quite certain.

               		The only certainty is that nothing is certain.

               			— Pliny the Elder (I think)
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               	Modern-day evidentialists hold that no proposition is rational to believe unless it is either self-evident, evident to the senses, or is sufficiently supported by evidence from propositions of either of these categories. An example of propositions evident to the senses might be

               
                  	[image: bullet]	I am experiencing a tingle now.

                  	[image: bullet]	The color white is in my field of vision.

                  	[image: bullet]	I hear a sound.
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               	In a famous essay written at the end of the 19th century, the British mathematician W.K. Clifford maintained that it is objectively wrong for anyone, anywhere, to believe anything without sufficient evidence. Substituting the word irrational for wrong, we can discover here the main claim of traditional evidentialism:

               The Evidentialist Principle: It is irrational for anyone, anywhere, to believe anything without sufficient evidence.

               Interpreting the evidentialist principle as broadly as possible, we can understand both self-evidence and the evidence of the senses to be included among the allowable possible supports for a rational belief.

               The evidentialist is always asking, concerning any claim or belief: “What’s your evidence for that?” He believes that rationality always requires either proof or evidence. But it is interesting to ask the evidentialist’s question about his own principle. If everything has to have proof or evidence, then what is the evidentialist’s proof for the truth of the evidentialist principle itself — the principle that makes this demand? What is his evidence? Why should we accept it?
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               	It is hard to see how these questions demanded by the evidentialist’s principle could be answered by the evidentialist himself when they are directed at his own main claim. He could allege that his principle is self-evident, but many philosophers have denied that it’s true at all, and they clearly understood it. So it’s not such that merely understanding it is sufficient for seeing that it’s true. And it’s not the sort of proposition whose truth could possibly be evident to the senses. So why should we accept it to be true? If we did accept it, then it seems that we would have to reject it, which just means that it is a self-defeating recommendation.
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               	As intellectually popular as evidentialism has been for a very long time, and as important as evidence admittedly is as a marker of truth, there are very important fundamental beliefs that we all hold, and surely hold rationally, since they are the foundations of any other beliefs we might hold to be rational, and yet these important, basic beliefs cannot be supported by either proof or evidence.

               If there is a single such belief that it is rational for us to hold without proof or evidence, then the demand of evidentialism is obviously inappropriate and rationally excessive. But evidence is obviously very important in life. So where do we draw the line?

            

         

         
            The importance of evidence

            We live in a sophisticated, yet somehow at the same time, strangely gullible age. Think of all the times you’ve seen an amazing product on an infomercial late at night, and called the 800 number, eager to have your life changed. What arrived in the mail wasn’t quite up to your expectations. Why were you such a schmuck? Okay, maybe you weren’t, but I sure was. I’ve been hosed by flashy informercials, dazzled by pretty ads, and moved by slick con artists, and I’m supposed to be a wise man. We should be a little more demanding of evidence before rushing to form beliefs.

            Think about all the diets that have come and gone, and all the claims that they have made. True story: During my first semester of graduate school at Yale, I invented my own diet. I ate two hot dogs in buns for each meal, three meals a day. Breakfast? Hot dogs. Lunch? Yum, hot dogs again. Dinner? Weenies à la Tom. The result was that I lost 30 pounds in three months. To be frank, maybe it was because I soon skipped meals regularly. Wouldn’t you? Now, what if I had written a book, and launched an informercial campaign — The Yale Hot Dog Diet! Would you have gone tube steak crazy? You may not be that gullible, but if the bestseller lists are any indication, too many people are. We need to hear the demands of evidentialism, and heed the rigors of careful scrutiny before quickly giving our assent. Evidence matters in life, even if the evidentialist is excessive in his claim that it is literally always required.

         

         
            The Principle of Belief Conservation

            
               	The proof of the pudding is in the eating.

               		— Cervantes
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            	As we seek to understand more deeply our common conception of rationality, we can make some interesting observations. First, all our beliefs can’t be irrational, or nonrational, or else the concept of rationality has no application at all. The concept of rationality derives its usefulness from its ability to demarcate some beliefs off from others, separating the sheep from the goats, or the wheat from the chaff. But how could any of our beliefs be rational unless it’s rational for us to assume that the sources or mechanisms through which we received them are sometimes reliable? It must then be rational to hold that our basic belief-forming mechanisms — sense experience, memory, and  the testimony of others, for example — are sometimes reliable. And if this rationality does not consist in our having a proof, or even any good evidence, for the truth of the proposition believed (the conclusion I establish in Chapter 5), then there must be some other road to rationality, other than proof and evidence.
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            	I have come to believe that something like what I call The Principle of Belief Conservation gives us the proper, rational response to skepticism and shows how, by an independent rational principle, certain basic beliefs can be accepted rationally without evidence or proof. The principle goes as follows:

            The Principle of Belief Conservation

            For any proposition, P: If

            
               	1.	Taking a certain cognitive stance toward P (for example, believing it, rejecting it, or withholding judgment) would require rejecting or doubting a vast number of your current beliefs,

               	2.	You have no independent positive reason to reject or doubt all those other beliefs, and

               	3.	You have no compelling reason to take up that cognitive stance toward P,

            

            then it is more rational for you not to take that cognitive stance toward P.

            This is a carefully and formally stated principle, but it captures a procedure of reasoning engaged in by all rational people. It is, in a sense, a principle of “least damage.” In other words, it is most rational, as we modify our beliefs through life and learning, to do the least damage possible to our previous beliefs as we accommodate new discoveries that we are making along the way.

            Your current beliefs are like a raft or boat on which you are floating, sailing across the seas of life. You need to make repairs and additions during your voyage. But it can never be rational to destroy the boat totally while out on the open sea, hoping somehow to be able to rebuild it from scratch, or else to swim without it.

            
               	Man’s most valuable trait is a judicial sense of what not to 	believe.

               		— Euripides

            

            
               Belief conservation and radical skepticism

               To see how the Principle of Belief Conservation works, consider one of the wild ideas from Chapter 5, The Five Minute Hypothesis, Bertrand Russell’s famous radical hypothesis that the entire universe sprang into existence five minutes ago, and so that all our beliefs about the past beyond that point are false. I show in Chapter 5 that we cannot refute or find any good evidence against this extraordinarily crazy claim, and yet in order to justify continuing to hold all our past oriented beliefs rationally, we have to find some rational principle by which to reject this incompatible hypothesis.

               Let The Five Minute Hypothesis itself count as proposition P and let’s apply the Principle of Belief Conservation to it. Is it rational to take the cognitive stance of belief toward this wild hypothesis? Doing so would require denying a great many of our previous beliefs. We have no independent positive reason to deny all those beliefs. And we have no compelling reason to respond to this absurd hypothesis itself with the affirmation of belief. Therefore, by the Principle of Belief Conservation, it is most rational not to believe The Five Minute Hypothesis.

               But what about the alternative cognitive stance of suspension of belief? Remaining undecided about The Five Minute Hypothesis would require doubting, or remaining undecided about, a great number of our previous beliefs, all those beliefs that require its being false. We have no independent positive to become agnostic about all those other beliefs. And we have no compelling reason to take up the stance of suspension of judgment with respect to The Five Minute Hypothesis. So it is most rational not to take that stance.

               But if it is most reasonable not to believe it or to withhold on it, the only cognitive stance left is disbelief. Thus in response to the skeptic’s suggestion of The Five Minute Hypothesis, our most rational response is outright disbelief. Denial. Rejection. Just say no.

               The very same reasoning will apply to the other radical hypotheses that skepticism confronts us with in Chapter 5: Descartes’ Dream Hypothesis and The Demon Hypothesis both. The same applies to Futuristic Nihilism. The rational person rejects these wild stories as false.

            

            
               Belief conservation and source skepticism

               What about source skepticism, though? In response to the skeptic’s fundamental questions of how we know that sense experience, memory, or testimony are ever reliable at all, we have no good answer (see, again, Chapter 5). We cannot come up with a single piece of untainted evidence for the deep conviction we all have that any of our basic sources of belief are ever reliable connections to reality.

               Let the proposition under investigation be the claim that:

               	Our basic belief–forming mechanisms are sometimes reliable.

               Applying The Principle of Belief Conservation to this proposition shows us that our most rational stance toward it is that of belief, just like we would have thought.

               
                  	What has not been examined impartially has not been well examined. Skepticism is therefore the first step toward truth.

                  		— Denis Diderot

               

               Skepticism can’t bully us away from our most basic beliefs. But it can show us that we hold them rationally without proof or evidence, which in itself is a startling revelation, for which we should be grateful. It should make us think. And it will.

            

            
               The basic status of belief conservation

               

               
                  [image: Tip]
               

               	The Principle of Belief Conservation seems to capture a fundamental way in which all rational people think. And in it lies the basis on which we respond to the skeptic. But how do we know that the Principle of Belief Conservation itself is true? It passes its own test, unlike evidentialism, but there is still no independent proof of it.

               We accept it without proof. We accept it without independent evidence that it is true. And we are rational in so doing. There is no independent standard of rationality that can condemn or call into question this principle. Nonetheless, we accept it without any independent support. It is just true. We just believe it. It is not based on any deeper beliefs. It is itself basic.

               The Principle of Belief Conservation can be taken as what philosophers nowadays call a “basic belief.” It can be used to justify other beliefs, but is itself without further independent justification. We find that we believe it, and that it would be impossible not to believe it. But that in itself is no proof that it is true. Yet it is true.

               
                  	It is undesirable to believe a proposition when there is no ground whatever for supposing it true.

                  		— Bertrand Russell (1872–1970)

               

               The Principle of Belief Conservation indicates that it is rational to believe each of the following propositions, but it does not provide direct evidence or proof that any of them is true:

               
                  	[image: bullet]	Sense experience is sometimes reliable.

                  	[image: bullet]	Memory is sometimes reliable.

                  	[image: bullet]	Testimony is sometimes reliable.

                  	[image: bullet]	Our basic belief-forming mechanisms are sometimes reliable.

               

               As a philosopher, I can’t find any other certification of these beliefs that we all hold and that it is rational to hold. So I am reasonable in thinking the Principle of Belief Conservation to be true. But if it is true, then classic evidentialism is false (see the section “Evidentialism,” earlier in this chapter). It can be reasonable to believe things that are neither self-evident, nor evident to the senses, nor evidentially supported or inferable from propositions that fall into those categories.

            

            
               Evidentialism refuted and revised

               The conclusion that evidentialism is false is an important one because so many intellectuals for at least the past century have tended to be evidentialists, demanding evidence or proof for everything. So I should say it again, loud and clear: Evidentialism is false. We have been able to see that its demands are impossible to satisfy, which disqualifies it from the category of philosophical principles that we ought to accept.

               But let’s be as fair as we can possibly be. The evidentialist could acknowledge what we have shown and still try to rescue his enterprise. He could say that in demanding evidence for anything that wasn’t self-evident or evident to the senses, classic evidentialists were indeed being rash. We have shown that there is a third category of beliefs for which evidence is not needed — beliefs for which evidence is not even possible. But, he could continue, for any belief that is capable of being supported by evidence, we’d better not hold that belief unless we have good evidence for it. Anything else is irresponsible and irrational.

               
                  	The cautious seldom err.

                  		— Confucius

               

               Let’s make this valiant effort to save the general perspective of evidentialism a little clearer by defining a category of belief:

               Evidence receptive belief = (by definition) A belief for which evidence is  possible

               Now we can modify the original evidentialist demand:

               Modified Evidentialism: It is irrational for anyone, anywhere, at any time, to hold any evidence receptive belief without sufficient evidence.

               In this version of the evidentialist principle, propositions like The Belief Conservation Principle, and “Our basic belief-forming mechanisms are sometimes reliable” are excluded from the otherwise universal demand for evidence. The evidentialist might think that by modifying his demand, he can accommodate the insights we derive from skepticism without giving up the spirit of his concerns.

               But this will not work if there are any beliefs, for which evidence is possible, which can rationally be held without sufficient evidence to show that they are true, or probably true. And the great 19th-century Harvard philosopher and psychologist William James thought he had good examples of such beliefs. If he is right, then even modified evidentialism is false.

               James thought that there is one kind of evidence receptive belief that it is rational to have in the absence of sufficient evidence. He thought that it can be held on the basis of a certain sort of rational faith. Is believing without proof or sufficient evidence the same thing as faith?

            

         

         
            William James on Precursive Faith
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            	William James wrote a famous essay entitled “The Will to Believe,” where he explicitly criticized the evidentialist viewpoint of W.K. Clifford. Clifford had insisted that it was wrong ever to allow our beliefs to go beyond what evidence could demonstrate. James was convinced that Clifford was wrong.
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            	James pointed out that there are two very different approaches to matters of life and belief, one negative, one positive. The negative approach is based on the fear of ever making a mistake. This approach always enjoins caution. Be careful. Never take risks. Take an umbrella. Wait for evidence. This is the evidentialist’s perspective on life and conviction. It is miserly regarding belief.

            The other, more positive, approach to life and belief is more concerned with embracing all the truth it can. Its primary interest is not avoiding error at all costs. It advises venturing forth, trying new things, having new experiences, and positioning yourself for great discoveries. This, James holds, is the better perspective. It is generous regarding belief.

            James thought that we sometimes have to meet reality halfway. We can’t just sit back and wait for the world to give us evidence of what is true. We need to move forward with an openness of mind, and even the first glimmerings of a positive conviction, in order to discover some truths.

            He used as an example a common, normal social situation. Imagine that you are entering a room of people you’ve never met before. If you worry that they may not be nice people and may not like you, and you inwardly demand seeing evidence to the contrary before you form any positive beliefs whatsoever about them, you will probably not get into the position to have a positive experience of any good truths about them as people. If you take a very different approach, however, and enter the room prepared to think of these strangers as most likely fine people who will enjoy your company, and you act on this as a conviction, you will probably find your conduct reciprocated, and meet some friendly and interesting individuals there.
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            	Sometimes something like the positive state of belief, however tentative, helps to create a situation in which evidence is more likely to be forthcoming. In such circumstances, it is not more rational to wait on the evidence before granting a measure of belief, but it is rational to launch out with what James called precursive faith, faith that, etymologically, “Runs ahead of the evidence.”

            
               	Believe that life is worth living, and your belief will help create the fact.

               		— William James

            

            James discovered that championship level endeavor in any sport was typically based on precursive faith. Champions are regularly challenged to do something they’ve never done before — climb a new mountain, wrestle a new opponent, break a new world’s record. If they just look at the evidence they have concerning their past performances, it will never be sufficient to prove that they are up to the new challenge and will prevail. But James came to realize that what sets champions apart is their ability to engage in precursive faith and launch out with belief that runs ahead of the available evidence, believing in themselves up front.

            William James didn’t think it was always appropriate or rational to engage in precursive faith, or belief stretching beyond the available evidence. He said that this is only appropriate if the option to believe is a “genuine option” that could not be decided on the basis of evidence alone. After careful analysis, he became convinced that three conditions must be present in order for a possible belief to be a genuine option. The option to believe that is in question must be, he said, live, forced, and momentous. Let’s see what he meant:
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               	[image: bullet]	William James: It is rational to believe beyond the available evidence if the option so to believe is a genuine option.

               	[image: bullet]	Genuine option (definition): An option to believe is genuine if and only if it is

               
                  	•	Live: You can bring yourself to believe it.

                  	•	Forced: Not to choose has the same consequences of a negative choice.

                  	•	Momentous: Something of great importance is at stake.

               

            

            An option to believe is live if it is within the bounds of believability. The option of believing that I could leap over my house in a single bound is not a live one for me. Thus, precursive faith is a nonstarter here. The option of believing that I can beat a tennis opponent who is generally a little better than me is a live one.
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            	An option is forced if not choosing to believe is somehow equivalent in its consequences to choosing not to believe. I recently debated buying a particular car that had just arrived at a local dealership. I looked at it for two days and test drove it twice. I really liked it. It was an extraordinary deal, because of some rare circumstances. But, as much as I liked it, and as perfect a deal as it seemed, I couldn’t manage to form the positive belief that I should go buy it. The situation was such that, unfortunately, this was equivalent to deciding not to buy it, as my hesitation allowed another interested party to snatch it away while I pondered the possibilities. If you are presented with a job offer and given 48 hours to respond, then not choosing is equivalent in its consequences to a negative choice. It is a forced option.

            
               	The difficulty in life is the choice.

               		— George Moore

            

            An option to believe is momentous if something of great value is at stake and may be lost if you do not grant a measure of belief to the proposition in question. Imagine that you can’t swim well and are on a boat dock completely alone when you see a sole swimmer out in the water get into trouble and begin to go under. The swimmer is too far out for you to make it there unassisted. And there is no one else around at all. The swimmer calls for help. You notice that an old, rickety rowboat is pulled up onto the shore right beside you. The evidence is not clear as to whether it will make it all the way out there to the drowning swimmer or not. But there are no evident holes. It just looks real bad. The option to believe that it will likely get you to the swimmer is a live one. It is believable. And it is what James calls a forced option. Not choosing to believe that the boat can help you will be equivalent in the circumstances to choosing to believe that it will not. Finally, the situation is a momentous one. A life is at stake. In these circumstances, James says, the rational and right thing to do is not to take an evidentialist stance and demand altogether sufficient evidence of the boat’s seaworthiness before pushing it into the water and leaping into it, but it is rather to launch out in precursive faith in the effort to save the swimmer.

            
               	The great end of life is not knowledge but action.

               		— T. H. Huxley

            

            If James is right, it can sometimes be rational to accept a proposition into a positive belief state, to affirm it as a choice of precursive faith, even if it is an evidence receptive proposition — it is such that evidence for or against it is in principle possible — and you have no sufficient evidence that it is true. And if this is right, then even modified evidentialism is false.

         

         
            Leaps of Faith
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            	It is sometimes rational to take a leap of faith. Now, whether this conclusion applies to controversial questions like those of religious belief and other deep philosophical issues is a matter yet to be determined. But our philosopher William James shows us something eye-opening and very interesting. Looking for, gathering, and following the evidence is generally very important in life, but sometimes rational belief can operate without a dose of evidence sufficient to show us where the truth lies.

            We just believe. And we do it all the time. We believe that our senses are sometimes reliable. We believe that the world has been around more than five minutes. We believe that our memories sometimes get it right. We are not for a minute convinced that life is really all a dream or a mass hallucination. We reason from the past to the future. And all without proof or evidence. We also confront Jamesian situations (see the previous section) where belief properly outstrips evidence.
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            	The human mind has its own basic grasp of reality that we don’t fully understand. We seem to be made in such a way that our minds fit our most fundamental cognitive environment like a glove fits a hand. With the natural, unimpeded operation of our basic belief-forming abilities, along with enough care and attention in exercising them properly, we can get most basic things right. We can rationally believe. And we can know.

            
               	It is not enough to have a good mind. The main thing is to use it well.

               		— Descartes

            

            What are you launching out to believe in your life? What are you seeking to know? How well are you using your mind in discovering the truth that you are here to know?

         

      

      

   
      
         Part III

         What Is the Good?
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         In this part . . .

         
            In this part, we look at the moral and ethical side of life. Goodness! Happiness! Character! Rules! Loopholes! You want wisdom and virtue? Then check out this part.

         

      

   
      
         Chapter 7

         What Is Good?

         In This Chapter

         
            [image: bullet]	Examining the nature of good

            [image: bullet]	Establishing the meaning of evaluative language

            [image: bullet]	Contrasting noncognitivism, subjectivism, and objectivism

            	To be good is noble; but to show others how to be good is nobler and no trouble.

            		— Mark Twain

         

         What is good? This is a question that philosophers have asked for centuries. And they are not asking the sort of question that can be answered by just a list of good things: Sunshine, chocolate, hot showers, cool drinks. They want to know about the nature of goodness. What is it? What does it consist in? How does it fit into life? And why isn’t there more of it in human conduct?
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         	In the past century, philosophers have come to appreciate the many ways in which language can be a clue to reality. It certainly is a doorway into how we think. So philosophers have often approached questions about goodness by asking: What exactly is the meaning of the word good? Maybe it’s one that you’ve asked, too. And why? We don’t go around puzzling about the meaning of the word green. It doesn’t take a philosopher to explain the word hairy. What’s so perplexing about good?

         A green field seems to have something in common with a green football helmet — the color they share in common. A hairy dog seems to have something in common with the hairy guy on the beach — a certain sort of surface texture they share in common. But what does a good movie have in common with a good painting, a good meal, a good book, a good razor, or a good person? What in the world could they all share in common? Thus, the  perplexity.

         
            	Goodness is easier to recognize than to define.

            		— W. H. Auden

         

         In this chapter, we ask what good is. And we see how the answer applies to human life. The great thinkers have a lot to say about what goodness is. And they have a lot to teach us about what it is to be good. We begin our investigation by looking at language. But what we are hoping for is a deeper insight into reality.

         
            A Basic Approach to Ethics and Morality

            There are two things important for us to get straight on at the outset here. Many people use the terms ethics and morality differently. Roughly speaking, they use the term ethics when they’re talking about professional obligations and rules of conduct — as in the phrases legal ethics and medical ethics — and restrict the term morality to refer to matters of private behavior. Some people even say, “Hey, I wear one hat at work, and another at home,” implying that a person’s professional ethics can diverge from her private commit- ments of morality. But I’ve always reminded people that they wear those hats on the same head. So I think of personal life and professional conduct as deeply continuous, rather than compartmentalized. Because of this, I often use the terms ethics and morality interchangeably.

            
               	There is only one ethics, one set of rules of morality, one code: That of individual behavior in which the same rules apply to everyone alike.

               		— Peter Drucker

            

            A second point. Most philosophers approach the topics of ethics or morality by posing issues or reviewing history.

            
               	[image: bullet]	Issues-oriented approaches start by asking the reader about abortion, euthanasia, capital punishment, gun control, pornography, or other hot topics, and present the arguments pro and con, helping the reader to discern the nature of rational argument over such issues.

               	[image: bullet]	Historical approaches to ethics survey the varieties of questions philosophers have asked about moral matters and the array of fundamental options they have considered about where we get our standards. This approach acquaints the reader with the fundamental statements of such positions as eudaimonism, deontology, and utilitarianism. Aren’t you glad this isn’t my approach? I don’t avoid the strange philosophical labels for historical positions altogether, but my look at ethics here is different.

            

            I want to get right at the heart of what we’re talking about when we bring up ethics or morality. What is good? And what is bad? How do we think of right and wrong, and how do these things weave themselves into the textures of our lives? My approach here gives us the biggest and most practical perspective for doing our own ethical reflection on any perplexing issue that crosses our path. But more than that, it will help us to appreciate that moral reasoning is not always a matter of problem solving. It is often a way of creating strength. But more on that in a bit.

         

         
            Defining the Good in the Context of Life

            

            
               [image: Anecdote(Nutrition)]
            

            	I love being a public philosopher. I have conversations with people in every walk of life, and in every sort of job imaginable. They share with me their perplexities, their wonderment, and their questions about life. I don’t have to buttonhole people like Socrates did, even before the advent of buttons (a man truly ahead of his time). They take the initiative to come up to me, and they say the most amazing things. They ask me about things that have never occurred to me before. Or they might make a comment that puts an old subject into an entirely new light. And I go away thinking about what I’ve just heard.

            

            
               [image: GreatIdea(Philos)]
            

            	A few years ago, someone said to me, “Dr. Morris, I’ve been chasing the good life for 20 years, but I’m just now starting to wake up and ask myself, ‘Am I living a good life?’” Interesting. What do you think that person had in mind? Look for a moment at these two phrases:

            
               	[image: bullet]	The good life

               	[image: bullet]	A good life

            

            They differ in just one word, yet have very different connotations.

            The good life. In talks around the country since that day, I’ve asked audiences what this phrase connotes, and they’ve answered comfort, luxury, and wealth. Lifestyles of the rich and famous. Indulgence. Security. Good schools, great houses, fine cars, exclusive country clubs, and wonderful vacations.

            Some have backed out of these Town And Country Magazine answers and have stuck with Good Housekeeping — The good life? A loving spouse, fun, smart, kind children, a nice house on a quiet but friendly street, an obedient, loyal dog, an abundant supply of tasty, nutritious food, and comfortable, at least somewhat stylish, clothing that slenderizes. Maybe a couple of rounds of golf at a public course each month. A few close friends -— maybe even one with a boat. A bank account with contents. Enough income to cover the outgo. Money for retirement. This is what comes to mind for many people when I ask about the phrase “the good life.”

            
               	The good life, as I conceive it, is a happy life.

               		— Bertrand Russell
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            	When I ask about the meaning and connotations of the slightly different phrase “a good life,” I get very different answers. The associations it has are felt to be more ethical, or moral, or spiritual in nature. A life worth living. An existence that helps others. True friendship. Love. Service. Fulfillment. Giving. Character. Dependability. Growth. Happiness.

            Certainly the words the and a can’t alone account for these tremendous differences. It’s the whole phrases, and how they are differently used in our culture these days.

            Is a life to be characterized as good if it’s one of excellence and enjoyment? Or if it’s one that embodies ethics and the spirit? What about the person whose life it is? What is it to be a good person? Can the word good just mean very different things?

            A look at how the word good itself has been thought to function gives us a clue. But I want us to think together a bit more broadly first. In the following section, I want to approach a general question of what all broadly evaluative language means.

         

         
            Three Views on Evaluative Language

            I use the phrase evaluative language to refer to any uses of words like good, bad, great, horrible, right, and wrong. There are basically three different philosophical views about what evaluative language does. I want to briefly examine each one in the following sections.

            
               The philosophy of noncognitivism:  The boo/yay theory
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               	Noncognitivism is a philosophical view whose name is derived from the word cognition, for knowing. The noncognitivist is a philosopher who is convinced that evaluative language does not convey any form of knowing at all. It is not fact stating, but is merely expressive in function. That is the noncognitivist claim.

               Why would anyone say this? Primarily because of the phenomenon of evaluative disagreement. The noncognitivist typically argues that people differ too much over moral and ethical judgments for there to be any objective facts of the matter. If there were objective moral facts, they claim, we would not disagree so much over them. People disagree over the rightness or wrongness of abortion, capital punishment, gun control, premarital sex, pornography, solutions to problems of racial inequality, and much more. People also disagree over what movies are good or bad, what books, what restaurants. The noncognitivist believes that mere extent of evaluative disagreement, inside and outside of ethics, shows that evaluative language does not report objective facts, but rather serves some other function.

               On the noncognitivist view, if I say,

               	“Honesty is the best policy,”

               what I mean, or what I am really saying, is

               	“Honesty — Yaaaaay!!!!”

               I am cheering honest behavior in general. I am giving it my endorsement. Two thumbs up. Correspondingly, when I say,

               	“Human sacrifice is wrong,”

               I really just mean

               	“Human sacrifice — Boooooo!!!”

               I am deriding or deploring human sacrifice. I am condemning or trashing it. Two thumbs down. Human sacrifice — yuck. Noncognitivism is, then, not surprisingly, sometimes referred to as the Boo/Yay Theory of Evaluative Terms.

               
                  	Ethics is in origin the art of recommending to others the sacrifices required for cooperation with oneself.

                  		— Bertrand Russell

               

               

               
                  [image: Warning]
               

               	The noncognitivist is right in thinking that there are uses of language that are not fact stating. We don’t always use language to report; we often use it to exclaim, and sometimes to question. There are many functions of speaking other than the stating of fact. But I believe that noncognitivism is wrong to think that this category of the-non-fact-stating captures our typical usage of evaluative terms.

               At least two philosophical problems with noncognitivism exist. First, ironically, the very phenomenon of apparent ethical disagreement that has moved some thinkers in the direction of this view really can’t be accounted for by the view. People certainly do seem to disagree about moral matters. David believes all abortion is wrong. Susan disagrees. Katherine believes that all capital punishment is wrong. Bob disagrees. What exactly are they disagreeing about? Noncognitivism says that no moral fact is at issue. These different people are just reacting differently to the same things. One endorses capital punishment, while the other condemns it. One cheers, while the other boos. They don’t really conflict cognitively over any such thing as an objective moral fact at all. That’s what noncognitivism claims. But how plausible is this? If we asked Katherine and Bob, they would probably report that they are indeed disagreeing over objective facts, and that the noncognitivist is just wrong. Of course, they would likely say that this is an objective fact too.

               We certainly seem to be able to disagree over right and wrong, good and evil. And if noncognitivism can’t give a good account of this, I think that we are right in saying “Boo” to it.

               Second, why do we cheer or jeer? We don’t just randomly celebrate kindness and razz murder. We feel that our evaluative reactions are appropriate to the nature of the things evaluated. We condemn murder because it is wrong. We endorse kindness because it is good. Noncognitivism has no room in its world view for moral facts that might justify our moral reactions. And this just seems . . . wrong. Surely there is a Priority Problem here for noncognitivism. This philosophical view can’t account for any prior facts that might make our reactions sensible or reasonable, rather than arbitrary or random. So, again, we say, “Boo.”

               
                  	The facts speak for themselves.

                  		— Demosthenes (384–322 B.C.)

               

               I think we should reject the philosophy of evaluative and ethical noncognitivism. It seems wrong — erroneous and philosophically inadequate. But what else is available as a philosophical account of moral and evaluative  language?

            

            
               Ethical subjectivism
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               	A second view is also sometimes generated by reflection on the pervasiveness of moral disagreement in our world, and throughout the sweep of human history. Some philosophers have believed that, whenever we utter any sentence of the form “x is good,” we are really not stating a fact about x at all (so far, agreeing with noncognitivism), but that we are stating a fact about our own subjective feelings toward x (here departing from the noncognitivist view).

               On this view, the only fact that is conveyed by evaluative language is a fact about the subject speaking, not about the object on which he might otherwise seem to be commenting. Thus, subjectivism is a version of cognitivism, the view that evaluative and ethical claims do convey facts. It seems that most people are cognitivists deep down, but that subjectivism is a version of cognitivism that surprises them. It tends to surprise any of us with its claim about the sort of fact that is conveyed by this language.

               The ethical subjectivist claims that whenever I utter any sentence like

               	“Vanilla ice cream is good,”

               the sentence really means, or expresses the fact that,

               	“I like vanilla ice cream.”

               In other words, on the subjectivist account of evaluative terms like good, bad, great, right, wrong, and evil, these words never convey any property or quality of the apparent object they apply to, but instead are used only to express a fact about the inner, subjective psychological state of the person uttering them.

               Likewise, on this view of evaluative discourse, if I say,

               	“Bob believes that charity is good,”

               I am not ascribing to Bob a belief that the activity of human charity has a certain property — namely, goodness — but I am merely describing Bob as feeling favorably disposed towards charity. Likewise, if I say,

               	“Bob believes that human sacrifice is evil,”

               all I am doing, according to the subjectivist, is saying that Bob feels a strong dislike for the ugly business of human sacrifice.

               Why would anyone be an ethical subjectivist? Many philosophers who have adopted such a view point, like the noncognitivist, to the phenomenon of ethical disagreement. The argument, again, is this: If there were objective ethical facts in the world, then moral disagreement would not be so widespread. But moral disagreement is widespread. Therefore, there are no objective moral facts. Moral language does, however, seem to be fact stating. Thus, it must state facts about something other than objective moral properties. The most obvious candidate for the factual content of moral language is the psychological attitudes or feelings of the person speaking. Therefore all moral and evaluative language is subjective.
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               	But if subjectivism were right, it would follow as a very strange implication that there is really after all no factual disagreement between Betty, who says, “Sex before marriage is wrong,” and Charlie, who says, “Sex before marriage is perfectly all right.” They are not disagreeing on a fact about sex before marriage; they are just reporting different mental states. Betty is reporting her disapproval of a certain activity, and Charlie is reporting his approval. Because Betty is not saying that Charlie, in his heart of hearts, really does censure sex before marriage, but won’t admit it, and Charlie is not denying that Betty disapproves, they are not in any factual disagreement at all. This is the strange consequence of a subjectivist view.
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               	And it’s baloney. People like Betty and Charlie do disagree. And any philosophy that can’t naturally accommodate this is wrong. Beware of hidden implications in a philosophical position. Always ask, in evaluating a philosophical view, how well it captures what seems to you naturally or intuitively  

               	right. Could you sometimes be wrong in your intuitions? Certainly, but you always need to be given good reason to think this. If you aren’t, then hang on to your sense of what seems correct.

               Sometimes we want to report on our inner attitudes, and sometimes we want to discuss the outer world. Why should we think of moral language as precluding the latter? Subjectivism ends up facing the same problems that plagued noncognitivism. It can’t account for the undeniable reality of objective moral disagreement, and it can’t explain why we feel justified in having the inner states we do have as attitudes toward moral issues. It faces The Priority Problem, too. So this, in my book, is good enough reason to move on.
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               	A few words should be said about a cousin of straightforward subjectivism. We can call it Cultural Subjectivism. On this view, when Steve says that gun control is morally right, he is not stating an objective moral fact about gun control, but rather he is merely reporting a general cultural attitude. If Zelda says in response, “No, gun control is wrong,” she can really be disagreeing with Steve. However, according to the cultural subjectivist, one of them can be right and the other wrong not because of what is objectively true of gun control, but rather because of what the general cultural attitude tends to be.

               This version of subjectivism is just as problematic as the original. Disagreement is possible, but not the right sort of disagreement. And on cultural subjectivism, it is impossible to rise above the general beliefs and feelings of any culture and criticize it. But surely, we want to say that anyone living in a culture that condoned slavery could correctly rise up and denounce it as wrong. If cultural subjectivism were right, they would just be wrongly reporting the tendencies of their own culture and would therefore be wrong. But that is contrary to what any of us want to say. Therefore, this view also is unacceptable.

            

            
               Moral objectivism

               Killing an innocent person for sport is wrong. Infanticide is immoral. Political freedom is a good thing. Equal opportunity is preferable to arbitrary unfairness. Both justice and mercy can be very good things. People are born with a right to be treated with respect.
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               	When we say such things, most of us believe we are doing more than cheering or condemning. And we are not just reporting on our inner psychological states autobiographically. Nor are we just registering cultural assumptions. We think of ourselves as stating facts about realities in our world. Torturing an innocent person is by nature, and as a matter of fact, wrong. There are moral facts regardless of what we think. And, just like in science, we can sometimes have trouble discovering what the objective moral status of a situation is, and thus we can reasonably disagree on it. These perspectives capture aspects of the most common and natural human stance on the nature of moral utterance and the ultimate status of moral matters. The philosophical position with respect to ethics and morals that is built on these convictions is called moral objectivism.

               A more general philosophical position would be that of evaluative objectivism. Such a position would argue that all uses of evaluative language purport to be statements of fact about objective truths out in the world. But that is certainly too extreme. Sometimes when I say, “This ice cream is good,” I do in fact mean to convey merely that I like it, along with my conviction that others probably would too. And yet with other ascriptions of goodness, as in “This is a good screwdriver,” I do mean to convey something objective. Likewise with “Kindness is a good thing.” And this is the domain of evaluative language that we need to concentrate on here, the moral or ethical domain.

               The moral objectivist believes that at least a certain range of evaluative language — that range consisting in apparent statements of moral or ethical fact — is indeed fact stating, and that it can, and usually does, state facts about the objective world.

            

            
               Objectivism and the moral skeptic

               Of course, in response to moral objectivism, we can have moral skepticism. The moral skeptic would ask, “How do we know that any of our moral or ethical beliefs, taken as statements of fact about an objective moral reality, are true?” People do disagree. And it’s hard to find anything much more compelling than intuition, or the judgments of conscience, to rely on in any attempt to settle a moral dispute or answer a moral question. The skeptic could be thought of as a cousin to the noncognitivist and the subjectivist in questioning how we could justify any claim to have objective knowledge of moral facts.

               
                  	A sudden, bold and unexpected question doth many times surprise a man and lay him open.

                  		— Francis Bacon
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               	Moral skepticism can take many forms. The moral skeptic can ask how we know any of our moral belief-forming mechanisms, like conscience or intuition, are ever reliable. But the most basic skeptism here goes further and asks how we can possibly know that there are moral facts at all. Maybe conscience is just a widespread form of delusion. How could we answer this?
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               	We can’t prove that there are moral facts, starting from independent premises and using forms of inference we know to be valid. We can’t even come up with compelling evidence that there are objective moral facts. Does this sound familiar? For anyone who read my earlier chapters on belief and skepticism, it should. Anyone who skipped that should go back right now and become the general expert on skepticism that you’re capable of being. And then you’ll see that there is one great way to answer the moral skeptic — The Principle of Belief Conservation. As a matter of fact, most human beings hold a great many moral beliefs, and a great many beliefs that imply that our moral judgments are representations of objective fact. The skeptic can call this realm of objective fact into question, just like he can call conscience and intuition into question. And we can’t refute him on his own ground. What we can do though is point him to The Principle of Belief Conservation, which generates the conclusion that it is rational for those of us who incline to the position of moral objectivism to continue in that view undisturbed by the skeptic’s inquiries. We just continue a little wiser.

               Is morality then on shaky ground? Well, I’ll answer a question with a question. Is our belief in an external world on shaky ground? Is our belief that sense experience, memory, and testimony are sometimes reliable on shaky ground? The inability to answer skeptical questions with proof itself proves nothing, except the limitations of proof. That is something we should keep firmly in mind. To be answered, the skeptic doesn’t have to be refuted.

               But we still have a nonskeptical question we need to address. If we are rational in thinking that there are moral facts, then what sort of factual property is moral goodness? Is it something you can see, hear, feel, or weigh? Is it a physical property? A spiritual attribute?

               When we say of something that it is good, what sort of fact are we conveying? I want to ask this question in a general way first and then close in on the ethical implications of what we discover. The great philosophers since the time of Aristotle have had things to say that can help us here, which I cover in the next section.

            

         

         
            Teleological Target Practice

            When the great football quarterback Joe Montana scrambled away from tacklers and lofted a pass into the end zone for a touchdown, fans in the stadium would yell, “Good throw, Joe!” When I say that I have a good circular saw, a good fountain pen, and a good home security system, or when I praise a golfer for a good putt, what does all that have in common with the exclamation from the football fans? What job is good doing in all these contexts? What sort of fact is it being used to state?
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            	According to Aristotle, something is good when it successfully hits the target for which it was intended. A good pass from Joe Montana made it into the receiver’s hands. A good putt went into the hole. A good saw cuts wood efficiently. A good fountain pen puts ink onto paper where I want it to be. A good home security system warns of intruders in every possible way, and either frightens off those bold and crazy enough to persist, or else leads to their apprehension.

            In every case, the good thing does successfully what it was intended to do. It hits the target, serves its purpose, fulfills its mission. It has a function, and carries it out well. Using the Greek term for an archery bullseye, telos, we can call this The Teleological Conception of Good.
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            	The history of ethics is in many ways an attempt to answer the question “What makes a human being a good person? What makes a man a good man or a woman a good woman?” This is a question about moral goodness, or ethical goodness. In our effort to answer such questions, Aristotle would have us ask, “What is the target for human life? What is our proper function, our purpose, our mission?”

            
               	The great and glorious masterpiece of man is to know how to live to purpose.

               		— Montaigne

            

            This question can arise in another, more oblique, way. Let’s look for a moment at the strange behavior of evaluative and moral terms in contexts of simple logical reasoning. This shows us something very interesting, and something that can give us insight into ethical goodness.

            We need to be careful about how we use evaluative terms in making inferences, or engaging in logical reasoning. To see this, compare a few simple cases of logical inference. First, we compare two that use nonevaluative language and succeed, and then several that use evaluative language and break down.

            This is what philosophers call a valid argument:

            
               	1.	(a) Bill is a swarthy hit man.

               		(b) All hit men are human beings. Thus,

               		(c) Bill is a swarthy human being.

            

            In argument 1, line (c) follows logically from lines (a) and (b). If (a) and (b) are both true, the logical validity of the argument guarantees that (c) is true, too. 

            
               	2.	(a) Bill is a good hit man.

               		(b) All hit men are human beings. Thus,

               		(c) Bill is a good human being.

               	There are some jobs in which it is impossible for a man to be virtuous.

               		— Aristotle (384–322 B.C.)

            

            It looks like we have a conclusion that could not possibly be true if the two premises from which it is derived logically are true. 

            Something clearly has gone wrong. 2(c) doesn’t at all follow from its premises. A good hit man is in fact a bad person. Yet, the argument 2, which doesn’t work, is completely parallel to argument 1, which did work. What has gone awry here?

            It’s easy to think that it’s just because we are using a moral term.

            It could be suggested that, perhaps moral terms are somehow uniquely unsuited for logical reasoning. But that would not be accurate. Consider

            
               	3.	(a) Shorty is a tall jockey.

               		(b) All jockeys are human beings. Thus,

               		(c) Shorty is a tall human being.

            

            Shorty can be tall for a jockey, in comparison to his fellow jockeys, and still be short compared to the general population.
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            	Comparative and evaluative terms like tall and good are not logically like other modifying terms. Because of this, we have to be careful in reasoning with them. Consider

            
               	4.	(a) Bob is a good father.

               		(b) A father is a person. Thus,

               		(c) Bob is a good person.

            

            Maybe. Perhaps (a) gives us some evidence in favor of (c). But (c) is not guaranteed by (a) and (b). Some would suggest that Bob can be a good father to his children at home, and yet compartmentalize his life to such an extent that he cheats customers at work. Likewise if Bob is a good friend, a good uncle, or a good son. He could conceivably perform admirably in a number of roles in his life, and still fall short of overall, moral, or ethical goodness — goodness as a person — due to egregious violations in another part of his life. All these forms of goodness seem relevant contributors to overall moral goodness. That’s why they are evidence for it. But if they don’t fully prove it, then we can be left asking, “What is it?”

            
               	It is not always the same thing to be a good man and a good citizen.

               		— Aristotle

            

            What is it to be a good man? A good woman? A good person? What is it to live a good life? Those are still the questions we have to answer. If you’re interested in the answer, you can check out the next two chapters.

         

      

      

   
      
         Chapter 8

         Happiness, Excellence, and the Good Life

         In This Chapter

         
            [image: bullet]	Appreciating what ethics is all about

            [image: bullet]	Examining the basic conception of goodness

            [image: bullet]	Seeing the Big Picture framework for morality

            	What is honored in a country will be cultivated there.

            		— Plato

         

         In this chapter, we look at what goodness is all about, and we explore the relationship between goodness and happiness, between ethics and human flourishing, and between morality and excellence.

         
            Memo to the Modern World
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            	Ethics is not primarily about staying out of trouble. Ethics is about creating strength. Inner strength. And interpersonal strength. Ethical living produces stronger people, stronger families, stronger communities, stronger organizations, stronger institutions of all kinds, and, ultimately, stronger nations.

            Morality is not first and foremost about restriction and constraint. Morality is about human flourishing. It’s about the deepest sort of happiness. And it’s about living the best sort of life. It’s all about what we honor, what we cultivate, and what we become.

            	We often think of rules and structures in a particular way. Imagine a spectrum representing an ideal continuum for human life. On one end of the spectrum is absolute order. On the other end is absolute freedom. When we think about life like this, we come to believe that we are faced with a dilemma. Do we want the predictability and security of order, or would we prefer the self-expressive options and creative possibilities of freedom? Do we want constraint or chaos? The streets of Singapore, or Downtown Detroit? (Just kidding, Detroiters! — sort of!)

            Order	Freedom

            Perhaps this is, to a certain extent, a false dilemma. Maybe morality offers, at least in principle, a structure, or form of order, that facilitates the most important, and most fulfilling sort of freedom. That’s what I want to suggest.

            This is the ancient perspective on goodness that we are in danger of losing as we enter a new millennium. We pursue excellence. We crave success. We want our organizations, and our country, to be great. But we are too often blind to the connections between these goals that we chase and the goodness that we need.

            
               	They are only truly great who are truly good.

               		— George Chapman 

            

         

         
            The Idea of Good: A Short  Course in Options

            Where do we get our idea of what is good in human life? Where does morality come from? Philosophers have suggested a number of different answers to such questions. Their most prominent theories deserve at least a brief mention.

            
               Divine Command Theory
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               	Many religious philosophers throughout the centuries have suggested that ethics originate in the commands of a creator God. These commands, or commandments, are then made known to human beings through either the normal operations of the faculty of reason with which He has endowed us, or else through the means of special divine revelation vouchsafed to a community of believers, and, through them, to the world.

               On this view, goodness, or rightness, is established by divine commands and consists in conformity to divine decrees. The good and the right are whatever actions, attitudes, and attributes are in harmony with God’s commands; the bad and the wrong are whatever happens to be contrary to those commands.

               Okay, let’s hold off on the issue of the existence of God. (See Part VII if you can’t wait, though.) The main problem for this divine command theory is its implication that the decrees of God themselves could be called good only in the logically empty sense that they conform to themselves. And it seems that all traditional religions have wanted to say that God’s commands are good in a more substantial sense than that. God’s commands are thought to be what they are because of his love, or kindness, or benevolent concern for us as our creator. They are what they are because it is good for them to be precisely that. And no standard divine command theory can accommodate this intuition.

               Perhaps ethics ultimately, at its best, reflects the eternal nature of a creator God. I call this approach divine nature theory. But this is a different position from the well-known divine command theory.

               
                  	In nothing do humans approach so nearly to the gods as doing good to others.

                  		— Cicero
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               	One problem for either view is that, if it were true, people who do not believe that there is a God would lose all ground for holding to any sort of moral objectivism. Is this a decisive objection? No. But it has motivated even many religious believers to search further for a philosophical account of morality.

            

            
               Social Contract Theory
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               	Some philosophers have suggested that human beings long ago got together in social groups and then either implicitly or explicitly decided what rules of conduct would govern their personal behavior as well as their interactions toward each other. They saw rules as needed to avoid complete conflict and chaos. So they entered into a social contract, or agreement, to act in those ways, and that’s the ultimate origin of morality, ethics, and law.

               Good, on this view, would then be a matter of agreement with the social contract. Could it be good that there be such contracts? Or could a particular culture’s contract be morally reprehensible? If so, then the basis for assigning that form of good or evil would seem to be independent of the alleged agreement, which means that, at its best, social contract theory is incomplete.
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               	One major problem with the implications of social contract theory is that, in some societies, the most ethical individuals to be found have been those who explicitly took a stand against the prevailing norms of behavior in that society. They seem to stand in violation of that society’s implicit social contract, and yet precisely because of that, they have merited attention as paradigms of moral heroism. But if their heroism consists in their being answerable to a higher standard than that of their society, social contract theory does not go deep enough, or high enough, to give us the ultimate answers we seek.

               
                  	True morality consists not in following the beaten track, but in finding out the true path for ourselves and fearlessly following it.

                  — Mohandas Gandhi

               

               Finally, social contract theory either hypothesizes a contractual moment in the remote past for which we have no hard historical evidence whatsoever, or else it just uses this as a convenient fiction, which leaves us with no real answers at all.

            

            
               Utilitarianism
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               	In the 19th century, a number of philosophers in England began to view goodness as tied to utility, or usefulness in producing pleasure, happiness, convenience, or other desirable human advantages. In any moral situation, the choice of action is right, they believed, which has the greatest utility, or produces the greatest quantity of positive states for people. Likewise, good human characteristics would be those personality and character traits that tend to lead to good actions.

               Utilitarians divide into two camps:

               
                  	[image: bullet]	Act-utilitarians think that it’s the business of morality to evaluate individual actions by asking how those actions themselves stack up when judged by the standard of utility. According to them, we should always perform the action that will, in its circumstances, produce the greatest good, defined as utility.

                  	[image: bullet]	Rule-utilitarians take it back a step deeper. An action is good, according to them, if it is performed in accordance with a rule which itself produces the greatest utility for the greatest numbers of people. On this view, an act can be right even if it fails to produce the most utility in its situation, but it has to be performed in accordance to a rule which, overall, produces the most utility in human society, relative to its relevant alternatives.
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               	On standard utilitarian calculations, it could be right to execute an innocent person in order to prevent a riot. And that just seems wrong. Utilitarians insightfully see good and right as tied somehow to human flourishing. But I think that typically they just get it wrong in their attempt to spell out exactly what that tie is.

            

            
               Deontological Theory
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               	Deontologists believe that right and good consist in obedience to objective moral duties. Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) was the most famous and influential deontologist of all time. Kant believed that morality consisted in acting on the basis of duty alone. He went so far as to think that if you enjoy an action, and  

               	benefit from it, and that is even part of your motivation for doing it, then it can’t count as a purely moral act. Baloney. Some of the best and most moral acts are performed by good people who take joy in doing the right thing, and that joy is a perfectly acceptable part of their motivation for so doing.

               
                  	There is . . . only one categorical imperative. It is: Act only according to that maxim by which you can at the same time will that it should become a universal law.

                  		— Immanuel Kant (in his typically lucid fashion)
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               	Deontologists don’t typically even address the question of what exactly duties are. Where do they come from? What do they consist in? If they aren’t the result of divine commands, or social agreements, or utilitarian considerations of help and harm, then what exactly are they? All these things remain somewhat vague and mysterious in the writings of most deontologists.

               Is duty important in human life? Certainly. But references to duties alone cannot give us a complete account of morality or ethics, or of what goodness most fundamentally is.

            

            
               Sociobiological Theory
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               	In the 19th and 20th centuries, a few prominent biologists, sociologists, and other scientifically oriented thinkers have suggested that it is the evolutionary survival value of behaviors for societies that have generated our known moral codes. Conduct that facilitated cohesion and survival was encouraged, and behavior that was judged detrimental to these ends was prohibited.

               
                  	Failure or success in the struggle for existence is the sole moral standard. Good is what survives.

                  		— W. Somerset Maugham

               

               A good deal of sociobiology is suggestive and persuasive, even in the early forms we now have. But I can’t see that it is comprehensive enough to give us what we are looking for.
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               	The example of the moral hero may be relevant here just as it was in seeing a problem for social contract theory. The person who takes a moral stand in contradiction to the drift of his society may, short term, actually endanger the continued existence of that society as it is constituted. Anyone who does the morally heroic work of resisting and working to overthrow an immoral tyrant thereby threatens the social structure that his reign has established. And this runs against the grain of sociobiological explanation.

               Worse yet for sociobiological theory, on its account of morality, it could be morally permissible, and even obligatory, for us to select a group of human beings, even involuntarily, for medical experimentation, however risky, painful, and degrading it might be, if that could enhance human survivability. And this is clearly wrong. Sociobiology does not seem to capture, or even accommodate, our deepest moral intuitions.

            

            
               Virtue Theory

               From the ancient world, there is another theory that not only deserves mentioning, but that I’ve come to think is not only insightful, but also true. Here’s my version of virtue theory. There is such a thing as human nature. People are deep down alike in some fundamental ways. And there are things about human nature that make certain qualities or characteristics — the virtues — important to have if you’re interested in happiness, fulfillment, and human flourishing. And who isn’t?

               Morality is that domain of human endeavor concerned with identifying, cultivating, and encouraging those qualities, or virtues, that facilitate ultimate human flourishing. Moral goodness is the quality of an action, attribute, or person that measures whether it accords with the virtues.

               Virtue theorists can maintain that what sociobiologists discover to be true is in fact true because of that universal human nature we all share. They can also hold that social agreement on moral fundamentals typically arises as a reflection of our recognition of what the virtues are. Likewise, to the extent that we do consider questions of benefit and harm in ethical decision making, as utilitarians suggest, we can most deeply interpret what benefit and harm really are only if we do so in accordance with an account of human nature, and of the virtues. Fans of virtue can also hold that we have the nature we do because God has so endowed us. In addition, they can maintain that divine commands reflect that endowment and direct us as to how we should develop it.

               
                  	Silver and gold are not the only coin; virtue too passes current all over the world.

                  		— Euripides
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               	To put it briefly, a virtue theory of goodness, properly developed, can incorporate the insights of all the other theories, while avoiding their distinctive problems. To find out how a virtue theory be developed, see the following section.

            

         

         
            Four Dimensions of Human Experience
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            	Our old friend Aristotle claimed that all human beings seek happiness, in everything they do. Human life is essentially teleological (see Chapter 7). We necessarily aim at targets in our day-to-day lives, trying to make things happen. And it’s Aristotle’s insight that underneath all that we do, happiness is our universal quarry. A real understanding of this claim will help us to appreciate the role of ethics in life.

            If Aristotle was right that ascriptions of goodness are always teleological, then we may just have hit on what the goal, or intention, or purpose (telos) of human living is. It is happiness. Personal happiness? Sure. But also happiness for others. In fact, happiness and fulfillment for the greatest number possible.

            But in order to understand what this means, we need to understand what happiness really is. Is it just sensual pleasure, as some philosophers have supposed? Aristotle himself thought that this is a view fit for grazing cattle, but not for human beings. Not that there is anything wrong with pleasure. It is impossible to imagine a happy life devoid of pleasure. But it’s just a small part of a much bigger picture.

            Is happiness the same thing as personal peace? This has been proposed by stoic thinkers. But, again, it alone is an inadequate view. Peacefulness is a passive state. And human beings are active, dynamic creatures. We need a view of happiness as dynamic as we are. Don’t get me wrong. Personal peace, or tranquillity within, is an important part of the happy life, just like pleasure. But it also is just a small part of the picture.

            Aristotelians think of happiness as more like an activity, or a process of participation in something that brings fulfillment. Genuine happiness is a byproduct of living in a way that is supportive of human flourishing. It is tied to excellence. Happiness comes from discovering who you are, developing your distinctive talents, and putting those talents to work for the overall benefit of others as well as yourself.
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            	Moral goodness is then the quality of facilitating genuine happiness, fulfillment, and the deepest flourishing in human life. A good person is a person who shoots at the target of human happiness and flourishing for other people as well as himself. A good action is an action taken in this direction. A good quality, or personal characteristic, is an attribute that facilitates action toward this end.

            In analyzing the insights of all the great philosophers concerning what it takes to attain real happiness, genuine fulfillment, and the deepest sort of human flourishing, I’ve come to believe that there are four fundamental and universal dimensions of human experience. These four dimensions of experience help us to understand the four corresponding targets we need to aim at if we ultimately are to attain and promote happiness in the lives of the people around us, as well as in our own lives. They are also the four foundations for creating and sustaining excellence in all that we do. And, as such, they are definitive of what it is to live a good life.

            These dimensions of human experience, with their associated targets, are as follows (reading the arrows as meaning “aims at”):

            
               	[image: bullet]	The Intellectual Dimension » Truth

               	[image: bullet]	The Aesthetic Dimension » Beauty

               	[image: bullet]	The Moral Dimension » Goodness

               	[image: bullet]	The Spiritual Dimension » Unity

            

            In the following section, I look briefly at each dimension. An understanding of them can promote a correspondingly deeper understanding of human happiness and of the relevance that ethics has to issues of human flourishing. For too long, we have thought of ethics in isolation from the other main concerns of life. Seeing how morality, with its target of goodness, fits within the sweep of human experience, helps us all to come to a deeper appreciation of the ethical domain.

            Each dimension of experience that we need to look at has an associated target, which itself is to be viewed as a foundation for human excellence. Goodness is one of these targets and is tied to all the others.

            
               The intellectual dimension
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               	Every human being has a mind. We are all, to some extent, intellectual creatures. We need truth like we need air, or food, or water. We cannot flourish without ideas, and without truth we perish.

               We all have an intellectual dimension to our experience of the world, and that dimension aims at the target of truth. In any relationship, in any situation, we need to be told the truth if we are to have a chance of being our best, and feeling our best, in that context. Likewise, we need to tell others the truth.

               Truth is the foundation for trust, and without trust no human relationship can flourish. Without flourishing relationships, no human being can grow and experience a sense of deep personal fulfillment.

               
                  	Knowledge is power.

                  		— Francis Bacon
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               	The British philosopher Francis Bacon (1561-1626) did say long ago that knowledge is power, and he has been quoted ever since. But what a shame it is how wrongly people have reacted to that insight. Too many in our time have reasoned: Without power, effective action is impossible in any domain. Therefore, power should be acquired and maintained; thus, as its basis, knowledge should be acquired and hoarded. This reasoning has led business people, politicians, and even physicians to withhold truth from people who desperately need it.

               There is this fear that sharing knowledge is like sharing a piece of pie. When I share my dessert with you, I divide it down the middle, and subtract, or take away, a part that I otherwise could have enjoyed, and give it to you. The more I give you, the less I have left over. But sharing is a different phenomenon altogether in the realm of truth and knowledge. The more it’s shared, the more it’s added to, and even multiplied.
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               	I learned this as a professor at Notre Dame. When I passed on new knowledge to my students, I ended up multiplying knowledge in a way that I had never fully anticipated. It’s not just that what was in my head was now in 300 other heads. But the students heard what I shared from 300 different interpretive mind sets, and thus 300 different perspectives. This student grew up in Nebraska, next to him was a Floridian, and across the room a native German. Maybe in the back, someone from Brazil, or Mexico, and just seats away, a Japanese student. Some were from poor backgrounds; others had grown up in mansions. They heard my words from their differing perspectives, filtering my shared knowledge through so many different grids of belief, attitude, and emotion, and then they saw things that I might never have been able to see alone. Things they shared. And thus knowledge, in their minds, and in mine, was multiplied immensely, by my initial willingness to share.

               The same thing can happen in any business, or in any family. Truth is the raw material for creativity. We need to respect it, live it, and nurture it. By sharing truth, we multiply knowledge and thus provide the basis for increasing the overall available power that comes from knowledge.

               Truth is a foundation for human flourishing, fulfillment, and the deepest sort of happiness. Can’t the truth sometimes hurt? Sure it can. But the deepest, most lasting forms of happiness can’t be so fragile that they depend on keeping truth at arm’s length. Illusion is never a necessary condition for ultimate fulfillment and human flourishing.

               
                  	Nature has instilled in our minds an insatiable desire to see truth.

                  		— Cicero

               

               Is a person good? Does she respect and nurture truth? For herself as well as for others? Does she treat other people seriously, as having minds? Does she respect others by sharing with them any knowledge that might be relevant for who they are and what they are doing?
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               	What are our relationships to truth? They can be thought of as falling into two categories, which we can label, for convenience, the passive and the active (see Table 8-1).

               
                  
                     Table 8-1	Our Relationships to Truth
                     
                        
                           	Passive	
                           	Active
                           	
                        

                     
                     
                        
                           	Attentiveness	
                           	Honesty
                           	
                        

                        
                           	Openness	
                           	Candor
                           	
                        

                        
                           	Teachability	
                           	Forthrightness
                           	
                        

                        
                           	We must be learners	
                           	We must be teachers
                           	
                        

                     
                  

               

               First, glance at what I’m calling the passive side of our relation to truth. Every major religion stresses the importance of what we pay attention to. We need to attend to the world around us in order to have any hope of grasping truth as we pass through life. We pay attention, which is actually an activity, in order to position ourselves to be proper passive recipients of what the world has to pass along to us. By the category of the passive, I don’t mean to imply for a second that we are ever wholly passive in learning. We are not. But there is a side to our relationship with the truth where we are called upon to listen and take in. This is, relatively speaking, the passive side of our relationship to truth.

               Secondly, we need to be open to new ideas and unexpected perspectives. Openness is a form of intellectual humility, and is an important human virtue. Paying attention won’t pay dividends unless we are genuinely open to learn.

               Thirdly, we need to be teachable by others. No one knows it all. And everyone we ever come into contact with has something to teach us. But we’ll never fully access those truths available to us in the lives and experiences of other people unless we are teachable. Throughout our lives, we all need to be learners. This also, at its best, is a moral quality.

               Now the active side of our chart. We need to be honest with ourselves and with others. Honesty is a way of respecting the truth. The honest person does not lie or deceive others. When asked, the honest person tells the truth.

               But honesty can be a fairly minimal way of respecting truth. Candor goes a step farther and offers truth beyond what is requested, when it’s needed. The candid person is inclined to deal in truth whether it’s asked for or not, as long as it is helpful.

               The way I understand forthrightness, it goes even farther. A forthright person hides nothing of his motives and withholds no truth that is relevant to the flourishing of other people around him. You don’t have to second-guess  forthrightness. What you see is what you get. The truth is laid out for all to take in. The forthright person is, in principle, the ultimate teacher. He embodies transparency to truth. We all need to be lifelong teachers. That is, in fact, one of the best ways to guarantee that we are also lifelong learners. We learn best what we attempt to teach.

               To reach the target of human life, we have to aim in all ways at truth. We have to be open to it, and we need to make it available to others. It’s one of the four foundations of human excellence and lasting happiness.

            

            
               The aesthetic dimension
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               	The second great dimension of human experience is the aesthetic dimension. I’ve come to believe that we need beauty in our lives just like we need truth. It is every bit as important. Without a regular experience of beauty, people cannot feel their best or be their best, in any activity, or in any relationship.

               
                  	Beauty is the promise of happiness.

                  		— Stendhal
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               	One of the greatest errors of popular culture in the last 100 years is to encourage us to narrow our conception of what beauty is. A mountain range can be beautiful. So can flowers. And a beach. And a certain sort of face. Music can be beautiful. And dance. In the midst of a hotly contested game of basketball, a move to the basket can be a thing of beauty. And so can a mathematical theorem. And a philosophical argument. An act of love can be beautiful. And so can a joke.

               The aesthetic encompasses all forms of delight. Beauty ranges over very different sorts of things and actions. But one aspect is constant. Beauty always inspires.

               In a beautiful place, we are more open. In beautiful surroundings, we can be much more creative. Ugliness depresses the spirit. Beauty lifts our hearts and minds. It elevates the emotions and the attitudes.

               But beauty does all this only if it’s noticed, felt, and appreciated. Is beauty indeed in the eye of the beholder? To some extent. An experience of beauty involves an objective reality with the right qualities, but it also involves a subjective receptivity. The right sensibility can see beauty where others miss it. But beauty is not, at bottom, a relativistic phenomenon. It’s truly amazing how universal the conditions for a perception of beauty happen to be. Whether this has to do with our evolutionary past or instead with divinely implanted sensibilities is a source of contention among philosophers. But the fact remains that an experience of beauty is universal, and that it’s important for human flourishing.

               
                  	The good is the beautiful.

                  		— Plato
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               	Philosophers haven’t been of much help in recent decades in assisting us with our understanding of the importance of beauty. But that’s no surprise, because philosophers have been singularly unhelpful in assisting us with our understanding of anything practical in this same period of time. Philosophy has been primarily an academic endeavor in the past century. And it has focused much of its attention on matters having to do with the extraordinary rise of science, technology, and mathematics in their impact on human life. It has in turn become itself more oriented toward theoretical topics and divorced from the practical flow of daily human experience. And one of the major topics that has been relatively ignored in recent philosophical activity has been the topic of beauty, or of the aesthetic, generally considered.
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               	Again, we can say that there are two basic modes — passsive and active — of experiencing beauty in human life (see Table 8-2).

               
                  
                     Table 8-2	Two Modes of Experiencing Beauty
                     
                        
                           	Passive	
                           	Active
                           	
                        

                     
                     
                        
                           	What we see	
                           	What we plan
                           	
                        

                        
                           	What we hear	
                           	What we create
                           	
                        

                        
                           	What we smell, touch, and taste	
                           	What we do
                           	
                        

                     
                  

               

               
                  	There are two kinds of beauty. Loveliness is dominant in the one and dignity in the other.

                  			— Cicero

               

               There is first what we might call the external beauty of the world and of things in the world that we passively take in and enjoy. But there is also what we might refer to as the internal beauty of what we ourselves do. There is such a thing as performance beauty, and each of us has a need to experience it. This is the form of beauty experienced by a ballet dancer, a jazz guitarist, a public speaker, a painter, or a basketball player in the process of creation and performance, as distinct from that form of beauty passively experienced by anyone else who just witnesses that performance. It’s the form of beauty that, as a boy, I watched old men experience while they whittled away at hardwood sticks. It’s the beauty the great auto mechanic feels as he solves a perplexing problem and coaxes an engine into running its best.

               We are all by nature essentially creative beings, and we need to experience performance beauty every bit as much as we need to take in the more commonly acknowledged passive form of aesthetic experience. If we can provide others the opportunities for both passive and active enjoyment of the aesthetic dimension in our lives and work together, we provide the conditions under which they can flourish and sense fulfillment in what we are all doing.

               Excellence in any activity directed toward human growth and flourishing is beautiful. We should never forget that.

               
                  	Beauty is a form of genius — is higher, indeed, than genius, as it needs no explanation.

                  		— Oscar Wilde
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               	Respecting and nurturing the aesthetic dimension of our experience, aiming at the target of beauty in all that we do and in all that we are, makes it more likely that we’ll hit the ultimate target of happiness in our activities and in our lives, the end we all seek.

            

            
               The moral dimension
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               	The dimension of human experience that we normally call the moral dimension is that domain of perception and judgment having to do with the good, the right, and the noble. It is the realm of kindness, fairness, sensitivity, justice, and self-giving.

               What we normally call goodness in human life is all about inner peace and outer harmony. We have moral obligations to ourselves — to develop properly and take care of our own interests. And, in addition, we have moral obligations to others — to family, friends, and people who cross our paths in the normal course of daily life.

               
                  	I expect to pass through life but once. If therefore, there be any kindness I can show, or any good thing I can do to any fellow being, let me do it now, and not defer or neglect it, as I shall not pass this way again.

                  		— William Penn

               

               It is impossible to find happy people performing, and experiencing, nothing but bad, wrong, and evil conduct. It is, admittedly, possible to find people undergoing pleasurable sensations amidst extensive wrongdoing. But genuine happiness cannot emerge outside the matrix of moral goodness.

               
                  	Good, the more communicated, the more abundant grows.

                  		— John Milton

               

               We seem to be hardwired to attain the ultimate of human fulfillment and flourishing only in connection with an experience of moral goodness. People who depart from the path of kindness and treat others with disrespect find out sooner or later that crime does not pay. It has often been said that virtue is its own reward. It is just as true that vice is its own punishment. Plato wrote that to suffer evil is bad, but to do evil is much worse. Others can harm us on the outside. Only we can harm our own souls.

               I say much more about this dimension in the next chapter. For now, it is most important to see just how it fits in with the other major dimensions of human experience. Morality is not something invented. It is ingredient in the nature of things. And it is crucial for the fullest and most satisfying experience of  the world.

               
                  	Everywhere in life, the true question is not what we gain, but what we do.

                  		— Thomas Carlyle

               

            

            
               The spiritual dimension
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               	The fourth universal dimension of human experience is the spiritual dimension. Its target is connectedness, or unity — inner unity, unity between myself and others, between all human beings and the rest of nature, and, ultimately, between nature and nature’s source.

               When I say that all human beings have a spiritual dimension to their experience of the world, I don’t for a moment mean to imply that everyone is, deep down, religious. I am not talking here about creedal affirmation or institutional affiliation. There are atheists in the world and agnostics. But even atheists have needs and aspirations deeper than those that we paradigmatically take to be psychological.

               A paradigmatic psychological need would be our need to feel in control. This seems to be, to one degree or another, a universal psychological need. Yet it is one that we can put aside temporarily for the sake of some greater good, as when, for example, we get into a taxi or onto an airplane as a passenger. Spiritual needs are too deep for us to be able to temporarily put them aside for the sake of some greater good. They can be neglected or ignored, but always to our detriment.

               These spiritual needs serve as something like intertwined strands of experiential cable, conveying to us distinctive band widths of our overall daily experience. I’ve come to believe that there are four such needs. When we aim to meet them, in the case of others as well as ourselves, we refine our aim at the ultimate target of happiness, fulfillment, or human flourishing.

               In at least the briefest of ways, we need to look at each of these spiritual needs. We all have a deep need for a sense of:

               
                  	[image: bullet]	Uniqueness

                  	[image: bullet]	Union

                  	[image: bullet]	Usefulness

                  	[image: bullet]	Understanding
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               	Everyone needs to feel special, distinctive, unique. The first great piece of philosophical advice was the command “Know Thyself.” The endless quest for self-knowledge is the search for our own uniqueness. This need filters our experience of the world. If we can seek to make others feel distinctive, we enhance their chance at experiencing happiness.
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               	Everyone needs a sense of union with something greater than the self. Whether it is something as exalted as a mystical sense of union with God, or a naturalistic sense of continuity with all the world, or it is as humble as a sense of family at home, or belonging at work, we all need to feel a sense of connectedness with something larger. This again affects our experience of the world and is crucial for our attainment of happiness. Any display of human kindness, however small, to another individual inevitably makes that individual feel less cut off, less alone, and just a bit closer to a sense of fulfillment in what they are doing.

               
                  	Wherever there is a human being, there is the opportunity for a kindness.

                  		— Seneca
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               	We all need a sense of usefulness. That’s why unemployment is never just an economic problem but always a spiritual issue as well. This is one of the deeper reasons that many welfare programs create problems. When people feel like beneficiaries but not contributors, they feel a deep malaise. We human beings are inherently creative, and we want to be useful in the world. That’s why work is not an unfortunate necessity, but rather a life-giving force when engaged in properly.

               
                  	I believe that any man’s life will be filled with constant and unexpected encouragement, if he makes up his mind to do his level best each day, as nearly as possible reaching the high water mark of pure and useful living.

                  		— Booker T. Washington
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               	The fourth spiritual need is to feel a deep emotional understanding of our place in the world — in our families, our communities, our workplaces, and in our overall journeys through life. We filter our perceptions of the world around us through the lens of whatever understanding we’ve managed to acquire, and in turn, those perceptions alter that understanding, expanding it, or correcting it.
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               	If we respect and nurture these four spiritual needs in our own lives, and in the lives of the people around us, we move in the direction of true fulfillment and human flourishing. If we neglect them, we founder.

               Together, these four needs help define the realm of the spiritual in our lives. But put in a nutshell, the spiritual is concerned with two things: Depth and connectedness. That is the essence of spirituality, and the core of the spiritual dimension of our experience.
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            Two sides of morality

            There are two sides of moral goodness:

            	[image: bullet]	Inner harmony

            	[image: bullet]	Outer harmony

            Ethics is all about spiritually healthy people in socially harmonious relationships. Inner health and harmony leads to outer health and harmony, which then in turn reinforces the inner states that created it. The proper starting point, in all ethical improvement, is always on the inside. But the best sign of moral goodness is always on the outside.

         

         
            The Ultimate Context of Good
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            	Let’s look back at where we’ve been and see where we have arrived. I’ve been suggesting that evaluative language, like the language of ethics and morality, is often used straightforwardly as fact stating language. I’ve reviewed most of the standard philosophical accounts concerning what those facts are and where they come from. And I’ve suggested where I think the truth is to be found — in a virtue theory approach that centers on Aristotle’s insight that “good” always has to do with hitting a target. What then is the target in human life for evaluating whether an individual human being, an act, or a character trait is good? It is, as Aristotle suggested, happiness, understood as an activity structured around the four dimensions of human experience and coordinated by the four foundations of human excellence — intellectual truth, aesthetic beauty, moral goodness, and spiritual unity. This provides the ultimate context for talk of the good life for a person to live, as well as of the goodness we seek to find in a man or woman.

            
               	The good is, like nature, an immense landscape in which man advances through centuries of exploration.

               		— José Ortega Y Gassett

            

            What does it take to be good in the moral sense? What does it take to satisfy the requirements of good living? That is the question we ask in the next  chapter.

         

      

      

   
      
         Chapter 9

         Ethical Rules and Moral Character

         In This Chapter

         
            [image: bullet]	Looking at the moral rules

            [image: bullet]	Appreciating the Golden Rule

            [image: bullet]	Investigating the role of wisdom and virtue

            	Seek not good from without; seek it within yourselves or you will never find it.

            		— Epictetus

         

         Morality is connected to the deepest possibilities of personal fulfillment, individual happiness, and human flourishing in this life. Ethical conduct is behavior that respects and nurtures truth, beauty, goodness, and unity, in our own lives, and in the lives of people we deal with day to day. Good people live, and encourage others to live, as fully intellectual, aesthetic, moral, and spiritual creatures.

         Every day, people treat others inappropriately. Millions of people lie. They cheat customers. They steal. They abuse. They manipulate. They act rudely. They inflict hurt. They treat other people as they would treat physical objects — mere means to their own selfish ends. More than a few even kill.

         
            	The good person loves people and uses things, while the bad person loves things and uses people.

            		— Sydney J. Harris (1917-1986)

         

         Every day, good people struggle with how to live in a world where goodness cannot be taken for granted. They ask themselves how they can resist the pressures and temptations that would make them into something they would not be proud to have become. They want to know how to teach their children the right ways to live. They seek guidance for the gray areas of life, knowing that these places of moral ambiguity can easily lead into the dark areas.

         What is morality, after all? I suggest that it’s a fundamental foundation of human flourishing (see Chapter 8). But what exactly is this foundation of morality? And how can we use it as our map for living? How can morality guide us? In this chapter, we look at the two most prominent philosophical perspectives on these questions. In a world brimming over with good and evil, it’s important to know how to think about these issues.

         
            Commandments, Rules, and Loopholes
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            	The best known philosophical view of what morality is holds that it consists first and foremost in rules — lots and lots of rules.

            
               	[image: bullet]	Thou shalt not kill.

               	[image: bullet]	Thou shalt not commit adultery.

               	[image: bullet]	Thou shalt not steal.

               	[image: bullet]	Thou shalt not bear false witness against thy neighbor.

               	[image: bullet]	Thou shalt not covet thy neighbor’s house . . . and all that other stuff that thy neighbor has and probably doesn’t deserve but somehow lucked out and got anyway.

            

            And these are just a few of the most famous to be found in the Bible. Look at the Old Testament book of Leviticus some time. It’s truly amazing how many rules there can be.
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            	And it’s a strange thing about rules. There can never be enough, but it’s easy to have too many.

            There can never be enough in the sense that, no matter how many rules we have for acceptable conduct, there will inevitably still be some moral loopholes that the overachieving bad apples among us will just as surely find. In addition, there will always be some new innovations in human life for which we haven’t yet figured out all the rules. Genetic engineering comes to mind at present. Remember that at one time no one knew what insider trading was. And the ethics of the Internet are still in the process of being formulated. New developments in human living call for new rules. So, in an ever-changing world, you can find at least two senses in which we can never have  enough rules.

            But we can easily have too many rules. What’s the old saying? Too many cooks spoil the pot? Too many rules tie us in knots. Bad people will do what they want to do anyway. No proliferation of rules has ever made people better. And good people will waste a lot of time and energy just learning and worrying about all those rules — “I wonder if I’m still in compliance with Rule 357, Section 25, paragraph 12, item b, subsections i-iv? Will someone please get our ethics officer on the phone?” — whereas the people who are good would probably just do the right thing anyway, if utterly unfettered by all the codification. We even run the risk that good people will be tempted to work hard to become masters of the rules at the expense of losing sight of what they are really doing.

            Centuries ago, the great Rabbi Hillel believed in simplifying the rules. He thought it all came down ultimately to just one thing. But we’ll get to that in a bit (see the next section). Jesus said there was one more — so, two master rules, grand total. But we insist on making more.

            
               	When “Do no evil” has been understood, then learn the harder, braver rule, “Do good.”

               		— Arthur Gutterman (1871-1943)

            

            When we multiply rules, they tend to take on negative formulations. Have you ever noticed that? Consider a fairly random sample that goes beyond the biblical injunctions I mentioned at the beginning of this section:

            
               	[image: bullet]	Don’t cheat.

               	[image: bullet]	Don’t boast.

               	[image: bullet]	Don’t manipulate people for your own ends.

               	[image: bullet]	Don’t start fights.

               	[image: bullet]	Don’t be a user.

               	[image: bullet]	Don’t be a jerk.

               	[image: bullet]	Don’t be selfish.

               	[image: bullet]	Don’t be greedy.

               	[image: bullet]	Don’t break promises.

               	[image: bullet]	Don’t be insensitive.

               	[image: bullet]	Don’t deface other people’s property.

               	[image: bullet]	Don’t violate people’s privacy.

               	[image: bullet]	Don’t make people crazy.

               	[image: bullet]	Don’t just borrow Philosophy For Dummies — buy your own!

            

            Okay, I added that last rule. But you get the picture. How many moral rules can there be? Lots. Rules for moral living have been promulgated in every culture. And they sometimes shade from clearly ethical enjoinders into the closely aligned realm of etiquette. It’s not always possible to separate out the realm of manners from that of morals. Both involve what philosophers call other-regarding behavior, conduct that takes into consideration the needs and feelings of other people. Both provide for social harmony. And both affect how we ourselves develop.

            
               	Loving-kindness is the better part of goodness.

               	— W. Somerset Maugham

            

            
               The Golden Rule: A few sample statements

               The Golden Rule has been articulated in many different ways: 

               		What you do not want done to yourself, do not do to others.

               			— Confucius (551-479 B.C.)

               		Try your best to treat others as you wish to be treated yourself, and you will find that this is the shortest way to benevolence.

               			— Mencius (c. 371-289 B.C.)

               		What is hateful to you don’t do to another.

               		— Rabbi Hillel (c. 65 B.C.-9 A.D.)

               		
                  Whatever you wish that men would do to you, do so to them; for this is the law and the prophets.
               

               			— Jesus

               		
                  To do unto all men as you would wish to have done unto you, and to reject for others what you would reject for yourself.
               

               			— Muhammad (c. 570-632)

               		Do unto others as if you were the others.

               			— Elbert Hubbard (1856-1915)

               

            

            
               The Golden Rule and what it means

               

               
                  [image: GreatIdea(Philos)]
               

               	The promulgation of moral rules has been a part of every major culture. But the universality of morality goes even farther than that. There is one rule that has been promulgated, in one form or another, across all major cultures. It is the moral command widely known as The Golden Rule:

               Do unto others as you would have them do unto you. Treat others as you would want to be treated if you were in their place.

               I believe that The Golden Rule is at the heart of morality. It captures the main attitude of an ethical person regarding the impact of his actions on others. And it does so in such a way as to appeal to the greatest and most important natural power in human life — the power of the imagination. The Golden Rule calls on us to imagine what it would be like to be in the position of the other people who are affected by our actions, and on that basis to make our decisions as to how we will act.

               

               
                  [image: Tip]
               

               	Most of the real trouble in the world is due to someone’s failure to live in accordance with The Golden Rule. But here is something interesting. Most people who fall short of this rule in their conduct tend instead to act in accordance with what philosophers call The Rule of Reciprocity: They treat others as they are treated — they merely mirror back the conduct that they believe themselves to be receiving. The good news here for Golden Rulers is that Reciprocators can often be fairly easily won over. If they are treated consistently in accordance with The Golden Rule, it becomes more difficult for them to act in any other way, mirrors that they are. Ultimately, though, The Golden Rule enjoins us to take the moral initiative in how we treat others. It urges us to take the high ground no matter what.

               
                  	The meaning of good and bad, of better and worse, is simply helping or hurting.

                  		— Emerson

               

               The Golden Rule does not in the least purport to give us the whole of morality — just a thumbnail sketch, or essence, of the other-regarding side of the moral enterprise, that aspect of morality having to do with how we treat others. But it gives guidance to any normal human being endowed with a modicum of appropriate self-interest and acceptable self-love.

            

            
               The precise role of The Golden Rule

               The most common misreading of The Golden Rule thinks of it as pressing us to impose our own wishes and desires on other people. Why should we treat others as we would want to be treated, rather than treating them as they themselves actually want to be treated? That is the critic’s most common question. But the answer is simple and is two-fold.

               First, if I were in the other person’s place, I would want to be treated in accordance with all my own legitimate desires and felt needs. So The Golden Rule enjoins me to treat him in accordance with all his legitimate desires and felt needs. Consequently, it does not after all, on closer inspection, require of me, or even suggest, the imposition of any of my more distinctive likes or dislikes on others at all.

               Secondly, what if the other guy actually wants to be given unfairly preferential treatment? No moral rule should demand that I comply. But, the critic could retort, this objection can be easily avoided by saying only that we ought to treat others in accordance with all their legitimate desires and felt needs. Why should we bring any consideration of what we ourselves would want into the mix at all?

               

               
                  [image: Tip]
               

               	The Golden Rule is stated as it is in its classic formulations in order to give us not only guidance but also motivation. And each are equally important for moral behavior. The Golden Rule in all its traditional statements directs us into a mental exercise of imaginative projection. We must put ourselves into the place of the other people affected by our actions. That draws on all the emotions tied up with self-interest and uses them to move us in the direction of other-interest.

               
                  	A man, to be greatly good, must imagine intensely and comprehensively; he must put himself in the place of another and of many others; the pleasures and pains of his species must become his own.

                  		— Percy Bysshe Shelly (1792-1822)

               

               

               
                  [image: TheThinker]
               

               	Scottish philosopher David Hume (1711-1776) believed that morality is based in sentiment. It is precisely people devoid of natural sentiment, that affection of fellow feeling that is so natural to most of us, who commit the heinous crimes and immoral acts that we shudder to read about in the newspaper. The Golden Rule positions us to be sympathetic and empathetic with others. And it thus gives us an emotional push in the direction that we should travel. That is part of its genius.

               

               
                  [image: Warning]
               

               	But even The Golden Rule has its limitations. Like every other rule, it needs interpretation. And it can’t alone turn a bad person into a good one.

               Rules are important in the moral life of human beings. We begin to learn the moral life as children through an introduction to simple rules. Rules are thus important in early moral education. They are also crucial for establishing shared expectations in any joint human endeavor, such as a family, a business, or a profession.

               But rules can’t constitute the whole, or even the essence, of morality. Rules need interpretation. Rules can, in principle, conflict. And there could never be enough rules to cover every possible situation we might face, in all its complexity and distinctiveness.

               
                  	Rules and precepts are of no value without natural capacity.

                  		— Quintillian

               

               Something more than rules is needed to capture the full essence of morality. And that something more is precisely what is highlighted by the second way of thinking about ethics to be found among philosophers, which I lay out in the next section.

            

         

         
            Character, Wisdom, and Virtue

            

            
               [image: GreatIdea(Philos)]
            

            	The second tradition of thinking about ethics sees character as at the center. The ancient Greek word ethos, from which we derive our term ethics, didn’t mean rules, it meant, simply, character.

            

            
               [image: GreatIdea(Philos)]
            

            	Character is just that settled set of dispositions or habits of thinking, feeling, and acting that make you who you are. It is determined by how much wisdom and virtue you have in your life. So, in order to fully understand what character is, we have to know what wisdom and virtue are.
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            	Wisdom is a form of understanding, an understanding of how we ought to live. Virtue is just the habit or disposition of acting in accordance with wisdom. An ancient Japanese proverb says that wisdom and virtue are the two wheels of a cart.

            The character tradition in ethics holds that the core of morality is not about good actions, but is rather about good people. It is not first and foremost about what we do, but is rather about who we are, as manifested in what we do. It is about settled habits of attitude and action. If we become wise and virtuous people, we perform wise and virtuous actions.

            
               	It is easy to perform a good action, but not easy to acquire a settled habit of performing such actions.

               		— Aristotle

            

            

            
               [image: Tip]
            

            	This tradition of philosophical reflection on ethics sees both wisdom and virtue as central to moral goodness. Wisdom is the perspicacity to see what is right. It can never be totally codified in aphorisms, discourses, or rules. It is a skill of perception and judgment, as well as a set of insights, or beliefs, that come from applying that perception and judgment. And it is necessary for the deepest sort of moral living. But it is alone never sufficient. Wisdom must be joined to virtue. Insight must be linked to action.

            
               	The moral sense is as much a part of our constitution as that of feeling, seeing, or hearing.

               		— Thomas Jefferson
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            	The universality of certain moral principles among human beings seems to testify to something like a moral sense, or a capacity for moral intuition, inherent in the makeup of a normal person. Perhaps this is very much like what we often call conscience. The voice of conscience informs us as to what is right — and as such it is a source of wisdom — and it does so in such a way as to move, or goad, or motivate us to comply with what we see to be right. Conscience is not a source of inert information, but is more like an inner guidance system.

            Neither our insight nor our action has to be perfect in order to exemplify wisdom and virtue. There are glimmerings of wisdom available to us all. Full-fledged sagacity is not a requirement for the moral life. Likewise, there are many virtues, and saintly perfection in embodying them all is not a requirement for living a good and ethical life, a life of moral character.
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            	If ethics is about insight and habit, wisdom and virtue, then we need to ask what the virtues for human life are. In order to do so, I start by going back to Aristotle, the first authoritative codifier of the virtues in the ancient world. Aristotle’s list contains some items not usually thought of these days in connection with ethics at all. But is important to see that there is no isolated domain of the ethical which is out of touch with other aspects of our lives.

         
            Some thoughts on character

            A number of great thinkers have commented on the importance of character in human life.

            		Character is Destiny

            			— Heraclitus

            		Character is power.

            			— Booker T. Washington

            		Character is simply habit long continued.

            			— Plutarch

            		The one great requisite is character.

            			— Talmud

         

            Following are the virtues according to Aristotle:

            
[image: Minitable]
            
            
            
            The world of ancient Greece viewed these human qualities as necessary for people to live well together. And they were seen by Aristotle as means between extremes. Consider, for example, the virtue of courage. It is a human quality having to do with how we respond to risk or danger. The vice of deficiency in this regard would be timidity, or fearfulness. The corresponding vice of excess would be rashness, or foolhardiness.

            
[image: Minitable]

            
            Likewise, the virtue of pride that Aristotle refers to would be a midpoint between something like a deficiency of low self-regard and an excess of boastful arrogance.

            Aristotle’s enumeration of virtues has been of great historical importance. But other such lists have existed. For example, Christian theology counts humility as one of the central virtues. And this is a strength not appreciated in full by Greek thinkers, although it is by others in the ancient world, such as the Chinese Taoists.

            
               	It is always the secure who are humble.

               		— G. K. Chesterton
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            	Our recognition of the virtues is due in part to our prevailing conceptions of excellence and human flourishing. The more broadly we see the truth about human possibility, the wider our conception of the virtues will be. A more modern listing of virtues might also contain, in addition to Aristotle’s virtues, and in no particular order, many or all of the following:

            
[image: Minitable]

            
            
            You may think of other virtues not named here. A human being is a multifaceted creature with many possible virtues, or character strengths, personal properties that promote inner spiritual health and outer social harmony. The point is not so much to come up with an exhaustive inventory of the virtues as it is to understand the root nature of all these qualities. They are all meant to be characteristics that aid us in living well together, in making a positive difference in this life, and in becoming the best people that we can be. They are all attitudes, habits, or dispositions of character conducive to living a meaningful life in the best and deepest of ways. They are to be thought of as either causal contributors to, or else constituents of, genuine human happiness. They are part of a good life. And they are foundations of human flourishing.

            

            
               [image: Tip]
            

            	A good person is an individual grounded in wisdom and virtue. Goodness can never be fully articulated, and can never be turned into a set of rules that can be mechanically applied. Morality is a skilled behavior, a bit more like an art than a science. But with that insight, a question can arise. Can morality be taught?

         

         
            Can virtues conflict?

            Suppose that you have the virtue of honesty. Surely this would rank near the top of any list of virtues. And you are also a loyal friend. Loyalty has been thought widely to be a virtue. Could you then find yourself in a position where you are asked a question about a particular good friend and (1) honesty requires that you answer truthfully, yet, (2) loyalty forbids you to do so? What would you do?

            Some philosophers claim that faithfulness to one virtue can never force you to betray another. In the example given, perhaps all that honesty requires is for you to say truthfully and politely that you should not comment to a third party about the private affairs of a friend.

         

         
            Can Goodness Be Taught?
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            	Can moral goodness be taught? This question has been asked through the centuries. I believe that the answer is yes, but morality is more often caught than taught. We become like the people we are around. This is a universal human tendency. It is like imprinting in the animal world. The baby duck watches the mamma duck to see how to walk. The young lawyer watches his new associates, especially the senior partners, to see how he should walk, talk, and act. It’s a sometimes sad truth in human life. We all tend to rise or fall to the level of the example set for us by the other people around us.

            

            
               [image: Tip]
            

            	Ethical training is never just a matter of instruction. It involves guidance, encouragement, and motivation. But most of all, it involves modeling. We teach what we show with our own conduct.
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            	Socrates taught Plato. Plato taught Aristotle. Aristotle taught Alexander the Great, way back when he was just Alexander the Average. But Alexander became great through association with the great man. This is how it works. We become like the people we are around. And not because of what they say. But because of what we see them do.

            
               	Character calls forth character.

               		— Goethe
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            	Plato believed that in an ideal society, the poets, the artists whose works appeal so strongly to the popular imagination, should not be allowed to write or say just whatever they wanted. Any art with impact carries with it a social responsibility. The aesthetic dimension may be distinguishable from the moral, but it is never separable. In his time, Plato believed that poets were corrupting the youth by portraying the gods inappropriately as having such unvirtuous qualities as pettiness, carnality, and vengefulness. He was convinced that young people would tend to follow their imaginations and, whether consciously or not, emulate these portrayals in their own conduct.

            The imagination engages the emotions, and the emotions move the will. It’s the same now as it was in Plato’s time. When vivid portrayals of the fictional gods of the modern world, those characters created in cinema and comics, on TV and the Internet, and in video games, engage the imaginations of children and adults, they inevitably affect the attitudes and conduct of their viewers. This is a reality of human psychology. It is up to all of us to ask what a particular form of art is teaching, and what the social responsibility of art in our time might be.

            A culture concerned about human flourishing takes care how it allows the human imagination to be engaged. It encourages a proper development of moral imagination in many ways. Over the centuries, philosophers and practical thinkers have suggested a number of tests for moral matters that appeal to this faculty of the imagination. They fall into two categories, laid out in the following two sections.

            
               What am I? — A test of character
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               	This test of character dates from Plato. He represents Socrates as telling a story about a magic ring — the ring of Gyges. You put it on, and you become completely invisible. The test is this. If you could become invisible, or if in some other way your actions could remain absolutely secret, what would you do? How would you act? Would you behave any differently? Or would you be exactly the same?

               By imagining your actions cut off from any possible punishment or censure, you get to know what it is that you value for its own sake. You get to know who you most deeply are. It can be an eye-opening exercise, if undertaken honestly.

            

            
               What should I do? — A test of action

               The tests of action are multiple and are meant to help with ethical decision making, using the power of the imagination.

               
                  	[image: bullet]	The Publicity Test: How would I feel if my contemplated actions were reported in the paper or broadcast on TV?

                  	[image: bullet]	The Mentor Test: How would I feel if my action were seen by my most revered mentor (old professor/father/mother/priest)?

                  	[image: bullet]	The Role Model Test: What would my greatest role model do here? (A common religious form is “What would Jesus do?”)

                  	[image: bullet]	The Mirror Test: If I do this, can I look at myself in the mirror and feel a sense of pride and dignity?

               

               As you can imagine, these tests of action presuppose a basically good character. People with bad character often do outrageously wrong things just for the publicity. They don’t care what other people think or what any moral person would do. And some even take perverse pride in evil. So it’s clear that these tests are useful tools for people who are already well-formed to some degree along the moral dimension of human life and are intended to help them in difficult decision making situations.

               
                  	We are all in the gutter, but some of us are looking at the stars.

                  		— Oscar Wilde (1854-1900)

               

               These tests are also teaching devices. By conveying such bits of wisdom as we find in them, we attempt to pass on to others what we have found helpful as we seek to do the right thing. Sometimes what we need for ethical conduct is the right information. More often, it’s the right guidance, which is as much motivational as it is informational, involving the imagination, heart, and mind.

            

            
               The answer to our question

               Goodness can be taught. And it can be conveyed. Any culture that wants to survive and thrive had better get the message.

            

         

      

      

   
      
         Part IV

         Are We Ever Really Free?
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         In this part . . .

         
            The best things in life are free. Are you? In this part, we look at the main challenges to our common belief that we are free to make our own way in the world. We look at some pretty wild and spooky stuff. And we also try to sketch out the best philosophical view of what sort of freedom we all might really have. Is there any such thing as a free lunch? To find out, check out this part.

         

      

   
      
         Chapter 10

         Fate, Destiny, and You

         In This Chapter

         
            [image: bullet]	Understanding the importance of free will

            [image: bullet]	Confronting the three big challenges to freedom

            [image: bullet]	Recounting some of the wildest stories of my life

            	We have to believe in free will. We’ve got no choice.

            		— Isaac Bashevis Singer

         

         In this chapter, we look at the importance of free will and examine the three main philosophical challenges to its existence. We dig deep into the texture of decision making and human action, and we look at incidents of seeing into the future that belong in a Believe It Or Not file.

         
            The Importance of Free Will

            We make decisions every day. What do I want for breakfast? What should I wear today? Which tie goes best with this suit? Should I go shopping before dinner or after? Is today the day to have that difficult conversation with a coworker that I’ve been putting off?

            The fact that we deliberate and think of ourselves as deciding what to do in many ways throughout the day demonstrates that we think of ourselves as having real options. We think of ourselves as having choices. We conceive of ourselves as being free.
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            	A belief in free will is presupposed by all of traditional morality. We praise people for their good deeds and blame them for the bad that they do. But praise and blame make no sense unless people have real choices.

            
               	Without freedom there can be no morality.

               		— Carl Jung

            

            Attitudes of regret and pride also presuppose free will. A feeling of regret is tied to the belief that I could have acted differently. Likewise, a sense of pride wells up from the realization that I could have settled for less, but didn’t.

            We all naturally believe that we are free. We naturally think that the future is open to our will, in large ways as well as in small things. And this is a crucial belief for most world-views.

            A few decades ago, psychology was dominated by academics who had come to believe that free will is an illusion. Followers of Freud thought of us all as captives of early childhood experiences and unconscious drives. Supporters of Binet saw us all as prisoners of IQ. Professors and practitioners trained in the thought of B.F. Skinner modeled human behavior on that of rats who could be manipulated through physical mechanisms of positive and negative reinforcement. (“Feed me, shock me, I’ll do whatever you say!”) There was no room in the academic psychology of the time for true freedom. That’s one of the reasons why, after one undergraduate psychology course, I decided (freely) to get out of the lab for good and turn my attention to what the philosophers had to say.
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            	It turns out that one of the great 19th-century psychologists and philosophers, William James, like a multitude of great thinkers before him, was a firm believer in free will. He was convinced that we can all change our lives by changing our thoughts. Disciples of Freud, Binet, and Skinner no doubt can identify and offer diagnoses of human behavioral and personality problems. But they have a notoriously dismal track record for actually helping people. A follower of James, by contrast, can make a difference in the lives of real human beings.
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            	Our belief in free will is important. And it’s powerful. We all deep down want to believe that we can make a difference in this life, that we can overcome obstacles and creatively make our mark on this world. And we can’t believe in either creativity or responsibility unless we presuppose freedom.

            
               	When you want to believe in something you also have to believe in everything that’s necessary for believing in it.

               		— Ugo Betti

            

            But the natural human belief in free will has been threatened throughout the centuries from at least three directions. In this chapter, we want to see what those challenges are. In the next two chapters, we ask whether they can be met and defeated.

         

         
            Foreseeing the Future: The Theological Challenge to Freedom

            If anyone can literally foresee the future, then it must already somehow be laid out in advance. It’s already in the cards. And there’s nothing we can do to change it. Notice that I’m not talking about someone merely envisioning a future possibility, but of someone literally seeing in advance what will in fact happen.

            

            
               [image: Anecdote(Nutrition)]
            

            	A teacher friend of mine was in an elevator in the Mayo clinic with her mother. The doors opened, and a man got on, joining them at first in silence. He then turned to them and said to the younger woman, “I’m sorry, I don’t mean to disturb you, but your mother will be just fine. I thought you might like to hear that.” The ladies were skeptical. The man wasn’t dressed as a doctor. They didn’t know who he was. But he knew them. He proceeded with a voice of kindness to tell them the names of the daughter’s little children at home, and even the name of their family dog. He smiled and said that he had a psychic ability on occasion to just see these things about other people and liked to share good news when he could. Despite his gentle manner, the ladies were a little bit shaken by this stranger’s apparent knowledge of their personal lives. And yet all that did serve as powerful confirmation for what he was saying. And he was right. My friend’s mother was going to be just fine. It was good for them to hear that before even the doctors knew. It was a truly elevating experience. But how can something like that happen?

            
               	Your sons and daughters shall prophesy, your old men shall dream dreams, your young men shall see visions.

               		— Book of Joel, Old Testament
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            	In graduate school at Yale, an old friend came up to New Haven to work on translating some of the Protestant theologian John Calvin’s letters for publication. This man was one of the most educated individuals I had ever known. He read six languages well, held a Th.D. from The University of Edinburgh, had been honored in many ways with academic prizes and special scholarships, and in addition had always seemed to me wise beyond his years. One day that summer when we were sitting outside alone, he told me about a series of dreams he had experienced over a period of a year while living in Scotland. In each dream, a relative of his had an accident of some kind. One uncle fell off a ladder and broke his leg. Another more distant relative was in an automobile accident. In every case, within weeks of the dream, he received word from home, that the event he had dreamed had happened, in every detail. He had told no one about the dreams until that day of relating them to me.

            
               	The intimations of the night are divine, methinks.

               		— Henry David Thoreau

            

            After two or three such amazing incidents, my friend began to wonder: Was he being shown what would happen unless he intervened? Or was he being shown what was going to happen no matter what he might do? What was going on? At the time, I had no answers. But I did have my own stories.

            
               	A dream is a prophecy in miniature.

               		— Talmud
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            	At about the age of 17, one of my best friends invited me to drive with him from our hometown of Durham, North Carolina, to spend the weekend with his grandmother in Danville, Virginia, just to visit and play tennis. In the car, on the way there, Carter said that he needed to warn me about this wonderful relative of his. She was a little eccentric, he intimated, but in a good way. I asked what he meant. He explained that she often saw people after they were dead and caught glimpses of the future. He added that she was understandably reluctant to talk about such things, but that he would be able to get her to after dinner. He knew “how to push the right buttons.”

            When we arrived in Danville, we were met by an attractive, elegant Southern lady who welcomed us into her house with all the gracious hospitality for which the area is known. We sat and talked for a while, and then Carter and I went out for a little tennis. Back at the house, we had a very pleasant dinner, and near the end, Carter looked over at me with a grin on his face and then began to tell his grandmother of my interests in philosophy and religion. I would be fascinated by her unusual experiences. Would she tell me about some?

            She demurred. He cajoled. And he succeeded in pushing all the right buttons. I was open-mouthed to hear of her conversations with her recently departed gardener. When he was supposed to be still in the hospital, he walked into her back yard uncharacteristically dressed up in a dark suit, calling out to her and asking for some water. She went to get him a glass, and on returning seconds later, was perplexed that he was gone. She later learned he had, at that very moment, died in the hospital. This little revelation brought about a good case of after dinner shivers. And that story was followed by others just as strange, from a very sensible seeming and highly intelligent lady. She said “Now, Tommy, don’t go home telling your parents all these things; they’ll think I’m a crazy old lady and won’t let you visit again.” I assured her I would not.

            
               	You ain’t heard nothing yet, folks.

               		— Al Jolson

            

            This psychic grandmother humbly explained to me that she believed it was God giving her special knowledge of things, sometimes things in the future. After dinner, we were in the kitchen, just the two of us, washing and drying dishes and talking away. Suddenly, she fell silent. I turned to look at her and found her eyes piercing right through mine. It was extremely eerie. She stared. And she said: “I see you when you’re 35 years old.” Oh man. I said, “Really?” She continued, almost trancelike, “You’re very successful in what you do. And very well known. Your work is known internationally.” I said, “Is it business?” She shook her head and replied, “No, not business. It’s like science, only spiritual.”

            I entered college a year and a half later as a business major. When I was 35 years old, I had switched into an area of scholarly pursuit known as analytic philosophy of religion and philosophical theology, which could best be described by a layman as a discipline “like science, only spiritual.” I had had a very unusual number of books published by that age with the best academic publishers and had scores of articles in the professional journals that were being read and commented on by philosophers all over the world. I’d regularly get letters from such places as Israel, Norway, and Australia. Spooky.

            This Grandmother From Beyond paused and said, “I see your wife. You’re happily married and have children.” I couldn’t resist. I blurted out, “What’s she look like?” “She has blonde hair, very blonde, very light.”

            
               	We are never present with, but always beyond ourselves; fear, desire, hope, still push us on toward the future.

               		— Montaigne

            

            Four years later, when I proposed to my very new girlfriend, as the light played off her shimmering blonde hair, I suddenly flashed back to that kitchen in Danville, Virginia. Twenty-five years later, I’m very happily married to this light-haired woman of prediction and have two wonderful children.

            

            
               [image: Tip]
            

            	I’ve always been open to life being much stranger than we typically give it credit for. Twentieth-century physics is portraying a more and more interesting universe than we ever had expected in our more pedestrian thoughts. We need the humility to recognize that our understanding of the world still goes no farther than scratching at its surface.

            

            
               [image: Anecdote(Nutrition)]
            

            	I come from a background that kept me open to this kind of strangeness, on one side of my family. My father left the farm as a teenager and moved to Baltimore, Maryland, where he went to work for Martin Aircraft, learning all facets of airplane design and construction. He worked strange hours and had the freedom to take a few days off whenever he had completed his week’s or month’s assignments. And so he made random trips back to North Carolina to see his parents. Each time he entered the house, the dinner table was set for three. “Your mother knew you were coming today,” his father would explain, while adding that she was never wrong.
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            	My father seemed to have some way of knowing what was different. In the second World War, on a ship in the South Pacific, he had once been in a game of dice where he said that he somehow knew what each throw would be, in advance. Each throw, he won. And he knew that he would. Throw after throw. For hours. Everyone on the ship who was not on duty gathered around to watch. They kept giving him new dice to use. He kept throwing winners. He won more money than he had ever seen, and that night lay awake trying to figure out what had happened. Had he just known what was going to happen? Or was he somehow making it happen? He had been in a psychological state that great athletes sometimes report as a “flow” experience, a somewhat altered state of consciousness that seems to operate above the ordinary theater of life, effortlessly seeing and doing with certainty and perfection. But all night Dad tried to analyze it. The wondering and analyzing soon became doubting. And the next day he lost all that he had won. He never felt that flow experience again and often wondered thereafter if he had closed himself off to it by all his intellectual curiosity, inquiry, and skepticism.

            

            
               [image: Anecdote(Nutrition)]
            

            	But in later years, a strange sense of things beyond our normal ken seemed to revisit my father at times. When he met my future wife on the campus of the University of North Carolina, when she and I were just apparently nothing more than merely casual social acquaintances, before we were even dating, he went home and told my mother, “I’ve just met the girl that Tom is going to marry.” I didn’t hear about that prognostication until after our wedding, over a year later.

            
               	And let in knowledge by another sense.

               		— Dryden
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            	He once went to visit a friend he had been doing business with the day before, raised his hand to knock at the door of this gentleman’s house, and “heard” the words “Don’t disturb him, he’s dead.” He turned around and got back in his GMC Suburban and drove home. My mother said, “I thought you were going to see Reverend Harris today.” Dad said, “He’s dead,” and told how he knew. My skeptical no-nonsense mother didn’t believe a word of it. Until hours later when Reverend Harris’ son called to say that his father had been found in the house, dead of a heart attack.

            

            
               [image: Tip]
            

            	I could go on. But there is no need to. I’m as skeptical as anyone else of stories we hear about unusual events from people we barely know. Especially very strange stories like these. But when they have entered your own experience, and the experience of people you know well, love, and trust, it makes a difference.

            
               	How few things can a man measure with the tape of his understanding! How many greater things might he be seeing in the meanwhile!

               		— Thoreau
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            	My point here is very simple. If there are ways of knowing that we don’t fully understand, and if some of these put us in touch with details of a future yet to come, that can create a challenge for our belief in free will.

            To make clear exactly how that challenge works, I’ll use the example of God. Suppose that there is a perfect being who infallibly knows the future and can communicate aspects of that future to human beings for special purposes. And this is, by the way, a hypothesis that, as a matter of fact, was offered to me as an explanation for their experiences by the Virginia grandmother, the Edinburgh scholar, my father, and his mother. If an absolutely perfect God knows the future, presumably he knows it perfectly, and therefore completely. And a perfect God can’t be wrong. So if he knows, for example, that you’ll move across the country exactly one year from now, then no matter how much you desire to stay put, you’ll be hitting the road. You have no choice. You can’t prove him wrong. And, likewise, if he knows that you’ll stay put in your current house and job for the next ten years, then you’re stuck, like it or not. In either case, you don’t have the options, or the freedom, that you otherwise typically assume you have. Nor do I.

            Divine foreknowledge would then seem to be a serious challenge to human freedom. Even human foreknowledge, if it is truly knowledge. If the future is somehow already metaphysically “there” to be known, it is set, no matter what we think or try to do, and we have no freedom to make it otherwise. Can this challenge be answered? I say what I think in the next chapter, but read on here before you go there. I want to show you the whole big picture first.

         

         
            What Will Be Will Be: The Logical Challenge to Freedom

            
               	The bitterest tragic element in life is the belief in a brute fate or destiny.

               		— Emerson
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            	There is a famous law of logic called “The Law of Excluded Middle.” Simply put, it says that, for every proposition P, Either P is true, or Not P is true. There is no middle ground. So either there is a God, or it is not the case that there is a God. Either it is possible to survive bodily death, or it is not possible to survive bodily death. This law of logic governs all propositions.

            There is another famous law of logic called “The Law of Noncontradiction.” It says that, for every proposition P, it is not the case that both P and not-P are true. It is not the case that there both is and isn’t a moral order to the universe. Either there is or there isn’t. You can’t have it both ways.

            It’s fascinating, and a little troubling, to see what happens when we apply The Law of Excluded Middle, and then The Law of Noncontradiction, to a future tense proposition. Let P be the proposition:

            You will eat an apple at lunch tomorrow.

            According to The Law of Excluded Middle, either it is true that you will eat an apple at lunch tomorrow, or it is true that you will not eat an apple at lunch tomorrow. But then we can launch the following argument:

            
               	[image: bullet]	Either you will eat an apple at lunch tomorrow, or you will not. (Excluded Middle)

               	[image: bullet]	If you will eat an apple at lunch tomorrow, then nothing you do between now and then will stop you from having that apple at lunch. (Follows from Noncontradiction)

               	[image: bullet]	If you will not eat an apple at lunch tomorrow, then any effort you make between now and then to eat such an apple will be, literally, fruitless. (From Noncontradiction) Therefore,

               	[image: bullet]	You do not now have two equally available options to eat or not to eat that apple. (By definition of what an option is) Thus,

               	[image: bullet]	You are not really free concerning whether you will or will not eat an apple at lunch tomorrow. (By the definition of freedom as requiring real options)

            

            This same reasoning will apply to any future tense proposition whatsoever. Thus, it seems to follow that you are not free with respect to anything in the future at all. Ugh. This is what philosophers often call The Problem of Logical Fatalism.

            
               	Each of us suffers his own destiny.

               		— Vergil

            

            But how do we know that the laws of logic really hold true? It is impossible, literally incoherent, to entertain the converse and suppose that they don’t really hold. We cannot even think without presupposing the laws of logic. And they cannot be violated by a particularly tensed proposition. So it seems that, even for someone who does not believe in God or in human foreknowledge, there is a problem here for our common belief in human freedom. Can it be answered? Philosophers have asked this question for centuries. And we just may answer it.

            Of course, either we will answer it, or we will not. Just kidding. Hold on a bit, and you will see a response in the next chapter.

         

         
            Fate

            Is the future all laid out in advance? Is there an ineluctable, necessary march of events that none of us can really control? The testimony of history is mixed. Let’s sample it.

            		Fate is the endless chain of causation, whereby things are; the reason or formula by which the world goes on.

            			— Zeno

            		All things are produced by fate.

            			— Chrysippus

            		Fate leads the willing, drags the unwilling.

            			— Cleanthes

            		I want to seize fate by the throat.

            			— Ludwig von Beethoven (1770-1827)

            		Men at some time are masters of their fates.

            			— Shakespeare

            		For man is man and master of his fate.

            			— Tennyson

            		As long as I am weak, I shall talk of fate; whenever God fills me with his fullness, I shall see the disappearance of fate.

            			— Emerson

            		Every human being is the artificer of his own fate. . . . Events, circumstances, etc., have their origin in ourselves. They spring from seeds which we have sown.

            			— H. D. Thoreau

         

         
            Robots and Cosmic Puppetry: The Scientific Challenge to Freedom
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            	Since at least the time of Sir Isaac Newton, scientists and philosophers impressed by the march of science have offered a picture of human behavior that is not promising for a belief in freedom. All of nature is viewed by them as one huge mechanism, with human beings serving as just parts of that giant machine. On this view, we live and think in accordance with the same laws and causes that move all other physical components of the universal mechanism.

            According to these thinkers, everything that happens in nature has a cause. Suppose then that an event occurs, which, in context, is clearly a human action of the sort that we would normally call free. As an occurrence in this universe, it has a cause. But then that cause, in turn, has a cause. And that cause in turn has a cause, and so on, and so on.

            
               	Everything is determined, the beginning as well as the end, by forces over which we have no control. It is determined for the insect as well as for the star. Human beings, vegetables, or cosmic dust, we all dance to a mysterious tune, intoned in the distance by an invisible player.

               		— Albert Einstein (1879-1955)

            

            As a result of this scientific world view, we get the following picture:

            Natural conditions outside our control 
cause 
Inner bodily and brain states, 
which cause 
Mental and physical actions

            But if this is true, then you are, ultimately, just a conduit or pipeline for chains of natural causation that reach far back into the past before your birth and continue far forward into the future after your death. You are not an originating cause of anything. Nothing you ever do is due to your choices or thoughts alone. You are a puppet of nature. You are no more than a robot programmed by an unfeeling cosmos.

            Psychologists talk about heredity and environment as responsible for everything you do. But then if they are, you aren’t. Does it follow that you can then do as you please, irresponsibly? Not at all. It only follows that you will do as nature and nurture please. But then, nurture on this picture turns out to be just an illusory veil over a heartless, uncaring nature. You have what nature gives you. Nothing more, and nothing less.

            

            
               [image: Warning]
            

            	Where is human freedom on this picture? It doesn’t exist. It is one of our chief illusions. The natural belief in free will is just a monstrous falsehood. But we should not feel bad about holding on to this illusion until science corrects us. We can’t have helped it.

            This reasoning is called The Challenge of Scientific Determinism. According to determinists, we are determined in every respect to do everything that we ever do.
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            	This again is a serious challenge to human freedom. It is the reason that the early modern scientist Pierre Laplace (1749-1827) once said that if you could give a super-genius a total description of the universe at any given point in time, that being would be able to predict with certainty everything that would ever happen in the future relative to that moment, and retrodict with certainty anything that had ever happened in any moment before that described state. Nature, he believed, was that perfect a machine. And we human beings were just cogs in the machine, deluded in our beliefs that we are free.

            

            
               [image: Tip]
            

            	Is determinism right? Does science condemn us to a robotic status, regardless of our subjective feelings to the contrary? To find out the answer to this question, see Chapter 11.

         

      

      

   
      
         Chapter 11

         Standard Views of Freedom

         In This Chapter

         
            [image: bullet]	Examining the challenges to human freedom

            [image: bullet]	Turning back the arguments against free will

            [image: bullet]	Exploring differing views of what freedom is

            	The glory of human nature lies in our seeming capacity to exercise  conscious control of our own destiny.

            		— Winston Churchill

         

         There are a number of serious challenges to the common belief that we human beings have free will, which I have laid out in Chapter 10. In our time, the single greatest threat to this traditional belief in free will has been the challenge of scientific determinism. And it has been the context within which two very different philosophical views of freedom have been developed. In this chapter, I want to show what those two views are.

         
            God, Logic, and Free Will

            Two challenges to the belief that we are free have been around for a long time. One is based in ideas from theology, the other from logic. I develop both in Chapter 10, but recap them now in order to indicate how philosophers have responded to them.

            
               The Theological Challenge answered

               Recall the theological challenge to free will in the previous chapter. If any future action of yours, say, ten years from now, is already somehow known, or ‘seen,’ in advance by anyone, then when the moment is about to occur during which you take that action — let’s call it action A — it is not within the range of genuine choices that you then have for you to perform action B instead. Why? Because, if you did, you would be acting contrary to what is already the truth. A is already true. You would be making not-A also true. But the logical Law of Noncontradiction (see Chapter 10) makes it impossible for A and Not-A both to be true at the same time. Therefore, when the time for the action in question arrives, you do not have real choice with respect to that action, which means you are not free concerning it.

               If there is a perfect God with perfect knowledge of the future, then by the reasoning we have already seen, absolutely generalized, you are not free with respect to any action you perform. And this means, you have no free will at all. This was The Challenge of Theological Determinism that I laid out at length in Chapter 10.

               Can this challenge be answered? Yes, in a variety of ways.
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               	First, some theologians have suggested that God knows the future in two ways only. First, he knows that some things will happen, by himself intending to do those things, and because his intentions can’t be thwarted, he knows absolutely those things he intends. Second, he is a perfect diagnostician of present tendencies and dispositions, knowing all the probabilities of anything that we might freely do. But because he created us free, he himself has to wait, so to speak, just like we do to see what actually will happen. Nonetheless, he is prepared to deal with any eventuality, and like a Grand Master in chess, can flex around our choices to bring about the end game he desires.

               
                  	We are responsible human beings, not blind automatons; persons, not puppets. By endowing us with freedom, God relinquished a measure of his own sovereignty and imposed certain limitations upon himself.

                  		— Martin Luther King Jr. (1929-1968)
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               	A second type of answer to our problem points out, from the start, that foreknowledge is not the same thing as predestination. Anyone who believes that there is a God who predetermines everything that ever happens does indeed have trouble making room in their world view for free will. Predestination is a causal notion. It is a conception of God’s making things happen. But foreknowledge is, in principle, different. It follows from the nature of the concept of predestination that if God predestines A, then A happens because of God’s predestining it. It does not follow from the concept of foreknowledge that if God foreknows A, then A happens because of God’s foreknowing. Rather, God foreknows it because it happens. That leaves it open in principle that foreknowledge can be knowledge of actions freely caused by someone other than God, namely, by us.

               God may know that you are going to do A just because you are freely going to choose A. The moment before you must act with respect to A is not then a moment that you must lack the power to do other than A, or a moment you must lack the opportunity or choice to do otherwise; it is just a moment that you will in fact use your free will to select action A. If the question is pressed “But how could you possibly have done otherwise, if a God who can’t be wrong knew that you would in fact do A?”, the answer might just be that if you were to chose to do otherwise than A, then God would correspondingly always have known something other than what he in fact knows, namely, that you do other than A.

               
                  	Now, against the sacrilegious and impious darings of reason, we assert both that God knows all things before they come to pass and that we do by our free will whatsoever we know and feel to be done by us only because we will it.

                  		— Saint Augustine

               

               

               
                  [image: Tip]
               

               	It is a typical scenario in philosophy that a problem is much easier to articulate than its solution. That’s why so many people, upon first discovering or understanding a philosophical problem, give up on the possibility that there might be a solution. In philosophy, problems often fall into our laps, but we have to work hard to see their solutions.
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               	Rather than foreknowledge undermining our freedom, it may be precisely as a result of knowing how that freedom will operate. And then, God could share with one of us creatures any bits and pieces of that foreknowledge without at all compromising the fact that what is known in advance nonetheless involves acts of free will.

            

            
               The Logical Challenge answered

               But what of The Logical Challenge to freedom that is also laid out in Chapter 10? Again, philosophers have taken a variety of strategies here. The most fundamental underlying strategy is this: If a piece of philosophical reasoning seems to call into question something that you naturally, strongly, and intuitively know to be true, then you are right, perhaps on the basis of The Principle of Belief Conservation (developed in Chapter 6), to call into question that reasoning itself.

               
                  	As for the future, your task is not to foresee, but to enable it.

                  		— Saint-Exupéry

               

               What is the flaw in this case? Parallel reasoning can attempt to show that the future’s being laid out somehow in advance need not preclude a role of freedom in laying it out. If it is already true that I will eat an apple for lunch tomorrow, it may be true because of the fact that I will, as an act of free choice, include that fruit in my meal about midday tomorrow.

               Some logicians have gone farther though and have suggested that The Law of Excluded Middle (presented in Chapter 10), the logical law whose application to statements about the future creates the problem, can apply to future tense propositions only with a tentative truth assignment, representing present tendencies, but alterable by freely willed actions.

               
                  	The future is endowed with essential unpredictability, and this is the only prediction we can make.

                  		— Paul Valéry

               

               Either of these routes can be thought successful. But our point here, if we want to avoid a stretch of mind-numbing reasoning, can be confined to the insight that the knot of logical fatalism can be slipped in reasonable ways. So if there is a decisive argument against human freedom, it will have to come from somewhere else.

            

         

         
            The Modern Scientific Challenge
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            	As a matter of fact, in the 20th century, most philosophers, psychologists, and commentators on human nature have found their views on human action most affected by the scientific challenge to human freedom (see the end of Chapter 10). This challenge is based on a principle that we can call The Principle of Universal Causality (UC). This principle states,

            Every event (a) has a cause, and (b) thereby stands in a causal chain with a very long history.

            Consider any act I perform, such as the simple action of raising my arm to stretch. I’ve been sitting typing and feel a bit cramped. I decide that I’d feel better if I took a second to stretch. So I raise my right arm and then my left arm, stretching out and relaxing. In my own mind, I think that I could have continued typing instead of taking that little stretch break, had I so chosen. But the scientific determinist tells me a different story. He says that my stretching when I did had a physical cause, like everything else that happens in the world, and that the event that caused my stretching itself had a cause, and that this cause in turn had a cause, and so on, and so on, back and back and back into the past history of my little part of the universe. The simple act of raising my arm to stretch was, on the scientific determinist picture of the world, set in the cards long ago. Universal Causality demands it.

            In the following sections, I want to show you how three different groups of philosophers have reacted to The Principle of Universal Causality. One group has let it convince them that there really is no freedom in the world, despite all feelings and appearances to the contrary. The other two groups have offered definitions of freedom that have caused them to view Universal Causality differently, and they have arrived at two different views of human freedom.

            
               Scientific Determinists

               Scientific determinists define a free action as an event having to do with a person’s intentions that is without a cause. Because of The Principle of Universal Causality, they deny that there can be any such events. Therefore, they deny that human beings are ever really free.

               
                  	The implacable destiny of which we are the victims — and the tools.

                  		— Joseph Conrad (1857-1924)

               

            

            
               Libertarians

               Philosophers known as libertarians believe that we are in fact free. One version of libertarianism is called simple indeterminism. Simple indeterminists define freedom the very same way that scientific determinists do. They think of a free act as an event involving the body or mind of a human being, which corresponds to that person’s intentions and yet happens without a cause. They insist that we are indeed free. And so they deny the truth of Universal Causality. They believe that there are uncaused free actions.

               Why do these libertarians deny Universal Causality? First, they believe that our freedom is so obvious that no tricky scientific or philosophical argument to the contrary should be trusted. Secondly, these simple indeterminists maintain that The Principle of Universal Causality is not really a scientific principle at all, in the sense that it is not a principle that any scientific work has ever established as true. It is an assumption that many scientists in fact make, but that doesn’t prove anything. Its truth is not strictly necessary for the work they do, and their work does not demonstrate its truth.

               
                  	We are not launched into existence like a shot from a gun, with its trajectory absolutely predetermined.

                  		— Jose Ortega y Gasset
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               	But this version of libertarianism has had plenty of critics. Most critics will acknowledge, however reluctantly, that no one has demonstrated Universal Causality. But they think it is extreme to just deny its truth, like simple indeterminists do. The critics of indeterminism often agree that we should take seriously our natural feeling of freedom, but think that we can accommodate that feeling without trashing The Principle of Universal Causality.
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               	Critics also claim that the definition of free action offered by indeterminists is inadequate. A free action, they say, should not at all be understood as an action without any cause whatsoever. Imagine that my arm shoots up without any cause whatsoever, as a cosmically random event. I have intended to stretch at some point, but at the precise moment it rises, I am astonished to see it moving quickly from the computer keyboard, and have no idea why it’s happening now. This is not a paradigm instance of my freely doing anything. It is a freak occurrence. We need a better definition of what a free act is.

            

            
               Compatibilism

               

               
                  [image: GreatIdea(Philos)]
               

               	Compatibilists are philosophers who have tried to supply a better definition of freedom, one that will show it to be compatible with scientific causation. They define a free act like this: A free act is any event, involving the body or mind of a person, that is caused by an inner state of that person, such as a desire, or intention, or decision to so act.

               Compatibilists got their name by holding that free will is compatible with Universal Causality. Every event does have a cause, they maintain, but if the cause of your action is an appropriate inner state of your own mind, then your act is free. Free actions arise out of inner choices. It’s just that simple.

               Compatibilism is a philosophical position that has gained a lot of ground in the past 50 years. It seems to have two strengths. First, it acknowledges that there is a sense in which we are free, while yet at the same time acknowledging The Principle of Universal Causality so widely assumed by scientists. And second, it provides a definition of free action that is not vulnerable to the criticisms leveled against the simple indeterminist definition.
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               	Is Compatibilism true? Critics reason like this. If compatibilism assumes Universal Causality, it assumes that all our actions are caused, and that their causes are caused, and so on. Tracing any causal chain back far enough, you eventually get to initial conditions clearly beyond our control. It follows, then, that these conditions beyond our own inner states, far back in the causal chain, actually end up bringing about our actions. If that is so, then they also prevent our actions from being any different than what they are. But if at the time of performing any action, we can never do otherwise than as we in fact do, it seems like we lack the options of choice that are intuitively definitive of freedom. So perhaps the compatibilist definition of free action is inadequate in its own way.

               To understand this problem, let’s tell a story.

               
                  The story of Dr. Delusion

                  Imagine that a master hypnotist, Dr. Delusion, has such powers of mystical persuasion that he can put anyone under a spell and cause them to do whatever he says. His victims are utterly helpless to refuse. Imagine then that Dr. Delusion hypnotizes a man, Jones, and tells him that when he first snaps his fingers, Jones will forget the hypnotism altogether and will turn and walk down the hall to enter a large room and close the door behind him. He will see in the room an old friend, Smith, sitting reading a paper, and will walk over to join him in some conversation. He will look at his watch every 30 minutes and say something about leaving. But he will stay exactly two hours and then suddenly leave. Dr. Delusion snaps his fingers, and the sequence of events transpires exactly as he has directed.

                  While in the room during the next two hours of lively talk with Smith, Jones often thinks of leaving to run errands, and each time decides to stay just a bit longer to talk with Smith. He looks at his watch every half hour. At exactly the two-hour mark, he finally decides he must go, says good-bye, walks across the room, opens the door, and leaves.

                  Question: During those two hours, did Jones freely stay in the room?

                  Pro: Jones stayed because he wanted to. It was his desire to stay, an inner state, that most immediately caused him to stay. Therefore, he stayed freely. This is the compatibilist answer.

                  Con: During those two hours, he stayed because he was programmed to stay. His inner states that caused him to stay were forced on him by a power outside his control. He was Dr. Delusion’s puppet. So he did not stay freely.

               

               
                  The moral of the story

                  The compatibilist wants to present us with a picture of freedom that allows our actions to be caused and constrained by natural laws and natural conditions outside our control and defines freedom in such a way that acting freely does not imply having been able to do otherwise. The compatibilist wants to say that being unable to do otherwise than as we do does not rob us of our freedom.
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                  	But the story of Dr. Delusion seems to elicit an intuitive judgment that this cannot be. In this story, poor Jones was clearly not free. And yet this story models the world of the compatibilist. From this, I think we should draw the conclusion that compatibilist freedom is not the freedom of intuitive common sense and is really no freedom at all. Thus, the compatibilist gives us an inadequate definition of free action and cannot be seen as providing us with the philosophical view of freedom we need after all.
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                  	Some contemporary compatibilists object to this simple dismissal. They claim that if our actions are caused by our desires, and either we desire to have those desires, or else don’t desire not to have those desires (in technical philosophical parlance, there is consistency between our first and second order desires), then that should be altogether sufficient for our actions to be free. They ask, rather rhetorically, what more we could want for freedom than that our actions take place in accordance with our wishes, and those wishes are in accordance with our desires. What more we want is that our whole set of desires not be forced on us by causes outside our control. We don’t want to be even complex puppets of nature. We want to be freely who we are without having everything about our selves and our actions created in us by blind, impersonal forces. We want real options and real choices. We want to be really free.

               

            

            
               Which approach is the right one?

               Scientific determinism seems to run totally roughshod over all our natural intuitions concerning the nature of human action. The simple indeterminist version of libertarianism appears to equate freedom with randomness. And compatibilism claims a form of compatibility between natural causation and freedom that it can’t plausibly deliver to satisfy the basic intuitions of most people.

               Is there another alternative? To find out, see Chapter 12.

            

         

      

      

   
      
         Chapter 12

         Just Do It: Human Agency  in the World

         In This Chapter

         
            [image: bullet]	Consulting some wisdom about freedom

            [image: bullet]	Looking at the big picture for the free will debate

            [image: bullet]	Sketching out a view of freedom that captures our intuitions

            	Destiny is not a matter of chance, it is a matter of choice; it is not a thing to be waited for, it is a thing to be achieved.

            		— William Jennings Bryan (1860-1925)

         

         In this chapter, I lay out the big picture for the debate over free will. I marshal our intuitions and sketch out one of the most promising alternatives for capturing our deepest intuitions about freedom in a view that tries to make sense of human agency.

         
            Some Wisdom about Freedom
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            	Most of us feel that we have options for our action throughout the day, in big ways and in small ways. We have alternative courses of activity available to us, and it’s ultimately up to us which one we take. We are not like monorail trains running along the iron track of fixed destiny that is already laid out for us. We are more like off-road vehicles, capable of making our own paths through life.

            Even a prisoner in jail has this metaphysical form of freedom. He can decide what to think about and how to feel. He can typically move his body as he wants, within the confines of his imprisonment. Even those of us who have never been imprisoned live within limits of some sort. But we typically assume that our freedom within those limits is incredibly vast. People can pressure us to conform, circumstances can make some options more difficult than others, but it is truly our responsibility how we live and what we do. Our freedom is that vast. And it’s that important.

            
               	Outside, among your fellows, among strangers, you must preserve appearances, a hundred things you cannot do; but inside, the terrible freedom!

               		— Ralph Waldo Emerson (Journals, 1832)

            

            

            
               [image: Tip]
            

            	How you use your freedom determines what sort of life you live. That’s a maxim of the universe, and it governs all your days. Mine, too. If we choose to be passive, we eat the crumbs from the tables of those who choose to feast on the best this world has to offer. It is only those who use their freedom best who live the life we are here to live to the fullest.

            This is some of the deepest wisdom about life that we have. And it presupposes that we are, in fact, metaphysically free. Are we?

         

         
            The Big Picture

            Chapters 10 and 11 look at the customary assumption that we have free will, lay out the standard traditional philosophical challenges to this assumption, and present the responses that can be given to the most traditional of those challenges. Yet, the scientific challenge lingers, dominating the philosophical articulations of views on freedom for the past century. We can understand the differences in the different philosophical views by seeing

            
               	[image: bullet]	How they define the notion of a free action

               	[image: bullet]	How they judge The Principle of Universal Causality (see Chapter 11).

            

            Table 12-1 summarizes these views. 	The Principle of Universal Causality says that (UC) — Every event (a) has a cause, and (b) thereby stands in a causal chain with a very long history.

            
[image: Table 12-1]
            
            
            Each of these positions has been judged problematic. Is another possible?

            A philosophical view developed anew in just the past few decades, but with a long history, called agency theory, says yes. It formulates a third definition of what a free act is and offers a split decision on universal causality.

            According to the agency theorist, a free act is an act caused by an agent, where an agent is understood to be a person, or intelligent doer, possessing the capacity of volition. It isn’t an event without a cause. And it isn’t an event caused by an inner state. It is caused by an agent.

            What does the agency theorist say about UC, The Principle of Universal Causality? He sees it as divided into two parts and divides his opinion into two parts as well. UC(a) is true, he asserts. But UC(b) is false. It is true that every event has a cause. But it is false that, in having a cause, every event stands in a causal chain with a very long history. This calls for some explanation.
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            	Consider the following two propositions:

            
               	(1)	Every event has a cause. UC(a)

               	(2)	Every cause is an event.

            

            Anyone who believes both these things is logically committed to believing that every event that happens, even the most trivial, has infinitely many past causes. Such a person cannot believe that the universe ever sprang into existence from nothing, or was ever created, because it follows from UC(a), and (2) together that the causal chain bringing things about in the world now could never have begun. Never. So UC(b) is a gross understatement. The universe is thus, not just very, very old, or even 18 billion years old; it is infinitely old.

            But this seems wild. What has gone wrong here?

            
               	The mind is a dangerous weapon, even to the possessor, if he knows not discreetly how to use it.

               		— Montaigne

            

            Agency theorists would suggest that proposition (2) is just false. It has counterintuitive implications, and so must be rejected. It is not true that the only form of causation is event-causation. But what other kind of causation can there be? Event-causation is the paradigm we usually have in mind when we talk about anything A causing anything else B. In bowling, the rolling of the ball — an event — causes the striking of the pins, another event, which in turn causes the tumbling over of the pins, yet another event. Things happening make other things happen.

            

            
               [image: GreatIdea(Philos)]
            

            	But, the agency theorist insists, there is another form of causation even more intimately known to us. We make things happen. We cause things. We set things into motion. From earliest infancy, we are fascinated with our own ability to cause things in the world around us to change. We knock over the milk. We pull the hair of the dog and set him into motion. We scream and set our parents into motion. We have power. We create our own activities. And we like doing it.

            
               	The quality of a life is determined by its activities.

               		— Aristotle

            

            We initiate new causal chains for which we have responsibility. A tree branch falls and hits your new car. If lightning hit the tree branch and cracked it loose, then that was the cause of its falling on the car. But meteorologists assure us that the lightning itself had a cause, and so on. You can blame the lightning only in a metaphorical sense. But if there was really no storm at all and the tree limb fell because Bob sawed it off, then we have a very different sort of scenario on our hands. Bob is responsible in a unique way. He can be blamed in a literal sense. We assume that he initiated a new sequence of events that wasn’t already in the cards, and the agency theorist tries to capture our assumptions here.

         

         
            How to Be an Agent and Get  More than 15 Percent

            Agency theorists point out that even before we understand event-causation, we understand agent-causation. We know what it is for people to do things, however unable we might be to analyze that metaphysically (in terms of the underlying mechanisms of what philosophers call being). And here is a philosophical bonus: If not all causes are events — if some causes are people —- then a commitment to UC(a) need not lead us to believing such things as that every little event that ever happens has infinitely many causes, or that the universe has been around for an infinitely long time. Agents can initiate new causal chains. We do it all the time. That means that some things happening now stand in causal chains with very short histories. And it even means that the chain of events in this universe could in principle have had an absolute beginning.

            Agency theory proposes that agents can be causes. To see what difference this makes for free will, see Table 12-2.

            
[image: Table 12-2]
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            	This is a new theory of free will. It is considered by many philosophers to be a version of Libertarianism that is much more intuitively acceptable than the version of simple indeterminism. It accepts the assumption by science that, at least on a macrocosmic scale, things just don’t happen uncaused. It defines free action in such a way as to avoid the problems plaguing the other views. It also side-steps altogether some bizarre implications of commitments that other views, which endorse only event-causation, find themselves saddled with. It is a view that can acknowledge what most of us believe intuitively, that we are in fact free.

            
               	I do not believe in a fate that falls on men however they act; but I do believe in a fate that falls on them unless they act.

               		— G.K. Chesterton

            

            I won’t pretend that agency theory doesn’t have its critics. They ask two questions. First, what in the world is an agent? Secondly, what is the mechanism by which agents cause actions? In answer to the second question, there is a good deal of mystery yet to be resolved. In answer to the first, there is a whole tradition of reasoning, which I lay out in the next part of this book. Agency theory hooks in with some important views of human beings. My judgment is that, even if we can’t explain all the mechanisms by which it works, it gives us more of what we intuitively judge true than any other view. And it helps provide an ennobling perspective on who we are and what we can do.
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            	On this view of human freedom, our place in the universe is quite distinctive. We can, in fact, initiate wholly new chains of causal action. We can launch new things into the world. We can change things and really make a difference, by our creative action. We are not puppets of fate, or of logic, or of science. We can choose our own destinies.

            This is big stuff, indeed. Stuff that follows from some fairly arcane philosophical reasoning. But is it true? Are we agents not wholly imprisoned in the nexus of physical causation? Can we somehow rise above the flow of natural causes and inject something of ourselves into the system?

            Answers to these questions will turn, in part, on an answer to a more fundamental question. What, really, is an agent? What is the status of a human being in the world, such that this stuff can be possible? Are we more than complex physical links in the universal causal chain? Are we capable of real creativity?

            Are human beings just bodies? Or do we have, not just brains, but minds?

            
               	Men are not prisoners of fate, but only prisoners of their own minds.

               		— Franklin D. Roosevelt

            

            Who are you, really? Who am I? For the answers to those questions, refer to the discussions of the next part of this book.

         

      

      

   
      
         Part V

         The Incredible, Invisible You
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         In this part . . .

         
            Know thyself! What are you, anyway? What am I? Are we just complicated physical bodies, organic robots, or do we have souls? Are we composite beings, mind and body? This part is for you, soul brothers and soul sisters.

         

      

   
      
         Chapter 13

         What Is a Person?

         In This Chapter

         
            [image: bullet]	Glimpsing the powers of the mind

            [image: bullet]	Reflecting on the nature of personhood

            [image: bullet]	Laying out the mind-body debate

            [image: bullet]	Surveying the philosophical views

            	The one thing in the world, of value, is the active soul.

            		— Emerson

         

         In this chapter, we look at philosophical conceptions of what a person is. Are we just complex physical organisms? Or do we have souls as well as bodies? Are our minds just neural structures made of brain stuff, or do they partake of another domain? For what I have discovered, as well as what the great thinkers have said, read on.

         
            Guitars, Ghosts, and People
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            	When I was 12 years old, I had the fascinating experience of studying classical guitar for a short time with one of the world’s best, and most eccentric, classical guitar teachers. A house painter by day, Mr. Flossie Moon was a musical virtuoso by night, sitting in a back room of his little white house by the railroad tracks in Durham, North Carolina, and coaxing unbelievable sounds from guitars custom made for him around the globe. He was a Michaelangelo of the fretboard. And I got to watch him create. Holding his guitar on his knee, his fingers would fly silently from string to string as glorious songs poured forth. Faster than I could think, the notes swirled and cascaded. Suddenly the sound of a snare drum was pulled from two strings effortlessly crossed with his left hand, while the fingers of his right raked and drummed on the sound box. Flamingo, classical, baroque. What a contrast I experienced when I returned home and tried to force my own fingers into position to press the right note and hit the same string for a simple rendition of my first lesson, the song Little Brown Jug.

            But even more fascinating than the music were the stories. My teacher was a regular member of a psychic circle at Duke University, inspired by the work of J.B. Rhine, the early researcher into ESP, or extrasensory perception. I’d come in for my lesson on Thursday night, and before I could take my guitar out of the case, my master teacher was regaling me with tales from the circle meeting. I heard ghost stories, tales of auras and spirits, accounts of special photographs that captured fleeting images of souls leaving bodies at the moment of death. By the time the lesson began, my fingers were shaking so hard I could barely play. At least, that’s the excuse I gave myself for my less than Segovian performances.

            
               	I’m inclined to think that we are all ghosts — every one of us.

               		— Henrik Ibsen

            

            From an early age, I had become accustomed to occasionally hearing a story that intimated the supernatural, or at least the nonphysical. We human beings were more than our bodies. We could expect to survive bodily death, for better or worse. We had mental powers, if we could just tap into them. The realm of the mind was distinctive and strong.

         

         
            Glimpses of the Mind
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            	In the near neighborhood of the famous Duke psychologist J.B. Rhine’s influence, my family, like many Durham families, had a pack of cards that we occasionally used in a game to test for psychic abilities. One person would pick a card, look at the figure on its face, and try to mentally project the image to another family member, who would try to receive a psychic picture, and then draw or guess the image. We were given to believe that minds could touch minds without any physical means of communication at all.

            
               	Mind is ever the ruler of the universe.

               		— Plato
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            	Many years later, having forgotten about those family games, I was a young professor at The University of Notre Dame, and my daughter Sara was an elementary school student. One night before dinner, as we sat at the dining table, I noticed that Sara had a deck of cards, from the game Uno. The full deck was divided into cards with four different face colors, in equal numbers. It suddenly occurred to me to play a little game. I said, “Sara, let me look at a card without your seeing it, and I’ll think real hard about the color I see. You make your mind a blank and try to pick up what color I’m seeing.” She thought it would be fun. “Okay, Dad.” I picked a card. I stared at it and said, “What color is it Sara?” She got it right. Another card. A second right answer. A third. Correct again. A fourth. She got it wrong. “Oops.”

            I said, “Sara, was that the very first color that came to mind?” She hesitated for a second and said, “No.” I asked what came to mind first. She told me the right color. I advised her, “Always say what first comes to mind.”

            
               	First thought, best thought.

               		— Jack Kerouac (1922-1969)

            

            She got the next one right. And the next. And the next. When she had named 20 in a row, I decided to do something different. I said, “Sara, this time I’ll pick a card and not look at it myself at all. I’ll put it face down on the back of your neck. You say the color, and then I’ll look.” Even with this new procedure, she got the next one right. And the one after that. And on, and on. Thirty-eight in a row. Thirty-eight. I’ll let you calculate the odds of that. And then we got called to dinner and stopped. We didn’t realize until later that we had been engaged in an amazing experiment.

            How long could she have gone on? And what in the world was going on? Does the mind have powers that we hardly suspect? Are there forms of mental access to information outside the normal realm of physical signs, signals, and channels of communication? And what does this imply about what a human being is?

            Do you remember the first time that you consciously realized that you are a person distinct from other people, and that you have this incredible interior life that is fully accessible only to you? Okay, and maybe to my daughter Sara, too. Just kidding. I recall the first time I ever thought of myself as having a distinctive, separate, rich inner life and experience of the world. I was just two years old. It suddenly occurred to me one day that all this — all my experience of the world and the people in it — was something like The Tommy Morris Show. Starring Tommy.

            
               	Many of the brain’s remaining mysteries need for solution mere wiring  diagrams, yet a metaphysical halo lingers about the mystery of self- consciousness. A computer, after all, of sufficient complexity could handle all the stimuli and responses of living without any component that says “I.” But within the human — and, dare we think, the cetacean and simian? — brain there is a watcher, who always recedes, and who answers every  question with another question.

               		— John Updike

            

            These were the early days of black and white television. But my show, somehow, was in color. I was always a bit ahead of my time. I suddenly wondered if all the other people around me, my neighbors, and my parents, realized that this is all my show, and that they are just extras. My supporting cast. It was almost dizzying when it immediately occurred to me that they might possibly have been under the misapprehension all along that this life drama thing was their show. And that I was an extra. Puzzling. And scary.

            
               	To ourselves, we all seem coeval with creation.

               		— Herman Melville
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            	Childhood solipsism (the youthful version of the very strange philosophical view that “Only I really exist”). The utterly egocentric universe in which we start life, and too often stay in, unless we really absorb the inevitable discovery that, no, the world does not actually revolve around me. Yes, I am distinctive. I am unique. Just like everybody else. But these other people in my experiential landscape have inner lives, too. They are also distinctive. They have their own sense of “I.” What a tremendous revelation.

            
               	Every man is more than just himself; he also represents the unique, the very special and always significant and remarkable point at which the world’s phenomena intersect, only once in this way and never again.

               		— Herman Hesse

            

            There is an interior theater of thoughts and feelings, sights, sounds, and ruminations that each of us experiences in a sort of solitude that can never be fully breached. But we can touch and be touched. In our souls. Not just in our bodies. We can reach out from this interiority and make things happen in our world. We can reconfigure nature. And we can inspire other people to join us in our endeavors. Other minds can be linked to ours. And incredible things can happen.

            
               	There is a continuum of cosmic consciousness, against which our individuality builds but accidental fences, and into which our several minds plunge as into a mother-sea or reservoir.

               		— William James (1842-1910)

            

            What does all this say about me, and about you, as entities in the world? What are we? Are we minds? Are we bodies? Are we both? What is it to be a person? Philosophers have wrestled with such questions from the earliest days. And they have come up with a variety of answers.

         

         
            Philosophical Views of the Person

            Various philosophical views exist on what a person is. After years of teaching in the classroom, hundreds of students each semester, I came to realize that almost any of these philosophical views might be represented among the beliefs held by our neighbors in any larger city. In the thousands of years during which philosophers have been trying to analyze human nature, very few utterly different pictures have emerged. But those that have been articulated represent a widely divergent array of possibilities.

            We can get our bearings initially by looking for a moment at general philosophical views about what exists. This preliminary examination of the most general set of options concerning what we believe most fundamentally exists can give us an overall context for understanding the different philosophical views of the person.

            
               Monism
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               	Monists are philosophers who believe that all of reality, everything that exists, falls into one and only one basic category of being. There is, according to every form of monism, only one fundamental sort of substance in existence. Everything is therefore somehow a configuration of this one substance. In contemporary physics, string theory can be thought of as just the most recent version of monism, proclaiming as it does that everything is ultimately composed of one-dimensional strings of energy — whatever exactly that means.

               Historically, two main forms of monism exist: Materialism and idealism.
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                  	[image: bullet]	Materialism is the view that all that exists is matter, configured into material objects. On the materialist view, there are no minds or souls or immaterial spirits. Physical matter, in all its permutations and combinations, is all that exists.

                  	[image: bullet]	Idealism is the view that all that exists are minds (immaterial thinking things) and ideas in minds. According to the idealist, nonmental matter is an illusion projected by our minds. All of the physical universe is just bundles of ideas, a virtual reality, perhaps produced by the mind of God. Bishop George Berkeley (1685-1753) was perhaps the greatest of the idealist philosophers. There are not many idealists, in the strict philosophical sense, around nowadays, although some developments in physics have caused a few contemporary philosophers to rethink  this view.

               

            

            
               Dualism

               

               
                  [image: GreatIdea(Philos)]
               

               	Dualists believe that there are two basic kinds of substance in existence. There are minds as well as bodies, mental properties as well as physical properties. There is spiritual stuff as well as material stuff. This viewpoint gets articulated in several different ways.
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            Bishop Berkeley

            Pronounced “Bar-clay,” this Irishman, writing in the early 18th century, gave the world its most thoroughgoing introduction to idealist philosophy. According to the Bishop, all that exists are minds and their ideas. There is no such thing as matter. And there are no material objects apart from ideas of them. Famous quote: “To be is to be perceived.” The chair on which you sit, as well as all the other seemingly solid physical objects around you are just bundles of perceptions in the mind. Whose mind? Well, yours, when you’re in the room. But, according to the good bishop, when you shut the door to your room and no longer perceive its contents, they would all instantly cease to be were it not for God’s ongoing perception of them, which keeps them in existence. Just as the visual images in your field of vision cease to be when you shut your eyes, all of reality would cease to be if God, so to speak, shut his.

            Berkeley was an original philosopher and a man of practical ideas as well. He once planned an institution of higher education to be built at  the beach in Bermuda. But, alas, the college never . . . materialized.

         

               Physical substance, according to such dualist philosophers as Descartes, is characterized by such properties as extension and mass. Mental or spiritual substance is characterized very differently. Minds may be in time, but they are not, Descartes specified, in space. They do not have extension (length, height, breadth, or physical depth) or mass. They have no three-dimensional spread or solidity. They essentially think. That is their nature. And this is a very different sort of reality from any physical object.

               Dualism as a view of human beings, the perspective that we are all composite beings, composed of mental and material stuff in intimate relation, logically implies a general metaphysical dualism. If we are two-fold, then reality is (at least) two-fold. But it is in principle possible for a philosopher to be a dualist about overall reality without being a dualist concerning human beings. Such a philosopher could believe that, in addition to the physical universe, there is a nonmaterial God, but that humans, as other creatures, are merely complex material things. Although this is a rare combination of views, I know at least one philosopher who seems to hold both. It is, however, more often to be found that a philosopher who is dualist about general reality is also dualist about human nature.

               Materialism about human beings thus does not necessarily imply a general philosophical materialism. It’s possible to believe that humans are just physical objects and nonetheless believe that there is at least one nonphysical entity, for example, a God. But, of course, a general monism of any sort implies the same monistic view of human beings. And the reason is quite simple. If you believe that all that exists is matter, then you’ll naturally believe that we are nothing but matter. If you think that all is mental, you’ll believe that we human beings are all fundamentally nonmaterial minds.

               Typically, if a philosopher gives a monistic analysis of human life, he or she will do so because of a general uniformity to their world-view. And if a philosopher is a dualist with respect to general issues about reality, he or she most likely will be a dualist concerning human beings.

               Contrary to what many people seem to assume, materialism is not a recent novelty. In the ancient world, there were materialists, like Lucretius and Democritus. But I think it’s safe to say that until modern times, materialism has been a distinctly minority world view, even among philosophers. In the general population, dualism seems to be the philosophical view of human nature which is still just assumed to be true.

               Why we are naturally dualists is simple to see. We obviously have bodies. Mine is over 6-feet tall and weighs in at a bit beyond the 200-pound mark. Thanks to Cybex weight machines, it’s in much better shape than it used to be. It lies around when I want to rest and gets me where I want to go when I’m ready to move. It takes in food, and gets rid of what it doesn’t need. It stores more than it should.

               
                  	The abdomen is the reason why man does not easily take himself for a god.

                  		— Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900)

               

               I act by means of my body. I speak from the diaphragm, using my lungs, larynx, tongue, and lips. I gesture with my hands. I use arms, legs, and other body parts to work, to play, and to express myself. When my body is injured, I feel pain. When it’s touched just right, I feel pleasure. A fever can make me miserable. Caffeine jolts me awake. And the older I get, the more attention I find myself having to pay to the care, feeding, and maintenance of the body I call mine.

               I say that I have a body. But this body that I have is not something I own like a bicycle or car. It doesn’t just serve me. To some extent, it is me, for better or worse. When you see it, you see me, not just my most prized, and troublesome, possession.

               We just as obviously have minds. Well, maybe not everyone I’ve had to deal with in recent years, but at least most of us. We do feel pain and pleasure. We experience delight and sadness. We think, ruminate, reflect, reason, dream, and hope for the future. We remember and we anticipate. We experience sensations of all sorts. The colors and smells and sounds that play across the screen of my consciousness can be amazing. I have secret thoughts. I have inklings. I have ideas constantly. I have a mind.

               
                  	Whether or not the philosophers care to admit that we have a soul, it seems obvious that we are equipped with something or other which generates dreams and ideals, and which sets up values.

                  			— John Erskine

               

               When I say that I have a mind, I don’t mean that I have it like I have an electric guitar — well, actually at least eight electric guitars, but don’t tell my wife; she never sees more than three at any given time. I own the guitars. I own several pairs of shoes. I own a large number of fountain pens and computers. And a dog. I don’t own a mind. I somehow am a mind. When you come into contact with my mind, you come into contact with me.

               
                  	The spirit is the true self, not that physical figure which can be pointed out by your finger.

                  		— Cicero
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               	But wait a minute. If I am a mind, and my body is somehow me, and my mind is different from my body, how does all this go together? Dualists suggest that we are all composite beings. Part mind, part body. There is the physical component of Tom Morris and the mental entity that together make up me.

               Plato thought that we are really minds who are for the moment imprisoned in bodies. We pre-existed our embodiment, and will continue to exist when this body is no more. In fact, he represents Socrates as looking forward to death as something like parole from this bodily incarceration.
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               	It is true that paralyzed people can often feel imprisoned in their bodies. And as we age, we sometimes feel that the face staring back at us in the mirror is a stranger. In the last years of his life, my father used to say quite often that when he looked in the mirror he was most often perplexed by the contrast between what he saw and what he felt. He still felt 19. And yet the face that stared back at him looked 65. He felt trapped in a ship that was going down.

               
                  	It is in moments of illness that we are compelled to recognize that we live not alone but chained to a creature of a different kingdom, whole worlds apart, who has no knowledge of us and by whom it is impossible to make ourselves understood: our body.

                  		— Marcel Proust (1871-1922)

               

               The great father of modern philosophy, Descartes, said that we must be related very differently to our bodies than a captain is to his ship. We do not just peer through our bodily portals and steer this vessel from one dock to another. There is an inwardness. There is an intimacy between mind and body that is very difficult to articulate. And yet we recognize it immediately.

               How can our minds be related to our bodies? Are they indeed separate entities? Are they somehow dimensions of a deeply unified reality? Do they interact, or only seem to? Is the mind a greater reality than the body, or is it, in fact, an illusion cast by neural activity in a very material brain?

            

         

         
            The Contenders

            Idealism has fallen out of favor with most contemporary philosophers. There seem to be no compelling arguments for the conclusion that nothing really exists but minds and their ideas. And yet, the physics of the past 100 years has been moving more and more in the direction of postulating underlying entities and processes very unlike the standard physical objects we are accustomed to handling and bumping up against. There are even some indications that a materialism that becomes sophisticated enough may end up being indistinguishable in at least some respects from a new form of idealism. But I don’t want to get too strange here. Yet.
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            	Materialism, as a view of human beings, is just the claim that we are our bodies and nothing more. There are no nonmaterial minds, or souls, or thoughts, or sensations. Everything that exists in a human being is a material entity or material process involving only matter and its functions.

            There are various versions of materialism that are of interest to academic philosophers. Eliminative materialism says that there are just no such things as thoughts and pains and itches. There are just brains and neural events. Reductive materialism allows that thoughts and sensations exist, but reduces them to, or identifies them with, neural events, states, and processes. There is also analytical behaviorism, central state identity theory, and other iterations of materialism that need not detain us. In our reflections, it is enough to grasp the fundamental materialist claim that we are all just hunks of meat. Interesting and complex meat, but meat only.

            Dualism is a little different, in that the varieties in which it has come to us historically make a little more difference in how we think about the options. There are basically three historical versions of dualism that are worthy of our notice.

            
               Interactionism

               

               
                  [image: GreatIdea(Philos)]
               

               	Interactionism is the most common version of mind-body dualism. It is the metaphysical view that most people take for granted before they’ve ever been introduced to philosophical reasoning and speculation. The interactionist holds that minds and bodies exist as separate sorts of entities, and that they both can and do causally interact with each other. Some bodily events cause mental events. And some mental events cause bodily events.

               
                  	Man is to himself the most wonderful object in nature; for he cannot conceive what the body is, still less what the mind is, and least of all how a body should be related to a mind.

                  		— Pascal

               

               A mental event can result in a physical event, according to interactionism. You can decide to kick me in the shin, and that mental event — the decision — can cause a physical act, the kick. Likewise, the physical event consisting in the kick can, and most likely will, cause a mental event — of pain.

            

            
               Epiphenomenalism
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               	Another form of dualism is epiphenomenalism. On this philosophical view, the mind is an epiphenomenon, a byproduct of the body and its processes that itself plays no causal role in initiating any bodily events whatsoever. According to an epiphenomenalist, bodily events can indeed cause mental events, but the converse is never true. Mental events do not and cannot cause bodily events, all appearances to the contrary notwithstanding.

               So, on the epiphenomenalist’s picture, your kicking me can indeed produce pain as a mental effect of that physical cause. But it wasn’t a mental decision or nonphysical intention that brought about your kick. It was certain neural events in your brain which brought about your inner feeling that you were deliberating or deciding to kick me. But that feeling of decision or intention is just a by-product of a wholly physical process consisting in one set of neural events producing another set, which in turn eventuate in your foot’s making contact with my shin.

               
                  	Never mind the mind, All that matters is matter.

                  		— Famous Epiphenomenalist Ditty

               

               Why would anyone be an epiphenomenalist? Isn’t it just obvious that our thoughts, decisions, and intentions can cause bodily events? Even sensation can cause movement. A pain can make me jump. Why would any philosopher acknowledge the realm of the mind and then deny it any causal efficacy whatsoever?

               It was once obvious to people that the world was flat. Apparent obviousness is not an inerrant guide to truth. It may seem obvious to us that mental events cause physical events, and yet not be true at all. There have been philosophers who could not in fact deny the undeniable reality of mental experience, and so were inclined to be dualists, but who at the same time believed, for reasons suggested by the physical sciences, that natural physical systems such as the material universe must be closed systems invulnerable to causal intrusion from outside. Wanting all physical events to have physical causes, and thus preserving all events in the material world as candidates for scientific explanation, these philosophers became epiphenomenalists. They felt forced into the view by other positions they held.

            

            
               Parallelism
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               	Some few dualists have cut the causal cord more completely. They have denied not just that mental events could cause physical events, but that physical events can cause mental effects. This highly unusual position maintains not only that no thoughts, decisions, or intentions cause bodily movements, but also that no physical injuries actually cause pain. Parallelists deny that light waves cause visual imagery and will not allow that sound waves cause sounds. They allow only that there is a harmony, pre-established by God, or concurrently maintained by a divine power, between the physical and the mental. The events involving these two different substances run in parallel, but never, on this view, interact.

               Why? Again, wanting to see nature as a closed system, and wanting to respect principles concerning the conservation of energy in physical systems, parallelists choose to avoid postulating any causal energy or production from crossing the great divide. They claim that one advantage of this view is that we can avoid the postulation of mysterious causal connections that we don’t understand at all. We can allow mental events causing other mental events, and bodily events causing other bodily events, but can avoid claiming that there is any intersection of causal propagation across the gap yawning between such different substances as bodies and minds.

            

         

         
            Narrowing the Options

            We want to know what the truth is about our most fundamental constitution. What are we? Chapter 14 covers the main arguments that can help us determine the answers. But in this section, we need to do a little elimination.

            Most dualists are interactionists, believing that mind-body causation exists and goes both ways. Parallelism is just too odd a position. How two such different substances as mental and physical stuff could exist in perfect parallel with absolutely no interaction between them is just, in the end, unanswerable. Extraordinary coincidence and divine micromanagement just seem to be equally implausible hypotheses for the perfect parallelism of mental and physical episodes. In addition, parallelism cannot accommodate our deep feeling that we do cause physical things to happen by means of mental decisions and intentions. So in Chapter 14, we do not investigate parallelism as a lively contender for our belief.

            Epiphenomenalism captures the obvious fact that bodily events can cause various sorts of experiences. But it fails just as badly as parallelism to capture the felt power we have to move from mental resolve to physical action. Most dualists would be prepared to acknowledge that their mental experience is utterly inert only as a last resort, if forced to such an opinion. But there are no compelling grounds to force such an option on the dualist. So, in Chapter 14, we ignore distinctively epiphenomenalist spins on the dualist world-view. When we ask about the truth of dualism, we are going to have in mind what is apparently the natural philosophy of the average man and woman, a full-blown interactionism, the metaphysical two-way street.

            Likewise, when discussing the merits or demerits of materialism as a view of human beings, we don’t have to be concerned with the variety of academic refinements possible. It just doesn’t matter to most of us whether analytical behaviorism is right in its contention that all language about mental experience can be semantically analyzed in terms of language about behavior. We want to know if we have souls or not. We want to know whether we are just complicated lumps of flesh, or something more. Thus, even the differences between eliminative and reductive materialism are hardly at the center of our focus. Are we just matter? Or are we something more? That is the simple core question of our continued exploration into the problem of mind and body in Chapter 14.

         

      

      

   
      
         Chapter 14

         The Case for Materialism

         In This Chapter

         
            [image: bullet]	Investigating the arguments for materialism

            [image: bullet]	Examining the positive materialist arguments

            [image: bullet]	Laying out materialist criticisms of dualism

            [image: bullet]	Assessing the overall materialist case

            	There is one spectacle grander than the sea, that is the sky; there is one spectacle grander than the sky, that is the interior of the soul.

            		— Victor Hugo

         

         The intellectual world these days is split between materialists and dualists. Some very smart specialists on human nature declare that we are just material organisms evolved from much more primitive forms of material life, and that the whole realm of mental experience is just a neural shadow cast by complex brain activity. Other profound observers of humankind disagree totally and insist that we are dualistic beings, with the material aspect of our existence embodying a very different sort of reality — the mental or spiritual aspect — which is, in the end, the most important dimension of our existence.

         

         
            [image: Tip]
         

         	The mind-body debate has raged for millennia. And yet it’s not the sort of topic over which we should just shrug our shoulders and say, “Oh, well, I give up. I’ll leave it to the experts.” This is a topic that relates to the core of who you are. Are you more than your body or not? Are you a free and creative person who can act into a world of matter, or are you just an intricate organic machine, totally programmed by your heredity and environment? Are there ways of knowing that go beyond physical signals, or are you confined to what your crude bodily senses can take in? Is there something about you that can and will survive bodily death? Or is death the total extinction of you as a person? Are these things worth our attention? You bet they are.

         If you want a basic philosophical answer on this most important question of what human beings are, you can’t just go to the experts. Every expert will give you a blend of reason and intuition, if you’re lucky, or argument and prejudice if you’re not. Highly intelligent, well-informed, and sincere people are on both sides of this issue, as is the case with so many interesting and important questions about life in this world, and beyond. So, what do we do? We have to figure it out for ourselves. But how can we hope to get it right, when Nobel Prize winners disagree? A Nobel Prize winner can have an intellectual blind spot. She can have a prejudice that gets in the way of philosophical wisdom. And you may not have that particular blockage in your life to seeing truth. How can you know? By giving it a shot. In this chapter, we look at the basic reasoning for the two main contenders on the mind-body problem, and I appeal to you to use your own mind to decide. Or brain. Depending on what you decide.

         
            	No one can be a great thinker who does not recognize that as a thinker it is his first duty to follow his intellect to whatever conclusion it may lead.

            — John Stuart Mill (1806-1873)

         

         
            The Positive Arguments

            Materialists have both positive and negative arguments at their disposal. The positive arguments present a case for thinking that we’re merely physical objects. The negative arguments are critiques of dualism, the liveliest alternative to materialism. To appreciate why people are materialists, and how they think they can win converts, we need to look at both sorts of considerations. I turn to the positive arguments first.

            
               The man-is-an-animal argument
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               	This argument, despite its name here, has nothing at all to do with beer, bachelor parties, belching, or boorish behavior (to stay just with the Bs). It’s a simple set of contentions that, first, we evolutionarily arose from animals, and therefore we are animals. Moreover, we arose ultimately from simple, organic entities like pools of pond slime that obviously do not embody spiritual, conscious souls, and so, again, we, as their offspring, are thus most likely not ourselves embodiments of spiritual, conscious souls. Matter gives rise to matter. Dust to dust. Ashes to ashes. If anything remotely like evolutionary biology is true, we are nothing more than highly evolved biological life forms. That is the claim.

            
               Man the animal

               Many great thinkers throughout the centuries have characterized human beings as animals. Here is a sampling.

               		Man . . . is an animal, biped and reasoning.

               		— Boethius (c.475-524)

               		Man is a noble animal.

               		— Sir Thomas Browne (1605-1682)

               		Man is by his constitution a religious animal.

               		— Edmund Burke (1729-1797)

               		Man is by nature a political animal.

               		— Aristotle (384-322 B.C.)

               		Man is a custom-making animal.

               		— Walter Bagehot (1826-1877)

               		What is man? Shall I say a rational animal?

               		— René Descartes (1596-1650)

               		Man is a tool-making animal.

               		— Benjamin Franklin (1706-1790)

               		Man — a reasoning rather than a reasonable animal.

               		— Alexander Hamilton (1756-1804)

               		Man is an imitative animal.

               		— Thomas Jefferson (1743-1826)

               		Man is a moral animal.

               		— D. H. Lawrence (1885-1930)

               		Man is the animal who loves.

               		— Archibald MacLeish (1892-1982)

               		Man, I can assure you, is a nasty animal.

               		— Molière (1622-1673)

               		Man is first and foremost the self-fabricating animal.

               		— Lewis Mumford (1895-1990)

               		Man is a metaphysical animal.

               		— Arthur Schopenhauer (1788-1860)

               		Man is the only animal that laughs and weeps; for he is the only animal that is struck with the difference between what things are, and what they ought to be.

               		— William Hazlitt (1778-1830)
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               	It bothers some dualists to note how much we have in common with nonhuman animals. Descartes thought that humans have souls, but that nonhuman animals do not. And this is certainly a big difference, if it’s true. For Descartes, the soul or mind was the theater of conscious experience. But then, why is it that animals surely seem capable of experiencing pain and pleasure? Think of your dog’s reaction when you scratch his tummy and of an animal’s howls of pain when he is injured. If the soul is indeed the inner theater of conscious experience, it can look a lot like animals have souls. But if you argue the other way around, any reason to believe that an animal is just a physical organism is a reason to believe that human beings, despite the richness and complexity of their inner experience, are just no more than physical organisms either.

               Well, what if something like an evolutionary account of the rise of human beings is in fact true? Can’t we have qualities or characteristics that our forebears lacked? My son has curly hair. I don’t. I have a head of hair, and my father didn’t. But surely, it will be argued by the materialist, having a nonphysical mind is a much bigger deal than having curly hair and would signal the ascension to a different metaphysical plane altogether.

               The materialist in this argument seems to have in mind (so to speak) something like a philosophical version of the homely principle that no stream can rise higher than its source. But neither hydrogen nor oxygen alone is wet. Yet put them together in the right combination and the right amount, and there emerges a property of wetness. Emergent properties are well known in the world. No pixel on a screen looks like my wife, but put enough together and you get a beautiful picture.
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               	It could be that as organic life on earth grew more complex, certain forms of complexity were able to rise to experience, consciousness, and all the other attributes of mentality. Do I mean by this that natural neural events produce minds? No, not necessarily at all. It could be that when a physical system becomes complex enough in all the right ways, it is capable of embodying a mind. Lesser complexity, or complexity of the wrong sort, will just not do the job. But if emergent properties are possible, it may be possible that the conditions for embodying and exhibiting mentality are emergent from the process of natural evolution, a process what admittedly could have started at the most primitive level imaginable. And yet, it produces us. Amazing.

               
                  	Man as we know him is a poor creature, but he is halfway between an ape and a god, and he is traveling in the right direction.

                  — Dean William Ralph Inge (1860-1954)

               

            

            
               The artificial intelligence argument

               A closely analogous argument to the man-is-an-animal reasoning goes as follows. We are building more and more complex computers, some of which are now capable of learning, changing their own programming in response to changing information. We can clearly imagine a super computer in the future, utilizing the ultimate in parallel processing, along with the right sorts of sensors, mimicking the human brain to such an extent that its behavior is indistinguishable from a highly intelligent human being with conscious experience. The computer will obviously be a merely physical entity. Therefore, because we exhibit all the same “mental” traits, we must be merely physical entities as well.

               
                  	The Machine, the genie that man has thoughtlessly let out of its bottle and cannot put back again.

                  — George Orwell (1903-1950)
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               	This argument falls short in the same way as the previous one. The dualist can suggest that it is something akin to racism to think that only carbon-based life forms of a certain sort are capable of embodying mentality. It could be that when any system is sufficiently complex in the right configurations, it has become an appropriate host for a mind, whether that mentality is naturally emergent from the system, or is coupled with the system when its emergent properties are appropriate bearers of conscious mentality. So the materialist reasons,

               
                  	1.	The advanced supercomputer is behaviorally just like a human,

                  	2.	The supercomputer doesn’t have a mind, so

                  	3.	We don’t have minds either.

               

               But the dualist can respond,

               
                  	1.	The advanced supercomputer is behaviorally just like a human,

                  	2.	We humans clearly embody minds, so

                  	3.	The supercomputer must embody a mind as well.

               

               Of course, the dualist could also choose to argue that there is, if not some behavioral difference, at least some remaining relevant metaphysical difference between the imagined ultimate product of artificial intelligence research and us. Our point here is just that the materialist’s argument does not work.

            

            
               The brain chemistry argument

               
                  	We perceive that the mind strengthens and decays with the body.

                  — Lucretius (Ancient materialist)

               

               The brain chemistry argument for materialism contends that our increasing knowledge of the brain and its functions leads us to treat mental conditions that had once been viewed as purely psychological, as rather physiological, states of the brain. We are making inroads year after year into the treatment of formerly recalcitrant psychological conditions by means of drugs and other physical therapies. If a person’s mood, emotional disposition, and cognitive functions can be influenced by the amount of sleep they get, the food they eat, and whether their bodies are producing just the right amounts of various hormones and other chemicals, then, the materialist concludes, our minds themselves must be nothing more than electrochemical systems.

               The argument is that just as ascribing illnesses to curses and demons long ago gave way to understanding them as due to viruses and bacteria, so likewise we are coming to understand the whole realm of mental activity as biochemical and physical in nature.

               
                  	The body must be repaired and supported, if we would preserve the mind in all its vigor.

                  — Pliny the Younger

               

               It’s true that mental function seems to depend on the chemical state of the brain. But consider this analogy. If my car runs out of gas on the interstate, it will stop. So will I. But I am not the same thing as my car. I am not even made of the same stuff as my car. Yet I am affected by its various physical states, and by its proper functioning. When it goes fast, I am going fast; when it sits in traffic, I sit in traffic. When it has a problem, I have a problem. Yet I am obviously a different entity from it.

               

               
                  [image: Tip]
               

               	The mind is affected by the brain, and its states are affected by the brain’s functioning. It doesn’t follow that the mind is the same thing as the brain, or that it’s made of the same stuff. The dualist can maintain that this just shows the undeniably close connection between the mind and the brain in this life, a connection of dependence much closer and more intimate than that between my car and me (and we are very close, indeed — it’s a convertible). This argument from the materialist, like the others, is thus inconclusive and ultimately unconvincing to someone who is not already a believer.

            

         

         
            The Negative Arguments

            In the preceding sections, I set out the typical forms of positive argument for materialism. But, it’s interesting to note, most of the argumentation brought forth by materialists for their world view usually consists in criticisms of dualism. I call this the negative argumentation. Let’s see a sample.

            
               	The end of argument or discussion should be, not victory, but enlightenment.

               — Joseph Joubert (1754-1824)

            

            
               The superfluity argument

               This argument alleges that dualism is “explanatorily superfluous,” or unneeded for a full intellectual explanation and understanding of the behavior of human beings. The argument continues on with the contention that any explanatory theory that is superfluous, or unneeded, is to be rejected. It then concludes by rejecting dualism as false.
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               	The assumptions of the argument are these: We accept the existence of unseen entities only if their postulation (the supposition that they exist) is necessary for explaining the existence or activities of entities that we do see. Various subatomic particles have come into our world views as theoretical postulates for explaining the behaviors of things we can see and measure. Also, various celestial objects have been identified by theoretical postulation before they were ever observed. A perturbation, or unexpected, uneven movement, in the behavior of another planet or a star we can observe is sometimes best understood by the postulation of a heretofore unobserved entity, and so we are rationally justified in accepting the existence of that new unseen thing as a necessary part of a best explanation.

               The materialist goes on to claim that the postulation of nonmaterial minds as being among the inventory of reality is not necessary for a full scientific explanation of human behavior. And because it is not a necessary explanatory postulation, we cannot therefore be rational in accepting it. Thus, dualism must be rejected by any rational person, and materialism accepted instead.
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               	There are at least two main problems with this argument. First, no materialist philosopher has ever demonstrated, or given compelling evidence for believing, that anything like a full scientific explanation making no reference to nonmaterial minds is in fact forthcoming for all of human behavior. No such full explanation now exists. And it’s only a promissory extrapolation, or optimistic guess, on the part of the materialist philosopher that it ever will exist. What doesn’t exist can’t disprove what does. Thus, this argument is in trouble.
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               	Secondly, and most importantly, even if dualism was superfluous as a scientific explanatory hypothesis, who cares? This is utterly irrelevant to the grounds on which is it standardly held. Do you think that I have a mind because that is the best scientific explanatory hypothesis for my intelligent behavior? Or, better yet, why do I think I have a mind? Why do you think you have one? Does either of us go around forming scientific explanatory accounts of our own behavior, just to discover, to our metaphysical surprise, that the postulation of a theoretical entity called “a mind” is needed? Do I look at myself in amazement and infer that I must have a mind?

               
                  	Practice proves more than theory.

                  — Abraham Lincoln (1809-1865)
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               	If my mind is anything like an unobserved entity, then I’m in serious trouble. I know I have a mind not by having to postulate the existence of a theoretical explanatory entity. I know I have a mind directly. By having it. I couldn’t even begin an argument for its existence without using it. But this is all just nonsense. It doesn’t matter that an appetizer is, by itself, a bad meal, if it was never intended to alone constitute a meal in the first place. It doesn’t matter what kind of scientific explanatory hypothesis dualism would make if that’s not what dualism is supposed to be in the first place. Dualism is a philosophical view. It is a metaphysical position meant to capture the realities of life and experience in this world, regardless of whether it can serve as a scientific explanation or not.

            

            
               The mystery objection
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               	The second negative argument presented by the materialist alleges that we cannot understand two things about dualism:

               
                  	[image: bullet]	The fundamental dualistic relation whereby one particular body and one particular mind together comprise one person

                  	[image: bullet]	Dualistic interactionist causation — how things so different as immaterial minds and material bodies could possibly interact: How mental things can cause physical effects, and physical things cause mental effects

               

               And what cannot be understood cannot be believed. Therefore, at the heart of dualism is a stubborn chunk of mystery that renders it, ultimately, literally incredible. Therefore, it must be rejected. This is the contention.

               
                  	There was the Door to which I found no Key: there was the Veil through which I might not see.

                  — Omar Khayyam

               

               First, look at the claim that dualistic composition is too great a mystery. The question is asked how one mind can possibly be related to one body to form one human being. And the suggestion is made in response that no answer is possible, and that, therefore, dualistic composition is a mystery.

               Is my body the physical object that my mind possesses? Is ownership or possession the relationship that we are looking for? No, because it’s a social relationship, and we are looking for a deeper metaphysical tie. Well, what about the relationship of occupancy? My body is the physical object that my mind occupies. But occupancy is a physical concept and can’t bridge the physical and the nonphysical. According to traditional dualistic descriptions of the mind or soul, it is not in space at all, and so can’t be literally in my body.

               Some dualists have tried a tool analogy. My body is the instrument my mind uses to express itself in the world. But could it use just any old physical object as an instrument? And do I view my body as no more than a tool? Isn’t the true mind-body relationship much more intimate than this? If so, then what exactly is it? The materialist alleges that it is, necessarily, a mystery.

               
                  	We employ the mind to rule, the body to serve.

                  — Sallust

               

               What is to be made of this argument? Read first the next few paragraphs to see what we say concerning the other charge of mystery.

               The second mystery is supposed to be that of interactionist causation, the perplexity as to how such different things as minds and bodies can causally interact. Why can’t we understand dualistic causation, according to the materialist? The answer most commonly given is that minds and bodies are just too fundamentally different for there to be causal mechanisms allowing them to interact. Bodies are space-time entities with mass, position, and other physical traits that nonmaterial minds can’t have. Neural events are biochemical processes that take time, that occur in particular locations in the cranium, and that stand in specific sorts of physical, causal relationships to other neural and bodily events that they could not stand in with respect to nonspatial, nonchemical, nonelectrical mental events. Materialists think the dualistic belief that mental decisions can cause neurons to fire, or bring it about that electrical impulses are redirected in the brain, is even more absurd than a belief would be that the musical note middle C can cause my soup to boil. The concept of equality, as an abstract linguistic or conceptual object, can’t tie my shoes. Abstract objects and shoelaces are entities of such divergent metaphysical status that there could not be a causal connection between them. Likewise, the materialist urges, mental things, if they existed, could not cause physical things to happen, and vice versa.

               
                  	All things and events are foreshown and brought into being by causes; but the causation is of two Kinds: there are results originating from the Soul and results due to . . . the environment.

                  — Plotinus (205-270)
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               	Ultimately, this argument comes down to no more than the claim that, if dualism were true, then mind-body causation would be too mysterious, and therefore unlikely to occur. We can’t understand it. Therefore it doesn’t exist.

               But there are at least two things wrong with this argument. First, what is it to understand any sort of causation at all? If we are told that A caused B, and we want to understand how that happened, there are only two sorts of explanation that can possibly be given:

               
                  	(1)	We can be assured that things like A typically bring about things like B, and reminded that here we just have a particular instance of that generality.

                  	(2)	We can be told that A caused B by bringing about C, which in turn resulted in B.

               

               If the materialist, in claiming that dualistic causation can’t be explained, means that no answer of type (1) can be given concerning any instance of mind-body causation, he is just, in principle, wrong. If I say that my decision to raise my arm caused it to go up, I can explain that instance of causation by referring to the general principle that decisions to lift arms, or move body parts, more generally, typically result in the bodily movement intended, unless something interferes. And if the materialist means that no explanation of type (2) can be given, he is also wrong. My decision to raise my arm caused my arm to rise. How? By causing certain neural events, N, which caused certain muscular events, M, which resulted in the arm’s rising.

               
                  	The more unintelligent a man is, the less mysterious existence seems  to him.

                  — Arthur Schopenhauer (1788-1860)

               

               But if the materialist insists that, in the last analysis, we can’t explain how any mental event could cause any physical event to happen, a simple response is available to the dualist. In the last analysis, we can never explain what it is for any event of any sort to cause another event. It’s a mystery. Are you surprised to hear that? The simple, and confounding, truth is that there is no generally accepted scientific or philosophical account of causation that allows us to ever really understand, in the deepest possible sense, the nature of causation. So we never really know, in the deepest sense, what it is for anything to cause anything else. Therefore, the dualist is in no worse position than anyone who believes in any sort of causation in this world.
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               	The last flaw in this mystery objection — in both its forms, concerning composition and causation — is to think that a mystery is, in itself, inherently unbelievable. Anyone who pays any attention whatsoever to the discoveries of contemporary science in its most fundamental researches is confronted left and right by mystery. It is a mystery that this universe exists at all. It is a mystery that one and the same species can include Mother Theresa, Albert Einstein, and Adolph Hitler. It is a mystery that good people can do very bad things. It is a mystery that human mathematics can plumb the depths of physical reality. Rather than following the materialist in saying, “Mysterious, therefore false,” I am inclined to go in the opposite direction and suspect that mystery can be a sign of reality.

               
                  	Mystery is not the denial of reason, but its honest confirmation: reason, indeed leads inevitably to mystery. . .: mystery and reality are two halves of the same sphere.

                  — Walt Whitman (1819-1892)

               

            

            
               The problem of other minds
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               	The last argument for materialism that I want to present briefly is known as The Problem of Other Minds. It goes like this. If minds are distinct from bodies, and all we ever have access to in the case of other people are their bodies and bodily behavior, then how do we know that there are any other minds distinct from our own? The people around us could be nothing more than just cleverly contrived robots programmed to mimic intelligent and sensate behavior. If dualism were true, there would be an unbridgeable gap between what we experience and what we believe, in the case of other people.

               
                  	How DO we know that the people we meet are not computers programmed to simulate people?

                  — R. Buckminster Fuller (1895-1983)

               

               As an argument against dualism, this is a bit silly, to say the least. The materialist believes that behind overt observable bodily behavior, there are complex inner neural processes going on that are responsible for what we see. But as the materialist interacts with colleagues in the coffee shop or with friends in the mall, how does he know that in their particular heads these complex neural events are transpiring? He has no more direct access to them than the dualist would to nonmaterial minds.

               Secondly, the problem of other minds can be seen most insightfully, as just another form of overall skepticism concerning a range of ordinary belief. And as such, it deserves the same treatment. In Chapter 5, we saw that skeptics often have asked such things as: “How do we know that memory is ever reliable?” “How do we know that there really is an external world behind the veil of our sensations?” “How do we know that the universe has existed more than five minutes?”

               How did we respond to the skeptic’s questioning of our ordinary beliefs? With the use of The Principle of Belief Conservation, in Chapter 6. I claimed that this principle justifies our rational rejection of radical skeptical hypotheses and suggestions that would undermine wide ranges of our ordinary beliefs. The same response is appropriate here.

               How do I know that anyone other than myself has a mind? I naturally believe that they do. Instinct and intuition guide me here. And I can rationally reject any suggestion to the contrary by invoking the same principle that I use to turn back any other form of skepticism. There is nothing here for the dualist to worry about.

            

         

         
            A Verdict on the Materialist Case

            
               	When a debater’s point is not impressive, he brings forth many arguments.

               — Talmud

            

            I judge the standard arguments for materialism and against dualism to be inconclusive. I admit that I am not naturally inclined to materialism, even though I am very empirically, or experientially, oriented in my own thinking. I am also careful not to be gullible. I would even say that I am by nature a Doubting Thomas. But, here, that just means I have my doubts about all the materialist bluster, despite its popularity in recent intellectual circles.

            
               	Argument seldom convinces anyone contrary to his inclinations.

               — Thomas Fuller (1654-1734)

            

            

            
               [image: Tip]
            

            	But you need to look at the other case to be made, for dualism. Our inclinations can be wrong. Or they can be subtle guides to truth. What are your inclinations on the mind-body problem? Are they leading you to truth? If you’re interested to find out more about dualism, see Chapter 15.

         

      

      

   
      
         Chapter 15

         The Case for Dualism

         In This Chapter

         
            [image: bullet]	Filling out our picture of philosophical dualism

            [image: bullet]	Examining the main dualistic arguments

            [image: bullet]	Assessing the state of the debate

            	We can only feel awe before a mystery that both is what we are and surpasses our understanding.

            — Jonathan Schell

         

         Human nature is in many ways a mystery, no matter how you cut it. Who are we? Where did we come from? How did we get here? Where are we going? We are the most inward of creatures, and yet the most social. We have great power for good and correspondingly enormous power for evil. We can change the world or sleep walk through the day. We are physical beings living in a material world. And we are, somehow, more. Or, are we?

         Are we physical beings who have somehow developed a spiritual dimension? Or are we most fundamentally spiritual beings who have come to live a physical existence? Are we just brains that aspire to more, or rather immaterial souls attached to bodies?

         In this chapter, we examine the distinctively philosophical grounds for thinking that mind-body dualism is true.

         
            The Natural Belief in Dualism

            
               	The truth is always the strongest argument.

               — Sophocles (c. 496-406 B.C.)

            

            When we examine the problem of free will and determinism in Part III, we articulate a view of human beings as agents who can act creatively into the world from a vantage point somehow outside any deterministic causal nexus. But what is such an agent? What could make us so distinctive?

            One of the most pervasive human beliefs since before recorded history is the conviction that we human beings are in some way radically different from at least most of the rest of nature. We are not just physical objects. We are not just complex organisms. We are, in some unique and distinctive sense, persons.

            There is evidence that prehistoric humans buried their dead in distinctive ways, covering their graves with flower petals and viewing dead humans very differently from the ways in which they viewed dead animals. The death of a man or woman was presumably believed to be different as a reflection of the distinctiveness of the form of life, or existence, that had departed.
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            	Consider for a moment the widespread belief in an after-life. When a physical object is destroyed, it no longer exists. Smash a vase into small pieces, and all you have are just shards of glass, or broken pieces of pottery. The vase is gone. When a truck hits a squirrel, that’s it for the squirrel. All that’s left are squirrel parts. But one of the most widespread and firmly held of human beliefs since ancient times is that we are importantly different, in such a way that we can survive the death of our bodies. Our existence is not as fragile as that of our bodies, or of any of the other physical objects in our environment, which resist nonexistence only by force — molecular cohesion, or the atomic force, and any of the other forces that metaphysically glue things together in the realm of matter.

            In our regular behavior, we naturally treat humans as being importantly different from inanimate objects and nonhuman animals. We view other people as free moral agents who have responsibilities and rights. We hold people morally accountable for what they do. We think that spiritual development is possible. This is not an expectation that we have of iguanas or aardvarks.

            This common view of human beings that has reigned supreme throughout the centuries and across many cultures, apart from small bands of naysayers in various places and times, is the philosophical view of dualism. This view that we have minds or souls as well as bodies is so pervasive, and yet we so rarely think about the possible reasons for believing it to be true.

            
               	I am positive I have a soul; nor can all the books with which materialists have pestered the world ever convince me of the contrary.

               — Laurence Sterne (1713-1768)

            

         

         
            I’m a Soul Man

            Why are most people dualists? Ask a normal person (and by this, I mean of course, almost anyone other than a philosophy professor), and you’ll often hear, “Because it’s true.” But why think it’s true? The following sections look briefly at some of the main arguments in favor of the philosophy of dualism.

            
               The introspection argument

               We human beings have an unusual property — we are capable of looking within ourselves. We are capable of introspection. I can monitor my own inner states — look, as it were, and see what is going on in my mind. In addition to having sense experience, I can be reflectively aware of the nature and texture of that experience. I can ruminate on its significance. I can take it and perform various imaginative operations upon it.
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               	The Scottish philosopher David Hume believed that when I try to locate my true self by introspection, I’ll inevitably be disappointed. He thought that the most I could ever observationally capture was a specific experience — a thought or feeling or sensation — and that I’d never come into contact, in addition, with a core self. I believe that he was wrong.

               By introspection, it can be argued, I am in contact with myself. I have direct acquaintance with my basic essence through the field of my conscious experience. I am aware, in that experience, of things not to be found in any neurological examination of my brain, by any means whatsoever. I know the feeling of being me. I have it available to me all the time. And it’s nothing physical at all. It is a transcendent awareness mediated by the physical, but altogether distinct from any physical thing.

               
                  	Whether or not the philosophers care to admit that we have a soul, it seems obvious that we are equipped with something or other which generates dreams and ideals, and which sets up values.

                  — John Erskine

               

               Skeptics can claim that this is no argument at all, but rather is no more than a bald set of relatively unintelligible assertions masquerading as a logical inference. But there is nothing whatsoever unintelligible about it. And it is a feeling that most people have had. On the inside, I know myself in a way that no one else can know me. There is an essential interiority, an inner essence, to being me that is distinct from any physical property that I, or my brain, might have. The soul presents itself to itself, and any skeptical inability to see this is a philosophical malady, not a result of intellectual debunking and superior standards of credibility.

               There is another way to make this argument. We know certain things to be true of the mind and of mental experience “from the inside” that cannot be true of anything physical. Suppose that Susan is the world’s top neuroscientist, and that she is a person who has been totally color blind from birth. We can even project into the future and imagine that Susan knows everything about the brain and its workings that there is to know. If mental items like color sensations were just brain events or brain structures, then, in virtue of her complete knowledge of the brain, Susan would know everything there is to know about color sensations, like the various appearances of red, green, blue, and yellow. But, surely, no amount of knowledge concerning the physical structures of neurons and their activities will make up for what Susan lacks in her personal sensory experience. There is something in the minds of color sensitive people that is just not to be found in their brains. Therefore, the mind is not the same thing as the brain.

            

            
               Divergent viewpoints: A random sample

               Highly intelligent people have differed a great deal over the existence of a soul in human beings. Some of the great minds have been very outspoken on the topic. Two representative quotations can convey a sense of the debate.

               		If there is a soul, what is it, and where did it come from, and where does it go? Can anyone who is guided by his reason possibly imagine a soul independent of a body, or the place of its residence, or the character of it, or anything concerning it? If man is  justified in any belief or disbelief on any subject, he is warranted in disbelief in a soul. Not one scrap of evidence exists to prove any such impossible thing.

               — Clarence Darrow (1857-1938)

               		People will do anything, no matter how absurd, in order to avoid facing their own souls.

               — Carl Jung (1875-1961)

            

            
               The discernibility argument

               
                  	Logic . . . lays down general principles and laws of the search after truth.

                  — John Stuart Mill
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               	In logic, there is a law governing identity statements that says, for any object A, and any object B, A=B (A is identical with B) if and only if every property A has, B has, and vice versa. This would be too obvious to state if we weren’t doing philosophy, because how could A be the same object as B unless there was just that one set of properties or characteristics had by this one thing, an object which we know by the two different names “A” and “B”? The fallout from this simple principle, though, is powerful. If anyone makes a claim that A=B and we can find one property that A has and yet B lacks, or one characteristic that B has that A is without, we have disproved the alleged identity.

               Materialists claim that minds are just brains, or that mental events are just physical events. But brains have properties minds could not have. And minds have properties brains couldn’t have. So they can’t be identical.

               Think for a moment about a distinctively mental property that it seems no physical object could have. I currently have in mind an intention to go exercise later tonight. I intend to take a walk, bike some, or lift weights. Actually I intend to do one or two of those three things. To that extent, my intention is a bit vague. Can a brain event be vague? What sense could that even make? My mental state under discussion has the property that philosophers call “intentionality.” It is a thought about something. It is about something I intend to do. “Aboutness” is clearly a mental property. We think about all sorts of things. But what kind of physical property could “aboutness” be? There are no physical states or events among my neurons which have any physical property of “aboutness,” or intentionality. Aboutness cannot be measured. It has no physical magnitude. It is at home in the mind but not in the physical brain.

               My intention to exercise connects up with a future time period (“later tonight”) and another place near where I live (where I would walk, or bike, or lift weights). But there is no physical way in which my neurons connect up with a future time, or another place outside my head and the current reach of my senses. Thus, mental events have properties none of my neural events can have. Therefore, those mental events cannot be identical to any neural events.

               Mental states such as belief states stand in relations to each other, such as the logical relations of deducibility, implication, and contradiction, that no neural or any other type of physical states can stand in to each other. Therefore, by the law of discernibility, no physical states can be identical to those mental states.

               A neural state can be roughly three inches across. It makes complete sense to ask whether my hopes and aspirations are reasonable, or are more than they ought to be, given my talents and commitments. But it makes absolutely no sense at all to ask whether my hopes and aspirations are more or less than roughly three inches across. Therefore, those hopes and aspirations cannot be identical to any neural state.

               
                  	Man is something more than what he knows of himself. He is not what he is simply once for all, but is a process; he is not merely an extant life, but is, within that life, endowed with possibilities through the freedom he possesses to make of himself what he will by the activities on which he decides.

                  — Karl Jaspers (1883-1969)

               

               A mind can transcend itself and freely determine to grow and develop in a new direction. A mind can adopt new aspirations and intentions. No physical stuff can do this. Therefore, no mind can be physical stuff.

               We could go on. Discernibility equals nonidentity. In logic, and in metaphysics. The mental is discernible from the physical. Therefore materialism is false. The mind exists in its own domain. Dualism rules.
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               	The materialist can claim that all these allegations about discernibility are themselves false. We may just be unaccustomed to speaking of mental states having physical dimension and measurement, but it doesn’t follow that they don’t have such qualities. We may be unaccustomed to thinking of logical relationships like implication holding between neural states, but it doesn’t follow that they don’t. In the end, the materialist will just claim that the dualist has faulty intuitions here. Some neural events and states both can and do have the same qualities as mental states, despite the admitted awkwardness of our language for recognizing that fact. The dualist, of course, will return the favor and declare the materialist’s “intuitions” (read: “prejudices”) to be completely off base. What do you think?

               
                  	If I know your sect, I anticipate your argument.

                  — Emerson

               

            

            
               The Cartesian argument
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               	The great philosopher Descartes had a quick and simple argument for dualism. I can, in theory, doubt the real existence of my body. It is, so far as I know, logically possible that all the sensations I have of being embodied are delusory. But I cannot doubt the existence of my mind. In the very act of doubting, I realize that I am using my mind. It is not logically possible to entertain doubt without having a mind. Therefore, my body is not the same thing as my mind.

               This is, in a sense, a historically notable version of a discernibility argument. My body (or physical brain) has the property of being such that it’s possible for me to doubt its real existence. My mind lacks that property. Therefore, they are not identical. Dualism is true.

               What can the materialist say here? Something like this: It’s possible for me to doubt whether the celestial object traditionally referred to as “The Morning Star” ever appears in the evening. It’s not possible for me to harbor that doubt about the celestial object traditionally called “The Evening Star.” But if I hastily concluded that The Morning Star thus could not possibly be identical to The Evening Star, I would be wrong. They are both names for the planet Venus. It’s doubtful whether much of interest can be established by doubt alone.

            

            
               The Platonic argument
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               	Plato, the first philosopher we know to have definitively distinguished the mental and the physical — the mind from the body — had another simple argument for dualism. It is possible for the mind or soul to pre-exist the body, and it’s possible for it to survive bodily death, whether it in fact does so or not. We can describe disembodied existence without incurring the price of logical contradiction, and we can imagine it without incoherence. But if it is indeed possible for the mind to exist without the body, the mind cannot be identical with the body, or with any part of the body.

               The other side of the argument is even easier. The materialist may refuse to admit even the possibility that my mind can survive the death of my body. And if he does so, this argument can’t even get started. But the materialist will find it hard to deny that it’s possible for my body to survive the death of my mind. Bodies seem to survive the death and disappearance of minds all the time. There may even be some examples in the office where you work. Just kidding. But if a body can survive the death and disappearance of a mind, how then could the body, or any of its parts, be the mind?

               
                  	Put the argument into a concrete shape, into an image — some hard phrase, round and solid as a ball, which they can see and handle and carry home with them — and the cause is half won.

                  — Emerson (again)

               

               The materialist will just say that it’s not the body, or any part of the body, that is identical with the mind, but rather the well-functioning neural system. The death of the mind is the destruction of the well-functioning neural system. We may be confronted with a dead body without a mind, but we are not thereby in the presence of a well functioning neural system without a mind. And if we think that we can imagine a mind existing without the existence of a well-functioning physical system with which it is identical, we are just confusing ignorance with imagination, which is always a dangerous thing.
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               	This response is a significant one. Arguments from what we can imagine to what is in fact true are tricky. And they are easy to resist.

            

            
               The parapsychology argument

               
                  	Ghosts remind me of men’s smart crack about women, you can’t live with them and can’t live without them.

                  — Eugene O’Neal

               

               At this point, it’s easy to begin to doubt whether philosophical argument alone can ever establish the existence or non-existence of anything to everyone’s satisfaction. We typically know that something exists by experiencing it. This is the assumption behind what we have called The Introspection Argument. But because that argument relied on experience that we ourselves have of ourselves, first hand, while embodied, it could be suggested that experience of non-embodied minds or souls would be the most powerful basis imaginable for rationally grounding the belief that souls or minds exist as objects distinct from any physical things.
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               	If my friend’s grandmother did indeed talk with someone after his death, after his brain had ceased functioning, and many miles from where his body lay dead (for this and the next two stories alluded to, see Chapter 13), then we could conclude that his mind did not depend for its existence and functioning on his brain or body, that it was an entity distinct. But did she really?

               If my old guitar teacher once really saw a soul leaving a body (and how do you see a soul if it’s not a material thing and thus can’t reflect light?), then souls are not the same things as bodies or parts of bodies. But how can we know what the facts really were?

               
                  	We ought in fairness to fight our case with no help beyond the bare facts: nothing, therefore should matter except the proof of these facts.

                  — Aristotle

               

               If my father could know things that were going to happen in the future or grasp truths about persons not in any way physically available to him, then the mind does not depend on physical signals alone for knowledge. And in this case, it could perhaps be reasonable to suppose that the mind is itself not a physical organ of any kind. But how do we know what these cases of unusual knowledge really were?

               If we could be sure that there are any real ghosts, “appearances” of non-embodied minds, perhaps consciously contrived for the sake of sensory contact with embodied beings such as ourselves, then we could conclude that minds are different from brains and can exist on their own. But most of the stories we hear about such things are fantastical. Are any believable at all?

               
                  	Mind moves matter.

                  — Vergil
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               	When I was in high school, I often read a bit in The J.B. Phillips New Testament at night, a contemporary paraphrase that was a lively rendering into modern English of the New Testament documents. The scholar, J. B. Phillips, who was an extremely well-educated, highly respected, and by all evidence, a perfectly sane individual, had recounted a personal story in print that had perplexed a great many of his readers and fans. It hit me deeply.

               According to the account I heard, and since confirmed, Phillips had explained that he had been going through a personally difficult period in his life, and was in need of something. On Saturday, November 23, 1963, as the Rev. Phillips sat in his home watching television, the figure of C.S. Lewis, a famous literary scholar and writer of popular Christian essays, who had died just the day before, appeared suddenly in the room with him, seated in a chair, fully visible to Phillips. Phillips had only seen Lewis once during his life, but they had corresponded, and Lewis had encouraged him to seek publication for his paraphrases of the letters of Saint Paul. As he sat there, surprised at the figure suddenly appearing across from him, Phillips felt that Lewis was himself undeniably and yet inexplicably there, a few feet away, in three dimensions, with a healthy, ruddy complexion, looking real as life. The famous deceased scholar then spoke a few words to Phillips, told him just what he needed to hear, and then disappeared completely, as suddenly as he had arrived.

               I had read some of the books written by C. S. Lewis. He had been a philosophy tutor and then a professor of medieval and renaissance literature. His writing was impressive, and personally helpful. I was benefiting daily from the translations and paraphrases composed by Phillips. This story had to have an impact. And it did.

               
                  	In my youth, I regarded the universe as an open book, printed in the language of physical equations, whereas now it appears to me as a text written in invisible ink, of which in our rare moments of grace we are able to decipher a small fragment.

                  — Arthur Koestler (1905-1983)

               

               But is this all hallucination? Well-meaning, well-informed, and sincere people claim occasionally to come into contact with human beings after they have died. Plenty of hucksters make those claims, too. But we can safely ignore them. What of the sane and sincere people? Can we take their experience to be evidence for the existence of souls distinct from the physical bodies we dwell in during this earthly life?

               The materialist rejects all claims of the paranormal, all stories of ghosts, communications from disembodied human beings, and nonphysical forms of knowing. The materialist claim is that we are all naturally wonder-mongers, excited by wild stories of exotic things, and gullible to what we really want to believe. Ghosts do not walk among us publicly. Disembodied souls go to no trouble to manifest themselves clearly to CNN’s cameras, or to regularly bring otherwise unknown information into the lives of public figures who desperately need it and can act on it either to do good, or else to avert ill that otherwise would most likely happen. The materialist is convinced that we have here as yet no hard evidence for the claims of dualism. He claims further that this is because dualism is false. But is it?

               
                  	People everywhere enjoy believing things that they know are not true. It spares them the ordeal of thinking for themselves and taking responsibility for what they know.

                  — Brooks Atkinson (1894-1984)

               

               Could there be more evidence relevant to our topic, evidence, or even argument that we have not yet consulted? I believe so.

            

            
               The need for evidence

               
                  	Men do not know what the nature of the soul is, whether it is engendered with us or whether it is infused into us at our birth; whether it perishes with us, dissolved by death, or whether it haunts the gloomy shade and bottomless pits of Orcus, or whether, by divine influence, it infuses itself into other animals.

                  — Lucretius

               

               The philosophical argumentation examined in the previous sections can reasonably be judged to be inconclusive. It is not guaranteed to convince all fair-minded people. So, where else can we turn?

               Is psychic experience an amalgam of fraud and fantasy, or is there a core of truthful and trustworthy evidence to be found there? Is death the end of life and conscious existence, or is it somehow a portal, not just into another dimension of existence, but into evidence within this world concerning who and what we are right now?

               We need to cast our nets a bit wider. We need to look at some of the issues surrounding the phenomenon of human death. Perhaps then we will arrive at some evidence, or some solid philosophical reasoning, that will help us see where the truth lies.

               These questions are so important, I devote the next few chapters to a topic that will help us ultimately deal with them. (See Chapters 16 through 18 if you’re interested.)

            

         

      

      

   
      
         Part VI

         What’s the Deal with Death?
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         In this part . . .

         
            Death and taxes. You’ll have to see an accountant for tax advice. But a friendly philosopher can help you understand the other unpleasant certainty in life. In this part, we look at human attitudes toward the end of life in this world. What is it? Should it be feared? Is it the end of all things for us, or is it rather the beginning of the greatest adventure? What should we believe?

         

      

   
      
         Chapter 16

         From Dust to Dust: Fear  and the Void

         In This Chapter

         
            [image: bullet]	Getting a grip on the big picture for life and death

            [image: bullet]	Facing the phenomenon of death

            [image: bullet]	Examining four different fears that death inspires

            	The end of all is death and man’s life passeth away suddenly as a shadow.

            — Thomas À Kempis

         

         In this chapter, we begin to explore the subject of death. We face our mortality, and we look at four different fears that death inspires. But in philosophy, everything is connected with everything else. In looking at issues surrounding the phenomenon of human death, we will find ourselves touching on problems that come up in connection with other philosophical issues, and yet by looking at the questions distinctively raised by death, we can come to have a new perspective on all of the other concerns of philosophy.

         I want to introduce the philosophical topic of death by first analyzing the concern it inspires within the human heart. We need to look first at the most common human reaction to the fact of death and explore its various manifestations.

         
            	Man is the only animal that contemplates death, and also the only animal that shows any sign of doubt of its finality.

            — William Ernest Hocking

         

         
            The Final Exit and the Four Fears
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            	As a young boy, I heard about death only when my mother talked of her childhood. Her father, a strong gentleman farmer, had been crushed under a wagon wheel. He lingered for days. Mother was a small girl and didn’t understand what was happening. Then, moments before he died, he spoke. “It’s beautiful.”

            Those were his last words. And her culminating memory of his life.

            Decades later, she thought of those enigmatic final words as his parting revelation concerning what was to come. He wouldn’t be around to help her through life, but at that last moment, he could give her guidance into death that would fill her memory and heart for a lifetime of struggle and hope.

            Caught between this world and the next, I was told, my grandfather had reported his first glimpse of the great beyond. More than that, he could not say. For he could see more only by leaving this earth forever.
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            	My first real experience of death was when I was in the seventh grade. My best friend’s wonderful mother suddenly discovered she had cancer, and was dead before I realized what was happening. I remember lying in my bed at night thinking about the fact that I would never see her again. Never. I was accustomed to going over to their house after school at least a couple of days a week. I had needed a bass player for my band, so I went over often and taught my friend how to play bass guitar. His mother brought us snacks and talked to me about school. She smiled a lot. And she was dead.

            
               	A death is the most terrible of facts.

               — Iris Murdoch

            

            There was suddenly a void in my life. An abyss. I couldn’t imagine what it was like for my friend. My mind shut down when I tried to think about it from his point of view. It was all too sudden. Too final. And far too strange. Smiling one day, full of life and friendliness and hope. And gone the next. Totally. Permanently. Gone.

            
               	Death surprises us in the midst of our hopes.

               — Thomas Fuller (18th century)

            

            I lay awake at night filled with fear. An undefined fear, but a trembling over the power and speed of mortality. And the never-ending nature of that absence. That void.

            
               Some famous last words

               Some of the most active and creative human beings have left behind memorable last words.

               		I shall hear in heaven.

               		— Beethoven (referring to his deafness)

               		My desire is to make what haste I can to be gone.

               		— Oliver Cromwell

               		Give the boys a holiday.

               		— Anaxagorus the philosopher, who was a school teacher

               		I am going to see the sun for the last time.

               		— Jean-Jacques Rousseau

               		All my possessions for a moment of time.

               		— Queen Elizabeth of England

               		I am about to take my last voyage, a great leap in the dark.

               		— Thomas Hobbes

               		I see no reason why the existence of Harriet Martineau should be perpetuated.

               		— Harriet Martineau

               		The first step toward philosophy is incredulity.

               		— Denis Diderot

               		I am going to seek a grand perhaps; draw the curtain, the farce is played.

               		— Rabelais

               		So much to do, so little done!

               		— Cecil Rhodes

            

            

            
               [image: Warning]
            

            	We fear death. And we all live in some measure of denial, pretending that it’s a fiction. That it happens to other people. But that, somehow, I’ll be the exception to the rule. First-semester logic students begin to master inference by seeing the classic argument:

            All men are mortal. 
Socrates is a man. 
Therefore, Socrates is mortal.

            And while we remember the conclusion, we forget the relevance of the first premise to us. Poor Socrates. But Socrates didn’t have to drink the poison. He could have escaped. And maybe I can too.

            I remember in college, in the 1970s, attending the meetings of a campus Christian organization, where there was good music, great fun, and a lot of hugging, I heard talks on the End Times. Extrapolations from the Book of Revelation suggested that the last generation would not have to die, but would be taken up bodily into heaven, to enter eternity with the returning Christ. It was hinted that this may be us. I always knew. Exceptional Tom. Poor Socrates.

            
               	All men think that all men are mortal but themselves.

               — Edward Young (18th century)
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            	As a young professor of philosophy, I was warned of the difficulty of talking to my students about death because, I was told, they wouldn’t really believe that it applied in any way to them. The immortality of youth would not have worn thin, even by senior year. That’s why they drank too much, and drove too fast, lay out in the midday sun to tan, and looked for a place where they could try bungee jumping.

            But soon enough, after college, the youthful inability to take death seriously begins to wear off. Maybe a friend dies. That’s a wakeup call for sure. Or a parent, or some close relative. Perhaps a bad accident illumines the mind and awakens the heart. Or sometimes all it takes is a very turbulent airline flight.

            
               	I will show you fear in a handful of dust.

               — T.S. Eliot
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            	For me, it was, oddly enough, a dentist’s report that, for the first time in 25 years, I had a cavity. Suddenly I was awash in mortality. The decay of the body. The rebellion of the flesh. The inevitable, ineluctable march of death had begun to come within sight. Okay, it was an overreaction. But I have a creative disposition.

            For some people, it can be nothing more than wrinkles. For others, lost hair. Or even new and unwanted hair in undesirable places. The illusion of eternal youth fades. And death looms ahead.

            I went through a few years of young adulthood, in my early 30s, when I would wake up in the middle of the night suddenly convicted of the reality that I would one day die. That I could not avoid it. That it would really, truly, inevitably happen to me. I would envision myself dying. My heart rate would increase. There would be a heightened, crystalline focus of consciousness. I would have to leave behind everything that I love in this life and on this earth. I would lose the entirety of my earthly experience.

            I have never been more awake. Or more alert. Or more frightened. Perhaps terrified is a better word.

            
               	It is torture to fear what you cannot overcome.

               — Anacharsis

            

            Why do we fear something that seems to be, as much as anything, a part of the cycles of nature? Why do we experience terror in anticipating death?
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            	There are at least four different kinds of fear of death: Fear of the process of dying, fear of punishment after death, fear of the unknown, and fear of annihilation. The following sections look at each one.

            
               Fear of the process of dying

               
                  	It hath often been said, that it is not death, but dying, which is terrible.

                  — Henry Fielding

               

               When some people say that they fear death, it’s really not death itself as an end state that they fear, but rather the physical and psychological process of dying. They fear that they will suffer terribly. They fear pain and physical agony. They fear the psychological torment of letting go and leaving behind everyone and everything that they love. They even fear the utter solitude that is imposed by dying.
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               	I saw my father die of lung cancer, way too young, at the age of 69. It had spread to his brain, and I watched at his bedside as he convulsed in apparent agony, suffering seizures that I could not imagine. We could do nothing to help. Death itself came as a release from it all. And as a relief to those of us who loved him. An hour after he died, I leaned over and kissed his still warm bald head and breathed a deep sigh of thankfulness that he was at last free of the terrible torment he had endured.
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               	A fear of dying is natural in anyone who has witnessed a difficult death. Sometimes it comes so slowly as to be torture. And, other times, it comes too fast. My senior year at college, I read all the newspaper and magazine accounts of a commercial airplane crash at Boston’s Logan International airport. If memory serves correctly, the plane was coming in for a normal landing. But it was too low on the approach, and landing gear caught on the sea wall at the end of the runway. It crashed. When the fire engines arrived at the scene, dozens, maybe even scores, of people were screaming in agony as they lay in the broken fuselage, engulfed in flames. By the time the firemen could reach them, they were all dead.

               I remember dwelling a lot on this story. I tried to imagine what it was like to be reading People Magazine one minute, checking your watch and thinking about getting to the baggage claim area on time, then a minute later to be in flames, and then a minute afterwards, to be dead. It was all too unexpected. Too sudden. Too horrific.

               This story kept me from flying. In the next six years, I flew only about four times. Then, for nine years, I refused to get on a plane. Did I fear flying? I feared dying like the people in Boston. Now I often fly over a 100,000 miles a year. I explain how I got over that fear in my book True Success. But my point here is only that it was a life-changing fear for many years.

               
                  	Men fear death, as children fear to go in the dark; and as that natural fear in children is increased with tales, so is the other.

                  — Francis Bacon
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               	A colleague’s wife walked into a classroom to teach her class. She stood at the desk, looked at the room of students, and dropped dead. A brain aneurysm took that moment to take her away. A man sat in his car at the mall, waiting to pick up his teenage daughter after work. He was shot in the head. He didn’t see death coming.

               Whose death is more terrible, the person who knows he is dying and can attempt to prepare himself amidst terrible suffering, or the one who doesn’t see it coming? Opinion is divided on this one. But most people seem to some extent to fear both ways of dying, yet for different reasons, and in different ways.

            

            
               Fear of punishment

               Some people who say that they fear death actually harbor anxieties about one particular possible set of events that they fear might happen after their bodily deaths. These are people who believe in an afterlife and fear an anticipated divine moral day of judgment, along with its accompanying punishment for what they have done in this life. Often these are normal people who have not lived evil and criminal lives, but who have had a sensitivity instilled in them that renders them vulnerable to guilt and fear.
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               	This fear most typically arises out of beliefs like the following. There is a morally perfect Creator God who brought about the existence of the universe and all its creatures under the governance of absolute moral laws that he will enforce. We human beings are not morally perfect, but often misuse our freedom to do evil. Evil deserves, and under the demands of perfect justice, must receive, punishment. But just as good does not always flourish in this world, evil is not always punished here below. Therefore, after death, there must be a realm of existence in which justice prevails. This must involve an afterlife in which evil doers are punished for their sins and the good are rewarded for their virtuous choices. We are all to some extent doers of evil. Therefore, we shall all merit punishment by our perfect cosmic judge.
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               	Throughout the centuries, many of the preachers, teachers, and artists of Christendom have excelled in portraying with great vividness the excruciating pains and terrors of punishment to be faced in the afterlife. One of America’s very best early philosophers, the Puritan minister Jonathan Edwards (1703-1758), is perhaps best known to subsequent generations for his fiery sermon “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God.” Speaking of sinners in the next world, he says:

               
                  	The wrath of God burns against them, their damnation does not slumber; the pit is prepared, the fire is made ready, the furnace is now hot, ready to receive them; the flames do now rage and glow. The glittering sword is whet, and held over them, and the pit hath opened its mouth under them.

                  	There is no redemption from hell.

                  — Pope Paul III

               

               The philosophical theologian confronts his congregation, and by implication the rest of us, saying:

               
                  	The God that holds you over the pit of hell, much as one holds a spider, or some loathsome insect over the fire, abhors you, and is dreadfully provoked: his wrath towards you burns like fire; he looks upon you as worthy of nothing else, but to be cast into the fire; he is of purer eyes than to bear to have you in his sight; you are ten thousand times more abominable in his eyes, than the most hateful venomous serpent is in ours.

               

               Okay then. So much for pastoral cheerleading. Clearly this was before The Power of Positive Thinking hit the pulpit.

               It’s clear that devout religious believers might indeed be very concerned about their prospects after the grave. Even many believers who are convinced that their eternal destinies are protected from the endless torments portrayed by Edwards nonetheless fear a purging purgatorial intermediary state which alone might prepare them for entering the everlasting presence of a perfect God. And the prospect of any such suffering could assuredly arouse a sentiment of fear.

               This is a particular kind of fear of death, of course, that is confined to those maintaining a certain specific sort of world view. Many contemporary Christian theologians abhor what they consider to be the fear-mongering of much past preaching on the afterlife. And yet, at the same time, in response to the 20th century’s seemingly endless cycles of evil and horror, some contemporary philosophers have been revisiting the doctrine of hell and its implications for modern faith and morals.

               
                  	Fear follows crime and is its punishment.

                  — Voltaire

               

               It is often said that virtue is its own reward, and that evil is its own punishment. But there are still lingering suspicions on the part of many intelligent and sensitive people that more might be at stake in any universe ultimately governed by absolute justice. And that this more might appropriately ground a rational fear in its prospect.

            

            
               Sinners in the hands of an angry philosopher: More from the Reverend Edwards

               The philosophical pastor had no hesitation to give his congregation the most horrendous description of the punishment that evildoers would face:

               		O sinner! Consider the fearful danger you are in: it is a great furnace of wrath, a wide and bottomless pit, full of the fire of wrath, that you are held over in the hand of that God, whose wrath is provoked and incensed as much against you, as against many of the damned in hell. You hang by a slender thread, with the flames of divine wrath flashing about it, and ready every moment to singe it, and burn it asunder; and you have no interest in any Mediator, and nothing to lay hold of to save yourself, nothing to keep off the flames of wrath, nothing of your own, nothing that you ever have done, nothing that you can do, to induce God to spare you one moment.

               		It is everlasting wrath. It would be dreadful to suffer this fierceness and wrath of Almighty God one moment; but you must suffer it to all eternity. There will be no end to this exquisite horrible misery. When you look forward, you shall see a long forever, a boundless duration before you, which will swallow up your thoughts, and amaze your soul; and you will absolutely despair of ever having any deliverance, any end, any mitigation, any rest at all. You will know certainly that you must wear out long ages, millions of millions of ages, in wrestling and conflicting with this almighty merciless vengeance; and then when you have so done, when so many ages have actually been spent by you in this manner, you will know that all is but a point to what remains.

               — Jonathan Edwards

            

            
               Fear of the unknown
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               	Up until now, my only surgery requiring general anesthetic was a tonsillectomy when I was ten years old. I remember vividly the nurse coming in to administer the first anesthesia, a shot in the rear. I was supposed to lie down on the gurney as they wheeled me out of my room, but I leaned up on one elbow, wanting to see everything that went on. I asked questions constantly. Was this the elevator to the operating room? What would it look like? Was I going to have to go to sleep? I was so eager to know, I refused to lie down flat, or to allow myself to get sleepy. Even when they were about to put on the mask to administer the ether, I was asking questions. They gave me an overdose. It took me ten hours to wake up, and when I was wheeled back into my room, still out, the odor of ether put my mother to sleep. Or, so she tells me.

               I once asked a physician if an overdose of ether could kill brain cells. I said, “Could it be that I’d be a smarter person and a better philosopher if I hadn’t been overdosed on anesthesia?” He answered, “I’m amazed that you’re walking and talking.” So no wonder I haven’t solved all the mysteries of the universe yet.

               Many psychologists would say that the curiosity that impelled me to ask and look and listen that day before surgery was the flip side of fear — fear of the unknown. In fact, some people think that it’s fear of the unknown that is ultimately responsible for all human impulses toward exploration and discovery. It’s the force underlying scientific research. And it’s the goad to that most human of activities, asking questions.

               One of the most common forms of human fear is fear of the unknown. This fear is related to our deep need to feel in control. When we know what’s going on, we can feel some sense of control over our environment or our own fortunes, however accurate or delusory that sense might be. The unknown allows for no sure plans or reasonable expectations.

               
                  	Man imagines that it is death he fears, but what he fears is the unknown. . . .

                  — Saint-Exupéry

               

               Many people, in fearing death, fear precisely the unknowns associated with it. Will it be like sleep? Or like falling into a bottomless abyss? Will it be terrifying? Or will it be benign? Is death the end? Or is there afterlife? Even people who have well-formed beliefs concerning death and the question of its finality still wonder if they’re right. And, in their heart of hearts, they are not sure. They could be wrong. They just don’t know. And so they fear.

            

            
               Fear of annihilation

               
                  	Death . . . is simply the ultimate horror of life.

                  — Jean Giraudoux
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               	Something happened once in college, unexpectedly, that I’ll never forget. I had been playing tennis for four or five hours. I was back in the dorm, taking a shower. Half soaped up, I suddenly had the most vivid daydream. I saw myself lying in a bed, on white sheets, dying. It was my last minute of life. As the seconds elapsed and I came closer to the abyss, I grew more horrified of potentially losing consciousness for all eternity. I experienced those last few seconds of conscious existence on this earth as if my impending death would be a total extinction of my personhood, an annihilation of conscious existence forever.

               
                  	Death has but one terror, that it has no tomorrow.

                  — Eric Hoffer

               

               I did not at the time believe that death is annihilation, and I don’t believe it now, but I experienced this daydream as if it were. The last second of life was agonizing, as I knew that this amazing, wonderful gift of experience would be taken from me forever. I clung to it, to the last remaining shreds of conscious experience, too terrified to even think. And I suddenly marshaled all the emotional energy in me to force the dream to end. I wrenched my mind away from that horrible scene and stood, staring at the shower wall, totally shaken within. After I got out of the shower and dried off, I sat for hours and reflected on the horror of what I had just imagined. It took me two weeks to recover fully from that awful and unanticipated experience that no one else ever knew I had.

               This is the fear of death that gives many modern people night terrors. They find themselves suddenly aware that they will inevitably face death, and that what they will confront may in fact be the total cessation of conscious experience, the annihilation of the person they have been, forever. There is no abyss deep enough or sense of emptiness hollow enough to come even close to representing the utter void of extinction they feel. And it evokes a fear that can only be called horror. The fear of fears. The ultimate anticipatory agony of which a human being is capable.

               
                  	Good-by world. . . . Good-by to clocks ticking . . . and Mama’s sunflowers. And food and coffee. And new-ironed dresses and hot baths . . . and sleeping, and waking up. Oh, earth, you’re too wonderful for anybody to realize you.

                  — Thornton Wilder

               

               Do we survive bodily death, or is it the end of all ends? Anyone who suspects that it may be utterly terminal can be vulnerable to this fear of death as annihilation, a fear that is utterly distinctive. This is the materialist nightmare. The existentialist anguish without parallel. It is the promise of materialist philosophy and the threat to any dualism that cannot live up to its traditional assurances and deliver what it claims.

               We need to examine the arguments and evidence that we have concerning the issue of life after death, and we will in Chapters 17 and 18.

            

         

      

      

   
      
         Chapter 17

         Philosophical Consolations  on Death

         In This Chapter

         
            [image: bullet]	Looking at what philosophers have said to help us accept death

            [image: bullet]	Dealing with fears about mortality, no matter what death is

            [image: bullet]	Examining what some great thinkers have said about death

            	The long habit of living indisposeth us for dying.

            — Sir Thomas Browne (1605-1682)

         

         In this chapter, we see what counsel philosophy can offer any of us for dealing with the fear of death. We examine what can be said from several philosophical points of view to mitigate our deep worries about our own mortality. Some of the arguments that we look at will come from a materialist or agnostic point of view. Some can be used by dualists. But then, in Chapter 18, we look at the full array of dualistic arguments that death is not in any way an absolute end, and is not, in itself, to be feared.

         My strategy here is simple. Some philosophical consolations concerning death can be offered to anyone. Philosophers have thought that we can begin to reconcile ourselves to the fact of our mortality by looking at some fundamental considerations plainly available to anyone, regardless of their position on the mind-body debate, and independently of any issues impinging on religious belief. I want to lay out and critically examine the various attempts that philosophers have made to do this.

         For many people, the worst case scenario would be that death is annihilation. (See Chapter 16 for more on fears of dying.) Others worry that it’s not extinction, but rather a state of conscious experience that is, let’s say, less than pleasant. Considerations can be brought to bear to deal with both these concerns even before we address the issue head on of whether there is conscious experience after death.

         
            Don’t Worry, Be Happy

            What, if anything, can philosophy itself do to mitigate, or assuage, these widespread forms of fear? Philosophers have provided at least four lines of thought in response to the fear of death (see Chapter 16 for more information on the fears involved). Two directly cover the fear aroused by anticipations of the process of dying. Two clearly address a fear of the state of death itself. And there is some overlap. First, we can look at some responses to our fear of dying.

            
               The stoic response to fear of the process

               
                  	It is not death or hardship that is a fearful thing, but the fear of hardship and death.

                  — Epictetus
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               	The stoic philosophers, such thinkers as Seneca, Epictetus, and Marcus Aurelius, believed that life could never dish out to us, and make us endure, more than we were capable of taking. There are two versions of this assurance. One is based in the observation that, at a certain point of pain intensity, human beings tend to lapse into unconsciousness and no longer suffer. But obviously, this point does not come soon enough for many people, and it is no help in dealing with the sort of chronic pain experienced by some cancer patients, as well as many others who have to deal with lengthy, and extremely painful, fatal diseases.

               The stoics believed, though, that whatever nature brought us without a cure, we could ourselves at some point reject by choosing to end our misery through ending our own lives. They clearly endorsed desperate measures for dealing with desperate situations. Stoic views on suicide are complex and nuanced, but the fact remains that the stoics believed that God has put in our hands the means for ending anything that we literally could not endure. An agonizing process of death can be brought to a prompt conclusion through human intervention.

               
                  	Human life consists in mutual service. So grief, pain, misfortune, or ‘broken heart’ is no excuse for cutting off one’s life while any power of service remains. But when all usefulness is over, when one is assured of an unavoidable and imminent death, it is the simplest of human rights to choose a quick and easy death in place of a slow and horrible one.

                  — Charlotte Perkins Gilman, Suicide Note

               

               This is severe and austere counsel. And it has been rejected by a great many subsequent moralists and people of conscience, for a number of reasons. The fact remains, though, that it has nonetheless brought at least theoretical comfort to many, whether they ever anticipated actually using it or not. God, or nature, will never force us to bear on this earth what we cannot in fact endure. This may be the definition of “cold comfort,” but it is a consideration that bears on one prominent fear of death.

            

            
               The Natural Process Argument

               
                  	It is as natural to die as to be born.

                  — Francis Bacon
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               	Philosophers throughout the ages, and many other commentators on the human condition, often have attempted to convince us that death is a natural process, natural event, or natural reality, and as such is to be accepted, and is not to be feared.

               This argument clearly could apply equally well to the process of dying, the fact that we face death, and even the state of death itself. Natural, therefore not to be feared.

            
               Death as a natural part of life

               All sorts of thinkers have argued the point that death is a natural part of the overall cycle of existence:

               		We begin to die as soon as we are born, and the end is linked to the beginning.

               — Minilius Astonomica

               		For life is nearer every day to death.

               — Phaedrus

               		Every moment of life is a step toward the grave.

               — Crébillon

               		He that begins to live begins to die.

               — Francis Quarles

               		In the midst of life, we are in death.

               — The Book of Common Prayer

               		You will die not because you are ill, but because you are alive.

               — Seneca

               		Dust thou art, and to dust shalt thou return.

               — Genesis 3:19

               		All our life is but a going out to the place of execution, to death.

               — John Donne

               		I, when I was born, was born to die.

               — William Drummond (1656)

               		What new thing is it for a man to die, whose whole life is nothing but a journey to death?

               — Seneca
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               	But poisonous spiders, venomous snakes, incurable diseases, and destructive tornadoes are natural, too, and are just as natural to fear. I have never been comforted by this line of reasoning and honestly can’t understand why so many people seem to be. I tend to suspect that they are just desperate for anything to cling to, for any line of thought that might possibly mitigate their fear, and so they allow this suggestion too easily to anesthetize them philosophically to the realities of their plight.

            

            
               The Necessity Argument

               
                  	Death takes away the commonplace of life.

                  — Alexander Smith (1863)
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               	Closely akin to The Natural Process Argument is another line of reasoning that I call The Necessity Argument. It holds that we should be emotionally reconciled to the fact of death, rather than fearing it, once we understand that death is necessary for two important, and very positive, things. First, it’s necessary for our appreciation of life. The more vivid our sense of the approach of death, the more we relish the small things in life. And secondly, death is necessary for the continued march of evolutionary improvement, an ongoing progress leading to more valuable states of good, to take place on earth.

               For an example of this sort of thinking, we can look at a statement made by Charles Lindberg, in his Autobiography of Values:

               
                  	Without death, there would be no awareness of life, and the recurring  selection and renewal that has caused life’s progress would be ended.
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               	Let’s put this into commonplace terms, starting from the latter of the two different points made here. I know I’m going to get cut from the team, even though I’m working hard and seem to be playing well, and I’m supposed to feel good about the process because I’m assured that my departure will inevitably improve the team? I’m told also that I should even be prepared to stand on the sidelines, if I get the chance, and cheer the new and improved varsity on, because of what they can do without me pulling them down. But there is a small problem with the analogy. When I get cut by Coach Death, I don’t obviously get to stand on the sidelines at all. I get buried under the field. This is hard to feel good about.

               “But everybody gets cut at some point, or loses their eligibility, so none of us should feel bad about it.” This might be okay if we were assured that there was some other team we could go to play on. But if this cut means being banned forever from the sport, I’m not sure how I’m supposed to feel so good about it.

               
                  	Hardest of deaths to a mortal Is the death he sees ahead.

                  — Bacchylides (Fifth century B.C.)

               

               Look at the first point in Lindberg’s remark. Is it true that without death there would be no awareness, or appreciation, of life? It is a sad truth about life that we often fail to appreciate what we have until its loss is threatened. That is a fact about human psychology. But it seems to be a weakness that can be overcome by sufficient reflection and training in sensitivity. People can learn to appreciate little things and live fully in the moment without being literally threatened with extinction. People sometimes just get tired of superficial living and voluntarily change their approach to life, learning new ways to love and savor what this world has to offer.

               Often, it does seem to take the imminent threat of death to bring about such a change of perspective on life. But I see no reason to think that this is literally necessary. And the general fact of death is certainly, in itself, not enough, because we deceive ourselves about its inevitability when it’s not in fact imminent, and regularly ignore its implications for the preciousness of the moments we do have. So, in the last analysis, it’s hard to find this line of reasoning convincing.

            

            
               The Agnostic Argument

               
                  	Nobody knows, in fact, what death is, nor whether to man it is not perchance the greatest of all blessings; yet people fear it as if they knew it to be the worst of all evils.

                  — Socrates
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               	The agnostic argument is better. But it’s directed not at the process of dying. Its focus is the state of death. Plato represents Socrates as having reasoned something like this:

               
                  	1.	It is wrong (inappropriate or irrational) to fear something unless you know that it can hurt you.

                  	2.	You don’t know that the state of death can hurt you.

                  	3.	It is therefore wrong to fear the state of death.

               

               Again, it’s important to keep in mind that this argument is just about the state of death (being dead) rather than about the process of dying. Clearly the process of dying can hurt you. And for this reason it can be rational to fear that process. But the end state of death itself is the main thing feared by most people. And rightly so. The process of dying is limited in duration, however long it seems to take in particularly unfortunate cases. But the state of death is eternal. So, the more reason we can be given not to fear it, the better.

               
                  	Our final experience, like our first, is conjectural. We move between two darknesses.

                  — E. M. Forster
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               	Socrates realized that we generally tend to think we know more than we do know about life. He came to realize also that we make the same mistake about death. We have all sorts of attitudes and emotions concerning death that imply knowledge that we do not in fact possess. Death is a great unknown in many ways. And in some of the most important ways. Thus, Socrates believes, we should calm down and not jump to conclusions. For all we know, death may be the greatest of things, not the worst. And our attitudes and emotions should reflect the slimness of our solid knowledge here.

               
                  	The one permanent emotion of the inferior man is fear — fear of the unknown, the complex, the inexplicable. What he wants beyond everything else is safety.

                  — H. L. Mencken

               

            

            
               The Two Eternities Argument

               The two eternities argument depends on the presupposition that death is annihilation, or personal extinction. It can be used, though, by a person who is not convinced that this is the truth about death, but yet fears that it may possibly be.

               The argument is constructed in connection with a thought experiment and is sometimes confused with a distinct line of reasoning that Epicurus invented, an argument that we examine in the next section. But this one stands or falls on its own.

               
                  	There was a time when we were not: this gives us no concern — why then should it trouble us that a time will come when we shall cease to be?

                  — William Hazlitt
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               	Imagine the mindset of a person who firmly believes that death is the absolute end. The person who is convinced that death is annihilation, the materialist, typically, believes thus that his own bodily death will be followed by an eternity of his subsequent nonexistence. He believes that his consciousness will be snuffed out forever, and he often fears this prospect with the greatest, deepest horror imaginable. But, looking backward, he typically believes that his birth was preceded by an unlimited past of his previous nonexistence, an abyss equal in duration to the one that will follow his death. And yet, he typically contemplates this prior stage of his nonexistence with utter equanimity, total unperterbedness, absolute calm.

               But then, a philosopher can argue (and who but a philosopher would dare to?) that these are utterly equal eternities. One is as little to be feared as the other. During the previous eternity, the eternity past, nothing at all happened to harm or deprive the materialist contemplating his life and death. So also, the reasoning goes, during the upcoming eternity, the eternity future, nothing at all will happen to harm or deprive the man who so fears it. Thus the future is as little to be feared as the past.
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               	But there is one big, crucial, dismal disanalogy between the future and the past, a difference that makes a difference. The past is always receding from us, and the future is, by contrast, continually bearing down on us. I can come to contemplate a past fact with equanimity now precisely because I do not have to deal with the prospect of facing and experiencing now anything that is truly past. I sometimes have to deal with repercussions of the past, but as to the past itself, it cannot harm me now. But as to things future, matters are quite different.

               The attitudes and emotions, the beliefs and dispositions that are inspired in me by contemplating future possibilities, can indeed affect my imminent prospects of meeting those possibilities sooner or later. Fear can function in helping me to postpone a future state that I do not desire, by stimulating me to avoid any present states that might hasten its arrival. So the past and the future are not after all sufficiently parallel to allow this argument to go through. I’m not at all convinced, are you?

               
                  	One life; a little gleam of Time between two Eternities; no second chance to us forever!

                  — Thomas Carlyle (1795-1881)

               

            

            
               Epicurus’ argument
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               	The philosopher Epicurus (c.341-270 B.C.) constructed one of the cleverest, and most debated of arguments in all of human history, explicitly for the purpose of ridding us of our fear of death. It is sometimes connected to, or even confused with, The Two Eternities Argument in the preceding section, but is completely distinct from it and should be evaluated on its own merits.

               
                  	Death, the most dreaded of evils, is therefore of no concern to us; for while we exist, death is not present, and when death is present, we no longer exist.

               

               
                  — Epictetus
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            Two philosophers speak their minds

            It can be useful to see the exact thoughts of great minds who have reflected on this issue:

            		Death is non-existence, and I know already what that means. What was before me will happen again after me. If there is any suffering in this state, there must have been such suffering also in the past, before we entered the light of day. As a matter of fact, however, we felt no discomfort then. And I ask you, would you not say that one was the greatest of fools who believed that a lamp was worse off when it was extinguished than before it was lighted? We mortals are also lighted and extinguished; the period of suffering comes in between, but on either side there is a deep peace.

            — Seneca, from “On Asthma and Death”

            		No one is so ignorant as not to know that we must at some time die; nevertheless, when one draws near death, one turns to flight, trembles, and laments. Would you not think him an utter fool who wept because he was not alive a thousand years ago? And is he not just as much of a fool who weeps because he will not be alive a thousand years from now? It is all the same; you will not be, and you were not. Neither of these periods of time belongs to you.

            — Seneca, from “On Taking One’s Own Life”

            		For look to the immensity of time behind you, and to the time which is yet to come, another boundless space. In this infinity, then what is the difference between him who lives three days and him who lives three generations?

            — Marcus Aurelius, from his “Meditations”
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               	Epicurus argued like this:

               
                  	1.	When you exist, your death does not, and what does not exist can’t harm you.

                  	2.	When your death exists, you do not, and what does not exist cannot be harmed.

                  	3.	It is irrational to fear what can’t harm you.

                  	4.	It is irrational to fear when you can’t be harmed.

                  	5.	At any time, either you exist or your death exists.

                  	6.	Thus, for any time, either death can’t harm you, or you can’t be harmed by death.

                  		Therefore,

                  	7.	It is irrational at any time to fear death.

                  	Weep not for him who departs from life, for there is no suffering beyond death.

                  — Palladas
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               	Astonishing! Brilliant! And emotionally, absolutely unconvincing. Ever since Epicurus formulated his argument, philosophers have been trying to figure out what is wrong with it. The assumption has been that there has to be something wrong with it. After all, Epicurus is presupposing that death is personal annihilation, the extinction of consciousness forever. And this is, for many people, the most strongly feared possibility there is. No more sunshine, no more sights and sounds and feelings. No more love. No more thoughts. Forever. And it’s this, of all things, that Epicurus is arguing that it makes no sense to fear?

               Surely those who fear death as annihilation aren’t fearing unpleasant experiences in the state of death. What they are fearing is an eternal deprivation of the most massive and complete sort. Lost goods. Missed opportunities. A vacuum of wonderful and pleasant experience. An absence of any experience whatsoever. And Epicurus alleges that this involves no harm, and bases on this his conclusion that it makes no sense at all to fear death.

               
                  	“Where was it,” thought Raskolnikov, “where was it I read about a man sentenced to death who, one hour before his execution, says or thinks that if he had to live on some high rock, on a cliff, on a ledge so narrow that there was only room enough for him to stand there, and if there were bottomless chasms all around, the ocean, eternal darkness, eternal solitude, and eternal gales, and if he had to spend all his life on that square yard of space — a thousand years, an eternity — he’d rather live like that than die at once! Oh, only to live, live, live! Live under any circumstances — only to live!”

                  — Fyodor Dostoyevski (1821-1881)

               

               Despite the inability of philosophers to agree on what exactly is wrong with this intriguing argument, most people are not moved by it to cease fearing death. They are just perplexed. It is more like a conundrum than a rationally liberating line of thought.

               Is this because people are not rational? Or is it because human emotion is not altogether rational? Is absolutely anything somehow better than nothing? And does the argument in some way miss this? What do you think?

            

         

         
            Materialist Conceptions of “Immortality”

            Philosophers who believe that death is the end, because they do not believe that there is any such thing as a soul or incorporeal mind to survive bodily death, have offered up their own conceptions of immortality to help reconcile us to our physical demise. These are not conceptions of the immortality of the soul, or of any continuation of personal experience beyond the grave, but they are projections into the future offered as something like consolations to which we can cling. The following sections look at the most standard.

            
               Social immortality
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               	When I was a junior in high school, I once went to Gatlinburg, Tennessee, on a ski weekend. Saturday morning, after a breakfast of pancakes in a restaurant a couple of blocks from the motel where I was staying, I started to walk back to my room. The main street was very busy with traffic whizzing by. I stopped at the corner, waiting for the light to change. A well-dressed man in his 40s or 50s walked up beside me, stopped, turned to me, and said, “When I die, I will live on in my children.” Just that. No “Hello,” or “Good Morning,” or “Excuse me, I’d like to wax philosophical here on the street corner if you don’t mind.”

               
                  	To live in hearts we leave Is not to die.

                  — Thomas Campbell

               

               Imagine my reaction when I suddenly heard the words “When I die.” There we were on a busy street. Cars were zooming by. Was I going to have to grab this guy before he dashed into traffic and sacrificed himself to an Oldsmobile? Why was he saying this to me at that very moment? Exceedingly strange. I guess from the earliest years, I was destined to be a philosopher. At the age of 17, it must have been written across my face.

               What that stranger, that very strange man, was expressing is a widely held sentiment, a belief that somehow we can leave something of ourselves behind when we die, through our genetic offspring. For some, it is merely the genetics that counts. For others, it is the raising, the nurturing, the forming that matters most. It is very common for children to feel repressed and pressured by their parents to become appropriate vehicles for their immortality. A CEO, after all, can’t live on appropriately in the person of a bum. Or, that’s the attitude that many successful people tend to take. And they put pressure on their kids. Not just for their kids’ own good. But for their legacy to the world.

               
                  	He who has gone, so we but cherish his memory, abides with us, more potent, nay, more present, than the living man.

                  — Saint-Exupéry

               

            

            
               Cultural immortality
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               	One day during my graduate school years at Yale, I was visiting a friend in a Yale College undergraduate dormitory. A few students were sitting around talking. I asked one young woman what her major was. She said it was architecture. I asked if she had to learn all about materials and stress points and engineering. She told me no, they didn’t do that at Yale. At Yale Architecture school, they were learning to be artists. They would one day go to work at a major firm and have some state university architectural graduates on staff to do the grunt work. They would know all that stuff. I said “But you don’t have to know what materials will hold up the walls of a building?” She replied: “My job is to design the forms that will shape people’s lives. You have to understand. We’re artists. I plan to live on in the cityscapes of America.”

               
                  	All our efforts to attain immortality — by statesmanship, by conquest, by science or the arts — are equally vain in the long run, because the long run is longer than any of us imagine.

                  — Sydney J. Harris

               

               Well, she won’t live on for long in the buildings she designs if they all fall down. I have to say that this was a pretty amazing display of confidence. No, make that hubris, the Greek word for overreaching, overweening pridefulness. Arrogance. Presumptuousness. How many of us can reasonably expect to live on through our cultural creations? The young architectural student’s artistic monuments will end up covered in soot and bird poop. If she’s lucky. And the state university guys have done their job.

               
                  	To occupy an inch of dusty shelf — to have the title of their works read now and then in a future age by some drowsy churchman or some casual straggler, and in another age to be lost, even to remembrance. Such is the amount of boasted immortality.

                  — Washington Irving

               

               Even if it were reasonable to expect a form of cultural immortality, most of us would agree with Woody Allen when he said, “I don’t want to achieve immortality through my work. I want to achieve immortality through not dying.”

            

            
               Cosmic immortality
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               	I had a friend who once said to me, “When I die, I want to be buried in a pine box, or in no box at all. I want to rot fast, because then my molecules can enter the earth, and then enter plants and the animals who feed on those plants, and I will be disbursed, spread around to the point that, ultimately, I’ll be blended in with the universe, and have a sort of cosmic immortality.”

               
                  	It cost me never a stab nor squirm To tread by chance upon a worm. ‘Aha, my little dear’ I say, ‘Your clan will pay me back some day.’

                  — Dorothy Parker

               

               This is certainly a more widely available form of “immortality” than that sought by writers, painters, politicians, and architects. But it’s not much to aspire to attain. The more molecules I can spread around, the more cosmic immortality it seems I can have. So pass the double fudge nut ice cream and stand back.

               I’m sorry, this doesn’t inspire me with much comfort.

            

            
               Scientific immortality

               Scientific immortality is the last materialist conception of “immortality” I want to consider. It is certainly the most interesting, because it is the only one to address our desire to live on, not just in the memories of others, in the products of our work, or in our molecules, but with conscious experience. I want to live on as a person, not just as an influence. And you may, too. Materialists have one card up their sleeves that they are starting to play more readily.

               Have you ever read about life expectancies 100 or 200 years ago? Even in technologically advanced countries, the average life expectancy was not even 50. Of course, this is skewed by infant mortality. But it is undeniable that modern medicine, as well as protective measures in all departments of life, an advanced understanding of nutrition, and a scientific approach toward exercise, have all combined to extend our expected longevity. And we look better (read: “younger”) at 40 and 50 than people did in the past.
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               	Surgery techniques and transplants have extended many people’s lives far beyond what they would otherwise have been. The real news, though, is that with breakthroughs in our understanding of genetics and with an increasing technological ability to repair the human body with microsurgery techniques, we may be on the verge of a medical and longevity revolution qualitatively different from any such advances in the past. A few recent books even proclaim that some of us alive now will be the first generation that does not have to die.

               
                  	Oh, what a valiant faculty is hope, that in a mortal subject, and in a moment, makes nothing of usurping infinity, immensity, eternity, and of supplying its master’s indigence, at its pleasure, with all the things he can imagine or desire!

                  — Montana

               

               The oddest repercussion of all this has been the rise of cryonics — the practice of freezing the dead in hopes that once medical science has come to understand how to reverse their condition, they can be thawed out to new and endless life. You may have read about cryonics in the newspapers in recent years. Not many people have yet had the procedure themselves, but several concerned individuals have provided it for loved ones, in some cases producing what you might call “mom and popsicles.”

               Okay, I shouldn’t joke about it. But it’s hard not to. The Alcor Life Extension Foundation advertised several years ago that they would freeze your entire body for $100,000. They would put into deep frozen storage a severed head for only $25,000. It was their “cut-rate deal.” Clearly a business that knows what it takes to get ahead. I’ll quit now.

               Some few computer scientists even claim that an upcoming generation of computers will be able to support all the contents of our neural systems. You can upload your memories, personality traits, and state of consciousness into the software of an advanced multiparallel processing computer, for existence in that virtual format, or to be downloaded back into a carbon-based organic life form in the future. Pick a body of your choice and take it for a spin.
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               	Is there any real hope in all this sci-fi sounding stuff? Will science and technology be able to progress to a point where they can actually allow us to live literally forever?

               
                  	Time is that in which all things pass away.

                  — Schopenhauer

               

               Not unless they can harness the large-scale processes of the universe and make some pretty radical changes. One day, our sun will burn out. Not any time soon, so don’t be marking your calendar, but eventually. Physicist Freeman Dyson seems to think we can design spaceships to carry us, or at least a few of us, to other solar systems for ultimate survival.

               But it’s not just a problem with our sun. It’s entropy. The disbursement and diffusion of usable energy in our universe. It’s the consequences of the Big Bang some billions of years ago. There are only two acceptable scientific scenarios for the long-term picture of the cosmos. Under one, the universe keeps on its present course of expansion until all the stars burn out, and utter darkness prevails, with no life of any kind possible. The other happy scenario has the universe’s expansion come to a halt and reverse itself, imploding upon itself into a future cataclysm impossible for any organized system to survive. So, have a nice day, but don’t pin your hopes too much on science.

               
                  	The longest-lived and the shortest-lived man, when they come to die, lose one and the same thing.

                  — Marcus Aurelius

               

               Everlasting life is not within the prospects of human science to provide. Eternity is technologically out of the question. And that really is too bad, because I’m in the stock market for the long run, and I sometimes think it will take that long a run for some of my investments to pan out.
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               	The bottom line is that there is no materialistic scenario under which immortality could ever be literally available. And so there is ultimately little that a materialist philosophy, or even a philosophy agnostic on the mind-body issue of dualism and materialism, can do to console those of us who aspire to an endless horizon of possibilities for living, experiencing, and creating. Because of that, we are forced to ask the question of whether any case can be made that we may in fact have the metaphysical wherewithal to survive bodily death in a form that can experience true eternity. Is there that kind of ultimate consolation for the fact that we must experience final limits in this world?

               In Chapter 18, we ask that question and try to come up with an answer.

            

         

      

      

   
      
         Chapter 18

         Is There Life After Death?

         In This Chapter

         
            [image: bullet]	Considering the philosophical arguments about life after death

            [image: bullet]	Hearing the criticisms of belief

            [image: bullet]	Laying out the reasons for belief

            	Death either destroys or unhusks us. If it means liberation, better things await us when our burden’s gone: if destruction, nothing at all awaits us; blessings and curses are abolished.

            — Seneca

         

         Chapters 16 and 17 look at the various forms that the fear of death assumes in human life, and at the main philosophical attempts at consoling us in the face of the apparently inevitable that do not rely on a belief in afterlife. In this chapter, we tackle the issue of survival head on. Do we survive bodily death or not? Is there real life after death, or is death annihilation?

         My strategy here is going to be to give the naysayers the floor first. Then we look at the positive arguments for survival.

         
            Philosophical Doubts and Denials

            From the ancient world to modern times, philosophers have constructed a number of arguments for thinking that we do not survive bodily death. In this section, we look at the five most common and forceful arguments.

            
               The psychological origin argument

               
                  	Men freely believe that which they desire.

                  — Caesar
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               	The Psychological Origin Argument is a line of reasoning that is not directly geared toward the conclusion that we do not survive our bodily deaths, but rather is constructed just to cast doubt on the belief that we do.

               The argument goes like this. People believe in life after death only because they want so badly to believe in it. A belief that is so obviously held on the basis of a deep need or desire is always, at least on the surface (or as lawyers say, prima facie), suspect. Wishes are not reliable guides to truths. Therefore, we should doubt the belief that there is life after death.
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               	The reasoning behind this argument is straightforward. Just like water from a polluted well is dangerous to drink, a belief from an unreliable source is dangerous to have. Desire in general is an unreliable source for beliefs. Therefore, any belief that can be traced to a desire is dubious and is to be avoided.

               
                  	We believe what we want to believe, what we like to believe, what suits our prejudices and fuels our passions.

                  — Sydney J. Harris

               

               Wait a second. I have a deep desire to believe that I’m a nice and fun person to be around. Should everyone therefore be dubious concerning the claim that I’m a nice and fun person? Not at all! Why? Because I am in fact a jolly good fellow — that’s why!

               I think it’s safe to say that many people believe the following proposition: 

               
                  There is some good in most human beings.
               

               And I think it’s safe to assume that at least most people who believe this proposition have a deep need or desire to believe it. Is it therefore a dubious belief? I don’t think that follows at all. I think there is also ample evidence that it’s true. And this supports believing in it, regardless of what sort of psychological needs or desires that most believers in it might have.

               What reason do we have to think that people who believe in life after death do so only because they have a deep need or desire to believe in it? The mere existence of a deep need or desire to think that something is true does not imply that it is what in fact grounds the having of that belief. It could be that most human beings who believe in immortality do so because of reasons, evidence, or intuition, and that although their deep need to believe is thus satisfied, the need is not what produced the belief in them.
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               	I recall hearing one philosopher actually say that he believed in life after death despite the fact that it irritated the life out of him. He was tired of living and wanted the prospect of extinction, but reason inclined to convince him otherwise, to his great dismay.

               
                  	If you question any candid person who is no longer young, he is very likely to tell you that, having tasted life in this world, he has no wish to begin again as a “new boy” in another.

                  — Bertrand Russell (in a fit of philosophic hyperbole)

               

               Unless we can discover no reason or evidence at all for believing in life after death that might in principle be widely available to people who believe, we have no good reason to think that all, or most, who hold that belief do so solely only on the basis of a psychological need or desire.

               But even if we granted most beliefs in afterlife are rooted in need and desire, a further argument can be constructed by believers to neutralize the inference from this source of the belief to its unreliability.
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               	A religious person could argue that most of us have a deep need and desire to believe in life after death, because our creator, who has provided that future for us, has implanted in us that anticipation. And it could be argued that this is a better explanatory hypothesis for the existence of a psychological need to believe in an afterlife than any the materialist can come up with. It could be suggested by the materialist that this need and desire came about like all other naturally arising psychological mechanisms, through the operation of natural selection based on evolutionary survival value. But this seems unlikely. What could possibly be the survival value for the continuation of a life on this earth that would be delivered by a need and desire to believe in a life after death, which would be sufficiently strong as to produce that belief? Confident believers in an afterlife might be less likely to survive in this world, because they’d be more ready to sacrifice their lives for a worthy cause, and to take risks that nonbelievers would rationally avoid. A need and desire to believe in survival of a soul might thus act against the likelihood of physical survival in this world and so have what philosophers call evolutionary disvalue.

               
                  	It seems to me that the most universal revolutionary wish now or ever is a wish for heaven, a wish by a human being to be honored by angels for something other than beauty or usefulness.

                  — Kurt Vonnegut

               

               This latter argument could, of course, be contested in various ways. But my point here is only to show that the materialist who seeks to throw into doubt the believer’s conviction that there is life after death does not have at his disposal here the simple argument that he might have thought he could muster.
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               	The original argument faces, then, two problems. First, it has not been shown that people who do believe in life after death actually do so because of a deep need and desire to believe it. And, secondly, even if this could be shown, the critic of the belief would have to show that this particular psychological mechanism has no reliable connection to the truth of the proposition believed, which has not been done. In addition, I think that a case can be made that there is a particular kind of desire for survival that may arguably be an instance of a generally very reliable belief forming mechanism (see the section entitled “The argument from desire,” later in this chapter).

               For these reasons, I find this argument unconvincing.

            

            
               The silence argument
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               	The silence argument is short, straightforward, and interesting. If millions, or even billions, of human beings have lived and died and survived their bodily deaths, then why don’t we have a whole lot more evidence of this? Why don’t all these people contact us and let us know? Or at least a significant percentage of them. Surely they would realize that the fact of their survival would be of crucial concern to those who remain behind and who love them. Surely they would realize that this is one of the most pressing mysteries in human life. Why, then, is there so much silence from beyond the grave?

               
                  	Speech is of time, silence is of eternity.

                  — Thomas Carlyle

               

               There are people on the bestseller lists, in carnival side shows, in Hollywood, and in quite a few roadside stands throughout the land, who claim that there is a lot more contact from beyond the grave than most of us would ever imagine. But most of their claims don’t seem very credible, to say the least. Why isn’t there a lot more obvious evidence of survival, and evidence of a very high quality?

               The argument in a nutshell looks like this.

               
                  	1.	If human beings survived death, the many people who have already died would be communicating that fact to us clearly.

                  	2.	There is no such communication from beyond the grave.

                  		Therefore,

                  	3.	Human beings do not survive death.

               

               The form of the argument is logically valid, which just means that if both premises are true, then so is the conclusion. But both premises are controversial. It’s not just nuts who would dispute (2), although it unfortunately sometimes seems that way. But doubters about survival often use this argument to insist that if life after death were a reality, then there would surely be a great deal more, and more credible, evidence than there is.
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               	But why accept premise (1)? Some believers in the afterlife have tried to claim that survivors have “more important things to do” in heaven, or elsewhere, than tapping on seance tables, helping to write bestselling books, or contacting CNN. Others speculate that the metaphysical divide between this world and the next just might not allow for communication from the other side to ours. In the end, we are just not in a position to judge (1) true or false. And thus the argument as a whole cannot convince. Yet, it has caused many to pause and ponder.

               
                  	Silence is as full of potential wisdom and wit as the unhewn marble of great sculpture.

                  — Aldous Huxley

               

            

            
               The trumpet analogy argument

               Think for a moment about a musical note being sounded on a trumpet. As long as the trumpet is being blown, that particular musical sound exists, as a continually propagated note in the air. But suddenly smash the horn, destroying it, and the sound will cease. That particular sound’s existence was dependent on the existence and proper functioning of the trumpet. Once the entity on which it was dependent was destroyed, it was extinguished as well.

               The philosopher who denies life after death argues that this is an analogy for the mind-body relation. The mind, the consciousness with its thoughts, is like a note being blown on a trumpet. And it is dependent for its existence on the body that must be functioning properly for it to exist. Destroy the body, and the note will cease to be played. Death, in this analogy, robs the mind of its source and support, and thus it ceases to exist just as surely as the note ceases to be played. The conclusion drawn is that death is the end of conscious human life.

               
                  	If there is a soul, what is it, and where did it come from, and where does it go? Can anyone who is guided by his reason possibly imagine a soul independent of a body, or the place of its residence, or the character of it, or anything concerning it? If man is justified in any belief or disbelief on any subject, he is warranted in disbelief in a soul. Not one scrap of evidence exists to prove any such impossible thing.

                  — Clarence Darrow (1857–1938)

               

               

               
                  [image: GreatIdea(Philos)]
               

               	A response to this argument can develop an interesting twist. A musical analogy for the mind-body relation, in order to be truly illuminating, may have to be a bit more complex than a simple trumpet analogy. The human body is a complex organization of distinct parts, on a macro and micro level. In the world of music, a symphonic orchestra is a complex organization of distinct parts, with all the different instruments and musicians involved. So let’s pursue a Symphonic Analogy for the mind-body relation for a moment and see where it takes us.

               We shed body parts constantly, on a small scale. Skin flakes shower down from our bodies daily. We lose hair. Fingernails and toenails are trimmed by the manicurist and pedicurist, or by clippers at home. These are just the obvious, manifest ways in which our human bodies are in flux, changing all the time. On a cellular level, change is just as ongoing. Some experts claim that, within a period of seven years, we have shed all the molecules and cells of our bodies, although we may look much the same. That means that your body of today is quite different in all its parts from, and in that sense nonidentical with, your body of seven or ten years ago, viewed just as a physical object whose identity is dependent on the identity of its parts. In one sense it’s the same body, and yet in another sense, it is a very different body. But it is definitely a body of the same person. You may have changed in personality, in wisdom, in financial status, and in many other ways, but it is you — one and the same person — who has undergone these changes. What is the relevance of all this for us?

               The same person — you — has survived embodiment in very different collections of physical entities, considering how different your infant, toddler, teenage, and adult bodies have been. And yet it is still you. The person has survived embodiment in this complex series of physical states. This complex relationship of the mind and body over time can now be captured in an appropriately complex musical analogy.

               
                  	You are, when all is done — just what you are.

                  — Goethe
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               	Imagine a very strange symphony. It was composed to be performed like this. An orchestra enters the stage, the musicians all pick up their instruments, the conductor raises his baton, and the playing begins. A few minutes into the performance, while the percussion rests, all the percussionists get up, leave their instruments, and depart the stage, as another set of percussionist musicians enters from the other side, seat themselves, and, at just the appropriate time, take up the instruments and play their part. Imagine that this happens to the trumpet section, too. They walk off and are replaced by new musicians, who take up the score at just the right time. The trombones leave a bit later, immediately replaced in a seamless performance. The symphony continues, uninterrupted, as these players come and go across the stage.

               Then imagine, at the halfway point in the symphony, just as individual sections have rested and have changed performers during those rests, there is an exactly 60 second rest of all the sections at once. The symphony has not ended. It was written to incorporate this overall rest. Imagine further that during these 60 seconds, all the musicians get up and leave the stage. A whole new group enters, sits down, and takes up the score at just the right moment. The original orchestra is gone. A new one sits in its place. And the symphony continues.
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               	This is a better musical analogy for the mind-body relation. The cells of the body change just as the musicians come and go. And the person continues on in existence. Then, at death, the whole orchestra vacates the stage. There is a gap. But the symphony need not cease. What prevents a new orchestra from coming together to take up the beat and play the symphony on into the night? Christian theology talks of a resurrection body. Other dualists talk of a spirit body, or an astral body, a noncorporeal analogue of the physical body in which we are now ensconced.

               
                  	All things change, but nothing dies.

                  — Ovid (43 B.C.–17 A.D.)

               

               If the symphony of human personhood is composed in such a way as to allow for the death of the physical body and then a reimbodiment or new realization in some appropriate spiritual form, what is to prevent the continuity of the person’s existence? I’m not sure the materialist critic has any compelling answer here at all. Our main point, though, at present, is that The Trumpet Analogy, which did seem to imply that death is extinction, is an inadequate analogy from the world of music, and that, when a more adequate analogy is formulated, the conclusion no longer seems to follow at all.
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               	A further point, however, can and should be made. Many musicians claim that a symphony can exist in the mind of the composer before it is ever performed, and after its performance. It can have that form of existence even if it is never performed. But then the religious philosopher can claim that each person exists like a symphony in the mind of God. There is a form of existence dependent on the creative divine mind that does not require physical embodiment in any bodily analogue of an orchestral performance at all. This is an extension of the musical analogy that blocks even further the intended argument against survival of death.

            

            
               The brain damage argument

               The brain damage argument may be the most persuasive of all materialist arguments against life after death. It can also be put very simply.

               Destroying a little brain tissue in a living subject can eliminate a whole range of mental function, including thought, emotion, and sensation. Therefore, it is a natural inference to conclude that the permanent death of all brain tissue amounts to the permanent cessation of all mental function, including thought, emotion, and sensation. But this just amounts to the annihilation of the conscious person, which means that none of us will survive bodily death.

               

               
                  [image: Warning]
               

               	Reflection on facts concerning brain damage and its implications for the integrity of personality and personal, conscious experience has caused many intelligent people to conclude, however reluctantly, that this argument is compelling. But a short thought experiment may show otherwise.

               Imagine that you are locked in a small one-room building. You have contact with the outside world through only one window. You can see what’s going on outside by looking out the window. It is open and also allows you both to hear passing street noises and to smell flowers right outside the building. You can also feel the cool breezes of the early morning air outdoors. Now imagine that someone comes along and closes the window, nailing it shut. Your ability to hear the sounds and smell the aromas in the outside world has suddenly been eliminated. You can no longer feel the cool breezes blowing outside. But you can still see out.

               Now imagine that someone outside slathers black paint all over the window and nails boards tightly over its casing. Your ability to see outside has been eliminated. Each bit of change to the window has eliminated one or more ranges of your experience of the outside world. As long as you remain in that building, you will be unable to see, hear, smell, or feel what is going on outside. But if the door is suddenly unlocked, and you can leave the building, you will no longer depend on that window for your access to the outside world. You will be able to perceive directly what is going on around you, without need of that now damaged and useless window.

               This is an analogy for life and death. While we are “locked” in the body, we depend on the brain, and its connected sensory organs, as our window on the world. When this window is altered and damaged in various ways, our experience of the world is diminished and depleted in corresponding ways. But at death, the door is unlocked, and we leave the building. Then, we no longer depend on the state of the building, or its window, for our access to outside reality. The building at that point can be totally destroyed, and we are free of its constraints. How do we know that this is not an insightful analogy for the impact of death on human experience? It at least blocks the force of The Brain Damage Argument and depletes it of its otherwise straightfoward persuasiveness.

            

         

         
            Some positive views of our prospects

            There are many intelligent people who view death as the beginning of a great new journey:

            		To die would be an awfully big adventure.

            — James M. Barrie (1860–1937)  Peter Pan Act III

            		Death, the last voyage, the longest, the best.

            — Thomas Wolfe (1900–1938)

            		Death is a wild night, and a new road.

            — Emily Dickenson (1830–1886)

            		Death is the supreme festival on the road to freedom.

            — Dietrich Bonhoeffer (1906–1945)

            		To die is landing on some distant shore.

            — John Dryden (1631–1700)

            		I shall see you in the next world.

            — Plautus (c. 280–184 B.C.)

         

         
            Arguments for Survival

            The previous sections looked at the different arguments for doubting or denying the reality of life after death. I have found all unconvincing. But what is there to be said on the other side? Is positive argument in favor of our survival of death any more convincing?

            
               Plato’s indestructibility argument
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               	Plato offered an argument for survival that has fascinated people ever since his time. Physical objects don’t just cease to exist. Magicians and movies may make it look as if things can just pop out of existence without a trace, but that’s not the way the real world works. In this world, Plato suggested, it seems that things are destroyed only by being dismantled into their constituent parts. A vase is smashed into tiny pieces and ceases to be. What remains are vase parts, shards of glass, and glass dust that formerly composed the vase. A book is burned. It is reduced to ashes. A nuclear weapon detonates. Anything at ground zero is reduced into very, very small pieces. This is the way destruction takes place in our world, and, Plato claims, it is the only way.

               Here is Plato’s news about the soul. The soul, he claims, has no parts. Therefore, it cannot be broken down into component parts. Therefore, it cannot be destroyed. It is immortal.
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               	This is a very quick argument and is open to many lines of response. First, it is obvious that Plato is just assuming here that there is a soul. If what he is assuming is the existence of a nonmaterial entity, then that is something that cannot just be postulated, but is at the center of controversy, as we see in Chapters 13, 14, and 15. Many objectors will just deny what he assumes, and he needs to give us some reason for thinking that his view here is right.

               Secondly, what exactly does Plato mean in claiming that the soul has no parts. Does he mean that it has no physical parts? If it is a nonphysical entity, that would be a safe claim, but the possibility is still open that it has nonphysical parts that it could be reduced to. We often speak of the soul or mind as encompassing intellect, emotion, and will. Are these parts? The claim is just too obscure to allow us any chance of a confident judgment that it is true.

               Thirdly, even if the soul does not have the sort of parts that can come apart, how do we know for sure that dismantling is the only way something can cease to exist? Why can’t something just fade away? Pluck a guitar string, and the sound that results will eventually fade away. Have your picture taken with a flash bulb, and there comes to be, in your field of vision, an afterimage, which finally just fades away. And if other forms of passing from existence to nonexistence other than dismantlement are possible, Plato has not given us any reason for thinking that the soul could not be subject to them, and thus suffer extinction.

               Intriguing as it is, the argument is just not convincing. We are not in a position to know that its premises are all true. Thus, we are not in a position to see whether it really supports its conclusion.

               
                  ‘Tis puzzling on the brink 
Of what is called Eternity to stare 
And know no more of what is here than there.

                  — Byron

               

            

            
               Then nature analogy argument

               
                  	Never does nature say one thing and wisdom another.

                  — Juvenal

               

               Another common dualistic argument for survival is based on analogies throughout nature. When I was once in the Monteverde Cloud Forest in Costa Rica, I came to a new appreciation of this line of reasoning.
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               	Walking along a trail amid the thick profusion of life deep in the rain forest, shaded by the high canopy above, I overheard a Costa Rican guide talking about the life cycle there. “In the rain forest, nothing just dies,” he said. “Death is always the precursor to new life. Look at this tree,” he said, pointing out the trunk of a huge fallen tree along the side of the trail. “It falls, and dies, and gives birth to new life, like everything else in this forest. Every ending is a new beginning.” I looked carefully at the tree. New things, little shoots of life, sprouted out of its trunk all over. A variety of life forms were taking root in the dark, decayed wood, and forcing their way up into the filtered daylight.

               The Nature Analogy Argument says that in this universe every ending is indeed a new beginning. Just as a caterpillar has to end one form of its existence in order to enter another, more beautiful form, as a butterfly, so also we have to end our physical, earthly forms of existence in order to enter into a new and better mode of existence after death.

               This is a beautiful and poetically haunting sentiment. But how strong is the analogy? An argument from analogy always has the form:

               
                  	1.	All objects of type A have property B.

                  	2.	Objects of type C are analogous to objects of type A.

                  		Therefore,

                  	3.	Objects of type C likely have a property analogous to B.

               

               All caterpillars have the property of surviving the cessation of one form of existence by being transformed into another state of being. Human lives in the flesh are analogous to caterpillar forms of existence. Therefore, it’s likely that human beings have some property analogous to the property of surviving the cessation of one form of existence by being transformed into another state of being.

               
                  	The mortal nature is seeking as far as possible to be everlasting and immortal: and this is only to be attained by generation, because the new is always left in the place of the old.

                  — Plato

               

               But what does this say about life after death? Humans do survive the transformation from infancy to toddlerhood, from toddlerhood to rambunctious childhood, from that to adolescence, and then to young adulthood, to middle age — perhaps the most traumatic of all for some — and then to old age. That’s a lot of caterpillar transformations. How do we know it goes one more, and one qualitatively different, stage into the future, with a transformation from physical life on earth to a very different state of being in some sort of afterlife?

               Some versions of this line of reasoning attempt to do it all much more simply.

               
                  	1.	All endings are beginnings.

                  	2.	Human death is an ending.

                  		Therefore,

                  	3.	Human death is a beginning.
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               	But again, what have we concluded with such an argument? The materialist will not dispute that human death is a beginning. With it, you begin to be a corpse. Or you begin to be history. No particular reason has been given for thinking that you begin a new form of conscious, personal existence in some new metaphysical realm. Human death may just be too disanalogous to, or different from, any clear cases of transformation within the continuity of ongoing individual existence that we can see elsewhere in life, for this argument to carry any weight at all.

               
                  	In every empty corner, into all forgotten things and nooks, Nature struggles to pour life, pouring life into the dead, life into life itself.

                  — Henry Beston

               

               Cosmic recycling there may be, but that is no guarantee at all that I’m going to be awake, alert, and enjoying myself in some new and improved form 10,000 years after my physical death here on this earth. Don’t we have something better than this kind of argument to rely on?

            

            
               The argument from desire
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               	The argument from desire begins with a distinction between innate and artificial, or learned, desires. An innate desire, roughly, is a desire that we seem to be born with, or at least born with the natural tendency to develop. An innate desire spontaneously appears in a person without having to be suggested, planted, coached or acquired. Innate desires tend to be universal, unless their development has somehow been impeded. An artificial, or learned, desire is not one that is spontaneous, or even remotely universal. A desire for Tiffany jewelry would be a good example of a learned desire. A desire for air would be a paradigmatic case of an innate desire. Once this distinction is grasped, the argument can proceed.

               Human beings have an innate desire for food. Food exists. We have an innate desire for water. Water exists. There is an innate desire for affection. Affection exists. There is also an innate desire to survive bodily death. Therefore, most likely, an afterlife exists.

               
                  	Heaven always favors good desires.

                  — Cervantes (1547–1616)

               

               The desire for an afterlife does seem to be amazingly widespread among human beings. It seems to be found in every culture and in every historical period, despite any official political or philosophical antagonism to religion or to beliefs in immortality, that might exist in a given culture. And this desire doesn’t seem to be coached. People seem naturally to want to live. In fact, the desire for continued existence beyond death seems to be very strong in most people. There are exceptions, to be sure, but there are exceptions to most general rules, and exceptions are here explicitly allowed. So a case can be made for believing that the widespread human desire for a life after death is an innate desire. And this is all that is needed for the argument to go through.

               
                  	There is no desire for what is unknown.

                  — Ovid
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               	But is every innate desire satisfied? Sometimes we are hungry, and there is nothing to eat. Or we are thirsty with nothing to drink. Sometimes we want love, and it is not forthcoming. Yes, there is such a thing as food, water, and love. But particular desires for it are not always satisfied. Even if there is life after death, that does you and me no good unless we can expect to partake in it. And on this point, the argument is silent.

               But, it could be argued that, if there is life after death, there is no particular reason why a particular person should worry about being excluded. This, however, might be nothing better than whistling in the graveyard. How would we know? The argument does nothing to establish a specific expectation, even if it is judged to have some merits in a general sense.

               And yet, this is an argument that has had some significant weight for many people who have reflected deeply on it. Our innate physical desires seem to correspond to answering realities. But is the same true of any innate metaphysical desires we might have? Our innate desires for things in this world can be explained by an account of our physical, emotional, intellectual, and social needs, in an evolutionary framework. But desires for things beyond this world might be very different. And they might not find corresponding, answering realities.

               So, what is the truth here? Are our deepest yearnings and desires a good guide to the deepest truths about existence? Or could some of them be, by contrast, totally out of joint with reality?

               As we ponder this question, we can profitably move to the next form of argument that I want to consider for life after death. It will give us more to help us think on this question.

            

            
               Moral arguments
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               	Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) is known for, among many other things, popularizing a form of argument from morality to immortality. Actually, a moral argument for afterlife can take at least two forms, and both owe something to Kant.
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               	First, Kant believed that the moral law demands that we pursue, and ultimately attain, moral perfection. But we can’t reasonably expect to reach moral perfection in this life. Therefore, we must postulate, or suppose, that there is another life in which this demand of the moral law can be met.
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               	Secondly, it can be argued that the dignity and integrity of the moral law demands that justice ultimately prevail. But justice does not always prevail within the bounds of this earthly life. Therefore, we must postulate, or suppose, that there is another life in which this demand for justice can be met.

               
                  	Mortality has its compensations. One is that all evils are transitory, another that better times may come.

                  — George Santayana

               

               Kant actually thought that something like this second argument can be marshaled in favor of the conclusion that we must postulate the existence of a morally perfect God who can see to it that justice ultimately prevails. But I cover that topic in the next few chapters, so I won’t comment any more on it here.
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               	Are moral arguments for an afterlife compelling? Many people would like to believe that moral perfection can at some point be reached. Even more of us would like to believe that justice will ultimately prevail. But what we’d like to believe is not always the best guide to what is true. And notice that the conclusion in these arguments is not in the first place that there is life after death. It’s only that we should postulate that there is. What most people want, when confronting their own mortality, or the death of a loved one, is not the recommendation that they postulate something more, but the assurance that there is something more.
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               	Another angle should be explored here, however. When I was in college, a wise physician friend told me that he believed in life after death because of the death of his mother. He said that he could not believe in the existence of a universe where such goodness as his mother exemplified could just be snuffed out forever. That great a form of love and goodness could not just be brought into existence merely for eternal annihilation. He felt a moral necessity in such a person’s prevailing over death, in some way. He said that he had to believe in life after death, or this life made absolutely no sense at all.
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               	This can be taken to be a version of the moral argument, which shows the force that such reasoning can sometimes have. And in this form, it is not an objective, abstract line of reasoning, but a vivid concrete response to a real situation. Sometimes, something in the world evokes such a strength of reaction, and an apparent forcefulness of responsive insight, that we find ourselves compelled to draw a conclusion beyond the direct evidence of what we’ve seen. And in a philosophical frame of mind, we need to take such inferences very seriously.
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               	In a powerful passage, the prominent author C. S. Lewis once said about his dead wife:

               
                  	If she is not now, then she never has been. I mistook a cloud of atoms for a person. There are not and never were any people. Death only reveals the vacuity that was always there. What we call the living are simply those who have not yet been unmasked.

               

               C. S. Lewis could not bring himself to think of his wife like that. Just as my medical friend could not possibly think of his mother like that. Lewis’ remarks could be taken to launch a related form of moral argument. If no one survives bodily death, then there really are no people, as distinct from physical objects. But if that’s true, then it’s hard to make any sense at all of our moral sentiments. All of morality, after all, has been said to consist in this advice: “Love people and use things. Never love things or use people.” If there is ultimately no fundamental difference between people and things, this otherwise sage sounding admonition completely collapses.

               Did my friend, or C. S. Lewis, have a proof of immortality that would convince all nonbelievers? Of course not. But each of them did have a set of considerations capable of launching a line of reasoning that could be personally compelling. And there is no doubt about this.
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               	But let’s be really honest here. The arguments for and against life after death are likely to be, each and every one, unsettlingly uncompelling in the eyes of most cautious inquirers. They take too much for granted, or they move too quickly to be utterly convincing to just any serious, well-disposed person unsure of what to believe.

               In most of the rest of life, the more that’s at stake in a particular issue, the more solid evidence, good reasons, and compelling arguments we require before making a decision. How are we to decide what to think about life after death? The reasons given by most philosophers can seem so very unconvincing to anyone who is genuinely looking for the truth. Is there more? Is there any range of harder evidence that might be more vivid and more compelling?

               Some people think so. If you’re interested, make sure you look at the next section.

            

         

         
            The Light at the End of the Tunnel

            
               	He who neglects to drink of the spring of experience is likely to die of thirst in the desert of ignorance.

               — Lin Po

            

            There are three types of claims concerning extraordinary experiences that, if true, seem to imply that there is survival of death. Each type of experience is controversial. But at this point along the road of examining ultimate questions, that should come as no surprise. In the following sections, we look briefly at two types, and more thoroughly at the third and, perhaps, most interesting.

            
               Claims of former lives
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               	Some people, either under hypnosis or spontaneously, claim to remember having lived before, long ago and far away. Some claim to recall numerous lifetimes. Now, most of these people just seem to be nuts. One woman I know of claims to have lived before as more famous historical personages than you could possibly imagine. She alleges that she formerly walked the earth as almost every epoch-making individual you can think of, male and female, except Jesus Christ. Her husband once before visited the earth as Jesus Christ. So, all around, it’s a very impressive family.

               But some serious cases are worth our reflection. One case on the record books is of an American woman named Lydia Johnson who claimed to have once lived before in a previous century as a Swedish farmer. She exhibited, under hypnosis, a phenomenon known as xenoglossy: in a trancelike state, she could speak Swedish, without there being any evidence that she learned that language in this lifetime.

               Several researchers, including Ian Stevensen, have attempted to make careful investigations of particularly interesting sounding cases of claimed memories concerning past lives. Most have come out looking less than impressive. But a few shine through with just enough unlikely details as to give us all pause. If there is a single convincing case of reported memory of a past life, then it is possible for a person to survive bodily death, because this person did. Whether there is any case sufficiently convincing is not in itself a philosophical question, but one of empirical evidence. It’s an intriguing question but one which, in my judgment, is at the present time an open issue.

            

            
               Apparent contact with the dead

               I mention in Chapter 10 and Chapter 15 the phenomenon of people claiming to communicate with others after their deaths. I also warn that there has been a long history of fraudulent claims made in this regard by people out to make a quick buck, or a quick few hundred thousand bucks, if best-selling books are to be counted. Despite all the con artists and crazy people making such claims, there are serious, intelligent, and apparently sincere people who insist that they really have somehow seen, heard, or in another way received convincing messages from other human beings who have previously died.

               
                  	Everything that the modern mind cannot define it regards as insane.

                  — C.G. Jung (1875–1961)

               

               Perhaps the most interesting case of this in history involves three British academics — F.W.H. Meyers, Henry Sidgwick, and Edmund Gurney — who often talked about the subject of life after death and agreed among themselves that whichever of them would be the first to die would, if he found himself surviving bodily death, do everything in his power to communicate that fact compellingly to the others. Meyers was the first to die. Shortly after his death, people in different countries began claiming to have had trancelike experiences in which they found themselves writing bits and pieces of ancient Greek poetry, which, when sent in to the Society for Psychic Research, turned out to be parts of some of Meyers’ favorite ancient poetry.

               Bizarre.

               If there has been a single genuine incident of communication with or from a person after his or her death, in all of human history, then it is possible for human beings to survive bodily death. Are there any genuine incidents? I’m not altogether sure, but you may know of one.

            

            
               Near-death experiences

               Starting with Raymond Moody’s book Life After Life, first published in 1975, and continuing with a torrent of volumes from him and other authors, there has been a modern resurgence of discussion concerning reports of what are now known as near-death experiences.
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               	A near-death experience usually goes like this. Someone is involved in a traumatic accident, or in a surgical procedure, and loses vital signs. There is no heartbeat, respiration, or measured brain activity. This state continues for some minutes, during which time the victim is by all standard measures clinically dead. A resuscitation occurs, whether by means of medical procedures or spontaneously. Some time later, the individual who has undergone this sequence of events claims to have had a series of extraordinary experiences during that time when he was taken to be dead.
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               	The reported experiences usually go something like this. The subject suddenly finds himself “out” of his body, looking down on the scene from a vantage point somewhere above his physical body. He sometimes sees details of the medical procedures being undertaken which he is later able to recount in detail. He feels movement away from his body and finds himself apparently rushing forward in a long dark tunnel. At the end of the tunnel, he emerges into a beautiful world of light where a pastoral setting greets him. There may be friends or relatives there, people who have previously died, apparently present for the purpose of welcoming him to a next world of existence. He encounters a Being of Light who exudes a sense of love and peace. This Being tells him that his time has not yet come and that he must return to the body. The next thing he knows, he is waking up in a hospital room after having been resuscitated. He is filled with a mixture of regret at having had to leave that world that he briefly had a glimpse of, with a new joy at the whole process of living. Typically, his life will then be changed forever. He will no longer fear death, despite any emotions he previously had concerning the prospects of his own mortality. And he will have a new attitude toward living.
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               	Before I had read any of the literature on near-death experiences, I had a conversation with an uncle by marriage who told me confidentially of what I can only call a near-near-death experience. He said he hadn’t even told his wife, because she was “too religious” and “would get all worked up about it.” In a classic scenario, one Monday morning while shaving and preparing himself for what was to be a difficult and stressful meeting that he had been dreading, he had a heart attack. Pain and crushing pressure seized him. He knew instantly what was happening. As he dropped his razor and helplessly collapsed to the floor in total panic, he suddenly saw a large human-like figure standing above him, some feet off the floor in the upper corner of the bathroom. The figure spoke. “It’s not yet your time. You will be fine.” All his fear instantly left him. He was bathed in a calm and peace he had never before experienced. He told me that throughout his adult life, he had always had a tremendous fear of death, but that, since the moment of that experience, he had looked forward to the time that ultimately would be his earthly departure. “I know I won’t be alone,” he said.

               
                  	We are told that when each person dies, the guardian spirit who was allotted to him in life proceeds to lead him to a certain place. . . .

                  — Socrates

               

               Near-death experiences have been reported by people of many different ages and backgrounds. And the details of what they report can involve interesting differences, but what is most fascinating is the uncanny similarities in their basic reports. Have they survived bodily death to experience, however briefly, another world, or another dimension of human existence? Or have they merely undergone the last gasp hallucinations of a dying brain?

               What has been most interesting to me about attempts to explain away these experiences is their apparent resiliency and resistance to any compelling alternative explanations. Some skeptics have posed the theory that it is drugs administered in surgery or in resuscitation procedures that have created hallucinations then mistaken for reliable experiences. But the drug theory has been found groundless. There have been many cases of near-death experience where any given drug suspected of hallucinogenic results was not administered and cases where no drugs at all were given.

               
                  	Should this my firm persuasion of the soul’s immortality prove to be a mere delusion, it is at least a pleasing delusion, and I will cherish it to my last breath.

                  — Cicero

               

               Doubters have even claimed that after the attention that Moody’s bestselling books and the general phenomenon of near-death experiences initially received in the press and on television, people have become suggestible to having such experiences or have become more prone to faking accounts of them. One of the most powerful responses to this suggestion has come from the reporting work of physician Melvin Morse, whose books, beginning with Closer To the Light, report near-death experiences among young children who had not been exposed to any media or cultural suggestions and had no need or desire to be booked on a talk show. Their accounts are sometimes even more persuasive than those of far more articulate adults.

               But what is the evidential value of experiences whose claims we cannot independently check? First, there is the matter of their amazing uniformity in basic outline. Second, there are many such reports that do involve details of medical procedures, and the presence of people in the room, along with accounts of what they were wearing and what they said during the period of clinical death. Some people have even reported seeing individuals in the next life whom they had no natural way to know had already died in this life. The claims that can be checked out involve an astounding number of details that have been confirmed, and whose reporting no naturalistic explanation can plausibly accommodate. Third, these experiences change lives. They seem to alter permanently the way the people who have had them subsequently think about life and death. They don’t fade like vivid dreams or unexpected hallucinations.
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               	Are these reported experiences the evidence that we have been looking for? Here is an interesting thing that we come to realize in philosophy. World views are very resilient things. It’s hard to disprove one. And so it’s hard to eliminate one as a contender for your belief. Naturalistic, materialist explanations can always be offered for any near death experience, or any extraordinary human experience whatsoever that on its face seems to point toward other realms of existence. No single experience had by another person is guaranteed to change your mind, regardless of the effect it might have had on him. But in philosophy, openness of mind is usually, as Socrates saw, a virtue. If we remain open to the new, to possibly different insights, we may be able to expand our conception of what the world is all about.

               Is there life after death? I think so, but what about you? Your answer to this question reflects what you think about ethics, freedom, the mind-body problem, and the biggest of all issues that we have yet to discuss. It ends up being part of your overall world view construction to answer this question. And some of the main challenges of that construction are covered in the next part of this book.

            

         

      

      

   
      
         Part VII

         Is There a God?
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         In this part . . .

         
            In this part, we take a look at the biggest and most ultimate question that human beings have ever asked. Is there a God or not? Do we live in a designer universe, or are we the hapless beneficiaries of a huge cosmic accident? Why is there evil in the world? If you want the biggest of all big picture perspectives on life, then read this part.

         

      

   
      
         Chapter 19

         Two World Views

         In This Chapter

         
            [image: bullet]	Contrasting the two major world views

            [image: bullet]	Introducing the question of God

            [image: bullet]	Looking at prayers and small miracles

            	If God did not exist, it would be necessary to invent him.

            — Voltaire

         

         Is there a God or not? This question defines two opposed world views. It is the task of this chapter to clarify what they are and to begin to introduce the things we need to think about in order to help us decide which is most adequate to our experience.

         I want to set things up with a story.

         
            The Lost Beach Ball
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            	It was a sunny and unusually warm early spring day in the north Midwest. Desperate for some sun after a long gray and bitterly cold winter, I had taken my family to Warren Dunes State Park on Lake Michigan, to sit in beach chairs, enjoy the sunshine, and watch the waves roll in. I think my daughter Sara was about six years old, and Matt was only four. The very few other vacationers who were also silly enough to think that the lakefront itself would be sufficiently warm for a first day at the beach, or who were equally desperate to try to get a little early season sun, scattered along the shore, staying out of the frigid water, and trying to keep the wind from blowing their possessions away, because the lake breeze was a lot stronger than we all had anticipated.

            Matt had brought a brand new little beach ball, a multicolored classic just a little bigger than a standard basketball. He was standing at the edge of the water tossing it just a few inches up in the air, and nearly losing control of it each time in the stiff wind. I said, “Matt, be careful with your ball. The wind is blowing toward the water, and if you’re not careful, you’ll lose it.” He absentmindedly said, “Okay, Dad.” I lay down in the beach chair and closed my eyes.

            “Dad! Dad! The ball!” I opened my eyes just in time to see the beach ball 30 feet out in the water, being blown farther away every second. The wind was lifting it up and dropping it down. I jumped up off the chair and stood with Matt while we watched it literally disappear at what military people call one o’clock on the horizon, headed across the lake for Milwaukee. “Well, it’s gone now,” I announced with that sad I-told-you-so fatherly voice.

            Matt looked up to me, and with the most angelic look on his face, said “Dad, if we pray to God, he’ll give us our ball back.”

            The first reaction I had to Matt’s remark was to say to myself, silently, in the most cynically sarcastic way possible, “Right.” Out loud, I said, noncommittally, “Well, that’s a thought.” And I added, “Let’s just be more careful with our stuff now.” Inwardly I was thinking, “Poor Matt, he just doesn’t understand yet the way the world really works.”

            
               	A cynic is just a man who found out when he was ten that there wasn’t any Santa Claus, and he’s still upset.

               — James Gould Cozzens (1903–1978)

            

            As I walked back to my chair, Matt’s words echoed in my head: “Dad, if we pray to God, he’ll give us our ball back.” The childlike innocence. Well, he was a child. The simple faith. I sighed deeply at the surprisingly hardened, worldly cynicism that had generated my inner reactions to his heartfelt assurance.

            Now, let me put this in perspective. I was a philosopher, a specialist in matters of religion. I had at the time already written ten books focusing on the philosophical side of theological matters. Although a skeptic by personality, I was officially, by intellectual conviction, a believer. I had written subtle and, I thought, powerful defenses of classical religious beliefs. And here I was being inwardly dismissive about my son’s simple faith. I was a little disgusted with myself. Was I writing my books like a religious believer and living day to day in a thoroughly secular way?

            I lay down in the beach chair and closed my eyes. I felt a burning sensation in my face. A blush of embarrassment. An inward pressure. A sense of compulsion I could not resist. I said, silently, and with a complete focused sincerity, “Okay, God, give us our ball back.” I thought to myself, this is a test. A perfect test. “God, I ask you to honor this little boy and give us that ball back.” The pressure abated. I relaxed and nodded off.

            
               	There are few men who dare to publish to the world the prayers they make to Almighty God.

               — Montaigne

            

            Forty-five minutes later, I was eased into consciousness by the faint sound of a boat motor and opened my eyes to see on the horizon the small speck of a very large motorboat in the distance. It was the only boat we were to see all day. Something told me to stand up. I did. I suddenly had the thought that I should hold my arms in the shape of a huge circle and then point toward Milwaukee. I did. Twice. Then I said to myself, “That’s enough.”  The boat was so far away that I could barely see a bright red cap on one of the boaters, but couldn’t make out anything else. I sat back down. The boat turned and slowly disappeared from view across the horizon.

            An hour passed. Again, I heard the faint distant sounds of a motor. I looked up, and there was another speck in the distance. It was coming in. Could it be the same boat that was by us before? As it came closer, I felt strange and stood up. It kept coming. It was a very big boat. When it was about 30 yards out, I found myself walking toward the water and then into the water. My skin is pretty sensitive to cold, and I promise you that this is not something that I would just do. I waded out in the freezing water until I was about waist deep, or at least deep enough (if you know what I mean). I was ten yards from the boat. There were two guys on it. One bent down into the boat and came up with the beach ball in his hand. “Is this yours?”

            
               	The Infinite Goodness has such wide arms that it takes whatever turns to it.

               — Dante

            

            I called out, “Yes, thanks a lot, how did you get it?” He yelled out that, earlier, they had pulled up even with where we were sitting and used binoculars to see if there were any girls on the beach. He saw me making a big circle with my arms and thought that was odd. Not seeing any likely prospects, they turned the boat and headed out. Half an hour later, way out in the lake, they happened to catch sight of a brightly colored beach ball bobbing on the water. Some way, they managed to get hold of it. They decided to turn around and scope out the beach one more time. The binocular check this time revealed some talent on the shore, not far from where we were sitting. So now, 30 minutes later, there they were. And seeing me approach the boat, one of them suddenly made the connection with the beach ball.

            I asked them some more questions. They had not even been planning to be out on the water that day. It was too rough. No other boats were out. They had been cleaning their boat in its dock in New Buffalo, Michigan, and had just spontaneously had an uncontrollable urge to crank it up and head north, not really knowing why. They said to each other “Chick hunt” and thereby rationalized this unplanned excursion up the shore. It took them about half an hour to 45 minutes to get up even with us at Warren Dunes, when I made the arm signs.

            Hmm. So they left the dock spontaneously at about the time that I offered my test prayer. Wow. I said to the guy, “This will be a story that my Notre Dame philosophy class will love.” We were scheduled to talk about the topic of miracles the next day.

            
               	Chance is God’s pseudonym when he doesn’t want to sign.

               — Anatole France (1844–1924)

            

            I got back to the philosophy department and spun my tale for everyone who was sitting around in the mail room. Placing the ball down on the floor in front of me, I told the whole story. It had all the elements a philosopher would love: Childlike faith, worldly skepticism, prayer as an empirical test, apparently miraculous intervention, and the evidential confirmation of a world view.

            One of my colleagues broke the silence that ensued and commented, “It would have been a lot better if the ball had floated back to you three feet above the water.” I said, “Yeah, but that’s not what I asked for.”

            
               	The story of the whale swallowing Jonah, though a whale is large enough to do it, borders greatly on the marvelous; but it would have approached nearer to the idea of a miracle if Jonah had swallowed the whale.

               — Thomas Paine (1737–1809)

            

            Another professor shook his head and said, with a weariness bordering on disgust, “While the cancer wards and hospitals of the world are full of suffering and dying people, you get your beach ball back. Somewhere in the world, people were being murdered at that very moment, and yet you got your beach ball back.” Everyone turned and looked at me. And then at the ball.

            “Yes.”

            
               	The gods give to mortals not everything at the same time.

               — Homer (Ninth century B.C.)

            

         

         
            The Great Divide

            Two major world views are vying for our acceptance in the modern world. Each one certainly has many variations, but two main types define all the rationally persuasive possibilities. They are theism and atheism, or in other, broader, terms, supernaturalism and naturalism. In this chapter, we introduce the distinction that must be made between them, and then we set up the great debate that has raged for centuries over their truth.

            
               [image: TheThinker]
            

            
               Philosophers without beach balls speak out

               There have been many reflective people who could not shake the sense that there is something more to reality than just this physical cosmos, some sort of divine being behind it all, but who have seemed unable to see any benevolent manifestations of divine action in the world assisting us creatures. Their remarks often express something like the viewpoint of philosophical deism:

               		I believe in the gods. Or rather I believe that I believe in the gods. But I don’t believe that they are great brooding presences watching over us; I believe they are completely absent-minded.

               — Jean Giraudoux (1937)

               		Is there no God, then, but at best an absentee God, sitting idle, ever since the first Sabbath, at the outside of his universe?

               — Thomas Carlyle

               		God seems to have the receiver off the hook.

               — Arthur Koestler

               		The gods are careful about great things and neglect small ones.

               — Cicero

               		God is not a cosmic bellboy for whom we can press a button to get things done.

               — Harry Emerson Fosdick

               		It is left only to God and to the angels to be lookers on.

               — Frances Bacon

               		Father expected a great deal of God. He didn’t actually accuse God of inefficiency, but when he prayed his tone was loud and angry, like that of a dissatisfied guest in a carelessly managed hotel.

               — Clarence Day

            

            First, I need to define some crucial terms:

            
               	[image: bullet]	Theism: The belief that there is at least one God, or supreme being (from the Greek word for God, theos).

               	[image: bullet]	Polytheism: The belief that there are many gods, or quasi-human yet very powerful beings who in some sense rule the natural world. Traditional Greek or Roman beliefs were polytheistic.

               	[image: bullet]	Monotheism: The belief that there is exactly one God. Advanced Judaism is the original paradigmatic monotheism.

               	[image: bullet]	Henotheism: No, not the belief that chickens are divine. This is the belief that there are many gods, combined with the conviction that we should worship only one.

               	[image: bullet]	Trinitarian monotheism: The belief that there is exactly one God who exists somehow in three persons. This is the philosophically developed Christian belief.

               	[image: bullet]	Deism: The belief that there is a God who created all else, but who stands apart and does not deign to intervene or interfere in any way with that creation. An absentee deity believed in by many scientifically minded yet theologically inclined people in the past few centuries.

               	[image: bullet]	Atheism: The belief that there is no God. This is typically the conviction that there is no personal Creator of the universe, and no powerful, incorporeal, perfect being in heaven or anywhere else.

               	[image: bullet]	Agnosticism: The state of not-knowing whether there is a God or not. The humble agnostic says that he doesn’t know whether there is a God. The less humble agnostic says that you don’t, either. The least humble agnostic thinks that we can’t ever really know.

            

            

            
               [image: GreatIdea(Philos)]
            

            	Theists believe in a supernatural realm of existence. Supernaturalism is a name often given any belief that there is more to reality than what is found in physical nature. Atheists believe that there is nothing above, or behind, or undergirding physical nature. Naturalism is thus another name for the atheistic view that nature is all there is.

            Our main concern in this chapter, and in the rest of the book, is the contrast between the most philosophically developed form of theism endorsed to one degree or another by all Christians, Jews, Muslims, and philosophically sophisticated Hindus on the one hand, and simple atheism on the other.

            
               	God is to me that creative Force, behind and in the universe, who manifests Himself as energy, as life, as order, as beauty, as thought, as conscience, as love.

               — Henry Sloan Coffin

            

            

            
               [image: GreatIdea(Philos)]
            

            	Theism, as we investigate here, holds that there exists an absolutely perfect nonmaterial being who is the ultimate creator of all else.

            Philosophically attuned theists have held that there is a God who has such astounding properties as the following:

            
               	[image: bullet]	Omnipotence: God can do anything.

               	If you know God, you know that everything is possible for God to do.

               — Callimachus (Fourth century B.C.)

               	[image: bullet]	Omniscience: God knows everything.

               	[image: bullet]	Omnibenevolence: God is perfectly good.

               	[image: bullet]	Omnipresence: God is present, in some sense, everywhere.

               	[image: bullet]	Incorporeality: God is not a physical, bodily being.

               	[image: bullet]	Aseity: God is not dependent for existence on anything else.

               	[image: bullet]	Eternity: God is not bound by time, being either temporally everlasting or atemporally timeless.

               	The eternal Being is forever if he is at all.

               — Pascal (1623–1662)

               	[image: bullet]	Ineffability: God’s nature can never fully be put into words.

               	[image: bullet]	Simplicity: There is a unique internal unity to God, who is not composed of any parts whatsoever.

               	[image: bullet]	Perfection: God is altogether without defects of any kind. This is a summary property. It is a higher order attribute generalizing over all the others. God is perfectly powerful, perfectly knowledgeable, perfectly good, and so on.

               	If God is truly god, he is perfect, lacking nothing.

               — Euripides

            

            Quite a list. And it could go on. Atheists deny that there is any being with all, or even most, of these properties.

            Where does such a list of divine characteristics come from? Where does our idea of God come from? Some theists say that it comes mainly from God’s own self-revelation. Others claim that it can be inferred from God’s effects in the world. Still others say that it results from the idea of complete perfection. I’ve explored these sources in a book called Our Idea of God (University of Notre Dame Press) and won’t repeat myself here. But I should say that, despite the many differences to be found in religious beliefs throughout the world, there is an amazing amount of agreement on the fundamental, and pivotal, idea of God.

            
               The mainline theistic world view

               

               
                  [image: GreatIdea(Philos)]
               

               	The main form of philosophically developed theism believed in by most religious people in the modern world involves a God who not only created all of physical reality, but who also acts in the world miraculously. This is not the standoffish being imagined by deism, but an activist creator who cares for his creatures. This God is viewed as the ultimate governor of our universe and is thought of as being responsible for a moral order, as well as the physical structures, we see around us in the world.

               According to this mainline theistic world view, we are created by God, and we all exist under the watchful intent of our maker. He who provides for us in this life also provides a life to come.

            
               Skeptical warnings on making God in our image

               A number of astute thinkers have cautioned us about our tendency to just define God in our own image, projecting on ultimate reality just those things that we happen to value:

               		Such as men themselves are, such will God himself seem to them to be.

               — John Smith the Platonist (1618–1652)

               		Heaven always bears some proportion to earth. The god of the cannibal will be a cannibal, of the crusaders a crusader, and of the merchants a merchant.

               — Emerson

               		If horses and cows could draw, they’d draw the gods looking like horses and cows.

               — Xenophanes

               		If Triangles had a god, he would have three sides.

               — Montesquieu

               		If God created us in his own image, we have more than reciprocated.

               — Voltaire

            

               On the theistic world view, human persons embody the image of God. Personhood is more similar to divinity than any form of physicality is. Personhood thus resonates with the deepest nature of reality. Persons can and will be given an eternal existence alongside God, whatever may happen to the physical universe in which we have come to be. We human beings are launched out on a great adventure. Half-animal, half-angel, we come onto the stage of reality from humble beginnings and with our feet of clay begin to walk a path that can take us into eternity.

               
                  	Only God is permanently interesting. Other things we may fathom, but he out-tops our thought and can neither be demonstrated nor argued down.

                  — J. F. Newton

               

            

            
               The naturalistic world view

               A naturalistic world view thinks very differently about our life and place in the world. According to its tenets, reality is nothing more than matter and physical energy. Through a long series of highly improbable coincidences, this universe has developed in such a way as to allow the existence of large-scale structures and, ultimately, life to arise. Conscious life is just one more step in a blind, natural evolutionary process. We are organic structures programmed by the forces that impinge on us. We are born, we live, and then we die, departing the stage of reality forever with an extinguishing of conscious personhood on an individual level that mirrors the ultimate extinction destined to come about on a cosmic level.

            

            
               How the two world views compare

               

               
                  [image: GreatIdea(Philos)]
               

               	Naturalism is ultimately a pessimistic world view. Theism tends to be optimistic concerning at least the long term. It is important to see that the world views we are confronting are, ultimately, package deals. The theist doesn’t just think that the inventory of reality contains one additional being named God. The theist thinks differently about everything.

               Your total career, according to standard naturalism:

               Chance ⇒You are born. . . . You exist. . . .  You die and disappear.

               On the naturalistic world view, you are an almost unimaginably small and unimportant part of a huge, and mostly alien, physical universe. You’re just a temporary blip on the screen of a totally impersonal reality, ruled by mindless forces. But, hey, have a nice day anyway.

               Your total career, according to a theistic world view:

               God ⇒You are born. . . . You exist. . . . You die and are transformed.

               On a theistic, or supernaturalistic world view, you are an eternally intended and welcomed addition to a spiritually rich and ultimately fulfilling reality, meant to flourish forever. You are an almost unimaginably small part of the universe, which is itself unimaginably small compared to its Creator, and yet you are meant to be here. God created the universe so that you can exist, among other equally important reasons.

               On the theistic picture, God has created us for a specific and everlasting purpose. On the naturalistic world view, blind chance has given us a brief opportunity to exist on this earth, with no meaning or purpose intended.

               

               
                  [image: Tip]
               

               	But which is true? Some people parse this as the question of whether the ultimate truth about reality is horrifying or comforting. But it could equally well be rendered as whether the final story about human existence is demanding as well as promising, or, on the contrary, uncaring and destructive.

               Is there such a God or not? This is the great question debated throughout the centuries. Is personhood the deepest and most lasting truth about reality, or is the whole sphere of existence rather nothing more than atoms whizzing through the void?

            

         

         
            The Great Debate

            

            
               [image: Anecdote(Nutrition)]
            

            	I was sitting one night in a restaurant in Nebraska at a table full of professional philosophers. I know, it sounds unlikely, but it happened. One of the philosophers pointed to a fellow thinker across the table, known for his outspoken religious belief, and said, “If someone asked you to prove that there is a God, what would you say?” The man being questioned took another bite of mashed potatoes, looked up, and replied, “I’d say, ‘Come into my garden and look around.’” He took a long drink of iced tea and started cutting his steak. Everyone waited. He kept eating. “That’s all?” his interlocutor responded, incredulous. “Yep,” he said.

            People at the table looked at each other. The questioner tried again. “But suppose I’m the one asking the question, and you say that, and I go into your garden and look around like you told me to, and I get no proof at all. What then?” The theistic gardener seemed puzzled at the other philosopher’s  confession of such possible obtuseness. He sighed aloud and then, with a world-weary professorial tone, slowly responded, “Well, I’d just say, ‘Look closer!’”

            
               	People see God every day; they just don’t recognize him.

               — Pearl Bailey

            

            We all chewed on that one for a minute. Was that all he could say? Did it all come down to just different strokes for different folks? Or, in this case, different cowpokes? Was not only beauty but even God just something “in the eye of the beholder”? Is this ultimate issue just finally a matter of whether you see with the eyes of faith or not?

            Most of the people around that table would say no. There is a great deal that can be said in defense of either theism or atheism. And it’s difficult to see how anyone can form a settled, philosophically adequate opinion without being aware of all the relevant issues. And yet, it may finally all come down to what happens to you in a garden. But we’ll have to see about that.

            
               	Atheism is an urban phenomenon.

               — Bernard Boyd

            

            In Chapters 20 and 21, I lay out the main lines of argument put forth by theists and atheists for their positions. There is a great deal to think about in considering this issue that will color the way we think about everything else.

         

      

      

   
      
         Chapter 20

         Theistic Visions

         In This Chapter

         
            [image: bullet]	Considering all the major arguments for the existence of God

            [image: bullet]	Examining ontological arguments

            [image: bullet]	Laying out cosmological thinking

            [image: bullet]	Looking for divine design

            [image: bullet]	Reflecting on religious experience as a basis for believing

            	It is incomprehensible that God should exist, and it is incomprehensible that He should not exist.

            — Pascal

         

         In this chapter, I want to present the main considerations theists bring forth to support belief in the existence of God. Chapter 21 allows the atheist his main response. I want to begin with what in many ways is the strangest argument for the existence of God and then sequentially move toward lines of thought that are more common. It’s my hope to give a representation of the best theistic thinking and, by coming at it from different directions, to fill out a sense of the rationality behind the theistic vision of reality.

         
            The Ontological Argument
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            	The ontological argument is an argument for the existence of God that has impressed such diverse figures as Saint Anselm, Archbishop of Canterbury (c. 1033-1109) and René Descartes (1596-1650), as well as a good many philosophers in our own time. This argument is perhaps the most unusual line of reasoning ever offered for thinking that there is a divine being. Most arguments for the existence of God start from some fact about the world and reason that the best explanation for that fact would be the existence and activity of a being as different from anything in the physical universe as God is thought to be. The ontological argument starts from an idea alone and reasons its way to the existence of a being manifesting this idea.

            

            
               [image: GreatIdea(Philos)]
            

            	The ontological argument gets its name from two Greek words, one for being, or existence (ontos) and one for rationality, or reasoning (logos). It is an argument that is constructed on the assumption that human reason alone, operating without the aid of perception or evidence, can draw at least one important conclusion about what exists in reality.

            This in itself is a fascinating concept. Usually, we think of the realm of ideas as one thing, and the realm of real existent beings as something else altogether.

            
[image: Minitable]
            
            
            

            
               [image: Warning]
            

            	We have many ideas of things that don’t exist, like Martians, unicorns, and fairies. And presumably many things exist somewhere in the universe for which we now have no concepts at all, not having yet discovered anything like them.

            Typically, when we have an idea of something that might exist, but that also might not, we have to somehow go look to see whether the ultimate inventory of reality includes any such thing or not. Anselm and Descartes seemed to think that, for at least one very special idea, you don’t have to go look to see whether there is anything in reality corresponding to it, but that reason alone could reliably draw the conclusion that here the great divide between ideas and realities is necessarily bridged and the idea is reflected perfectly in reality. This special idea is, of course, the idea of God.
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            	Anselm believed that God was best understood as “That than which no greater can be conceived.” Most philosophers have interpreted this to mean that the idea of God is to be thought of as the idea of “the greatest possible being.” Others, in the same vein, have followed in the footsteps of Anselm and have said that God is to be thought of as an absolutely perfect being. This was the approach taken by the later philosopher Descartes.

            
               	If therefore that than which nothing greater can be conceived exists in the understanding alone, then this thing than which nothing greater can be conceived is something than which a greater can be conceived. And this is clearly impossible. Therefore, there can be no doubt at all that something than which a greater cannot be conceived exists in both the understanding and in reality.

               — Saint Anselm (1033-1109 Proslogion)

            

            Whenever God is defined as an absolutely perfect, or unsurpassable, being, an interesting line of reasoning can be generated. I want to present only a sample version. An ontological argument for the existence of God:

            
               	1.	God is the one and only greatest possible being. (By definition)

               	2.	A greatest possible being has the greatest form of existence possible, which is necessary existence, or existence in all possible circumstances. (By definition)

               	3.	It is at least possible that there is a God. (There is a God in some possible set of circumstances, whether they are actual circumstances, or fictional, yet possible, ones)

               	4.	A God who exists in any possible circumstances exists in all. (From 	premise 2)

               		Therefore,

               	5.	God exists in the actual world. (In the circumstances in which we actually find ourselves)

               	It is necessary to assume something which is necessary of itself, and has no cause of its necessity outside itself but is rather the cause of necessity in other things. And this all men call God.

               — Saint Thomas Aquinas (c.1225-1274)

            

            This is wild. The ace card here is the idea of necessary existence, or existence in all possible circumstances. God, according to this conception, is definitive of the realm of possibility. Any being that could exist in some circumstances and fail to exist in others is a less than absolutely perfect being. A perfect being must be so great and must have a form of existence so strong that it could not possibly fail to exist. God must necessarily exist.

            Remarkable. Intriguing. And, for some philosophers, incredibly irritating. Critics have claimed that there must be something wrong here. But they haven’t been able to agree on exactly what is wrong. Nor have they been able to make any clearly compelling case for anything at all being wrong.

            
               	There are two kinds of people in the world: the conscious dogmatists and the unconscious dogmatists. I have always found myself that the unconscious dogmatists were by far the most dogmatic.

               — G. K. Chesterton

            

            

            
               [image: Tip]
            

            	The most controversial part of the argument, for philosophers who resist it, is Step 3. This link in the reasoning alleges that, whether we think there actually is a God or not, we should at least acknowledge that it is possible that there is a God. Some defenders of this premise have claimed that as long as the concept of God as a greatest possible being is logically consistent and contains no two properties that contradict each other, then God is at least a possible being and Step 3 is true. Others have suggested that the concept of possibility operative here requires more than that. But it is our usual procedure in philosophy, as in life, to proceed on the basis of “innocent until proven guilty.” Here, the application of this presumption would be that we should treat the concept of God as consistent, coherent, or possible unless we have some good reason to do otherwise. 

            Philosophers continue to disagree over what to think of ontological arguments for the existence of God. These arguments have defenders who support them with the assistance of truly mind boggling complexities in logic and metaphysics. And they have critics who wade through all those complexities and still insist that they must all fail.

            
               	The whole concord of the world consists in discord.

               — Seneca

            

            

            
               [image: Warning]
            

            	No end of this discussion over the ontological argument is even remotely in sight. The debate rages on. What do you think? Or maybe you want to take a couple of aspirin and lie down and perhaps get back to me later on that one.

         

         
            Cosmology and God

            
               	Wonder is the basis of worship.

               — Thomas Carlyle
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            	One of my favorite professors at Yale was Paul Holmer, professor of philosophical theology at the Divinity School. I recall one class — I think it was on the thought of S¨oren Kierkegaard — when he broke into an uncharacteristically personal story about his vacation house on a lake in Minnesota. The house was on an island, out in the middle of nowhere. He told us that, on evenings when the sky was clear, he loved to go outside late at night, get into a small boat, and row out some distance onto the lake. He’d stop and lie back against the hull and just look at the sky. The blackest of backdrops allowed thousands of stars to sparkle and shimmer at him. He’d take it all in and feel overcome with the incredible wonderment of it all. This world, this universe, this unlikely placement of such a small and intensely curious consciousness in the midst of it all left to muse philosophically on the why and how.

            He said that he was always struck with the sheer improbability of all this existing, this vast expanse of being. He would feel pierced to the heart by the cosmological question: Why is there something rather than nothing? And its cousin: Why all this?

            
               	Wonder is a state of mind in which . . . nothing is taken for granted. . . . Each thing is a surprise, being is unbelievable. We are amazed at seeing anything at all; amazed not only at particular values and things but at the unexpectedness of being as such, at the fact that there is being at all.

               — Abraham Joshua Heshel (1907-1972)

            

            The questions did not just sit in the water or sink into his heart unanswered. He reported that he always felt overcome with the grandeur of the theistic vision. All this is meant to be. All of this was created by an intelligence much greater than that required to ask the question and grope for its answer. The only alternative is unimaginably opaque and endlessly unsatisfying.
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            	It is this sentiment that launches what philosophers have called the cosmological argument. Why indeed is there something rather than nothing? How could all this profusion of being come to exist at all? There could have been nothing, for all we know when we begin to reflect on the mystery of being. Eternal nothingness. A universal void. But there is light. And there is matter. Incomprehensibly much matter and energy, extravagantly arrayed and flung into space.

            Why?

            This is the ultimate philosophical question.

            

            
               [image: Tip]
            

            	All arguments for the existence of God other than ontological arguments are explanatory in nature. The basic idea behind all explanatory arguments is that the existence of our contingent universe needs an explanation, and only the sort of being that religious people describe as God could possibly provide a suitable explanation.

            

            
               [image: GreatIdea(Philos)]
            

            	Cosmological arguments for the existence of God are lines of reasoning that begin with the fact that a cosmos, or orderly universe of being, exists. And they contend that the only adequate explanation for that fact would be the existence of a being very different from anything in that universe, with properties that uniquely allow its existence, unlike that of the physical universe, to be self-explanatory.

            
               	Why ask why?

               — Question asked by skeptics and recent beer commercials

            

            The theist asks “Why?” and insists that there must be a reason for our existence. But the atheist, or at least the atheist who appears impervious to cosmological wonderment and wants to resist the theist’s reasoning, typically responds as follows: “Well, why not? Why should we marvel at the mere fact of existence or at the profusion of being? Doesn’t this just assume that without some special explanation, there would be nothing? And why assume that? Can’t existence just be a brute fact, without any explanation, and without the need of any?”

            
               	The more unintelligent a man is, the less mysterious existence seems to him.

               — Arthur Schopenhauer

            

            In reply to the atheist’s point, the theist can launch a full blown cosmological argument. Look at one modern example.

            A modern cosmological argument:

            
               	1.	The existence of something is intelligible only if it has an explanation. (By definition of intelligibility)

               	2.	The existence of the universe thus either

               
                  	(a)	is unintelligible, or

                  	(b)	has an explanation. (From Step 1)

               

               	3.	No rational person should accept 2-a. (By definition of rationality)

               	4.	A rational person should accept 2-b: The universe has an explanation. (From Steps 2 and 3)

               	5.	There are only three kinds of explanation:

               
                  	(a)	Scientific: Explanations of the form C+L->E (independent initial physical Conditions, plus relevant Laws, yield the Event explained)

                  	(b)	Personal: Explanations that cite the desires, beliefs, powers, and intentions of some personal agent.

                  	(c)	Essential: The essence of the thing to be explained necessitates its existence or qualities.

               

               	6.	The explanation for the existence of the whole universe can’t be scientific. (There can’t be initial physical conditions and laws independent of what is to be explained)

               	7.	The explanation for the existence of the whole universe can’t be essential. (The universe is not the sort of thing that exists necessarily.) Therefore (hold onto your chair),

               	8.	A rational person should believe that the universe has a personal explanation.

               	9.	No personal agent but God could create an entire universe.

               		Therefore,

               	10.	A rational person should believe that there is a God.

               	It is impossible to account for the creation of the universe without the agency of a Supreme Being.

               — George Washington (1732-1799)

            

            Quite an argument! I’ve tried to put in parentheses, throughout, what the justification is for each step, but here’s more explanation:

            
               	[image: bullet]	(1) The existence of something is intelligible only if it has an explanation. (By definition of intelligibility)

               		The first premise of the argument says that something is intelligible only if it has an explanation. Explanations put things into a context in terms of origin or dependence relations. You come to understand why something is, or why it is as it is, by seeing what brought it about, why it came to be, or how its dependence on something else dictates that it had to be what it is. Example: You wake up in a hospital room with a cast on your leg. You don’t understand. The situation is rendered intelligible to you when someone explains that you were in an automobile accident and that a crushed door broke your leg. Given those conditions and the operation of the relevant laws governing mass, force, bone density and the like, your situation came about.

               	[image: bullet]	(2) The existence of the universe thus either

               
                  	(a)	is unintelligible, or

                  	(b)	has an explanation. (From Step 1)

               

               		The second step of the argument follows quickly from the first. Anything, including the whole universe, will then fall into one or the other of two categories. Either it will have an explanation, or it will be unintelligible. Our second premise applies that fact to the existence of the universe.

               	[image: bullet]	The third step, perhaps surprisingly, claims that no rational person should accept the statement that the existence of the universe is just unintelligible.

               		Notice the word should. This claim is not meant to be a sociological report on what people, independently identified as rational, will or will not be expected, as a matter of fact, to do. It is meant rather to be a conceptual implication of rationality. It could thus have been stated as “No rational person can, as rational, accept 2-a” or “Rationality itself forbids an acceptance of 2-a.” Why? Because it is in the essential nature of rationality to expect and seek explanations everywhere they can possibly be sought.

               		At least on the macro-level, with respect to events and situations involving large-scale objects such as socks, shoes, cars, toothpicks, skin cells, planets, and electric guitars, a rational person doesn’t ever think that things could even possibly just happen without any explanation whatsoever. If my car is not where I left it parked an hour ago, I will not even entertain for a second the possibility that there is no explanation whatsoever for its disappearance. Rationality intrinsically involves an expectation, or even demand, of intelligibility, and thus of explanations. The history of modern science and technology is a history of the increasing satisfaction of this expectation throughout the sweep of human experience.

               	[image: bullet]	(4) A rational person should accept 2-b: The universe has an explanation. (From Steps 2 and 3)

               		Step 4 just draws the logical implication of what has come before. If it is in the nature of rationality to look for explanations wherever they can possibly be found, then the rational person will not just accept the existence of the physical universe as a brute fact that allows of no explanation. The rational person will assume there is an explanation and will look to discover what it is.

               	Reason commands us far more imperiously than a master; in disobeying the latter we are made unhappy, in disobeying the former, fools.

               — Pascal

               	[image: bullet]	(5) There are only three kinds of explanation:

               
                  	(a)	Scientific: Explanations of the form C+L->E (independent initial physical Conditions, plus relevant Laws, yield the Event explained)

                  	(b)	Personal: Explanations that cite the desires, beliefs, powers, and intentions of some personal agent.

                  	(c)	Essential: The essence of the thing to be explained necessitates its existence or qualities.

               

               		This independent premise of the argument arises out of an analysis of what counts as an explanation. It seems that there are three fundamentally different types of explanations that we accept as conferring intelligibility.

               		Suppose that a rock flies through your front window, smashing the glass. You hear muffled laughter outside and shouts. You run outside and see a group of kids looking guilty. You point at the window and say, “What’s the explanation for this?” One skinny kid in thick glasses steps up and says, “Well, given the mass, velocity, and trajectory of the stone, along with the fragility of glass, it was inevitable that massive fracturing occur.” My guess is that this is not the sort of explanation you’d be seeking. You’d be after a totally different sort of explanation: “Oh, and Billy hates your guts. He did it on a dare.” That would explain the situation in the manner sought.

               	All things and events are foreshown and brought into being by causes; but the causation is of two Kinds; there are results originating from the Soul and results due to . . . the environment.

               — Plotinus (c. 205-270)

               		There are indeed two very different types of causal explanation at work here. Scientific explanations cite independently existing natural conditions and the operation of distinct natural laws to causally account for the state or condition to be explained. Personal explanations operate in a different mode, citing intellectual, attitudinal, emotional, and volitional states (intentions) of persons. The third and more unusual type of explanation is the kind used when someone asks why a triangle has three sides. The answer is that it is of the nature or essence of a triangle to have three sides. Triangles necessarily have three sides. It could not be otherwise. And this is all the explanation we need. Likewise, if it’s asked why a batch of water contains hydrogen, the explanation is an essential one: It is the essence of water to contain hydrogen and oxygen. That’s just what water is. And that’s just the sort of explanation needed. There do seem to be three different types of explanation to render things intelligible. Step 5 seems right.
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               	[image: bullet]	(6) The explanation for the existence of the whole universe can’t be scientific. (There can’t be initial physical conditions and laws independent of what is to be explained.)

               		Step 6 is the first big surprise to most people. Don’t scientists go around all the time explaining the existence of the whole universe? After all, what else is the Big Bang Theory but an explanation of how the universe got to be here?

               		Only a fundamental misunderstanding of the range and scope of physical cosmology offers this objection to Step 6. The Big Bang Theory describes an explosion from what scientists call a singularity, or singularity point, into the array of objects we now know of as the physical universe. But where that singularity itself came from and where the laws came from in accordance with which it exploded outward is a set of questions science cannot answer.

               		The whole universe, with its entire history, is an entity that is utterly comprehensive on a natural scale. It is the sum total of all natural conditions and all natural laws. In order to be able to give a scientific explanation of its existence, you’d need to be able to get an Archimidean point outside the whole system, with natural conditions and laws not included in what needed explaining, as the basis for your explanation. But if the universe is just all natural conditions and laws, there can be no initial natural conditions or laws outside it. Therefore there can be no scientific explanation for the existence of the universe.

               	The usual approach of science of constructing a mathematical model cannot answer the questions of why there should be a universe for the model to describe. Why does the universe go to all the bother of existing?

               — Stephen Hawking

            

            

            
               [image: Warning]
            

            
               		This conclusion generates a “Wow!” response in many people, a deeply furrowed brow in others. Be careful with your response. Frequently furrowed brows — an endemic risk in philosophy, a sort of occupational hazard — can lead to permanent wrinkles and the premature appearance of excessive wisdom.

               	[image: bullet]	(7) The explanation for the existence of the whole universe can’t be essential. (The universe is not the sort of thing that exists necessarily.)

               		Step 7 requires some comment. Why can’t it just be the essential nature of the universe to exist? Maybe the physical cosmos is itself just a necessarily existent entity, and no further explanation is required. But this suggestion seems very dubious.

               		The universe is just composed of contingent objects, objects that themselves might not have existed or might have been far different from what they are. It is the consensus of contemporary physicists that if initial conditions or laws in the Big Bang had been any different from what they were, then very different results would have ensued, to the extent of disallowing large-scale structures at all. But if any and every object in the universe could have failed to exist, then it seems natural to suppose that the sum total of those objects, an entity just composed of them as parts, surely could itself have failed to exist. And we can certainly imagine its not existing. We can imagine nothing ever having existing in the physical realm. An eternal void instead of a whizzing, whirling, buzzing cosmos. Therefore, the universe is not the sort of thing that can exist essentially or necessarily. The explanation for its existence must lie elsewhere.

               	[image: bullet]	(8) A rational person should believe that the universe has a personal explanation.

               		This logically follows from what has come before. If rationality demands that the universe have an explanation, and there are only three possible sorts of explanations, scientific, essential, and personal, and if it is indeed impossible for that explanation to be scientific, and implausible to think it’s essential, then rationality does seem to demand that we believe the universe to have a personal explanation. But this is the OUCH point for many people who may have sought to avoid anything remotely like theism. Once you get this far, the remainder of the argument just rolls right out.

               	[image: bullet]	(9) No personal agent but God could create an entire universe.

               		We are talking about a person who is not part of the universe at all, and who is powerful enough to bring a universe into being out of nothing. Who else would qualify? Therefore,

               	[image: bullet]	 (10) A rational person should believe that there is a God.

               		And this is the conclusion the theist desires.

               	There is nothing which God cannot effect.

               — Cicero
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            	The most prominent objection that is ever raised against a form of cosmological argument like this consists in asking, “Then what is the explanation for God’s existence?” This is most effective when done with a smugness of tone and deliberate emphasis on the word “God.”

            The objector usually means to imply here that the cosmological argument will generate an infinite regress of explanations. To explain the existence of God, by the reasoning just used, it would seem that we need to postulate the existence of a Super-God. But then that being’s existence would need explaining by the activities of a Super-Duper-God, and on and on, ad infinitum and absurdum (to infinity and absurdity).

            This objection seems to just assume that God’s existence does not have a scientific or personal explanation, then it is unintelligible. But it should be obvious by now what a defender of the argument will say to this.

            

            
               [image: Tip]
            

            	The existence of God is intelligible not because it was caused by anything or anyone, but because it flows from his essence. This was the claim that the ontological argument made about God (see previous section). God cannot fail to exist. God exists necessarily. It is God’s essential nature to exist. And in this regard, God is very different from anything in the universe. God’s existence logically follows from God’s essence. No other explanation for God is either necessary or possible. Thus, we don’t have to worry about postulating (theoretically supposing the existence of) other deities in an infinite regress (or infinite mess) of explanatory postulations.

            God, as the ontological argument told us, is fundamentally different from the universe. The very concept of God, it contends, precludes God’s not existing. So we cannot even imagine God’s not existing and know with full detail what we are imagining, without contradiction. But we can with the universe. It does not seem to be at all the sort of thing whose essence is to exist. Its concept does not logically imply its reality in all sets of possible circumstances. And that is different from the concept of God as a greatest possible being.
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            	Notice that the conclusion of this version of the cosmological argument is not “Therefore, there is a God.” It is just that, if we are rational, we should believe that there is a God. But this in itself is a surprise to many people who associate religious belief not with rationality but instead with the irrational side of life. This argument contends not just that it is rational to believe, but that it is irrational not to believe.

         

         
            The principle of sufficient reason

            A closely related traditional form of cosmological argument starts with a philosophical principle known as The Principle of Sufficient Reason (PSR), which says, “There must be an explanation (a) for any being, and (b) for any positive fact. Using PSR, a theist can reason,

            	1.	Every being is either dependent or self-existent.

            	2.	Not every being can be dependent.

            		Thus,

            	3.	There is a self-existent being.

            Because of PSR, Step 1 rules out there being anything that is explained by nothing. A dependent being is explained by something else. A self-existent being is self-explanatory, or necessary.

            Step 2 results from this reasoning: If all beings were dependent, then there would be one positive fact — that these beings exist at all — that would have no explanation, and this is ruled out by PSR also; that fact can only be explained by a nondependent being; thus 2 is true.

            And Step 3 follows from 1 and 2. There is no reason to think that anything in the universe, or the total composed of these things, is self-existent, thus there must be a God outside the system of dependent beings who created them.

         

         
            A Designer Universe?

            
               	I find in the universe so many forms of order, organization, system, law, and adjustment of means to ends, that I believe in a cosmic intelligence and I conceive God as the life, mind, order, and law of the world.

               — Will Durant

            

            Have you ever walked along the beach and discovered an astonishingly beautiful seashell? The markings can be breathtaking. Or how about the artwork to be found in a field of flowers? Sometimes, it looks as if nature has been contrived by an incredibly powerful artist — and at other times, by a very witty jokester.

            There is another family of theistic arguments that seek to explain not the mere existence of a universe at all, but the existence and nature of the remarkable one that we find ourselves in. These are usually called arguments from design or sometimes just design arguments for the existence of God.

            

            
               [image: TheThinker]
            

            	One traditional form of this sort of argument arose at about the time that mechanisms like clocks and watches were capturing the attention and admiration of many intelligent people in Europe. In the 18th century, English philosopher William Paley (1743-1805) gave this reasoning a classic expression. I want to adapt Paley’s reasoning in a slightly different form for our use here.

            Imagine that you’re walking along in a field, and you come upon a watch on the ground. You pick it up and admire its complexity, apparently contrived by an intelligent designer for a particular purpose — that of telling time. It would not occur to you to imagine that such an object had literally been there forever and had never been brought into existence at all. That would be ludicrous.

            Nor would it enter your mind that such a complex set of interworking parts just happened to come into their structural relationship and thus come into being as a watch merely by the outworkings of chance.

            You’d assume instead that the mechanism had been designed and assembled by a highly intelligent and very skilled being — a person — and that it was such a being who most likely was responsible in some way for its being in the field (Okay, well, maybe not in this case a highly intelligent and skilled person, but a fairly stupid or inattentive Klutz who either dropped it and didn’t notice, or set it down and forgot, and will rue the day when he gets home and hears the words, “Honey, did you pick up my watch like I asked you to?” — but you get my point).

            From this beginning, philosophers like Paley have directed our attention to the fact that the natural world around us contains many apparently complex and seemingly well-designed working structures that appear to serve well various purposes. They ask us to realize that it would be just as improbable for these natural processes and structures to have just been around forever, or else to have been produced by blind chance, as it would be for the watch to either lie in the field forever, or else to have just come together by chance there. The conclusion is that there is a divine watchmaker — a divine designer — behind the mechanisms of nature and responsible for the designs we see there.

            
               	As a house implies a builder, and a garment a weaver, and a door a carpenter, so does the existence of the Universe imply a Creator.

               — Akiba (C.140- C.185) in Midrash

            

            Let’s put this into a clear and simple argument form.

            A traditional design argument:

            
               	1.	So far as we are able to determine, every highly complex object with intricate moving parts is a product of intelligent design. (The only such objects whose ultimate origin we are sure about are artifacts designed by people.)

               	2.	The universe is a highly complex object with intricate moving parts. (From observation)

               		Therefore,

               	3.	Probably, the universe is a product of intelligent design. (From Steps 1 and 2)

               	4.	No one could design a universe but God. (It’s a big job)

               		Therefore,

               	5.	Probably, there is a God. (From Steps 3 and 4)
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            	In a sense, this can look like no more than an argument by analogy. There are a lot of things that we know to have been designed by intelligence. But then some things we don’t know to be designed are analogous in some ways to those designed things. They are complex and have intricate moving parts that seem to serve a purpose. Therefore, by analogy, they are probably designed, too.

            Maybe. But how analogous to a Rolex, or a Timex, is the human body? How analogous to a BMW 740iL is the entire universe? Yes, they’re both impressive, quite spacious, and low maintenance, and if either required major repairs, I’d hate to see the bill, but do they really have enough in common to get a theistic argument off the ground? I mean, — and any 740 owner will confirm — truly intelligent design would surely have produced much better cup holders.

            Critics of the traditional design argument reason that the analogy is too weak, and that the theory of evolution has demonstrated a mechanism for the production of complex organic life forms with apparently well-functioning, purposive parts that requires no reference whatsoever to the design of an intelligent, purposive being. And yet, the very existence of such mechanisms of development in the universe, processes productive of higher and more complex life forms that are finally themselves capable of embodying conscious intelligence, is itself a launching point for a newer version of the design argument.

            
               	The visible order of the universe proclaims a supreme intelligence.

               — J. J. Rousseau (1712-1778)

            

            I want to present very briefly a version of design argument that is based on modern scientific confirmation theory. I’ll keep it as simple as possible here, but, as you might imagine by now, the philosophy can get as complicated as you like, or can stand. I’ll first introduce some of the basic vocabulary.
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            	The study of confirmation is the study of how theories gain support from positive evidence or suffer defeat from contrary evidence. When evidence counts in favor of the truth of a theory, it confirms that theory or offers it confirmation. When evidence counts against the truth of a theory, it disconfirms the theory or offers it disconfirmation. The ideal end point of confirmation is verification, or proof. The ideal end point of disconfirmation is falsification, or disproof.

            How to decide whether evidence confirms or disconfirms a theory is a matter of expectation. We ask: If the theory were true, what evidence would we expect to find? And, are our expectations satisfied? Let me lay this out just a bit more formally. The basic idea is very simple, but we need to be as precise as we can here.

            Imagine that we are considering two rival scientific hypotheses or theories, H1 and H2. For any such competing hypotheses or theories as H1 and H2, and any body of evidence E, if E would be more expected or likely if H1 were true than if H2 were true — if the truth of H1 would lead you to expect the discovery of E more strongly than the truth of H2 would — and E is in fact discovered, then E confirms H1 relative to, or over, H2.

            Let E be the evidence of a friend walking into the building with an umbrella, totally soaking wet. H1 can be the hypothesis that it’s raining outside. H2 can be the hypothesis that it’s a sunny day. E would be more expected on H1 than on H2. Therefore E confirms H1 over H2. It’s most likely raining.

            It’s not that E and H2 are incompatible. Perhaps it is a sunny day after all, and your friend was just bringing an umbrella into work for use when it did rain, and a jokester watering plants outside, seeing this, decided to hose him down. That is a possible scenario making E compatible with H2. But this scenario is unlikely. H1 is vastly more probable, given just E.

            

            
               [image: Tip]
            

            	Confirmation theory in science formally captures certain ways of thinking that we all engage in naturally and mostly unconsciously all the time as we try to discern what’s true and false in the world. Chemists, astrophysicists, and police detectives use many of the same forms of thinking as moms and dads do when they try to figure out what the kids are up to. We are always assessing evidence and evaluating rival hypotheses for our belief.
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            	Now we can apply the simplest ideas of confirmation theory to the question of whether there is a God or not. Let H1 be the hypothesis of theism: There is an intelligent, moral, spiritual being who created the world. Now let H2 be naturalism: Nothing exists but natural laws and physical conditions. And, finally, let E be the existence in this world of intelligent, moral, and spiritual beings. Also allow E to encompass the fact that the laws of nature in our universe are such that large-scale structures could come into existence and support organic life to the point of allowing the growing complexity that would result ultimately in people with theistic tendencies of belief.

            
               	All things speak of God.

               — Edward Young (1683-1765)

            

            Would E be more likely to be observed given H1 or H2? The theist will suggest that, if we are intellectually fair-minded, we will allow that E could possibly come about if H2 were true. Given infinite space or time, any crazy thing might happen within a physical universe. E thus could arise on H2, however unlikely that might seem to be. But on H1, something like E would be much more strongly expected. E is the kind of creaturely evidence that might well be expected to result from the activities of a divine creator interested in things personal, moral, and spiritual. But if the probability of E would be higher on H1 than on H2, then E confirms H1 relative to H2.

            
               	God is our name for the last generalization to which we can arrive.

               — Emerson
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            	Many theists, including some who are themselves practicing scientists, think that it is just too strange that our universe operates in accordance with certain precise fundamental physical magnitudes and laws that seem to be fine-tuned to produce an orderly cosmos hospitable at some point to the development of something so different from bare matter as life and consciousness. Personhood just seems so qualitatively different from atoms whizzing through the void that its production in such a world seems the work of intentional contrivance. It looks like the ultimate plan of a God.

            
               	The visible marks of extraordinary wisdom and power appear so plainly in all the works of the creation that a rational creature who will but seriously reflect on them, cannot miss the discovery of a deity.

               — John Locke (1632-1704)
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            	As you can imagine, philosophers who are of a contrary bent can raise objections to this argument, either contending that theism for some reason is so inherently improbable that even if this evidence did raise its probability relative to naturalism, it is still more reasonable to be an atheist. Other critics point out that if we enlarge our evidence base from just that of the existence of intelligent, moral, spiritual beings, and the laws that allow them to exist in this world, to other facts about the universe, such as that evil exists, we may come away with a different conclusion.

            I save the problem of evil for Chapter 21. The point to be made now is that design reasoning has reverberated through the centuries with proponents and critics. It has taken on different forms, and it seems to be able to keep up with the developments of modern science. It postulates the existence of an intelligent designer behind the universe, but some theists claim that they really don’t need a postulation or an inference to God’s existence. They say they believe because of their personal experience of God.

         

         
            Religious Experience

            
               	I myself believe that the evidence for God lies primarily in inner personal experiences.

               — William James

            

            I have frequently felt what presents itself as the presence of an unseen, loving intelligence guiding me. I have sometimes felt the absence of this. And then I screw up royally. But it always comes back. I have occasionally felt it vividly.
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            Novelist Reynolds Price speaks out

            A Southern novelist, who has faced both cancer and paralysis, has recounted in a couple of recent books the basis of his ongoing religious belief. I want to quote from the most recent of those books, to illustrate how a highly intelligent and sensitive individual can view the texture of his own experience:

            “My belief in a Creator derives largely from detailed and overpowering personal intuition, an unshakable hunch, and a set of demonstrations that go far back in my consciousness — well before I began to comprehend the details of the world of deeply held but unoppressive Christian faith in which my parents had been formed, and in which they raised me. What I’ve called demonstrations have come in a very few experiences of my own, beginning when I was six years old.

            “Starting on a warm afternoon in the summer of 1939, when I was wandering alone in the pine woods by our suburban house in piedmont North Carolina, I’ve experienced moments of sustained calm awareness that subsequent questioning has never discounted. Those moments, which occurred at unpredictable and widely spaced intervals till some thirteen years ago, still seem to me undeniable manifestations of the Creator’s benign, or patiently watchful, interest in particular stretches of my life, though perhaps not all of it. And each of these moments — never lasting for more than seconds but seeming, in retrospect, hours long — has taken the form of sudden and entirely unsought breakings-in upon my consciousness of a demonstration that all of visible nature (myself included) is a single reality, a single thought from a central mind.

            “To be more descriptive, in those moments or openings — which are far from exotic in humankind (Wordsworth’s accounts, in The Prelude and other poems, of similar findings in his youth are the classic description, as I learned years after my own began) — I’ve heard what amounts to a piercingly direct harmony that appears to come from the heart of whatever reality made us and watches over our lives.

            “There’ve been no shows of light, no gleaming illusory messengers, almost no words; and the music that underlies each moment is silent but felt in every cell like a grander pulse beneath my own. Almost simultaneously, I’ve been assured that this reality is launched on a history that’s immensely longer than any life span I can hope to have and that it’s designed to end in some form of transformation and eternal entry into the presence of that central mind, God.”

            — From Letter To A Man In The Fire  (Scribner, 1999)

         

            

            
               [image: Anecdote(Nutrition)]
            

            	The most vivid religious experience of my life happened in front of the math building on the campus of the University of North Carolina when I was a student there. I was just walking back to my dorm after a class one day early in the afternoon, and there on the sidewalk, midstride, I had an overwhelmingly vivid and completely unexpected sense of suddenly receiving marching orders for life. An overarching, or undergirding, unseen presence spoke to me out of both the sky and the cells of my being. A sort of surround sound, divine stereo experience, except that the message came without tone or timbre. It has echoed in my heart and mind through the decades since.

            I’m by nature a skeptic, and I’m very oriented to the senses, and whatever sense experience tells us about reality. I tend to insist on evidence and always crave proof. But the apertures to something more that occasionally have entered my life have defeated those tendencies and tamed that orientation. The craving, of course, lives on. And that’s probably a good part of the reason that I’m a philosopher.
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            	One of our greatest American philosophers, William James, wrote a book that continues to be read with profit over a hundred years after its publication, The Varieties of Religious Experience. The title itself captures an important point. There is a great variety to religious experience in our world. A good deal of it is most likely delusory. But a great deal, I think, is real.
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            	I have come to believe that religious experience, in some form, is the most common grounding for the theistic vision. Most of us would not find a postulated being whose reality was just inferred by elaborate argument to be very relevant to how we live our lives. And yet it’s still a good thing that the arguments are there. They help us to understand. But here, as in all other aspects of our lives, some form of experience, however subtle, seems to be important.

            
               	It is the heart which experiences God, and not the reason.

               — Pascal

            

            But how do we know that experiences of something so different as a God would presumably be are even remotely reliable, and thus can be trusted? And aren’t there any contrary experiences that count against the apparent genuineness of religious experiences and thus against the truth of religious beliefs grounded on that experience?

            Those are questions relevant to the topic of Chapter 21.

         

      

      

   
      
         Chapter 21

         The Problem of Evil

         In This Chapter

         
            [image: bullet]	Understanding the implications of theism

            [image: bullet]	Laying out the main argument against the existence of God

            [image: bullet]	Examining answers to evil

            	Not only is there no God, but try getting a plumber on weekends.

            — Woody Allen

         

         Evil is the dark shadow that has kept many modern intellectuals from being able to embrace any version of the theistic vision. In this chapter, we look at the argument from evil that can be constructed for the conclusion that there is no God. We look at some traditional, inadequate responses to the argument, and then we develop and scrutinize some much more promising lines of thought.

         
            Expectations of Theism

            Theists claim that there is a perfect being who created the world and watches over it. Critics wonder how that can be so, given the nature of the world. They ask, “If a perfect being were watching over us, what then should we expect the world to be like? Does this expectation match up with what our world as a matter of fact is like?”

            Would we expect a world created by a perfect being to be so imperfect as to contain cancers that torment untold thousands of people a day, viruses that make otherwise healthy people miserable, horrible birth defects, insanity, starvation, war, murder, torture, plane crashes, and killer storms that wipe out entire towns?
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            	When I was a little boy, perhaps about the age of seven, I desperately wanted a pet. A dog was uppermost in my mind. Even a cat was a possibility. But my mother thought a dog would be too much trouble. And she didn’t like cat hair. So she took me to a store where I could look at other possibilities.

            There were cages of canaries that merely sat on their perches and would never really look me in the eye, and some bowls of fish that just swam around constantly. Nothing pettable there. A few small turtles finally caught my eye. They would crawl around slowly, and every now and then peer up at me, as if they were actually taking notice of my presence. Okay, turtles you can hold. And maybe you can talk to them. They’d never fetch the paper or sit up and beg, but they had some potential as daily companions. Did I mention that I was an only child?

            So, that day, we bought two turtles. Tommy and Timmy the turtles. I also bought them a clear plastic bowl type home. Not the simple, plain, ordinary model, but a turtle paradise. It had an island in the middle. And on that island, a real, green, plastic palm tree. Club Med for turtles. I gave them clean water and even some little turtle toys. I wanted them to be happy. We put them on a table where I could view them every day and where they’d have plenty of daytime light. We kept them well fed with the finest of turtle food and cleaned their water regularly.

            Tommy and Timmy lived a blissful turtle existence until the day my mother, while cleaning the bowl, accidentally flushed them both down the toilet. A great tragedy in turtle land. But I had done my best.

            The critic of theism doesn’t think that this world looks like it was brought into existence by a Creator God who did his best. It doesn’t seem to be the kind of environment that was custom-designed by an all powerful and perfectly loving God for creatures he really cares about. If, as a seven-year-old boy, I was so careful to create the perfect life for my little turtles, the critic wants to know why we human beings don’t have much better conditions for our existence. Was God sleepwalking through the process of creation? Was he utterly careless about our ultimate well-being? Did he not care?

            
               	The First Cause worked automatically like a somnambulist, and not reflectively like a sage.

               — Thomas Hardy

            

            We suffer all sorts of deprivations, insults, injuries, and pains during our time here, and then eventually all get flushed down the cosmic toilet to boot. And this is supposed to be the creation of a supremely perfect being? The critic of theism is not convinced. This world often seems to be a chaotic realm of looming tragedy, not an expression of divine love.
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            	The strongest argument against believing that there is a God is rooted in what has been widely known as the problem of evil. Why would a perfect, and perfectly loving, being create, or even allow, a world so full of pain and suffering? That is the question that many critics of theism say that religious believers cannot satisfactorily answer.

            
               	If it turns out that there is a God, I don’t think he’s evil. The worst thing you can say about him is that, basically, he’s an underachiever.

               — Woody Allen

            

         

         
            The Argument from Evil

            
               	We live in a world that is bursting with sin and sorrow.

               — Samuel Johnson

            

            There is a simple argument at the core of most atheistic belief. We can begin our look at the problem of evil by examining each of its steps.

            
               The main argument against theism

               The main argument against believing that there is a God is surprisingly simple on the surface. It has only three steps.

               The atheist’s main argument:

               
                  	1.	If there were a God, there would be no evil in the world. (From the concept of God)

                  	2.	There is evil in the world. (By observation)

                  		Therefore,

                  	3.	There is no God.

               

               This is a valid argument. That just means that if both its premises are true, then so is its conclusion. So we need to examine its premises with care. I want to look at each of the two premises in reverse order.

               Premise 2 is meant to report the obvious fact that there is pain, suffering, and wrongdoing in our world. As such, it seems clearly true. In our world, hunger abounds. Disease strikes people of every age. Accidents happen that injure and maim. It would be absurd to deny the simple claim made by Premise 2.

               
                  	The world, as a rule, does not live on beaches and in country clubs.

                  — F. Scott Fitzgerald

               

               Premise 1 is more complicated. It is a conditional statement meant to present one logical implication of any exalted concept of God. The atheist means to suggest in this premise that there is an incompatibility between the existence of God and the reality of evil.

               But why should a theist, or an honest inquirer, accept this claim of incompatibility? Why does the atheist? Why should anyone accept Premise 1? For this crucial premise of the main argument, there is an interesting supporting argument. We can’t appreciate the force of the main argument without appreciating it as well.

            

            
               The alleged incompatibility  of God and evil

               The first premise of the atheist’s main argument against the existence of God needs support. It claims that a God would never allow evil in the world. The supporting argument that is available for this claim goes as follows.

               Supporting argument for Premise 1:

               
                  	A.	A morally good being prevents all the evil that he has the power and opportunity to prevent. (By definition of goodness)

                  	B.	An omnipotent being has the power to prevent all evil. (By definition of omnipotence)

                  	C.	An omniscient, omnipresent, and eternal being who is the creator of all has the opportunity to prevent all evil. (By definition of all the operative concepts)

                  	D.	God is, by definition, omnipotent, omniscient, omnipresent, eternal, and is creator of all else. (By the standard, developed concept of God)

                  		Therefore,

                  	E.	If there were a God, there would be no evil in the world. (And this conclusion is identical to Premise 1 of the main argument, which was in need of support)

               

               We should examine this argument’s premises out of proper order, too, starting with the ones on which it is easiest to comment. First, though, a general point. Careful reflection will show that this argument’s form is such that, if all its premises are true, then so is its conclusion. Because of that, it is important to give each premise careful scrutiny.

               Premise D offers a standard explication of the concept of God and is acceptable to all theists being challenged by the argument. Premise B follows from a standard definition of omnipotence. The truth of it can be seen quite simply by reflecting on the straightforward truth that an omnipotent being could have prevented all evil by seeing to it that nothing was created at all. That would do the trick. And if there is a creation, it surely seems that an omnipotent being could so arrange things as to prevent any evil’s arising at all. So we can grant this premise as well.

               
                  	God, the ruler of all.

                  — Tacitus

               

               Premise C follows from the concept of opportunity, together with the concepts of omniscience, omnipresence, and eternity. A person has an opportunity to do something if he is in the right place at the right time and can know of his access in such a way as to be able to act. A being who is omnipresent exists in all places. One who is eternal exists at all times. And one who is omniscient knows all that can be known. Thus, a being who had all three of these extraordinary attributes would never lack the opportunity to do anything. The truth of C follows from this.

               The remaining premise is the controversial one. Premise A purports to offer a truth following from the nature of goodness. It says simply that a good person will prevent all the evil he has the power to prevent. And that, on the surface, surely seems true. Good people strive to rid the world of poverty, disease, war, and unsafe working conditions. A good person will give of his time, energy, and money to prevent bad things from happening to others. So surely Premise A is right, isn’t it?

               

               
                  [image: Warning]
               

               	Strictly speaking, Premise A is false. But it is close enough to the truth to sound right on first glance, and even on second glance. But, oh, that third glance is a doozie. The third glance is a specialty of philosophers. So I want to use the next section to look at this crucial premise again.

            

            
               Moral justification for allowing evil

               We can best proceed by considering a question. Can a good person ever be justified in allowing, or even in bringing about, an instance of pain, or an instance of suffering? What do you think?

               
                  	All God’s creatures are his family; and he is the most beloved of God who does most good to God’s creatures.

                  — Muhammad (c. 570-632 A.D.)

               

               

               
                  [image: GreatIdea(Philos)]
               

               	If you are a dentist or a surgeon, or know a nice one, you may have realized instantly that, despite the knee-jerk reaction we all have to say “No!” here, we actually have to say “Yes.” A good person can on occasion be morally justified in bringing about or allowing an instance of pain or suffering if that pain or suffering is somehow necessary for the prevention of a worse evil or the attainment of a greater good. Take the pain inflicted by a surgeon, who has to operate on a person to save his or her life. We don’t hold surgeons morally reprehensible for the post-operative pain that their actions inflict, as long as that pain is reasonably judged to be the result of actions that were necessary to prevent worse evil or to attain great good, such as that of restored health or a normal appearance. A surgeon who cut unnecessarily or inflicted pain carelessly would indeed be censured. But one who does only what is necessary is morally blameless for any pain that unfortunately and unpreventably results.

               Philosophers like to be precise about things like this. Defining “evil” in the most neutral sense we can, to be any instance of pain, suffering, or wrongdoing, we can offer the following philosophical principle.

               Moral justification in the face of evil:

               A moral agent A is morally justified in bringing about or allowing an evil E if, and only if, either:

               
                  	[image: bullet]	E is necessary for the prevention of some greater evil

                  		or

                  	[image: bullet]	E is necessary for the occurrence of some greater, overweighing good

                  		or

                  	[image: bullet]	A’s bringing about or allowing E is itself, as an action, necessary for the occurrence of some greater good or the prevention of some worse evil.

               

               This is just a complex conditional statement for a widely recognized set of qualifications. A parent can punish a child in a reasonable way or allow the child to endure a minor deprivation in order to teach an important lesson. Coaches and military trainers push their charges through drills that cause fatigue and muscle pain, for the sake of a greater good. Yet, sadism is never permissible.

               
                  	No gains without pains.

                  — Benjamin Franklin (1706–1790)

               

               Evil is never justified unless it is necessary in the ways outlined. And that doesn’t turn it into good. It is still evil, and it may still be unfortunate and regrettable, but if it is necessary, and it, or its allowance, participates in bringing about a morally more preferable result than would otherwise have happened, it is not unredeemed evil incompatible with the existence and oversight of a morally good being who could have prevented it.

            

            
               Moral justification and the  atheist’s argument

               

               
                  [image: Tip]
               

               	A morally good being can be justified in allowing or even bringing about instances of pain and suffering. What this discovery means is that the atheist’s argument, to have all true premises, must be changed. Recall the first premise of the supporting argument that we are still evaluating:

               
                  	   A.  A morally good being prevents all the evil that he has the power and opportunity to prevent. (By definition of goodness)

               

               In order to be a completely true statement, (A) needs to be rewritten as:

               
                  	 A*.	A morally good being prevents all the morally unjustified evil that he has the power and opportunity to prevent.

               

               The original premise implies logically that a surgeon cannot be a morally good being and yet perform operations, and this is just false. The newly revised premise acknowledges that a morally good being need not seek to prevent all instances of evil. He can even bring about instances of pain that are morally justified.

               But once we revise this first premise of the supporting argument, we have to revise the conclusion, too, if we want the argument to be a valid one:

               The original conclusion was

               
                  	E.	If there were a God, there would be no evil in the world.

               

               Now, all that follows from the revised first premise, along with the supporting premises, is

               
                  	E*.	If there were a God, there would be no morally unjustified evil in the world.

               

               But this is not identical to the first premise of the atheist’s main argument from evil. And that was the premise that needed proof. The original argument then also needs to be revised in accordance with our new insights. The first premise can now just signal an incompatibility between God and morally unjustified evil.

               But then Premise 2 will have to be changed accordingly as well. The subject of the conversation has shifted from evil to morally unjustified evil, and that must be reflected in the new second premise. So this is what we have as a result.

               The atheist’s main argument revised:

               
                  	1.	If there were a God, there would be no morally unjustified evil in the world. (From the concept of God)

                  	2.	There is morally unjustified evil in the world. (By purported observation)

                  		Therefore,

                  	3.	There is no God.

               

               

               
                  [image: Warning]
               

               	Here’s the problem. We all know that there is evil in the world, if evil is just defined as pain, suffering, and wrongdoing. We can see it all around us. But do we know that there is morally unjustified evil in the world? Can we know that there is at least one instance of evil in the world that is never somehow redeemed, and thus justified? Is this the sort of thing that can be known by just looking around? Or is it the sort of claim whose defense would take much more than the casual observation sufficient for the original second premise, whose only claim was that there is evil in the world?

            

            
               The theist’s claim

               

               
                  [image: GreatIdea(Philos)]
               

               	The theist can suggest, and in fact must claim, that God is morally justified in allowing or bringing about every instance of evil in the world. Nothing can slip through the net. A single instance of pain or suffering whose occurrence, or whose allowance, had absolutely no moral justification whatsoever would, by the revised argument from evil, be enough to show that there is no God, or at least no Creator like the one that classical theism claims.

               
                  	What we call evil is only a necessary moment in our endless development.

                  — Franz Kafka

               

               

               
                  [image: Tip]
               

               	Because we are representing the atheist as giving an argument here against the existence of God, the burden of proof, with respect to the persuasiveness of this argument, is on the atheist to show us the truth of his second premise. But what can he do? The most he can accomplish in this regard is to remind us of the horrific nature of some of the evils in this world and appeal to our moral intuitions to judge that they could not possibly be morally justified under any conceivable circumstances.
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               	The theist insists that this life is only an infinitesimal segment of an overall existence of infinite duration, and reminds us that there may be spiritual factors involved in shaping the nature of this life whose outlines we cannot here even vaguely discern. But if that is even possibly true, then it will be very difficult for the atheist to provide any good reason for us to believe the revised second premise of his argument — his claim that there is evil in the world which not even the most exalted Creator God would be justified in allowing. Such a God, whose many plans we might not be able to even begin to fathom, could, for all we know, have an ultimately perfect reason for allowing the world to be as it is.

               
                  	The created world is but a small parenthesis in eternity.

                  — Sir Thomas Browne

               

               Or could it be that the burden of proof is instead on the theist? After all, it is the theist’s claim that there is a God that is ultimately responsible for this whole debate. The theist makes a claim, and then the atheist attacks it. What sense does it make to say that the whole burden of proof for determining the ultimate nature of the evil in our world rests on the atheist? The theist is committed to holding that the evil in our world is all somehow ultimately justified, however horrible, and that it is thus all compatible with the existence of a morally good and perfect Creator. Doesn’t the theist have to justify this extraordinary claim? How can any honest seeker after truth be persuaded that theism is the correct world view unless the theist addresses this issue?

               
                  	God is subtle but he is not malicious.

                  — Albert Einstein (1879–1955)

               

               Most theists seem to have agreed and have offered a variety of responses to the problem of evil. We need to look at several of the most common of these lines of thought. We can start with what is currently the least popular of the responses and then move on to more commonly used forms of argument. It is  important to understand all the main lines of argument that can be used with any significant plausibility.

            

         

         
            The Great Theodicies

            

            
               [image: GreatIdea(Philos)]
            

            	A theodicy (pronounced “thee-odd-issy”) is an attempt to answer the challenge of evil by outlining a set of considerations that would show that there can indeed exist a God who is just in allowing the evil that we find in our world.

            The word theodicy comes from two Greek roots: Theos, for God, and Dike (“Deekay”), for justice. Any solution to the problem of evil that offers a specific explanation for why God allows evil counts as a theodicy.

            There are three classic theodicies that have had many adherents over the centuries. Each can be given in an extreme, or comprehensive, form, or in a limited version. The extreme form in each case tries to explain all the evil we find in the world. The limited form of each attempts to explain only some of the evil in the world.

            
               The punishment theodicy

               The punishment theodicy makes use of a notion of cosmic justice and divine punishment. It will be interesting to look first at the most extreme claim that has been made along these lines.

               
                  The extreme version: All suffering is punishment for sin

                  You can find indications throughout the Bible that God disciplines those he loves, as well as punishing wrongdoers for their deeds. So some theists have tried to claim that all pain and suffering is justified punishment for sin.

                  
                     	Punishment is a vital need of the human soul.

                     — Simone Weil
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                  	Before evaluating this claim, we should note that there are at least three different conceptions of what punishment is.

                  
                     	[image: bullet]	The Social Utility View says that the purpose for punishing wrongdoers is to protect society from crime and evil.

                     	[image: bullet]	The Rehabilitation View says that the purpose of punishment is the rehabilitation, or training, of the wrongdoer.

                     	[image: bullet]	The Retributive View says that the purpose of punishment is to reestablish justice in the universe.

                  

                  The concept of retribution is this: When a wrongdoer commits an evil deed, he is taking something for himself that is not his for the taking. This creates an imbalance in the overall state of justice in the cosmos. The only way that can be redressed is for the wrongdoer to be given something he does not want (incarceration or suffering), or to have forcibly taken from him something he does not want to give (his freedom or his life).

                  
                     	One day brings the punishment which many days demand.

                     — Publilius Syrus

                  

                  

                  
                     [image: Tip]
                  

                  	Most punishment theodicies take for granted the retributive view, but a punishment theodicy can be constructed that involves rehabilitation and perhaps even social utility.

                  

                  
                     [image: Warning]
                  

                  	Criticism: The main problem with The Punishment Theodicy in any extreme form is the problem of the apparently innocent sufferer. If all suffering is punishment for sin, then why, as the Psalmist once repeatedly asked, do the wicked sometimes prosper and the good suffer? Why do babies experience pain and sometimes suffer deformities?

                  Some punishment theodicists have tried to claim that suffering can be punishment for sin committed in a previous life. But a belief in previous lives is not a part of most versions of Judeo-Christian theism. Others claim that infants can suffer for the sins of their parents. And while this is obviously true when interpreted in a causal way, it is far from obvious when interpreted in terms of justice.

                  
                     	Punishment follows close on guilt.

                     — Horace

                  

                  One problem for any punishment theodicy offered as an explanation for the whole realm of evil is the question of why God would allow sin in the first place. And an answer to this question takes us to the next theodicy (see the following section, “The free will theodicy”).

               

               
                  The limited version: Some evil is punishment for wrongdoing

                  A limited version of The Punishment Theodicy can escape the problem of the apparently innocent sufferer. It may be that God allows some of the pain and suffering in the world as justified punishment for wrong doing. But a limited version of this theodicy by definition cannot act as a complete answer to the problem of evil. More will be required. Something will be needed on the topic of sin, and more will be needed on suffering.

               

            

            
               The free will theodicy

               
                  	With man, most of his misfortunes are occasioned by man.

                  — Pliny the Elder (23–79)
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               	The free will theodicy turns attention away from God and on to us. It says that it is not God who is responsible for the pain and suffering in the world, but we human beings who bring it about by misusing our free will. God is justified in wanting the universe to contain the great good of free-willed creatures, because freedom alone can produce virtue, but it is then necessary that God leave us free to do wrong as well as right. A being prevented from ever going wrong does not freely do good. God could have created us as robots or divine puppets, but he did not. He justifiably wanted creatures who could freely share love with each other as well as with their Creator. And while evil is not necessary for free will, the possibility of it is. And the actuality of it is something that God can’t control without robbing us of our freedom.

               
                  The extreme version: All evil is the result of the misuse  of free will by God’s creatures

                  
                     	Nature, in her most dazzling aspects or stupendous parts, is but the background and theatre of the tragedy of man.

                     — John Morely (1871–1908)

                  

                  This extreme version of the theodicy attributes all evil to the misuse of  free will.

                  

                  
                     [image: Warning]
                  

                  	Criticism: What about natural disasters? Earthquakes? Tornadoes? Hurricanes? How in the world could these things be due to the misuse of free will by God’s creatures?

                  Some theists have gone so far as to suggest that all natural disasters are the result of the misuse of free will by powerful nonhuman, demonic beings. Tornadoes that careen across the Midwest? Demonic bowling for Hoosiers.

                  

                  
                     [image: Tip]
                  

                  	Ridiculous. Absurd. Meteorologically ludicrous. A solution to the problem of evil has to be credible. And this is not. But some theists have suggested that the suffering inflicted by natural disasters can after all be traced to the misuse of human free will. This claim is made in two very different ways. The more believable claim is that, without people in the way, a natural disaster is just a rearranging of natural structures. It is human misjudgment or carelessness, or sometimes just stubbornness, that keeps us in tornado alley, in hurricane-prone beach areas, or living on fault lines. Most of the people in Los Angeles want to be in L. A. despite the near certainty of an eventual killer earthquake. And most of the rest of the country want those people to be there, too. (I’m kidding.) Can it be that if we were closer to our Creator, more attuned to inner spiritual guidance, that we would mostly, or entirely, avoid the suffering that natural disasters effect? We could certainly reduce our risk, even if we just listened to common sense. But it’s hard to believe that flawed human decision-making can be held responsible for all pain and suffering that comes from the forces of nature.

                  
                     	Of man’s first disobedience, and the fruit Of that forbidden tree, whose mortal taste Brought death into the world, and all our woe.

                     — Milton (1608–1674) Paradise Lost

                  

                  A more bizarre historical claim has it that due to the sin of the first humans, evil entered the world in the form of natural disaster. But, in addition to clashing with any modicum of natural science whatsoever, this move makes no theological sense. Would a good and loving God design the world in such a way as to minimize the impact of evil, or set things up in such a way that one sin would result in thousands of years of natural evil? A loving being would most likely be a minimizer, not a maximizer. So, this strategy is unconvincing.
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                  	Is much of the suffering in human history due to the misuse of free will? Most certainly. Think of all the wars, the murders, the tortures, the mental suffering that human beings inflict on each other. If all human beings had always lived as moral saints, a great proportion of the evil that has afflicted humankind would not have come into being at all. It is our fault. And if free will is important enough, valuable enough, for God to want it and to be willing to tolerate all this to have it, well, it must be pretty important.

                  
                     	Few men are sufficiently discerning to appreciate all the evil they do.

                     — La Rouchefoucauld (1613–1680)

                  

                  

                  
                     [image: Warning]
                  

                  	That last remark has been for many philosophers the basis of an objection. How can free will be so valuable? If we human beings see someone about to misuse his free will by shooting into a crowd, wouldn’t we tackle him and restrain that freedom? Don’t we then judge that his freedom is not so important as to override the negative impact of his intended actions? If we are justified in restraining him, then why wouldn’t God be just as justified in stopping him? But too often such people are not stopped by anyone, human or divine. If there is a God, then why are such people allowed such egregious misuses of free will? How could Hitler’s freedom be so precious as to outweigh the torture and murder of millions of people? Wouldn’t you have stopped him if you could? Then if there is a God, why didn’t God? The theist may reply that God did stop him, eventually. Perhaps. But not soon enough.

                  

                  
                     [image: Tip]
                  

                  	This objection shows that it is very difficult to see how the free will theodicy alone can be used as a total solution to the problem of evil. Perhaps nothing more than a more limited version will strike any sensitive person as plausible.

               

               
                  The limited version: Some evil is justifiably allowed  as the price of free will

                  This is a more plausible claim. But, as in the case of a limited version of the punishment theodicy (see the section earlier in this chapter), this version of the free will theodicy cannot stand alone. It will need augmentation. Perhaps those two claims can work together. Some sin is allowed as the price of free will. And some suffering is punishment for sin.

                  
                     	It is a sin to believe evil of others, but it is seldom a mistake.

                     — H. L. Mencken

                  

               

            

            
               The soul-making theodicy

               The soul-making theodicy claims that God has provided the conditions necessary for character development and growth among his creatures. God’s intent in creating the world was not to provide a paradise of heaven on earth. God wanted to provide an environment in which beings with moral and spiritual potential could develop and grow in the direction of completeness. But this requires that we be able to cultivate virtues that can’t result from a trouble-free existence. Thus God had to allow trouble into the world. The purpose of this world is soul-making. And that is an enterprise that results from grappling with sin, suffering, and pain.

               
                  	Happiness is not the end of life: character is.

                  — Henry Ward Beecher (1813–1887)

               

               This theodicy claims that four distinct factors are required for soul-making.

               
                  	[image: bullet]	There must be free-willed beings. Moral character cannot be stamped on a person from outside. It must be freely cultivated.

                  	[image: bullet]	There must be an environment in which these beings can exercise their freedom in morally significant ways. That means there must be real moral choices. And there must be stable natural laws as the backdrop and stage for moral decision making. A world in which the laws of nature changed all the time would not be a context in which rational decisions could be made about how to act. How could you help a thirsty man if a glass of water might any second burst into flames? How could you know what was needed to feed the hungry if at any second a sandwich could morph into a poisonous snake or a stone? Stability provides for moral decision making and moral action. But in a stable world, wrong choices can have bad results.

                  	[image: bullet]	There must be challenges to the characters of the free beings who have been created. In a morally frictionless universe, no one would grow. We grow through conflict and difficulty. So problems must exist.

                  	[image: bullet]	There must be opportunities for these free beings to respond virtuously as well as viciously to their challenges. The suffering in the world can’t thus all be utterly overwhelming. And we can’t be led by the hand, metaphysically speaking. We need elbow room for making mistakes as well as for doing the good.

                  	Every evil to which we do not succumb is a benefactor.

                  — Emerson

               

               This theodicy, like the others, comes in two versions (see the following sections to discover what they are).

               
                  The extreme version: All evil is necessary  for the great enterprise of soul-making

                  To understand this claim, we can make some distinctions. Designate as first-order good any good that we can enjoy apart from any evil at all. The feeling of a cool breeze on a warm day, or of a hot bath on a cold day, might be an example. The pleasure of a friend’s company might be another. First-order evil would be any evil that can simply come into our lives unbidden and create some form of pain or suffering. I stump my toe on a chair, and it hurts. You get a bad cold and feel miserable for a week. I feel endangered by a situation and worry.
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                  	There is no question why a good God would allow first-order good into the world. It is pleasant and good to experience. But the question is why God would allow first-order evil. The soul-making theodicist explains that first-order evil is allowed in order to provide for the possibility of a higher order good. So we need to distinguish a second-order level of good, which consists in virtuous responses to first order evil, and which thus could not exist without that first-order evil. Consider patience, which is a virtuous response to potentially irritating or frustrating circumstances. Or think of courage, which is a virtuous response to danger. There is also the virtue of long-suffering, which is, by definition, a response to suffering. Various virtues could not exist unless the world contained evils and challenges to which they can be the response.

                  
                     	Although the world is full of suffering, it is full also of the overcoming of it.

                     — Helen Keller

                  

                  To allow us to be free, God has to allow us to respond badly as well as virtuously to these challenges in our environment. People can react to evil callously. Or they can react manipulatively. Charity is a virtuous response to need. Phony charities are vicious responses to circumstances of need. We could call this second-order evil. The critic of theism wants to know what justifies God in allowing second-order evils, but the answer is straightforward. We couldn’t be free unless they were allowed. Now, some of them also lead to third-order goods, which are virtuous responses to second-order evils. But this is not necessary for their justification.
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                  	This is a powerful line of thought. We were not created to be coddled but to be challenged to become the best we are capable of being. We are undergoing soul-making, which is sometimes a painful enterprise. But can this be a complete response to the problem of evil? Is all evil allowed because that is somehow necessary for the enterprise of soul-making?

                  
                     	Pain was not given thee merely to be miserable under; learn from it, turn it to account.

                     — Thomas Carlyle (1795–1881)

                  

                  

                  
                     [image: Warning]
                  

                  	There seems to be a problem of inefficiency. Not all evil seems to present an opportunity for soul-making. Some harm is overwhelming. Some accidents kill. Not all sins seem justifiably allowed just because they are part of a process of growth and development for human beings. Some people become so hardened in evil that there seems no real prospect of their turning around. Perhaps God sees it differently. But how plausible is this in all cases?

                  This problem is avoided or at least mitigated by backing off the extreme version of the theodicy, which attempts a complete explanation of evil, and contenting ourselves with a more modest claim.

               

               
                  The limited version: Some evil is necessary, or necessarily allowed,  for the great enterprise of soul-making

                  The limited version is more plausible and can be used in combination with the limited versions of the other theodicies to create a composite theodicy.

                  
                     	Either the human being must suffer and struggle as the price of a more searching vision, or his gaze must be shallow and without intellectual  revelation.

                     — Thomas De Quincy (1845)
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                  	Soul-making is a profound process and should never for a moment be underestimated. A friend of mine, a prominent American philosopher, went to England for a visit and, while there, ventured to go see a man, a British philosopher, who, in midlife, had undergone a terribly tragic accident. This individual had been an extraordinarily active and fit person who was very athletically inclined. Yet, in an instant, he had been rendered quadraplegic. Totally paralyzed, he was in tremendous pain and confined to bed. He could speak only very slowly. Agonizingly slowly. He continued to do his philosophical work by laboriously dictating his books to a secretary who sat by his bedside and patiently awaited the words as they were slowly formed and uttered. Despite his horrible condition, this gentleman continued, however slowly, to produce work of the highest quality published by such prestigious institutions as Oxford University Press.

                  
                     	A wounded deer leaps highest.

                     — Emily Dickenson

                  

                  At the end of my friend’s visit, this remarkable philosopher told him that, if he had his life to live over and could choose whether to undergo this extraordinary and trying ordeal, he would go through it all over again because of what it had taught him. What he had been allowed to see because of it, he confided, could never be fully put into words, but was so precious as to be worth all the agony and loss.

                  
                     	Adversity is the first path to truth.

                     — Byron

                  

               

            

            
               A fourth combination theodicy

               This fourth option, a combination of the limited versions of the three most classic approaches, may be the most plausible strategy of all. It can be constructed from the notions of cosmic justice and punishment, free will, and soul-making and can be deployed in such a manner as to go a long way toward answering the question of why a good and perfect God would allow all the evil of our world. As such, it may display a quality often seen in biology, heterosis — the superior strength that can be found in properly created hybrids, where individual strengths can be retained and weaknesses avoided.

               
                  	What’s wrong with this world is, it’s not finished yet.

                  — William Faulkner (1897–1962)

               

               And yet, even a combination of all these notions can seem to fall short. Especially in the face of a particular instance of evil. A friend’s baby falls sick and dies. A terrible accident happens to a wonderful person. Do we know why? Can we know why? Must a theist know why, or be able to suggest why with a high degree of probability?

            

         

         
            The Element of Mystery

            
               	You cannot plumb the depths of the human heart, nor find out what a man is thinking; how do you expect to search out God, who made all these things, and find out his mind or comprehend his thoughts?

               — Apocrypha Judith 8:14
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            	The most famous religious text on the problem of evil, the Book of Job (pronounced with the long “o” sound, as in “Oh, no!”), does not try to answer the question of why there is evil. It rather questions the questioner. Who are we to think we can understand? Where were we when the foundations of the earth were laid? How can we presume to fathom all the intentions and goals of a perfect creator? We must allow for some mystery to remain, after we have constructed all our theodicies.

            The claim here is that we can indeed make great progress in thinking through the problem of evil, but we must remember our condition. If we think that we can use our three-pound brains to plumb all the mysteries of creation, we are just being silly. A tiny infant cannot understand the life and work of Albert Einstein. Nor can a beginning school child. But God is much more different from Einstein, and the rest of us, in intelligence and wisdom than Einstein is different from the small child. So we should not expect to understand it all.

            
               	Every conjecture we can form with regard to the works of God has as little probability as the conjectures of a child with regard to the works of a man.

               — Thomas Reid (1710–1796)
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            	The Book of Isaiah also reports God issuing a reminder about this: “For my thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways,” declares the Lord. “For as the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways, and my thoughts than your thoughts.” It is good for us, now and then, philosophers that we are, to be put in our place.

            

            
               [image: Tip]
            

            	Any response to the problem of evil that does not allow an active role for a concept of mystery doesn’t grasp the magnitude of the issues under consideration. If we couldn’t offer any possible explanations for why God might be allowing evil in our world, we couldn’t justify at all using the concept of good in application to God. And yet it doesn’t follow at all that we must be able to tell an utterly complete story about what a Creator of the entire universe is up to in all ways.

            
               	A comprehended God is not God.

               — John Chrysostom (345–407)

               	I believe in the incomprehensibility of God.

               		Honore de Balzac (1799–1850)

            

            Any theism that didn’t ultimately point to mystery would not be a very believable world view. So we must not regret our final use of the concept of mystery. It is not an unfortunate, desperation ploy but a necessary part of any exalted theism.

            Do we have enough here to defend the claim that there is a God? Do we have a sufficient response to the atheistic argument from evil? What do you think?

         

      

      

   
      
         Part VIII

         The Meaning of Life

         

         
            [image: CN008-death-5153-1]
         

         

         In this part . . .

         
            In this part, we figure out the meaning of life. No joke. Why not? Does life have a meaning? Does your particular life have a meaning? Is life one huge gamble? What is a successful life in this world?

         

      

   
      
         Chapter 22

         What Is the Meaning of Life?

         In This Chapter

         
            [image: bullet]	Asking the biggest question about this life

            [image: bullet]	Distinguishing related questions about meaning, value, and importance

            [image: bullet]	Suggesting what the meaning of life really is

            	Here we are in this wholly fantastic universe with scarcely a clue as to whether our existence has any real significance.

            — E. F. Schumacher (1911–1977)

         

         What is the meaning of life? This has often been said to be the deepest question that can be asked about life in this world. But there is a deeper question: Is there any meaning to life? When we ask merely what the meaning of life is, we are presupposing that it has a meaning. And it is just this presupposition that many intellectuals began to question in the early 20th century.

         In this chapter, we address both questions. First, we ask the more fundamental of the two, and then — not to give too much away — I’ll find good enough reason to ask the less fundamental one as well. And to answer it.

         
            The Questions We Can Ask

            

            
               [image: Tip]
            

            	We can distinguish several different fundamental questions about life that are all somehow related:

            
               	[image: bullet]	Is there any meaning to life?

               	[image: bullet]	Does life have any purpose?

               	[image: bullet]	Is there any value to life?

               	[image: bullet]	Does life have any importance?

            

            I can ask any of these questions about life in general or about my life in particular. Usually, the reason I might find myself asking any of these about life in general is that I want to gauge the implications for my life in particular. These questions are thus rarely asked in a purely theoretical mode, but more often to get our bearings in the world.

            

            
               [image: GreatIdea(Philos)]
            

            	These are what philosophers call existential questions. They concern how we exist in the world, how we should view existence, and how we ought to exist. In another phraseology, they are all existentially central questions, probing at the core of what it is to be alive and be human in this world. They are thus very different from the existentially peripheral matters that we, unfortunately, tend to spend most of our time thinking about and discussing.

            
               	The continual pursuit of meanings — wider, clearer, more negotiable, more articulate meanings — is philosophy.

               — Suzanne K. Langer

            

            These are the questions most fundamental to getting our bearings and finding our way. How do we decide what it’s really important to pursue in this life? What is truly worth our time and energy? Existentially peripheral matters can be enjoyable entertainments, pleasant diversions, or irritating distractions. We just should never let them dominate our lives. Only the existentially central questions we can raise and contemplate will give us ultimate guidance in life.

            What is truth? Is there an objective moral order? Are we really free and responsible beings? Is there a soul? Can we survive bodily death? Is there a God? These are all existentially central questions. They are crucially relevant to understanding who we are and what our lives are all about.

            
               	You can’t do without philosophy, since everything has its hidden meaning which we must know.

               — Maxim Gorky (1868–1936)

            

            

            
               [image: Warning]
            

            	We don’t ask fundamental questions often enough, once we’re out of school. And even there, we learned to treat almost everything theoretically. Camus said this, Sartre said that, and these three ideas came from Kierkegaard. Yes, but what do they mean for us now? We need to retake the territory of our own minds and give ourselves the time to think through the truly important issues, like those surrounding the question of the meaning of life.

            

            
               [image: Anecdote(Nutrition)]
            

            	I give talks to business groups all over the country. Sometimes to thousands of people at once. You would not believe how many people come up to me after some of these talks and tell me that they’re “closet philosophers.” Even some of the toughest characters in modern American corporate life secretly harbor an urge they cannot shake to get their considerable intellects around the ultimate questions. But they rarely have time. Or an impetus that can help them launch such thoughts in a productive direction. That’s one of the reasons I decided to write this book. To help all my closet philosophy friends and acquaintances to begin to grapple with these issues in a productive way.

            
               	At best, a true philosopher can fulfill his mission very imperfectly, which is to pilot himself, or at most a few voluntary companions who may find themselves in the same boat.

               		George Santayana (1863–1952)

            

            

            
               [image: Tip]
            

            	With that in mind, let me make a few clarifications concerning how we should think about the questions in this chapter. First, there are indeed several distinct ideas that are at stake here: Value, importance, purpose, and meaning, to name again the most crucial.

            When I ask whether life has ultimate value, or whether my life has value, I can be probing toward two different things. The first is what philosophers call extrinsic value — value that is conferred on something by something or someone else. What we call sentimental value is a form of extrinsic value. An ordinary-looking item can have great sentimental value, great extrinsic value of this sort, because of its involvement in my life, or in events that matter a great deal to me. I endow it with that value.

            
               	Life has a value only when it has something valuable as its object.

               — Hegel
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            	The most common form of extrinsic value may be that of instrumental value: Something is valuable instrumentally because it produces or leads to something else that is of value. Aspirin is instrumentally valuable because it can lead to the cessation of a headache or to the avoidance of a heart attack. My car has instrumental value due to its ability to get me places and to get me there in style and comfort (especially with the top down). Because of all the great experiences I’ve had in connection with that car, it has also begun to have sentimental value as well. But that won’t mean much at trade-in time. The sales manager won’t care how many beautiful sunsets or sparkling stars it has given my wife and me when he makes an offer. I may care, though, when I weigh it.
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            	A second form of value — intrinsic value — is the value that a thing or quality has in and of itself, regardless of whether it leads to anything else of value, and regardless of how it is viewed. When you pursue something that is of intrinsic value, you seek it not merely for any benefits it might bring you, but just because you think that it is important in and of itself. The great moral traditions have held that human beings, as individuals, have intrinsic value. Even people who can’t do anything of value are something of value. Happiness has intrinsic value. It is not, and need not be, pursued for the sake of anything else beyond it. Love has intrinsic value. And, theistic philosophers have said throughout the centuries, the ultimate intrinsic values are to be found in God, and in union with God.

            
               	Life’s values originate in circumstances over which the individual has no control.

               — Charles A. Lindbergh
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            	When I ask whether life has ultimate value, and in this context, whether my life has value, I am interested in questions of both intrinsic and extrinsic value.
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            	When I ask whether life has a purpose, or in this context, whether my life has a purpose, I am asking a distinct, though related, question. Purpose has to do with aims, goals, or missions. Purpose is a distinctively teleological notion (from the Greek telos, or target). I can certainly set goals for my life, but I obviously have no such power concerning the universal phenomenon of life itself. But when most people find themselves asking deep existential questions about purpose, they are not asking whether it is within their own power to create purposive activities. They tend rather to be probing into whether there may be some purposes for life and for their own lives that are preordained, or provided independently of their own wills. This is clearly a question about the ultimate context of life in this universe and straightforwardly connects up with questions about theism and naturalism. Are we here because of a greater purpose? Or is our existence without plan or purpose?

            
               	The idea of life having a purpose stands and falls with the religious system.

               — Sigmund Freud

            

            Purposes are connected with values. We aim our activities at goals that we value, whether extrinsically, because they in turn lead on to other things, or intrinsically, because we view them as good in themselves. Our lives are purposive if they are directed toward the pursuit of important values. And it is the pursuit and attainment of important values that most clearly would give my life itself importance. We can immerse ourselves in trivialities in this world, or we can seek to embody and achieve values of importance in what we do. Or we can mix it up a little. In the philosophical or cosmic sense, importance has much less to do with fame, or celebrity, or any form of public recognition than it does with basic value. My life has dignity if it has true importance, which is to say, if it is lived purposively, in accordance with the highest values, even if it is imperfectly so lived. Again, this has nothing directly to do with worldly status. It is much deeper than that.

            
               	Human dignity . . . can be achieved only in the field of ethics, and ethical achievement is measured by the degree in which our actions are governed by compassion and love, not by greed and aggressiveness.

               — Arnold J. Toynbee (1889–1975)
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            	When most people ask, in their heart of hearts, whether their own lives are of any importance, they most often mean to be asking either of two things. One question is whether they will be able to make a real difference for good before they depart this world. If this is the question, then they are hoping that their lives will attain this sort of extrinsic value. They want to be tools of goodness in the grand enterprise of life.

            The other question is whether their lives themselves, regardless of their impact on the world around them, have any form of intrinsic value, or else extrinsic value that was not wholly of their own making. Anyone, for example, who believes that he is on a mission from God feels a sense of importance to his life, regardless of his own personal success in carrying out that mission. Mother Theresa was once asked how she could devote her life to helping dying people who were eventually going to die anyway. She said that she believed that she was not called by God to be successful, but just to be faithful. And, yet, faithfulness itself is a form of success. A theist can feel a sense of the importance of life, and of his or her own life, because of its divine origin and intent.

            It could also be possible for a naturalistic philosopher to feel a sense of dignity and cosmic importance because of her overall role in focusing the universe’s long march to conscious intelligence in her own person. This would not be a role of her own choosing, but could be viewed as a role contextually, and cosmically, determined. A person who has a sense of importance about her life generally is more likely to see her life as meaningful.

            
               	As far as we can discern, the sole purpose of human existence is to kindle a light in the darkness of being.

               — Carl G. Jung

            

            Meaning has to do with purpose, value, and importance. And it is most often the focal notion used to appraise life as a whole. As such, the following section focuses on it, while keeping in mind the related notions that necessarily will function in understanding it.

            So let us ask: Is there a meaning to life?

         

         
            Meaning and This World

            To answer the question “Is there a meaning to life?” we first need to see, however briefly, the ways in which philosophers have attempted to answer this question without making any sort of religious commitment whatsoever. Then we can see what difference a religious stance can make to the nature of the answer.

            
               	It is the acme of life to understand life.

               — George Santayana

            

            Our question is whether life has any meaning. In this section, we look at the two most prominent answers that have been given from a this-worldly perspective.

            
               Nihilism: The ultimate negativity

               
                  	At any street corner, the feeling of absurdity can strike any man in the face.

                  — Albert Camus
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               	The nihilist’s answer to the question of whether life has meaning is a simple and emphatic No. Life itself has no meaning. Your life has no meaning. My life has no meaning. Existence is without meaning of any kind. There is a void of significance to everything. There is no purpose to life. No plan. No reason. There are no ultimate values that we are here to embrace or embody. And nothing is finally of any importance whatsoever. So, party on if that’s your inclination, or else you could work very hard to forget your cosmic plight. Or you could choose to opt out of it all. But nothing really matters in the end.

               The existentialists are a collection of, mainly, early 20th-century philosophers who are thought of in connection with this answer. But there are probably more novelists, poets, rock musicians, and filmmakers who represent the nihilist point of view than there are philosophers. And of that fact I am very glad. Because I think of nihilism as bad philosophy.

               
                  	The moment a man questions the meaning and value of life, he is sick, since objectively neither has any existence.

                  — Sigmund Freud (A Bad and Very Sick Philosopher)
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               	I need to point out something very important, first off. The nihilist has a basic problem. There is no way to prove that life has no meaning. There is in fact no way to even marshal common human intuitions and observations in such a way as to support an overall world view in which it must be said that life has no meaning. There is no principle of rationality that offers clear support for nihilism. And part of the reason for that is that nihilism is by its nature a universal denial, what philosophers sometimes call a negative universal existence judgment, and this is the hardest sort of claim to justify, regardless of the subject matter.

               Suppose I say, “There is no snake in this room.” This is a negative particular existence claim, ranging over a limited domain — the room I’m in. I could justify my claim by an extensive search of the room, moving around chairs and table and looking under everything. The evidence at some point would be sufficient to ground my statement. But if I said, “There are no, and never have been, any beings in this universe with three heads and eight arms, weighing over 200 pounds,” how could I ever prove it? This is a negative universal existence claim ranging over a potentially unlimited domain. Where am I going to have to go to check all the relevant evidence? It’s impossible. There is nothing I could do that would be sufficient to justify that sort of claim.

               The claim that there is no meaning to life is a negative universal existence claim ranging in principle over an unlimited domain. How then could anyone demonstrate that it is true? I’ve never found a nihilist who could answer that question convincingly.

               
                  	Life has to be given a meaning because of the obvious fact that it has no meaning.

                  — Henry Miller (novelist, 1891–1980)

               

               Some nihilists think that it’s just obvious that life has no meaning. They view the world as a purely physical phenomenon, starting from, perhaps, unimaginably weird strings of pure energy and building itself up into a material cosmos in a blind process born of necessity and chance. There is no room in a naturalistic universe for meanings. What would be the status of a meaning? What would it be made of, where would it come from, where and how would it exist? In a reality consisting only of matter in motion, it’s hard to see what the ultimate status of anything as different from an atom as a meaning would be. And if we think that we can give anything meaning, we are fooling ourselves, according to a consistent development of this world view. Any attempts to create meaning are themselves nothing more than empty, meaningless gestures in a universe that just doesn’t care.

               
                  	I don’t wanna take no year’s sabbatical and go see some guru in the Himalayas to learn the secret of life. I don’t think there’s too many secrets to life, really.

                  — Charlie Daniels (Southern Rock Country Boy Guru)
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               	This grounding of nihilism would make it obvious to us only if the naturalistic world view that gives rise to it were itself obvious, and, as you can see in earlier chapters, it’s not. A naturalistic philosophy of the world is just one contender for our consideration, and not a wildly attractive one. The fact that it has been popular in the past century is no recommendation of it. Cigarettes and bell-bottom pants have been popular in the past century.

               Some nihilists try to claim that meaning is a linguistic phenomenon — only words have meanings — and that because life is not a linguistic item, it can’t have a meaning. Nonsense. Body movement can have meaning. We can make meaningful discoveries. We can give meaningful looks. And there is no syntax or semantics sufficient to justify the claim that there is really a linguistic phenomenon operative in every such case. A meaningful experience need not refer, or modify, or express action. It is not a category mistake to ask whether life has meaning. It is not nonsense to suppose it does.

               Other philosophers explicitly say that life could have a meaning only if there were a God, and they are convinced that there is none. Perhaps they are impressed by the problem of evil. It could be that they believe that they have not themselves had any religious experiences sufficient to ground a belief in any God. For whatever reason, they are nonbelievers and are convinced that meaning goes down with the ship. No God, no meaning. Why would they think this? Stay tuned. In the next section, I show why.

               Some other atheistic and agnostic philosophers have given a very different answer to the question of whether life has any meaning. It is a positive viewpoint that has come to be a major perspective for a philosophy of life in the modern world.

            

            
               The do-it-yourself-approach  to the meaning of life
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               	Many philosophers have claimed that, within the confines of a this-worldly approach — without making any reference to the question of whether there is a God or not — we can provide a strong positive answer to the question of whether this life has any meaning. The answer is Yes, if you give it meaning.

               
                  	There is no meaning to life except the meaning man gives his life by the unfolding of his powers, by living productively.

                  — Erich Fromm (1900–1980)

               

               Nothing has meaning unless it is given meaning. But we have it within our power to endow our lives with meaning by structuring them around purposes, values, and desires that we choose to pursue. I call this The Do-It-Yourself-Approach to the Meaning of Life because it holds each of us responsible for answering the question of meaning with action, not speculation.
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               	We need to take a closer look at this common answer to our question. First, it is based on a thesis about meaning:

               The Endowment Thesis: Nothing has meaning unless it is endowed with meaning (purpose, value, or importance) by an intelligent agent.

               And a corollary to this thesis is the following proposition:

               The Meaning of Life Corollary: Life has no meaning unless it is endowed with meaning.

               
                  	It has always been difficult for man to realize that his life is all an art.

                  — Havelock Ellis
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               	But when we try to apply the Endowment Thesis to the overall phenomenon of our lives, and suppose that we can successfully act on it here, we run into a problem. Something can be endowed with meaning only if an agent has some requisite degree of control over it. I cannot endow the words of the French language with new meanings today at noon. I don’t have the requisite control. I can’t endow your life with meaning. And you can’t give mine meaning. Neither of us has the necessary scope of control when it comes to another person’s life. But here is the problem. Much of our own lives we have no control over. I do have control over many of the things in my life. I can act in such a way as to rid myself of some problems, and I can make decisions that bring me new opportunities. But there are several crucial things about my life that I have little or no control over.

               
                  	Life’s uncertain voyage.

                  — Shakespeare

               

               I do not have control over:

               
                  	[image: bullet]	The basic circumstances of my birth

                  	[image: bullet]	Many of the formative features of my life

                  	[image: bullet]	The fact that I will undergo suffering in this world

                  	[image: bullet]	The reality that I must face death

               

               I did not choose to be born in 1952 instead of 1945 or 1612. If I had been born in a very different historical period, in a different culture, or to very different parents, I would have been a very different person in many ways. I would have had a different life. And these would surely be differences relevant to the meaning of what I do.

               I did not choose the neighbors of my childhood, or my relatives, or who would attend the schools where I was a student. I did not get to pick my teachers, or my doctor, or what city I would live in as I grew up. I did not have within my control the people I would meet as I came of age and the person I would find to marry. Yet these are all crucial matters for the continued formation of a personality and of a life.

               
                  	The life of a man is like a game with dice; if you don’t get the throw you want, you must show your skill in making the best of the throw you do get.

                  — Terence (c. 190–160 B.C.)

               

               I cannot choose to forego suffering in this world. I can seek to avoid it. But I can’t just opt out altogether. It is something that is, in the most fundamental sense, beyond my control. I can live cautiously, and I can to some extent influence what sort of sufferings I will, or may, endure throughout my life, but so much of this side of existence is just simply beyond my control. And it is important to how I judge my life’s meaning.
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               	Finally, I have no control whatsoever over the question of whether I will die. It’s a given, like it or not. And the reality of death poses in the most dramatic of ways the question of life’s meaning. This is not because a life without end would necessarily be meaningful. An infinite existence could be just as void of significance as a 20-year span, in principle. It’s just that an absolute boundary like death psychologically causes us to ask questions about what is on this side of it, as well as questions about death itself, and whether there is anything at all on the other side. Meaning questions are fundamental among these.

               
                  	Life is short and we have never too much time for gladdening the hearts of those who are traveling the dark journey with us. Oh, be swift to love, make haste to be kind!

                  — Henri Amiel (1821–1881)
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               	These are just four important matters that are beyond our control. They show us that there are things in life over which we lack sufficient control for meaning endowment. I cannot therefore endow the entirety of my existence with meaning. I can establish islands of meaning within my life. But I am without the requisite power to give meaning to the whole of my life. And you are in exactly the same quandary.

               No being could give meaning to the whole of any human being’s life, or to life itself, unless that being had the requisite sort of control over matters of birth, life, suffering, and death. But no being could have that sort of power except the sort of being that religious people call God.

               Thus, the question as to whether life as a whole, or my life as an entirety, has meaning ends up connecting directly with the question of whether there is a God. (See Part VII.)

               
                  	I do not know whether there are gods, but there ought to be.

                  — Diogenes

               

            

         

         
            God and Meaning

            I suspect that many theists would say that the best answer to the question of whether life has meaning is not the qualified, and demonstrably limited, affirmative answer of The Do-It-Yourself-Approach (see preceding section), but an unconditional yes flowing out of theistic belief.

            
               	To believe in God means to see that life has a meaning.

               — Ludwig Wittgenstein (1889–1951)
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            	Theists believe that God created the universe for certain purposes, and that the Creator in turn brought about our existence within the cosmos for distinctive purposes as well. On the theistic vision of the world, there are objective values rooted in the nature of God, and there is a source of importance for our lives and activities that comes from far above or below the sweep of our natural surroundings, whichever vertical metaphor you prefer.
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            	There is an objectivity of meaning that is provided for us. But within the overarching context of this meaning, which is both objective and provided for us, we are free to endow our days with meaning in pursuit of the projects and values that best reflect our own natures and talents. Theists don’t need to hold that the meaning of our lives is altogether provided for us, so that we are merely passive in relation to it. The meaning of life is not an off the rack suit that we must just wear without alteration. We can tailor to fit. But it is designer couture, so there are limits. Believers in God can endorse what is good and sensible among the basic presuppositions and premises of The-Do-It-Yourself-Approach, while avoiding the limitations it has when it attempts to be a solo answer to the question of meaning.

            A question naturally arises at this point. If there is an objective meaning provided to life itself, and to our lives, by a God, according to the theistic vision, then what is it? What could it be? Many theologians and religious philosophers who assure us that God provides meaning never venture to say exactly what it is.
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            	In analyzing the views of the world’s great theistic philosophies and religions, I have come to believe that the objective, overarching meaning of life is closely reflective of the nature of the theistic God. It is creative love, or loving creativity. As long as our activities flow in that direction and are consistent with that vision, they are good and meaningful, and our lives are purposive, meaningful, and important.

            
               	Men must live and create.

               — Camus

            

            We are each free to structure our lives around any values we choose. We can be ambitious for wealth. We can be greedy for power. We can indulge in trivial pursuits of pleasure to the exclusion of almost anything else. But we will be living truly meaningful lives only if we structure them in accordance with creative love, or loving creativity. This is the touchstone. This is the standard.

            I have developed this point in connection with the most pressing issues of life and work in my book If Aristotle Ran General Motors: The New Soul of Business, and so I won’t repeat myself to elaborate on it any more here. But it is important to point out that this approach to the question of meaning goes far beyond any standard, this-worldly version of The Do-It-Yourself-Approach, while yet incorporating its legitimate insights.

            The theist will say that life does have meaning. And the theist can suggest what that meaning is. Without theism, however, it is very difficult to see how life as a whole could ever be judged meaningful. It is hard to see how our individual lives could ever be meaningful through and through. In fact, in a thoroughly naturalistic universe, it would be hard to see how any of our gestures toward meaning could be efficacious in any way at all. For this reason, the debate about the existence of God is never just an intellectual controversy. It is of the greatest existential significance. And it puts everything else in perspective.

            The meaning of life as a whole is tied to the existence of God. And this is just one of the more important instances where we can see that, in philosophy, ultimately, everything is tied to everything else.

            Is there, then, total meaning available for our lives or not? What do you think? Chapter 23 talks more fully about what is at stake. And it looks at one of the most ingenious arguments ever discovered to help us answer our ultimate questions.

         

         
            Some philosophical comments  on God and meaning

            Many great minds have connected the issue of meaning with the existence of God:

            		The smallest details of this world derive infinite significance from their relation to an unseen divine order.

            		— William James

            		Man’s only legitimate end in life is to finish God’s work — to bring to full growth the capacities and talents implanted in us.

            		— Eric Hoffer (1902–1983)

            		Man’s perfection would be the fulfillment of his end; and his end would be union with his Maker.

            		— William James

            		The highest aim of man: the knowledge of God.

            		— Moses Maimonides

            		God is. That is the primordial fact. It is in order that we may discover this fact for ourselves, by direct experience, that we exist. The final end and purpose of every human being is the unitive knowledge of God’s being.

            		— Aldous Huxley (1894–1963)

            		The meaning of life consists in the love and service of God.

            		— Leo Tolstoy (1828–1910)

            		The supreme value and highest good is not life as such, but spiritual life rising up to God — not the quantity, but the quality of life.

            		— Nicholas Berdyaev (1874–1948)

         

      

      

   
      
         Chapter 23

         Pascal’s Wager: Betting Your Life

         In This Chapter

         
            [image: bullet]	Considering life as a gamble

            [image: bullet]	Presenting Pascal’s Wager for religious belief

            [image: bullet]	Working through the debate over the wager

            [image: bullet]	Thinking of world views as wagers

            	Let us weigh the gain and loss, in wagering that God is. Consider these alternatives: If you win, you win all; if you lose, you lose nothing. Do not hesitate, then, to wager that He is.

            — Pascal

         

         In this chapter, we look at one of the most fascinating philosophical arguments ever devised. It has persuaded many people to change their lives, and it has monumentally irritated others. Most scholars think of it as an argument for the rationality of believing in God, or even more, as an argument that the only rational choice to make on ultimate matters of world view is to cast your lot with the theists. But if you read this chapter through, you can see that it’s much more than an argument concerning religious belief. It is an argument for believing that there is overall meaning to life.

         
            Blaise Pascal: Philosopher-Genius
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            	Blaise Pascal (pronounced “Blaze Pass CAL”) was born in a provincial town in France in 1623. His father educated him, but in the early years withheld one subject as too titillating and overwhelmingly exciting for young minds. Wanting to protect little Blaise from anything that would overstimulate his budding intellect and deflect him away from the study of anything else, his father decided to lock up all the math books in the house. But you know how kids are. They find a way to discover whatever it is that we most want to keep away from them. It is said that the boy discovered on his own the elements of Euclidean geometry when he was 12 years old. The early glimmerings of his genius were easy to see.

            At age 13, Blaise attended discussion groups with his father, featuring some of the greatest intellects of the day — scientists, mathematicians, and philosophers argued their ideas in an open forum and showed Blaise the nature of rational debate. At age 16, he wrote a paper on a topic in projective geometry on the basis of which many people started to say that he was already the smartest man in Europe. At 19, he began the work that led to his invention of a calculating machine, which is often cited as a precursor of modern computers. He laid the foundations for decision theory and made important contributions to our understanding of probability, as well as devising experiments that helped push early modern science in fruitful directions.

            

            
               [image: Anecdote(Nutrition)]
            

            	I was once at a gas station getting a fill up, and I was wearing a Pascal T-shirt, with a picture of the great thinker emblazoned across the front. The gas station attendant came up to the window and, seeing my shirt, said in astonishment, “You know who Pascal is?” I replied, in equal surprise, “You know who Pascal is?” Blaise wasn’t exactly a household name. The guy said, “Yeah, we had to learn about him in auto mechanics school — you know, hydraulics, pneumatics, stuff like that — Pascal was the man, dude!” He was, dude.

            
               	Pascal is one of those writers who will be and who must be studied afresh by men in every generation.

               — T. S. Eliot

            

            Blaise Pascal was also an incredible philosophical intellect and religious thinker. Born into a Catholic family, he never cared about religion until one night in his early 30s when he had an unexpected and unsought mystical experience, an experience so powerful that it completely changed his life, his priorities, and his interests. He decided to use the rest of his days on earth to write in support of what he had come to think of as ultimate truth. He wanted to write a book in defense of religious belief that would appeal to all his atheistic and agnostic friends. But he died before he could complete the project. His notes were published shortly after his death and have become one of the world’s perennial bestsellers, as the book The Pensées, or The Thoughts.
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            	Many years ago, I decided to read and reread his notes in order to come to a deeper understanding of his whole philosophy. For eight summers, I taught a seminar sponsored by The National Endowment for the Humanities called Faith, Reason, and the Meaning of Life, based on a careful reading of his text. Some of the best and most remarkable school teachers in America came to Notre Dame and lived together for a month each summer to talk with me about the issues Pascal raised. I was amazed to see how this man, who died at the age of 39, was able to get under the skin of people over 300 years later. It is no exaggeration to say that I saw Pascal change people’s lives. Years later, some of these Pascalians are still in touch with me and report the ongoing relevance in their lives of what he once wrote.

            I decided to go through his notes again and again and to write the book that I think he could have, or should have, and indeed might have written if he had lived longer and had been somehow acquainted with the best of the philosophy that came after him. In the book that resulted, Making Sense of It All: Pascal and the Meaning of Life, I tried to bring together all his best insights, while feeling free to say when I thought he was wrong. The remarkable thing is, in my opinion, how seldom he was wrong. But the single most controversial idea in the entire sweep of his Pensées is the argument we examine in this chapter. It has been praised and condemned by countless philosophers in the past three centuries. And it will continue to be studied far into the future. It is an argument known as Pascal’s Wager.

         

         
            The Wager

            

            
               [image: GreatIdea(Philos)]
            

            	Life, Pascal believed, is a gamble. We’re always placing our bets. Very little is certain in this world. We live and breathe probabilities. We are constantly making rational calculations as to what we need to do, and how we should structure our lives, in order to secure the goals that we value. We are always wagering our time and energy on one strategy or another in pursuit of our own hopes and dreams.

            
               	To be alive at all involves some risk.

               — Harold MacMillan
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            	Life is process. Pascal was right that we are always pursuing goals and placing our bets on what will work and what’s not worth our trouble. We are engaged in that process every day. But, Pascal believed, we are also typically engaged in avoidance behavior concerning some of the things that really matter most. We use the daily demands of work and family life to keep our distance from some of the deeper issues that ultimately matter most and provide us with the most fundamental context for understanding our work and doing family life right. We are hurtling forward as fast as we can go, and we are headed for the edge of a cliff, without ever pausing to think through what it’s all about.

            

            
               [image: Warning]
            

            	Pascal believed that there are diseases of the soul that are much worse than the diseases of the body. We sleepwalk through too much of life. Or we sleep run. We are automatons in high gear. And we are out of touch with the deepest and most important issues we need to address. We cut ourselves off from the deepest sources of wisdom and guidance and then complain about how our lives are going.

            
               	Diseases of the soul are more dangerous and more numerous than those of the body.

               — Cicero

            

         
            Pascal’s night of fire

            We do not know exactly what happened to Pascal on his night of fire, but we know that it was an experience so vivid that it turned his life around. After his death, a servant was going through his clothes and found a note sewn into the lining of his coat. It was a memorial of his mystical experience that he had carried with him since the night it happened. The parchment was dated, and at the top of the page, the word for fire was written. In that note he records not what he experienced, but what his heartfelt responses to it were. It was the secret that gave him the final clue to his life’s meaning.

         

            Pascal wanted to reconnect us to those sources. He had come to believe that the deepest reality is spiritual. We can live on a physical level, and even on an intellectual level, and miss it completely. The physical is the level of the body, the intellectual is the level of the mind. But the spiritual is the level of the heart, that core capacity we all have where thought and feeling and will all come together.

            On the night of November 23, 1654, Pascal underwent what historians call his “Night of Fire,” a religious experience that apparently lasted hours, and that turned him around and convinced him that there is a living God who should be the focus and inspiration of all our lives. He saw all around him that accomplished people were disconnected from this Source and too busy in their various pursuits to notice or care. So he set it as his task to construct a rational argument that would appeal to them, get their attention, and point their lives in a theistic direction.
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            	Pascal rooted his argument for religious belief in the view of life as one huge game. It’s like a horse race between two thoroughbreds, theism and naturalism. Is there a God or not? There is evidence and argument that can be marshaled in either direction, as we have seen. Many people find this confusing and are sincerely unsure what to believe. Pascal hit upon a line of reasoning that he thought would break the tie and turn the tables.

            
               	If a man will begin with certainties, he will end with doubts, but if he will be content to begin with doubts, he shall end in certainties.

               — Francis Bacon

            

            

            
               [image: Tip]
            

            	How does a rational gambler place his bets? Not always on the contender most likely to win, surprisingly enough. Not always on the option with the highest purse. Pascal discovered that a rational gambler seeking to maximize his gains over the long run tends to place his bets in accordance with what is known now as expected value and is determined by the formula:

            Bet: (Chance × Payoff) – Cost = Expected Value

            Let me explain this. Imagine a very simple horse race between Greta and Annie. Suppose that they have run together ten times before, and that Greta has won six of these races. If you bet on Greta and she wins, you win $10. It costs $5 for a ticket on Greta. If you bet on Annie, it costs only $3, because she is less likely to win. But if she does win, you get $20. How do you bet?

            Using the formula, we get the assignments in Table 23-1.

            
[image: Table 23-1]
            
            
            According to Pascal, a rational gambler seeking to maximize his gains over the long run will bet on Annie here, because she has associated with her the highest expected value. Now, expected value is not the amount you expect to win. That is the payoff. It is an abstract quantity calculated to represent what value should be factored in association with this betting option, all things considered. Rational wagering is not always in accordance with chance only, or with payoff only, or even with cost only. It is a function of all three.

            Now, Pascal would have us consider the cosmic race and apply what we have just discovered (see Table 23-2).

            
[image: Table 23-2]
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            	As long as the evidence is balanced, or even remotely roughly balanced, Pascal would have us reflect on these other relevant considerations and wager accordingly.

            What’s the cost of betting on God? Well, to know this you have to know what it means to place this particular bet. The ultimate form of betting on God involves being a believing theist and centering your life on a receptive openness to divine leading. But a person who is not already a believing theist can’t just decide to believe while still thinking that the evidence is ambiguous. For such a person, betting on God would involve preliminary activities and attitudes. Pascal believed that betting on God could involve just turning your attention more openly to spiritual things, attempting to pray, trying to live in accordance with the moral tradition associated with theistic belief, and actively seeking God and God’s will for your life. The personal cost of all this is real but limited — some time, some energy, some effort. But it is a finite cost.

            The cost of betting against God is also finite. You’d just avoid any of the activities and attitudes associated with the alternative bet that you choose not to engage in. You’d live without a certain sort of hope. But you wouldn’t have to give up much else. Even atheists can go to church if they like and enjoy Handel’s Messiah in the appropriate season.
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            	If the probabilities are even, or remotely even, and the costs are comparable, the most crucial place in the formula will be the payoff column. If you bet on atheism and win, then what do you win? Not much. Perhaps any sense pleasures that you indulged yourself in within the confines of this life that you would have avoided for moral reasons if you had been making the contrary bet. But, in the end, you wouldn’t even know that you won. So you won’t even have the pleasure of knowing you were right.
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            	If you bet on theism and win, then what do you gain? Pascal says eternal life. Infinite reward. An endless positive payoff. And if you lose, he adds, you lose nothing. For any pleasure you gave up, there was an acceptable one to substitute. The theistic wager need not be seen as one involving asceticism and refusal. And if you bet on God and lose, then presumably you won’t survive death to discover that you lost. And so you won’t even suffer the frustration of discovering that you were wrong on such a major issue.

            
               	Our Creator would never have made such lovely days, and have given us the deep hearts to enjoy them, unless we were meant to be immortal.

               — Nathaniel Hawthorne
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            	We have here an interesting asymmetry between theism and atheism. If you bet on any form of developed traditional theism and are right, then you’ll survive the trauma of bodily death to discover that you were right. If you were wrong, then there will be no occasion after death to be forced to realize that you were wrong. Either death will be the total end, in which case you won’t survive to have to confront your world view mistake. Or you will enter somehow naturalistically into another life, in which there will be enough misleading apparent evidence of a Creator (supporting the standard arguments for the existence of God) that you, again, will not be forced to see that you were wrong. If on the contrary you bet on atheism and are right, then you’ll never live to see for certain that you were right. Either death will end your experience altogether, or — much less likely — you’ll enter another ambiguous existence by some natural mechanism of survival and still won’t know that you were right. If you bet on atheism and are wrong, then, according to the claims of traditional theists, you’ll know you were wrong.

            If this reasoning is plausible, then there is associated with the bet on atheism an ultimate, epistemological No-Satisfaction Guarantee, and with the bet on God, an ultimate epistemological No-Dissatisfaction Guarantee.
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            	Which bet should be made? Pascal thinks that a rational person should bet on God. When our formula is used for guidance, the expected utility associated with atheism is finite, and the one associated with theism is infinite. There is no greater difference possible than that between an infinite quantity and a finite one, however large. A rational person will bet in accordance with the highest expected utility. Therefore, a rational person will bet on God.

            Is Pascal right? I’ve never met anyone who told me that he or she believed in God because of the ontological argument. I’ve met only a few people whose minds clearly were made up by a consideration of the cosmological argument. Several more have reported to me that they have found something like a design argument persuasive. (See Part VII for more on these arguments.) But I’ve met a great many people who, in explanation of their religious belief, offer some version of Pascal’s Wager.

            
               	Wise venturing is the most commendable part of human prudence.

               — Marquis of Halifax (1633–1695)
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            	In one of my summer seminars, a tough-looking guy sat back in his chair from day one with his arms crossed and looked very skeptical about everything that I said concerning either Pascal or philosophy. He was a sports guy. He betted on horse races. And other things. He was more comfortable with a brewski in his hand than a philosophy text. I could tell that he might be a hard sell on the value of philosophy. After a couple of weeks of intensive work, we got to the wager. At the end of our first two-hour session presenting the argument, he came up to me and said, “Pascal understood the ponies. For the first time, it all made sense to me today. This Pascal was a pretty smart guy.”

            The wager has been a strong persuader ever since it was articulated. And yet it has had many critics as well.

         

         
            Criticisms of the Wager

            I want to look at five prominent and common objections to Pascal’s Wager. I will present each as persuasively as possible and then indicate briefly how Pascal might respond.

            
               The immorality objection

               

               
                  [image: TheThinker]
               

               	The philosopher William James, a man very sympathetic with religious belief, once said that if he were God, he’d take particular pleasure in sending to hell anyone who believed in him on Pascalian grounds. James thought the whole idea of betting on God for the sake of infinite personal gain was utterly abhorrent. It was the exaltation of gross selfishness to a cosmic scale. And it confused true religion with religious play-acting engaged in sheerly for the possibility of external rewards. James was offended. And other critics have been as well.
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               	Some put the criticism like this. Any God who would reward a crass, self-seeking, aggrandizement strategy like the one recommended by Pascal is an immoral being. Any universe in which sincere atheism is punished and insincere religious activity engaged in only for the sake of some payoff is rewarded, is an immoral universe.
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               	Pascal wants his argument, in principle, to appeal to as many people as possible. So the argument connects up with the one thing that everyone is guaranteed to have in common with everyone else: Self-interest. And self-interest is in no way an immoral or unworthy attitude. It is only the exaltation of self-interest over every other sort of interest that is morally repugnant. In addition, Pascal can argue that his wager is the one appeal to self-interest that will get people moving in a direction where such interest will come to play its proper subordinate role in their lives, as they submit themselves to the possibility of something greater than themselves.
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               	Was Pascal supposing that God will reward a charade of self-interest posing as piety? Not at all. Pascal was a shrewd psychologist. He understood human behavior. He wanted to construct an argument that would lead people to change their lives, in the knowledge that concrete actions often lead to real attitudes in human life, and that an actual search, however launched, would position people better to see the realities that were objectively there to be seen.

               
                  	The spiritual life is a grand experiment which ends in an experience; but it is not merely a leap in the dark.

                  — Dean W. R. Inge

               

               Pascal didn’t think of wagering as a leap into the dark. He believed that a greater openness in thought and an effort at prayer would issue in a change of perception and, ultimately, a change of heart. It is not necessary to view the payoff of the wager as a literally external reward that will almost contractually be given to the person who places the right bet. We can envision the payoff as the ultimate culmination of a proper self-development, an intrinsic reward of a life suitably well formed in the right direction. A wagering person, Pascal thought, is eventually much more likely to become a person of real faith, and it is this sort of person who properly and naturally enters into the everlasting communion with God that is promised to all who embrace it. This is the payoff.

               
                  	Heaven means to be one with God.

                  — Confucius
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               	Is there any possibility that a sincere atheist nonetheless eventually could participate in the eternal life of good that the great theistic religions announce? Pascal’s argument could allow for that possibility. But, especially if entry into another form of existence centered on communion with God is not thought of as some sort of external reward, but rather as an interior completion of a process begun in this life, it is extremely unlikely, on all reasonable construals of spirituality, that it could ever be possible without something like a movement toward real faith. Eternal life may be a gift, but it can be given only to someone capable of receiving it. Wagering preliminaries of action and attitude can lead to a real receptivity and, finally, to an authentic belief. And if this is eventually going to be needed, why not launch out on it now? The rational response still seems to be that of wagering. And there need be no unjust portrayal of the universe or of divine behavior lying behind the argument that we all should wager.

               
                  	The only certainty is that nothing is certain.

                  — Pliny the Elder (c. 23–79)

               

            

            
               The probability assignment objection
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               	Some critics object to using a formula for expected utility (see the section “The Wager,” earlier in this chapter) here at all because of a problem they have with talking about probabilities when it comes to ultimate issues like this. What’s the probability of there being a God? Is it .5, or .4, or .37256? What sense does this make? That’s the concern. How would we assign probability values nonarbitrarily to such a question?

               The problem is generated by a certain picture of probability assignment. When you flip a coin, there are two sides. The probability of each side showing at the end of the flip is, in principle, one out of two, or .5. The probability of heads is thus .5, and the probability of tails is equal to that. Likewise, with a six-sided die, the probability of any given side showing after a toss is one out of six. We were able to assign probabilities to Greta and Annie (see the section “The Wager,” earlier in this chapter) because of their past races. There have not been ten universes, five of which were created by a God and five of which were not. Just because theism and atheism seem like polar opposites, like heads and tails, it doesn’t follow that each should be assigned a probability of one out of two.
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               	Pascal’s argument need not be taken to assign probabilities at all on the basis of a simple partitioning of the options, as if the mere fact that there were two options presented determines that the chance of each being true should be one out of two. Pascal’s argument can be taken to be based in a very different source of probability assignment. In everyday life, we are often prepared to give rough numerical probability assignments to reflect the preponderance of evidence that we have for a given eventuality. That’s how we can be told that there is a 40 percent chance of rain tomorrow. Pascal’s argument can be thought of as deriving its probability assignments in exactly the same way.

               
                  	Almost all human life depends on probabilities.

                  — Voltaire
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               	The wager is an argument devised for a person who views all the arguments and evidences concerning a naturalistic world view and a theistic alternative, and thinks that there is enough to be said in either direction that it’s not clear what to believe. At that stage, from that perspective, it could be said that the evidence is roughly balanced, and that can be reflected by probability assignments of roughly .5 for atheism and .5 for theism. It doesn’t matter whether the evidence is precisely balanced, but it does matter that it is balanced enough so that the answer to the question of whether there is a God is not just obvious from the evidence alone.
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               	Now, if it is obvious to you that there is a God, or if it’s clear enough on the basis of evidence or experience, then you don’t need the wager, except as something to offer your friends. At least, you don’t need it for yourself now. But in the lives of many believing theists, there can come a time when darkness seems to fall, and the experience and evidence once relied on may not seem as clear as it once did. At that juncture, the wager may keep you on target or get you back on track. The proper progress of wagering always involves opening yourself more and more to a vision of the divine at work in and beyond our world.

               
                  	When you have succeeded in enshrining God within your heart, you will see Him everywhere.

                  — Swami Shivananda (1887–1963)

               

            

            
               The many claimants objection

               But there are many religions. Many purported Gods. If I plug into the formula the Judeo-Christian God, I get the result that I should wager on him. If I plug in the Hindu God, I get the consequence that I should wager in the Hindu way. And so on for every religion claiming everlasting life and eternal bliss for the faithful. Can you hedge your bets by betting on them all? But some exclude others and so disallow this. What can you do?

               Pascal knew that there were many religions and many claimants for our belief. But he did not offer the wager argument for just any claim associated with an infinite payoff. He meant it as a tie-breaker. He had in mind the standoff between classic Western Judeo-Christian theism and atheism. The argument was meant only to break any tie in evidential considerations, and it can be argued that its use is legitimate only in such situations.
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               	In principle, the formula would indeed generate infinite expectation for any such cosmic possibility. But then we’d be forced back to the chance column. And to the cost column. Among the proclaimers of infinite payoff, which can be backed up with the most evidence and argument? Which makes the most sense? Which is associated with the most reasonable cost? Pascal thought that only the Judeo-Christian tradition qualified. You might disagree with his assessment. But it’s hard to argue with his basic reasoning. We should seek the longest term developmental path that we can pursue, compatible with what reason and prudence require. Why be content with anything less?
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               	While I was at Yale, there was an unusual looking graduate student who entered the Department of Religious Studies the year after I did. He was very short and had extremely long brown hair, half way down to his bare feet. He never wore shoes, even on the coldest Connecticut days. He had an intense gaze in his light blue eyes, and was silent much of the time. But when he did speak, it was clear that he was very smart. But there was one catch. He believed that he was God Incarnate. He was the return of the Messiah. He had come back. He kept the messianic secret for a couple of months and then called together three of Yale’s top theology professors so that as they broke bread over dinner, he could announce his true identity.

               
                  	Madness is man’s desperate attempt to reach transcendence, to rise beyond himself.

                  — Abraham Joshua Heshel

               

               He had come to study theology, in particular Christology. For him, it was an exercise in self-knowledge. He had written a 600-page senior honors thesis in college on the problem of evil. How could the existence of all the pain and suffering in the world be compatible with his existence? That was ultimately the concern. He had disciples in New Haven. He married people in his name. He was crazy.

               This young man promised his few disciples eternal life if they would give up everything and follow him. A graduate student from Wales, who had come to Yale after a Cambridge University degree, told me that he had felt true evil for the first time in his life, in the presence of this man and two of his followers.

               I don’t know what ever happened to him. I don’t even remember his name. And I don’t really want to know. He was real. But he is also a type. Does Pascal’s Wager apply to his claims? Should we follow such people just because, on the unbelievably minuscule probability that they are who they say they are, the formula tells us that there is infinite expected utility associated with their claims? No. Pascal would direct us back to the chance and cost considerations and insist that we avoid such people like a plague. It is not an implication of his argument that any crazy claimant of infinite reward deserves our attention or allegiance.

               
                  	Probabilities direct the conduct of the wise man.

                  — Cicero

               

            

            
               The single case objection

               Other critics object to using the formula for an essentially single case scenario. The claim is this. Considerations of expected utility are meant to apply to repetitive wagering situations. They give guidance concerning long term expectation. They are not meant to apply to situations where only one bet will be placed. If I am placing one and only one bet, the critic goes on to say, then surely I want to win that specific bet. I’m not concerned to perhaps go for a long shot because over the long run doing so on occasion will be associated with overall winnings maximization. I want to win now. I want to win this one. So only the evidence matters. Which is most likely to win? Or, in the case of theism and atheism, which is likelier to be true? If the evidence is balanced, I’ll wait until more is forthcoming.
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               	The wager is for people who do not judge the purely evidential or argumentative support for theism or atheism to be in itself convincing one way or the other. It is a line of reasoning to direct them along a specific path. It says, in effect, that it is not reasonable to wait and wait for more evidence. Right now, Pascal said, you are either wagering for God or against God. If you are praying, seeking God’s presence and will for your life, and trying to view the world through theistic spectacles, you are wagering for God. If you are not praying, not seeking God’s will for your life, and not trying to see things in the light of eternity, then you are living as if there is no God. And that just means that you are right now wagering that there is no God. Which wager is best? You must wager one way or the other on any given day. It is Pascal’s argument that is meant to convince you which wager is best.

               The fact that it’s a single case changes nothing. What are we supposed to do if the evidence is indeed unclear? What other considerations are there than what we are calling cost and payoff? The formula is inevitable. So, place  your bets.

               
                  	Religion consists in the simple feeling of a relationship of dependence upon something above us and a desire to establish relations with this mysterious power.

                  — Miguel de Unamuno (1864–1936)

               

            

         

         
            Choosing a World View Right for You
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            	Philosophers can sometimes give us the impression that there is a whole cafeteria line of Big Questions that they deal with, and that we can pick and choose which ones to investigate ourselves. I have come to believe that philosophy is very different from that. As I’ve said before, throughout this book, I have become convinced that, in philosophy, everything is connected with everything else. What we are offered are more like package deals.

            The main theistic package:

            
               	[image: bullet]	An objective moral order

               	[image: bullet]	Free will

               	[image: bullet]	A soul

               	[image: bullet]	Life after death

               	[image: bullet]	God

               	[image: bullet]	Meaning

               	[image: bullet]	Bliss

            

            This is one alternative world view. But there is also its major rival to consider.

            The main naturalistic package:

            
               	[image: bullet]	Quick description: None of the above

               	[image: bullet]	No objective moral order

               	[image: bullet]	No free will

               	[image: bullet]	No soul

               	[image: bullet]	No life after death

               	[image: bullet]	No God

               	[image: bullet]	No meaning

               	[image: bullet]	No hope
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            	Of course, this is not a popularity contest. Nor is it the ultimate consumer opportunity. We can’t just say “wow” to one and “yuck” to the other and sign on to whatever is most desirable. We need to weigh evidence. And we need to place our bets as intelligently as we can.

            
               	Why do you hasten to remove anything which hurts your eye, while if something affects your soul, you postpone the cure until next year?

               — Horace

            

            Was Pascal right? There is a cosmic wager going on. You and I are living and thinking in one way, or in another. Which bet are you placing? Pascal wanted to insist that it matters.

            But on this side of the most ultimate issues, there are plans to be made, things to do, and things to avoid. What is the domain within which our decisions affect how we view the meaningfulness of our lives and activities day to day? Chapter 24 looks at how we think about success and happiness in this world. Philosophy always keeps us mindful of the ultimate issues. But not all are of cosmic significance. Some are personal. And are also important.

            You have talents. You have values. And you have desires. How can you make your way forward in this world that undoubtedly does exist, regardless of what you decide about a next world? Read the next chapter to find out.

         

      

      

   
      
         Chapter 24

         Success and Happiness in Life

         In This Chapter

         
            [image: bullet]	Asking what is enough for happiness

            [image: bullet]	Probing the concept of success

            [image: bullet]	Mastering the seven universal conditions for success

            	Pursue some path, however narrow and crooked, in which you can walk with love and reverence.

            — Henry David Thoreau

         

         In this chapter, we look at the elements for a philosophy of human success. It takes us in some familiar, and perhaps some surprising, directions. Philosophers don’t just talk about the outer limits of life and the hidden essence of being alive. We reflect on the practical daily issues as well. It is some of that practical reflection that absorbs us in this chapter.

         When philosophers talk about the practical demands of daily life, we always want to talk about context and perspective. The philosopher Francis Bacon once said that knowledge is power. And that’s true. But wisdom is perspective. And that’s even more important than power.

         A prominent and unusually creative television producer once told me that he believes most people these days waste their lives chasing the wrong things. Are you? Am I? How can we know?

         
            What is Enough? The Race for More

            We live in an acquisitive culture. We have more, and we want more, than ever before. We live in a time of boundless opportunity. But we also live in an age filled with lives out of control. We spend all our time and energy chasing things that won’t satisfy us. Why?

            The greatest case of mistaken identity in the modern world has involved the four markers of public success: Money, fame, power, and status. These four things just may have been the most widely shared dreams and the most ardently pursued goals in the past century. Yet, as an ancient philosopher might say, they can make very good servants, but are themselves very bad masters.
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            	Money, fame, power, and status can be good and useful as resources, but they are very problematic as focal goals. When they are pursued as focal targets, the concept of “enough” can’t get a grip at all. What amount of money is enough? Everyone I know who has a little wants more. But it’s even more interesting that everyone I know who has a lot wants even more. A reporter once asked John D. Rockefeller how much money it takes for a man to be happy. He replied, “A little bit more than he’s got.”

            
               	Money’s easy to make if it’s money you want. But with few exceptions people don’t want money. They want luxury and they want love and they want admiration.

               — John Steinbeck

            

            

            
               [image: Tip]
            

            	What is enough? The concept of enough is, of course, a relative concept. Any question of what would be enough begs the follow-up question “Enough for what?” And this just shows that the concept of enough applies only to things that are of instrumental value, valuable only insofar as they lead to or produce something else (something that itself either also has instrumental value, or else has intrinsic value, value in and of itself).
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            	Put simply, the question of enough applies only to things that are in some sense resources. When money, fame, power, and status are viewed as resources, the question of enough does have application. Enough money is the amount of money it takes to complete a project, or pay off debts, or maintain a lifestyle. Enough power is the amount it takes to get a job done. Even fame and status can work this way. For an actor, enough fame is the amount that gets him invited to work in good movies for healthy fees and then gets public attention for his work. A certain level of status in a community can be judged enough for playing a particular role in community affairs or for producing a certain degree of receptivity in people concerning a project or process that needs support.

            Enough is a relative concept. More is absolute. There can always be more. And that’s a problem for many people. We live in a very competitive culture, so we live in a culture of more. It’s nearly heretical to suggest that bigger is not always better and faster is not always an improvement. I don’t need a Ferrari to get me home from the grocery store. Ice cream doesn’t melt that fast. How big should a company be? How powerful a computer do I need? How many items of clothing are enough? Or, closer to home for me, how many guitars do I actually need to own? Are there lines to be drawn? In a culture of more, it’s often hard to see or set limits.

            
               	There is more to life than increasing its speed.

               — Gandhi
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            	There are two different forms of dissatisfaction in human life. There is first the dissatisfaction of acquisition. This is when you’re not satisfied with what you have. You want more stuff. More money. More power. A bigger house. Another house. A more luxurious car. Or a faster car.

            The second form of dissatisfaction is the dissatisfaction of aspiration. This is when you are not satisfied with what you are and want to become something better. You want to be wiser, to know more, to experience more, to develop more talents, to be a better person. You want to deepen yourself spiritually. You want to connect better with your world. You want to have a deeper impact for good on your children, on your community, or in your work. You aspire to a richer, more fulfilling being-in-the-world.

            

            
               [image: Warning]
            

            	The dissatisfaction of acquisition feeds on itself in an almost cancerous way. The more you give in to it and try to satisfy it, the more it can grow, until it is literally out of control. There are people who can fully enjoy owning the new Mercedes convertible that they long lusted for only to the moment when that new red Ferrari pulls up beside them at a stoplight. The dissatisfaction of acquisition can become an unhealthy, impossible, tyrannical demand.

            
               	Ambition makes the same mistake concerning power that avarice makes concerning wealth: she begins by accumulating power as a means to happiness, and she finishes by continuing to accumulate it as an end. Ambition, in fact, is the avarice of power.

               — C. C. Colton (1780–1832)

            

            The dissatisfaction of aspiration can be quite different. Contentment is not supposed to be the same thing as apathy. Contentment is emotionally accepting your present as being what it is, without being filled with resentment, frustration, or irritation at anything you are undergoing. But that is thoroughly compatible with wanting the future to be quite different. You aspire to be better or to accomplish more. You are not satisfied to stay where you are existentially, with no further growth and no further effects for good on your world. You want to be and do more. This is the dissatisfaction of aspiration. It can be a very healthy goad to personal growth and fulfillment.

            
               	Be always displeased at what you are, if you desire to attain to what you  are not.

               — Saint Augustine (354–430)

            

            Is there a certain number of books, such that, having read that many, you will have read enough? Is there a total number of ideas such that, having had that many new thoughts, you will be able to say, “Enough, already”? Isn’t personal growth and aspiration at least in principle open-ended in a way that acquisition is not? I have enough tennis shoes. I have enough suits. I have enough computers. But, in the confines of this life, I’ll never be wise enough. And that’s no tragedy at all. I’m a joyful guy, but I’ll never have my fill of joy — I’ll never be joyful enough. But don’t feel sorry for me about that.

            In fact, it is the materially well off among us who feel wise enough already, but want much more stuff, who are living the philosophical tragedy of our times. To those men and women I want to say: Learn when enough is enough and when it isn’t. The external things that we accrue can be great resources for the inner journey we are on, as well as for making our outer mark on the world, if we have enough guidance along the way to know what it’s worth our time and energy to pursue.

            
               	The hope of the world lies in what one demands, not of others, but of  oneself.

               — James Baldwin (1924–1987)
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            	The prominent national newspaper USA Today recently ran a cover story in their Life section on country music singer Alan Jackson. This is a man who, at the time, had sold 25 million records, had been named Country Music Association Entertainer of the Year, and lived in a 30,000 square foot mansion. The article was not about his career accomplishments or financial success, though; it was an account of his recent bout of “almost suicidal” depression, and how he is in the process of saving a marriage that had been in free fall from a storybook beginning, careening toward a textbook divorce.

            Jackson told USA Today: “I’d always been the type person who didn’t understand people who’d commit suicide. I thought that was the stupidest thing in the world — that if it got that bad, why didn’t you just change it and move on?” But then he found himself confronted with what seems to have been an almost Tolstoyan, gut-wrenching struggle with the meaning of his success and why it wasn’t making him happy. He came to realize that, in a deeply important way, he had been taking the wrong approach to life, and that his innermost attitude toward what he was doing wasn’t taking him to where he wanted to be as a person.

            He commented: “What was happening was, I couldn’t be happy. I kept trying to let everything else make me happy.” And then he said, with the sort of perceptiveness that makes for a good twist in a reflective country ballad, “Maybe that’s why I’m a success. I worked so hard to get all this stuff to make me happy. Then that didn’t do it. It actually got worse.”

            
               	Success has ruined many a man.

               — Benjamin Franklin
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            	Here’s the question: Do we often, and maybe even inevitably, do good things for what are really the wrong reasons? Is outer success in the world often the result of an inner need for happiness that cannot be satisfied by external things? Wouldn’t it be an odd truth about the world if only the intrinsic rewards of a job — the sense of good that comes from a worthy task well done — truly satisfy us, but only the extrinsic rewards we anticipate — the money, or power, or recognition — typically motivate us to work as hard as it takes to really make our mark in the world? The question is, Do we tend to be motivated by the things that can never fully satisfy? And, if so, can we turn that around?
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            	The great novelist Leo Tolstoy recounts in his famous book Confession that at the peak of his own success, he started to ask some of these same questions, issues that were forced on him by a sudden depression amidst accomplishment, a bout of negativity that he could not fully understand. As a young man, he chased money and fame. And he got both, in large measure. He married and then pursued the security, comfort, and physical well-being of his family. But when all the externals were finally in place, he began to ask the deeper questions of why he was doing any of the things that had come to dominate his day.

            Alan Jackson needed to begin to come to terms with some of these issues before he could turn his life around and recover from a tailspin that no one but a philosopher might have expected. And his example leaves us all with a question that each of us should ponder:

            What really and deeply motivates me in what I’m doing, the inner sense  that I’m doing something worthy, noble and good, or the outer goods that might result?

            What puts a twang in my heart?

            
               	It is the nature of every man to err, but only a fool perseveres in error.

               — Cicero

            

         

         
            True Success

            True success is not about external acquisition. It’s about what I like to call The 3-D Approach to Life:

            
               	[image: bullet]	Discover your positive talents.

               	[image: bullet]	Develop the most meaningful and beneficial of those talents.

               	[image: bullet]	Deploy your talents into the world for the good of others as well as  yourself.

               	The man who was born with a talent which he was meant to use finds his greatest happiness in using it.

               — Johann Wolfgang von Goethe (1749–1832)

            

            I say that it is important to discover your positive talents. By “positive,” I mean talents that can make a positive, meaningful, beneficial contribution to your life, or to the lives of others. I mean talents whose exercise will reflect the best about life and cohere with all that we know to be good and important. I specify also that you should develop the most meaningful and beneficial of those talents. Life is short. Time is precious. Energy is limited. We should all focus on the highest of our talents, if we want true success in our lives.
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            	The great German philosopher Leibniz (1646–1716) tells a story about a man who cultivates expertise at throwing peas and skewering them on pins. A person might have a talent for doing this, but it doesn’t follow automatically that he should spend a lot of time cultivating that skill. It is a waste of time. You might have a talent for insulting people, but it’s not one you should cultivate, or even discover. Insulting people is not a positive, meaningful, beneficial talent. We should discover and cultivate what is best within ourselves. And we should spend significant time on only those talents that can be put to work somehow for the good of others as well as ourselves.

            Does that mean that my talent for playing tennis, or yours for fly fishing, has to benefit others directly, or it shouldn’t be cultivated? Not at all. Its benefits can be indirect. Tennis may relax me and refresh my mind to return to the philosophy by which I best serve others. A weekend of golf or fishing may restore your soul and make you a better companion for your friends and family. The talents involved can certainly count as positive, meaningful, and beneficial, as long as they are used well, and in such a way as to allow for a suitably balanced life.
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            	Too many people worry about making a splash or amassing a fortune. They crave acceptance and see fame as the ultimate version of satisfying that real need. They cultivate only those talents they have that might somehow lead to wealth or celebrity. And in thinking like this, they are making a fundamental philosophical mistake.
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            	Either there is a God or naturalistic atheism is the ultimate truth about reality. On either world view, this endless craving for externals is misguided.

            If atheistic naturalism or naturalistic atheism (we can say it both ways) is true, then any craving to make a splash, get the cash, or win over the multitudes is fundamentally misguided. In a naturalistic universe, working toward any external thing like that is meaningless because the end result is meaningless. Importance is an illusion. Of course, in a naturalistic universe, everything may just be equally meaningless. But the implication of that is “Why bother?”

            

            
               [image: GreatIdea(Philos)]
            

            	If theism is true, the quest for external fame and wealth is fundamentally misplaced. Such externals should never be our focal goals. Our importance is to be traced to our divine origin and purpose. Our sense of self-worth is to be found in our relation to our Creator, not in our renown or in our material holdings. We are here on a mission of creative love, or loving creativity. We are to be discovering the meaningful talents with which we’ve been endowed, developing those talents, and putting those talents to work for the good of other people as well as ourselves. And this is exactly what all perceptive people find to be the most satisfying way to live their lives, whether they are atheists, Baptists, Catholics, or agnostics.

            
               	A true measure of your worth includes all the benefits others have gained from your success.

               — Cullen Hightower

            

            Why do most people find the chase for external things to be ultimately unsatisfying? Is it because naturalism is true, and none of those things has any value at all? Or is it because theism is true, and none of those things has the right sort of value to alone support a meaningful life? One of those world views is on target. And regardless of which one it is, chasing externals seems misguided.

            But something deeper can be said. There is a natural human tendency to strive for excellence. It can be worn away from our lives by an improper upbringing and by a lack of immediate cultural support (think “slacker”), and it can be misinterpreted in terms of world conquering, but it is there. Why? Does it have survival value, in an evolutionary sense? But it does not aspire to mere survival. It hankers after something much greater — human flourishing.
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            	Tolstoy discovered, at the end of his mid-life crisis, a new meaning for his life. It centered on the importance of service to others. Many other people have come to realize the same thing. The greatest fulfillment comes from our relationships to others and comes most deeply when we are living in creative, loving service to those other people. Why? Theists say that this is what we were created for. Theism sees love and creativity at the core of why there is a universe at all. It offers an ultimate explanation for why people of almost any world view imaginable find these things to be the most satisfying and most fulfilling. And so our experience of struggling to understand what success in this world really is may also be relevant to understanding the ultimate context for life in this world as well.

            
               	There is no greater satisfaction for a just and well-meaning person than the knowledge that he has devoted his best energies to the service of the good cause.

               — Albert Einstein
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            	True success is deeply satisfying success. True success is sustainable success. It is a form of achievement that nurtures the whole person. It is not self-destructive or essentially detrimental to others. It will have different forms for different people. But it will always involve the 3-D approach at its core.

         

         
            The Universal Conditions of Success
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            	From Plato and Aristotle to the present day, the wisest people who have ever thought about success and excellence have left us bits and pieces of powerful advice for attaining true success in our lives. I have put them all together as this framework of seven universal conditions, which I call The 7 Cs of Success (A New Framework for Excellence).

            For the most deeply satisfying and sustainable forms of success in our lives, we need to bring into any situation, relationship, or enterprise:

            
               	[image: bullet]	A clear conception of what we want, a vivid vision, a goal clearly  imagined.

               	[image: bullet]	A strong confidence that we can attain that goal.

               	[image: bullet]	A focused concentration on what it takes to reach the goal.

               	[image: bullet]	A stubborn consistency in pursuing our vision.

               	[image: bullet]	An emotional commitment to the importance of what we’re doing.

               	[image: bullet]	A good character to guide us and keep us on a proper course.

               	[image: bullet]	A capacity to enjoy the process along the way.

            

            Most of these 7 Cs of Success will sound familiar to you, if you’ve read or thought about success at all. Any success that you’ve already had in your life will have been produced by following at least most of these conditions. Whenever I find myself confronting any stubborn difficulties in business or life, it is always due, to some extent, to my forgetfulness of, or failure to live in accordance with, at least one of these seven conditions. The whole framework is like a penetrating diagnostic tool for understanding where we are, where we need to be, and how we should start the process of getting there.

            I’ve developed these seven conditions at length in a book called True Success: A New Philosophy of Excellence, and so will limit what I say here. But I do want to clarify each of them briefly and say a few words about how they interrelate.

            
               The greatest advice from philosophers

               Thales said it. Socrates repeated it. It was inscribed in marble at the most revered of ancient Greek sites, the Oracle at Delphi: “Know Thyself.” This is the simplest, most practical, most profound, most famous, and most difficult piece of advice ever given by philosophers. Self-knowledge requires time, thought, humility, objectivity, openness, and living. It is acquired as we move forward in life. But to gain it, we have to reflect on what we experience, and examine how we think. What do you love? What do you like? What do you hate? What do you dislike? What would really satisfy you? What wouldn’t be worth the trouble? Only by knowing yourself can you answer these questions. But the effort of asking them and trying to answer will yield a clearer self-understanding and the knowledge the Greeks recommended.

            

            
               A clear conception of what we want, a vivid vision, a goal clearly imagined

               

               
                  [image: Tip]
               

               	In any challenging situation, we need to think through exactly what we want to see happen as the consequence of our efforts. What do we want to accomplish? What’s the ultimate goal? To be able to answer such questions requires self-knowledge, one of the most difficult things for most of us to attain. And yet it’s the prerequisite for any rational road to success.

               True success always starts with an inner vision, however incomplete it might be. That’s why most of the books on success by famous coaches, business stars, motivational consultants, and psychologists begin with chapters on goal setting. The world as we find it is just raw material for what we can make it. Life is indeed meant to be all about loving creativity, or creative love. We are meant to be artists with our energies and with our lives. We are here to create. And the only way to do that well is to structure our energies around clear goals.

               
                  	This world is but a canvas to our imaginations.

                  — Thoreau

               

               Some people wonder how we can rationally set either personal or business goals in changing times. How can we take aim when the targets around us are always moving? Our goals will certainly have to change on occasion as our circumstances change. We can never know at the beginning of a process all that we should know to be able to anticipate everything that will need to happen, and everything that we’ll need to do, to bring about the accomplishment of our ultimate goals. And what we do experience as we seek to realize our goals may lead us to set different goals than the ones that got us underway. Goal setting is meant first and foremost to focus us and to move us forward in life. And as we move forward, we learn. Then we can set new goals more intelligently, with a more complete grasp of what’s available, and what’s desirable, than we ever could have at the outset of the process, or without such a process at all.
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               	We need to fight for clarity and imaginative vividness in the areas of our lives where the challenges are greatest and the opportunities are biggest. We need a vision to steer us forward and inspire us to greater efforts. We also need to be inspired ourselves if we want to have a chance of inspiring others to help us in our endeavors. And, given the reality that almost nothing worth doing can be done entirely alone in this world, it is of vital importance to be able to inspire others to share in our own visions of what is possible.

            

            
               A strong confidence that we  can attain that goal
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               	Inner attitude is often the most important key to outer results. When considering goals to pursue, we need to be aware that it is important to launch out only into enterprises in which we will be able to have some significant measure of confidence. William James’ conception of precursive faith (developed in Chapter 6) is operative here. In any new enterprise of importance, we need an up-front faith in what we are doing. We need a belief in our own competence to do it and in the worthiness of the endeavor. Sometimes we have to work hard to generate an attitude of inner confidence. But it always facilitates success.

               
                  	Very often the only way to get a quality in reality is to start behaving as if you had it already.

                  — C. S. Lewis

               

               Confidence in ourselves is such a basic ingredient for facilitating any form of accomplishment that it is shocking to see how rare it apparently is in the world today. One of the greatest struggles in modern times is self-confidence. But it shouldn’t be such a surprise. Especially in rapidly changing contexts, it’s natural to be unsure that the personal attributes that served us well in the past will do so now and into the future. And when we are confronted every day with success stories brought into our homes by all the mass media, it’s difficult not to find the competitive level of modern times a bit daunting.
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               	Is confidence a strictly necessary condition for success? No, it’s possible to just get lucky however high or low your self-confidence. But to the extent that persistence seems to be one of the most important traits in human life, confidence is needed for it, and gains its own importance instrumentally, in service to that trait of persistent pursuit. A strong confidence is no guarantee of success. But it is among the chief facilitators of it.

            

            
               A focused concentration on what  it takes to reach the goal

               All the world’s great religions and philosophies emphasize the importance of what we attend to and what we focus on in our lives. Big dreams just lead to big disappointments when people don’t learn how to plan their path forward. Success at anything interesting is always the result of planning your efforts and then enacting that plan.

               
                  	Determine that the thing can and shall be done, and then we shall find  the way.

                  — Abraham Lincoln (1809–1865)
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               	Gestalt psychologists long ago taught us that a new mental focus can generate new perceptual abilities. Focusing your energy in a new direction, toward a new clear goal, you will begin to see things all around you that you might have missed before, things that are relevant to your goal and that can help you attain it. A focused concentration is an interpretive grid that can help any of us spot what we need for getting where we want to go.

               The process of moving from an envisioned goal to a reality accomplished is one of flexible firmness — an underlying firmness of commitment augmented by a flexibility of attitude and tactics that can allow you to adjust as you go and adapt as you learn.
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               	The most important thing I’ve learned about success as I’ve studied the great thinkers and worked with very successful people is the extraordinary importance of an action orientation to life. But unplanned, blind action is never a prescription for success. The formula is plan and act. Prepare first and then get things going. Don’t wait for success to come to you. Go get it. Even a flawed plan can get you moving in such a way as to lead you to see what would be a better plan. Planned action is the key.

               
                  	Everything has to be rethought.

                  — Elias Canetti (1905–1994)

               

            

            
               A stubborn consistency  in pursuing our vision
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               	The single most pervasive cause of failure in modern, developed countries is self-imposed, self-sabotage — people acting inconsistently with their own goals and values. It happens in governments, in families, and in businesses. It happens in people’s souls. But why would anyone act in a direction contrary to what they really want and value? The answers are surprisingly simple. Stress. Pressure. Fear. Temptation. Distraction. Miscalculation.

               Whatever the reason, inconsistent behavior always exacts a cost. It gets us off track. At worst, it causes us to self-destruct. At best, it delays our progress.
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               	The word consistency comes from two Greek roots, a verb meaning “to stand” and a particle meaning “together.” Consistency is all about standing together. Do my actions stand together with my words? Do my reactions and emotions stand together with my deepest beliefs and values? Do the members of my family stand together? Do the people I work with stand together? This is what consistency is all about. It’s a matter of gathering all available energy and focusing efforts in a unified direction. Inconsistency defuses power. Consistency moves us toward our goals in the most efficient ways possible.

               
                  	A straight path never leads anywhere but to the objective.

                  — André Gide (1869–1951)

               

               I could go on about this condition at great length, because it’s the one that I have struggled with the most in my life. I’m a spontaneous personality, and I have to reign myself in tightly sometimes to see to it that I’m using my time and energy in the way most consistent with my overall goals and values.

            

            
               An emotional commitment to the  importance of what we’re doing
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               	Passion is the core of extraordinary success. It is a key to overcoming difficulties, seizing opportunities, working far beyond the call of duty, and getting other people excited about your projects. Too much goal setting in the modern world has been an exercise of the intellect and not also the heart.

               Desire is the key to extraordinary effort and creative success. The tighter a connection that you can see between your daily activities and your long-term dreams, the more you can remind yourself of how the difficult work of today will lead to the securing of your own most cherished values in the future and the easier it is to maintain that emotional commitment that is of the essence of sustainable success.

               
                  	A strong desire for any object will ensure success, for the desire of the end will point out the means.

                  — William Hazlitt
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               	Too many people sleepwalk through their days on emotional cruise control, not feeling the importance of their lives or of their jobs. Routine has anesthetized them, or the turbulence of change has shocked them into an emotional stupor that is not conducive to creativity or personal fulfillment. Philosophers always appreciate the role of rationality in human life. But we also know that it’s not just the head, but also the heart, which can guide us on to those tasks that are right for us and keep us functioning at the peak of our abilities. The scientist, mathematician, and philosopher Blaise Pascal (see Chapter 23) is perhaps best known for his statement that “The heart has its reasons of which reason knows nothing.” We all need to get in touch with those deepest reasons that will motivate us in whatever we are doing.

            

            
               A good character to guide us and  keep us on a proper course
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               	It’s well known that good character inspires trust. And trust is the foundation for people to work together well. Character thus is a condition for all good collaboration. In a world in which partnerships and collaborative synergies are increasingly important, the moral foundations for people working well together will become increasingly important.

               A good character actually does a lot more than just provide for interpersonal trust. It has an effect on the individual’s freedom and insight. Evil not only corrupts, it blinds. A person whose perspective has been deeply skewed by selfishness or patterns of deception cannot understand the world in as clear and insightful a way as the person whose mental and emotional dispositions are well formed by morally sound decisions and actions.

               
                  	Character is power.

                  — Booker Washington (1856–1915)
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               	But many people wonder about character being a universal condition for success. Can’t a bad character sometimes have significant, even flamboyant, success? For a while. In a limited domain. And at the expense of what really matters in life. But unethical success is always self-destructive in the long run. The unethical manipulator may take advantage of people over a period of time, but eventually they are all out there ready to bring him down. And they will.

               Good character is built on individual virtues. And virtues, in the end, create both inner harmony and outer harmony. This makes sustainable success all the more likely.

               
                  	The one great requisite is character.

                  — Talmud

               

            

            
               A capacity to enjoy the process  along the way
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               	Condition 7 is the one most easily forgotten amid the pressures of contemporary business and society. But it is just as important as the other six. The best people in every domain of human activity, in all of human history, have been people who loved what they were doing. Some very accomplished people were miserable in other departments of their lives, but when it came to the sphere of their main talent, a love of the process always produced an excellence in the results that they sought.
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               	It has often been remarked that it’s not the destination but the journey that is of utmost importance in human life. Life is a process. And if you can’t enjoy the process of your life as it is, then you need to make a change and find something that you can enjoy. Because only then will you be positioning yourself for the deepest, most satisfying, most enduring forms of success.
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               	The more you are enjoying the process, the easier it will be to set creative goals. Confidence will come more naturally. It will be easier to focus your concentration on what needs to be done. Consistency will not be such a battle. The emotional commitment will flow. And issues of character will not be as difficult to manage.

            
               Actor Geena Davis on meaning and success

               In a recent interview for a major magazine, popular movie star Geena Davis caught herself beginning to wax philosophical and said, a bit apologetically:

                	      “Listen to me talk about the meaning of life. I’m only trying to say that I view life as a journey. It’s not so much having some goal and getting to it. It’s taking the journey itself that matters. The process, each step along the way, is the important thing — the moment you’re in right now. Taking seriously the opportunity to be responsible for yourself as a person, for who you are and what you believe. I don’t think life is about arriving somewhere and then just hanging out. It’s expanding and expanding and trying and trying to get somewhere new and never stopping. It’s getting out your colors and showing them.”

            

               Likewise, the more careful you are about character issues, the easier it will be to truly enjoy the process. Strength of character facilitates consistency. And doing only what you know to be good and right allows for a less troubled confidence. See how these conditions are deeply interconnected? They are a unified framework of tools with which we can work our way toward the most fulfilling forms of success in our world.

               
                  	Nothing is worth more than this day.

                  — Goethe

               

            

         

         
            A Concluding Note on Happiness
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            	Happiness is just as widely misunderstood in our time as success. And that’s no surprise to me, because they are deeply related notions. The concept of success is often associated with the concepts of wealth, fame, power, and status. (See the section “What is Enough? The Race for More,” earlier in this chapter.) It ought to be associated with another family of concepts altogether. It is better ensconced in the neighborhood of excellence, fulfillment, satisfaction, and happiness.

            
               	Happiness does not consist in pastimes and amusements, but in virtuous activities.

               — Aristotle
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            	Happiness is not the same thing as pleasure. And it’s not the same thing as personal peace. It is, as Aristotle believed, an activity. It is participation in something that brings fulfillment. It is engagement in a worthy enterprise. It is connected with creative love, or loving creativity. It involves pleasure and peace. But it goes beyond these states. It is, ultimately, productive. And it requires very little. I know very wealthy people who are extremely unhappy and very poor people who are blissful. Money is not a curse, nor is the lack of it a blessing. It is just not at the core of the issue at all.

            
               	Happiness depends more on the inward Disposition of mind than on the outward Circumstances.

               — Benjamin Franklin (1706–1790)
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            	Consider this interview exchange in The New York Times between the writer Orville Schell, and George Lucas, the father of Star Wars.

            Schell: Would you say that you’re now leading the good life?

            Lucas: I would say that I’m happy. The interesting part of that — and I hate to say it because it’s such a cliché — the good life has nothing to do with the money thing and fortune.

            Schell: Since you have money, you’re probably not quite the right person to say such a thing.

            Lucas: No, I am the right person! I’ve been there! I’ve done it! . . . I’ve got just about as much money as you can get, and I was just as happy 30 years ago. As long as I could make a movie, I was happy. And as long as I can still make movies, I’ll still be happy.

            
               	Remember this, that very little is needed to make a happy life.

               — Marcus Aurelius (121–180)
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            	Happiness is about doing something you love with people you respect. It is an ongoing result of discovering your best talents, developing those talents, and deploying them into the world for the good of others as well as yourself. Sound familiar? I hope so. That 3-D Approach to living (see the section “True Success,” earlier in this chapter) is just as fundamental to happiness as it is to success.

            
               	Happiness is not achieved by the conscious pursuit of happiness; it is generally the by-product of other activities.

               — Aldous Huxley (1894–1963)
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            	As we seek to make a difference for good in the world, we position ourselves for the great good of personal happiness. And as we get in touch with the deepest resources we have, we protect ourselves from being buffeted about and being thrown off the track of true happiness. Durable bliss is an unnecessarily rare thing in our world. I hope that, as you continue to philosophize about your life, you will experience happiness in your own heart, as I have in mine. Philosophy need not be a gloomy enterprise. And philosophers can be admirably happy. If we point ourselves in the right directions. And if we use well the wisdom of those who have come before us.

            
               	Understanding is joyous.

               — Carl Sagan (1934–1996)

            

         

      

      

   
      
         Part IX

         The Part of Tens
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         In this part . . .

         
            Ten great philosophers! Ten great questions! Greatness, greatness everywhere! In this part, we hit some of the highest of the highlights. If you can remember what you read in this part ten years from now, you’ll know as much as the average philosophy major ten years after graduation. But shhhhh. They paid a lot more than the price of this book for their degrees. So don’t rub it in. Just give them a copy of this book, and they’ll know.

         So if this part is equivalent to an undergraduate major (ten years later), what is the whole book equivalent to? With the What-Is-Remembered-Ten-Years-Later proviso, at least a master’s degree. But don’t get cocky. You have to remember it! You want stuff to impress people with at parties? Then read this part.

         

      

   
      
         Chapter 25

         Ten Great Philosophers

         In This Chapter

         
            [image: bullet]	Looking at ten of the great thinkers

            [image: bullet]	Digging the dirt on some famous philosophers

            	A man’s mind is known by the company it keeps.

            — James Russell Lowell (1819–1891)

         

         In this chapter, we take a snap shot look at ten of the greatest philosophers in history. Some that I profile would be on anyone’s list. Some are just my peculiar choice. All have something to teach us.

         
            Socrates
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            	The name Socrates almost rhymes with “Opera tease.” Fifth century B.C., Greek. Think: Toga. Easy trivia question: Who came first, Socrates or the Pre-Socratics?

            Socrates was the big-city philosopher in ancient Athens. Accused and convicted of corrupting the youth, his only real crime was that of having embarrassed and irritated a number of important people, although some say he had a criminally ugly face. His punishment was the death penalty. When asked what he thought he deserved, he suggested free food and lodging. He didn’t get the free food, but they did give him a free cell for a short time and something to drink — the poison hemlock.

            Famous quote: “The unexamined life is not worth living.”

            
               	Having the fewest wants, I am nearest to the gods.

               — Socrates

            

            Socrates didn’t write books; he just liked to ask probing and sometimes humiliating questions, which gave rise to the famous Socratic Method of Teaching. This street corner philosopher made a career of deflating pompous windbags. When he was told that the oracle at Delphi had declared him to be the wisest man in Athens, he claimed to be very perplexed. To understand what the oracle might mean by this, he began questioning the citizens of the city in an attempt to find someone wiser than himself. The surprising discovery: He was the wisest! They all believed they had a wisdom they didn’t have. Socrates was the only one who realized he knew nothing, and so he was the wisest after all. Or so this original wise guy himself claimed, before his philosophical career was concluded so abruptly.

         

         
            Plato
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            	Pronounce the name Plato like “Play toe”; mid-fifth century to mid-fourth century B.C., Greek. An aristocratic man with plenty of money and a superb physique, Plato at one time won two prizes as a championship wrestler. Actually, the man’s real (and little known) name was Aristocles; Plato was just a nickname given to him by his friends, whose original connotation made reference to his broad shoulders.

            Plato became an enthusiastic and talented student of Socrates and wrote famous dialogues featuring his teacher verbally grappling with opponents. Our wrestler believed in the pre-existence and immortality of the soul, holding that life is nothing more than the imprisonment of the soul in a body. In addition to the physical world, there is a heavenly realm of greater reality consisting in Forms, Ideals, or Ideas (such as Equality, Justice, Humanity, and so on).

            
               	Beloved Pan, and all ye other gods who haunt this place, give me beauty in the inward soul; and may the outward and inward man be at one. May I reckon the wise to be the wealthy, and may I have such a quantity of gold as none but the temperate can carry.

               — Plato

            

            Well-known image — Plato’s cave. Plato suggested that we are all like men shackled in a cave, staring at a wall, seeing only reflections and shadows and mistaking them for the real thing — the substantial realities are outside the cave, beyond what our senses can now show us. As his crowning achievement, he wrote a famous treatise (The Republic) on the ideal society, in which he expressed the thought that it is a philosopher, of all people, who should be king (big surprise!).

         

         
            Aristotle
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            	Fourth century B.C., Greek. Plato’s best student, who went on to become the very well-paid tutor of Alexander the Great. Probably the highest paid philosopher in history (up until now — but buy more copies of this book for your friends and maybe we can do something about that), Aristotle started his own philosophical school when he was 50 years old. He lived only ten more years, but amazingly produced nearly a thousand books and pamphlets, only a few of which have survived.

            
               	All men by nature desire knowledge.

               — Aristotle

            

            Of course, we all know that the author of Ecclesiastes in the Old Testament speaks the truth when he says, “The writing of many books is endless, and excessive devotion to books is wearying to the body.” Aristotle knew this, too, and so we are told that when he sat writing, he held a metal ball in one hand while he wrote with the other. When he became tired and began to nod off, the ball would drop to the floor and loudly awaken him back to philosophy.

            This great thinker was called a peripatetic philosopher (peripateo = “to walk around”) because he liked to lecture to his students while taking a walk. Another group of philosophers were called stoics because they preferred sitting around on porches (stoa) when they shot the breeze.

            A key theme in Aristotle’s thought is that happiness (eudaimonia, pronounced “you day mow nee ah”) is the goal of life. Aristotle was a good deal less other-worldly than Plato. He voluntarily went into exile from Athens when conditions became a bit politically dangerous for him, in his words, “lest Athens sin twice against philosophy” (see the preceding section on Socrates).

            
               	With regard to excellence, it is not enough to know it, but we must try to have it and use it.

               — Aristotle
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            	The founder of logical theory, Aristotle believed that the greatest human endeavor is the use of reason in theoretical activity. One of his best known ideas was his conception of “The Golden Mean” — “avoid extremes,” the counsel of moderation in all things. His famous student, the great and overachieving Alexander, obviously never got this point.

         

         
            Saint Thomas Aquinas
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            	Italian, 13th century. The Godfather of Catholic philosophy. A very, very large Dominican, Aquinas was one of the heaviest thinkers at a time when the greatest minds were often housed in the largest, most corpulent bodies, a time not inappropriately known as the “middle” ages. Corroborating the medieval metaphysical principle that effects resemble their causes, his literary output is often described as “enormously voluminous.”

            Aquinas was probably the single greatest Christian thinker of all time. One of his most famous contributions has come to be known as The Five Ways — five arguments for the existence of God. The most famous is known as The Cosmological Argument (we cover a related version of the argument in Chapter 20).

            

            
               [image: Anecdote(Nutrition)]
            

            	Aquinas was definitely a late bloomer: his teachers and fellow students called him “the dumb ox.” Only one teacher was perceptive enough to dissent from this opinion, Albert the Great. Albert once announced, “You call him a Dumb Ox; I tell you that the Dumb Ox will bellow so loud that his bellowing will fill the world.”

            
               	There are three things necessary for the salvation of man: to know what he ought to believe; to know what he ought to desire; and to know what he ought to do.

               — St. Thomas

            

            When Aquinas first announced to his family that he wanted to become a simple friar, his brothers took him by force and locked him away in a castle. Once, as he was seated by the fire, they sent in a beautiful prostitute to lure him away from his religious intentions. It is reported that he chased her out of his cell, perhaps with logical conundrums.

         

         
            William of Ockham
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            	William of Ockham’s name can also be spelled Occam and rhymes with “rock ’em” and “Sock ’em,” appropriately enough, because he was an intellectual fighter known as “The Invincible Doctor;” 14th-century English Franciscan. Ockham decided that Universals, like Plato’s Forms (see the Plato entry in this chapter) — such things as Justice, Equality, Chairness and dogginess — don’t really exist as abstract entities which should be counted among the furniture of reality, and are rather just the tangled outgrowth of metaphysical speculation. He shaved away this Plato’s Beard with his famous principle known as Ockham’s Razor — “Do not multiply postulated entities without necessity.” This principle has also been known as the original principle of simplicity, or parsimony, the first “Keep it simple, stupid” injunction.

            
               	Plurality should not be posited unnecessarily.

               — Ockham
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            	Ockham became infamous for the extreme claim that whatever God does is by definition good, regardless of what it is. He believed that there are no objective values apart from God’s commands and once even went so far as to say that “If God had commanded his creatures to hate himself, hatred of God would have been praiseworthy.”

            Ockham got into big trouble with the Pope for condemning some dubious church policies. He expressed extreme disapproval of the enormous sums of money being lavished on a building being erected in honor of Saint Francis of Assisi, the founder of his own Order, and wrote a powerful Defense of Poverty opposing the Pope. He was jailed, but unlike Socrates, he broke out and sought refuge with the Emperor of Germany, saying “You defend me by the sword and I will defend you by the pen.”

            The result? He was excommunicated, but not executed. Spiritually inked out, not physically cut off.

            William of Ockham has the enduring distinction of being the only great philosopher whose place of burial is marked by a plaque in a parking garage in Germany. He is, however, more remembered for his logical skills than for his eternal parking spot.

         

         
            René Descartes

            

            
               [image: TheThinker]
            

            	Pronounce the name René Descartes like “Wren-ay DAY cart”; 17th century, French. Often called the Father of Modern Philosophy, Descartes spent most of his life searching for a way to unify all of human knowledge; but in his last few years he was mostly captivated by the problem of how to keep his hair from turning gray.

            In the midst of his life of searching, Descartes once declared that a beautiful woman, a good book, and a perfect preacher were, of all the things in the world, the most difficult to find.

            
               	It is not enough to have a good mind. The main thing is to use it well.

               — Descartes
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            	This philosopher began his most famous work with skeptical questioning in search of one indubitable truth to use as a foundation for all of knowledge. The truth? “Cogito ergo sum” (“I think, therefore I am,” originally expressed by him in French, not Latin, as “je pense, donc je suis”). That discovery, and the conviction that “God is not a deceiver,” helped him stop worrying that life is all a dream or a deception cooked up by an evil genius.

            For most of his life, Descartes had a famous habit: He stayed in bed meditating every day “until midday.” He then made the mistake of taking a position with the Queen of Sweden as her personal philosophy tutor, for which he was required to rise well before five each morning. He was dead within months.

            Descartes believed that humans have minds and experience, but animals don’t. This is said to have led one of his followers to kick his own dog repeatedly in amazement that it could act so much like it was in pain when it didn’t have a mind with which to feel pain. It’s sometimes bewildering to see the consequences of a philosophical thought.

         

         
            Immanuel Kant
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            	The a in Immanuel Kant’s last name is pronounced in either of two ways: as in “father” or in “ant”; 18th century, German.

            Kant is probably the most famous of many famous verbose and complex German philosophers. As a young man and a student, he lived a life of poverty and deprivation. He often went hungry, but preserved his health by “breathing only through my nose in the winter and keeping the pneumonia winds out of my chest by refusing to enter into conversation with anyone.” Barely five feet tall, he was to become one of the giants of philosophy.

            Reading the works of Scottish philosopher and skeptic David Hume awakened him, he said, from his “dogmatic slumber.” His best known book is The Critique of Pure Reason, sometimes described as a nearly unreadable masterpiece of philosophy. Kant himself described it as “dry, obscure, contrary to all ordinary ideas, and on top of that prolix.” He was right. He once sent the completed manuscript to a friend, who was himself an eminent scholar. The man read some of the book but returned it unfinished, explaining, “If I go on to the end, I am afraid I shall go mad.”

            Born in Konigsberg, Prussia, Kant never left town. He took a walk every day with such regularity (at 3:30 in the afternoon) that people could set their clocks by him. In his philosophical work, he tried to restrict reason to make room for faith. He believed that theoretical reason can’t reach beyond the world of experience, and so he disliked the traditional “proofs” of the existence of God. He wanted instead to make religious belief a matter of “practical reason.”

            Kant chose philosophy over marriage because of a medical problem that makes me cringe, so we won’t discuss it. His most famous distinction: The phenomenal world (things as they appear to us) and the noumenal world (things as they are in themselves).

            
               	Morality is not properly the doctrine of how we may make ourselves happy, but how we may make ourselves worthy of happiness.

               — Kant

            

            His well-known and unduly severe conception of morality: acting on the motive of duty alone. His principle of universalizability in ethics is often alluded to by the common question: “What if everybody did it?” But to this, I have often heard the common rejoinder: “They don’t.”

            Immanuel Kant has to be one of the most influential and unreadable of all the theoretical philosophers in history. But getting through philosophy graduate school without studying him is nearly impossible. Perhaps this is a reason to go to business school instead.

         

         
            G.W.F. Hegel
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            	G.W.F. Hegel’s real name — George. But like most of the other great thinkers, he is typically called only by his last name. The name rhymes with “bagel;” late 18th, early 19th century, German. Harder to read than Kant.

            Hegel is thought by many to have been only the second major philosopher after Socrates to be married. The first? Another George, the Irish philosopher George Berkeley (pronounced “Barkly”). Hegel is also thought by many to have been very confused. For some reason, this is not incompatible with philosophical renown.

            Interestingly, like his married Irish predecessor, Hegel was a famous Idealist philosopher who believed that all that really exists must be mental. He was convinced that there isn’t, ultimately, any independent material stuff at all (there is more on this in Chapter 13).
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            	According to Hegel, the history of the world is the history of the Absolute Spirit concretizing itself (whatever exactly that means), and is a history of development. Hegel gave us the idea of a “dialectical development” — one thing happens (a thesis), the opposite happens (its antithesis), and from a dynamic tension, a higher resolution (a synthesis) arises.

            
               	What is rational is real and what is real is rational. On this conviction the plain man like the philosopher takes his stand, and from it philosophy starts in its study of the universe of the mind as well as the universe of nature.

               — Hegel

            

            Art and religion are, according to Hegel, like science, forms of thought. The highest form of thought? You guessed it, philosophy.

            On his deathbed, Hegel complained, “Only one man ever understood me.” He fell silent for a while and then added, “And he didn’t understand me.”

         

         
            S¨oren Kierkegaard
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            	Pronounced (I know, it’s hard to believe, but trust me) as “Cur-cagore”, or “Keer-ca-guard” (the Americanized pronunciation); 19th century, Danish.

            A profound religious writer who often published his work pseudonymously, Kierkegaard constantly made fun of the eminent philosopher Hegel (see preceding section). He was a great philosophical wit, as well as being the Father of Existentialism (the movement of sometimes dreary thinkers focused on what it means to be in the world), a combination many people find surprising.

            The idea of “a leap of faith” was one of Kierkegaard’s best known contributions to philosophical and religious thought. The importance of subjective engagement was another of his important themes. An inspired as well as an inspiring writer, he once wrote a 100-page book (Philosophical Fragments) and later published a postscript to it of over 500 pages (Concluding Unscientific Postscript).

            
               	The greatest hazard of all, losing one’s self, can occur very quietly in the world, as if it were nothing at all. No other loss can occur so quietly; any other loss — an arm, a leg, five dollars, a wife, etc. — is sure to be noticed.

               — Kierkegaard

            

            The 20th-century philosopher Wittgenstein, himself no existentialist, at one time expressed the opinion that Kierkegaard was the greatest thinker of his century, but added in criticism of his writing style: “He is too long-winded; he keeps on saying the same thing over and over again. When I read him I always wanted to say, ‘Oh all right, I agree, I agree, but please get on with it.’” As an example of his views on philosophy, the following passage is typical:

            “The difference between ‘popular’ and philosophical is the amount of time a thing takes. Ask a man: do you know this or do you not know it — if he answers immediately, then the answer is popular, he is an undergraduate. If it takes ten years for the answer to come, and if it comes in the form of a system, if it is not quite clear whether he knows it or not, then it is a philosophical answer and the man a professor of philosophy — at least that is what he ought to be.”

            Lest it be thought that Kierkegaard favors the popular in all ways, his remarks on the most active purveyors of popular learning and taste should also be quoted: “God knows that I am not blood-thirsty and I think I have in a terrible degree a sense of my responsibility to God; but nevertheless, I should be ready to take the responsibility upon me, in God’s name, of giving the order to fire if I could first of all make absolutely and conscientiously sure that there was not a single man standing in front of the rifles, not a single creature, who was not — a journalist. That is said of the class as a whole.” (Note to all potential reviewers: The opinions expressed are only those of the existentialist, and not of the author.)

         

         
            Bertrand Russell
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            	British, 20th century (1872-1970). Equally renowned for his work in logic and his many romantic escapades, Russell was a fertile thinker who changed his mind a lot and was enormously influential.

            Russell began to express his intense curiosity about the world from the time that he was three days old, as we know from his mother’s writing then: “He lifts his head up and looks about in an energetic way.” Told at the age of five that the world is round, he refused to believe it, but began digging a hole outdoors to see whether he would end up, bottom end up, in Australia. As it turns out, he didn’t get to Australia until his late 70s.

            Early on, Russell became fascinated with mathematics, a study which awakened his philosophical interests. Later in life, he once summed up his intellectual history by saying that when he became too stupid for mathematics, he took to philosophy, and when he became too stupid for philosophy, he turned to history.
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            	Russell did write on a wide variety of topics and often had quite interesting things to say: Democracy, for example, has at least one merit. Elected officials cannot be more stupid than the electorate, for the more stupid the official is, the more stupid yet the people were to vote for him.

            Once asked by a publisher to write a complimentary foreword to a book by a philosopher whom Russell thought always stole his ideas, Russell replied: “Modesty forbids.”

            
               	It is preoccupation with possession, more than anything else that prevents men from living freely and nobly.

               — Russell

            

            In his late 60s, he was offered a position at the College of the City of New York, but because of a taxpayer’s suit filed by a Brooklyn dentist’s wife to annul the appointment, he was legally ruled morally unfit to teach New Yorkers, and was prevented from accepting such a position. In the suit, his books were described as “lecherous, salacious, libidinous, lustful, venerous, erotomaniac, aphrodisiac, atheistic, irreverent, narrow-minded, untruthful, and bereft of moral fibre.” The philosopher Wittgenstein, Russell’s former student, commented when he heard about this that if anything was the opposite of aphrodisiac it was Russell writing on sex.

            Russell predicted that only inhabitants of Tierra del Fuego (at the southernmost tip of South America), and perhaps a few Australians, would survive the next major war. He went on to win a Nobel Prize for Literature (because there isn’t one for philosophy, and I want to know why not?).

         

      

      

   
      
         Chapter 26

         Ten Great Questions

         In This Chapter

         
            [image: bullet]	Asking ten of the great philosophical questions

            [image: bullet]	Attempting a few answers

            	A man, though wise, should never be ashamed of learning more, and must unbend his mind.

            — Sophocles

         

         In this chapter, we take a quick look at ten great philosophical questions.

         
            Is Philosophy Practical?

            Philosophers seem to have argued endlessly about issues we can never finally resolve. If I say that a blue car is outside and you say that you didn’t see any such car, we can go look. If I say that a God exists and you say that you don’t think so, there is no easy way to go look. At least, not a way that I’m in a hurry to take. Do philosophers just spin their mental wheels fixating on things we can’t know? And, if so, isn’t philosophy the most impractical thing imaginable?
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            	What is it for something to be practical? Something is practical if it helps you to realize your goals. If your goals include knowing who you really are, what life in this world is all about, and what’s ultimately important, then philosophy is eminently practical. If these things are not among your goals, well, then you need new goals.

            
               	Everything is useful for something.

               — Tacitus
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            	Can philosophers argue endlessly over ultimate issues? Sure. But that doesn’t mean that there are no answers or that the answers don’t matter. People can argue endlessly over financial planning and investment strategies. But a good investment still beats a bad one any day. Politicians argue endlessly over issues of government. Some policies still work better than others. There is wisdom to be had in life even where strict proof is not available. And philosophy is the search for that wisdom.

         

         
            Can We Ever Really Know Anything?

            Yes. We can. Is there survival of death or not? You may think you know the answer to this question, or you may think you don’t. What you do know, however, is that either there is or there isn’t. And this is enough to demonstrate logically that we can really know something. It’s certainly not enough to know only such truths as this sort of either-or. That obviously won’t help you plan your life. But, being capable of some knowledge, we can know much more than logical trivialities. And we can know beyond the reach of proof — which is, in itself, something well worth knowing.

            We know plenty of things about the matters of daily life. We know how we like to be treated. We know that our time is an extremely limited commodity. We know what it feels like to be busy. We know what it feels like to suffer. Philosophy is the attempt to build on those ordinary things that we all realize we know and to come to some extraordinary conclusions about fundamental issues that we don’t usually contemplate in the frantic rush of daily life.
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            	Knowledge does not require universal agreement. It doesn’t even require that everyone I respect should agree with me. Sometimes you or I can be privy to a fact or an inkling of truth that is not universally recognized. A lack of clear-sightedness or perspective on anyone else’s part, though, can never undermine the ability that you have to attain real knowledge by your own means.

            
               	When someone opposes me, he arouses my attention, not my anger. I go to meet a man who contradicts me, who instructs me. The cause of truth should be the common cause for both.

               — Montaigne (1533–1592)
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            	In fact, the existence of disagreement between ourselves and others is something that can spur us on to further knowledge. If we are open-minded enough to learn from it what is there to be learned. And then we increase our knowledge.

            Skeptics are right to question on a broad scale. But they are rarely right to deny on a broad scale. Knowledge is one of the capacities, and fundamental powers, of human life. (See Chapters 4, 5, and 6 for more on knowledge and skepticism.)

         

         
            Is There Ultimately an Objectivity  to Ethics?

            People hold different values, and we clearly sometimes disagree on ethical judgments. But that does not imply that there is no objective truth of the matter to be known. The realities of ethics are there to be seen if we just put on the right lenses.

            
               	Our whole life is startlingly moral.

               — Thoreau
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            	Epistemology should not dictate metaphysics. You have my permission to quote that at parties. Put another way, a lack of agreement on what we know does not determine ultimately what there is. Problems in knowing do not logically imply any lack of reality in what we are trying to come to know. Physicists disagree. Economists disagree. But there is an objective physical universe, however hard it is sometimes to know. And there are ongoing economic realities, whether they can be adequately captured in the economists’ categories or not.

            The same is true of ethics. Knowing and being are sometimes different. When you look at the deepest practical levels of ethical thought across cultures, you find surprising agreements underneath all the surface differences. There are universal truths concerning human nature.

            There may be areas where we’ll never be sure about what the ethical truth is. And there may even be ethical territories that we must just colonize through convention and agreement, areas where there is no determinate notable landscape apart from our human constructions. But for the most part, the realities of ethics and morality are there, or rather, here, before we ever start drawing up laws and promulgating rules.

            
               	The great secret of morals is love.

               — Shelley

            

         

         
            Who Am I?
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            	Who wants to know? Just kidding. The question of personal identity, in the deepest sense, is one of the most crucial to answer, and one of the most difficult questions that human beings can take on. And isn’t that ironic? You’d think that self-knowledge would be fairly easy. After all, we have constant and immediate access to the quarry of our investigations. But appearances are often different from realities. Self-knowledge ends up being one of the most profoundly difficult quests in human life.

            We grow up hearing from other people who they think we are. But we must each engage in a process for ourselves that is one part discovery, one part invention. Some of this question is engaged by taking on the big metaphysical questions that we broach in the body of the book, having to do with the objectivity of morality (Part III), the reality of freedom (Part IV), the existence of the mind (Part V), our attitudes toward death and questions about life after death (Part VI), God (Part VII), and meaning (Part VIII). How you react to these issues constitutes a deep part of who you are. But another part of the identity question is broached only when we face the practical issues concerning success in this world, in our daily lives.

            What are your talents? What are your values? What do you really, most deeply care about? What is your mission in life? What legacy would you most want to leave the world?
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            	These are questions of self-knowledge. And it’s only rarely that they can all be answered early in life. We grow in our understanding of the questions, and in our vision of their answers, as we live and experiment with different possible paths. Life is supposed to be a series of adventures — adventures of self-knowledge and self-creation. As we explore the outer world, we form and learn more about our own inner worlds.

            
               	To know oneself, one must assert oneself.

               — Albert Camus

            

            “Who am I?” is less a question to answer than it is one to live with and use. It should always be connected up with another question: “What am I becoming?” In the end, each of us is responsible for what we do with the talents and opportunities that we are given. Each of us has the chance to do things that will make a positive difference in the world and that will express well who we are. But to accomplish this, we must use the freedom that we have to find our own way forward in life. Benefiting from the wisest counsel we can find, each of us has the responsibility to develop our own wisdom and put it into action. Only the process itself will finally answer the question of who we are.

         

         
            Is Happiness Really Possible  in Our World?

            Yes. It sometimes seems as illusive as anything you can imagine, but it is available in this world. Happiness should never be confused with self-indulgence or even with gleeful giddiness. It is, in the end, less an emotional state than a total state of being. Evil makes it difficult. Suffering tries to hold it at bay. It sometimes seems that so many things hold us hostage in this world that we can never shake free to be truly happy. It’s easy to feel that you can’t be happy unless your spouse is, and your children are, and even your own parents, and at least your closest friends, and on, and on. And how can I be happy today, not knowing what tomorrow will bring? Again, without even worrying about the future, the past itself may weigh on you and hold you back from the happiness you crave.
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            	The most insightful philosophers have made it clear that the only moment we ever really possess is the present. And yet the past and the future are constantly trying to assert ownership over us. One of the most important forms of liberation to be attained in this world is freedom from the times that we do not really possess. Haunted by the past or held by hopes of the future, most people never really experience the present moment in all its fullness. And yet this is the foundation for experiencing true happiness.
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            	The great philosophers have made it clear that engagement in a process of working toward worthy objectives, along with other good people — a process that you can enjoy along the way — is a fundamental key to the universally sought state of personal happiness. It is not, for most people, attainable as a solitary pursuit. And it can’t be bought or borrowed. It must be created as the byproduct of loving, creative activities that make a difference for good in the world.

            
               	We may fail of our happiness, strive we ever so bravely; but we are less likely to fail if we measure with judgment our chances and our capabilities.

               — Agnes Reppler

            

            There are happy people in this world. Actually, there are many. Sometimes you have to move a bit outside the normal spheres of your daily activity to find them. But finding one of them can be an inspiration for life. Being one of them allows you to inspire others for life.

         

         
            Is There, After All, a God?

            Even though we cover this question fairly extensively in Part VII, glance briefly at Table 26-1 for a big picture of the typical reasons for and against believing in God.

            
               
                  Table 26-1	Is There a God?
                  
                     
                        	Main Reasons for Believing	
                        	Main Reasons for Not Believing
                        	
                     

                  
                  
                     
                        	Ontological argument	
                        	Conceptual difficulties
                        	
                     

                     
                        	Cosmological argument	
                        	Problem of evil (Chapter 21)
                        	
                     

                     
                        	Design argument	
                        	Dislike for religious institutions
                        	
                     

                     
                        	Religious experience 	
                        	Worry that it’s not scientific
                        	
                     

                     
                        	(All in Chapter 20)
                        	
                        	
                     

                     
                        	Pascal’s wager (Chapter 23)
                        	
                        	
                     

                  
               

            

            What makes the most sense, overall, of the facts of existence and of your experience? If theism is true, it is subtle. But if atheism is true, why do we exist?

            Most of the great philosophers have been, in some way or other, believers in a Creator God. In our list of ten great philosophers in Chapter 25, only one was an atheist — the most recent one, Bertrand Russell. Only in the past hundred or so years has secularism, and either agnosticism or atheism, been fashionable among philosophers and teachers of philosophy. Yet, a few years ago, I once asked a number of prominent, active philosophers to tell the story of their own spiritual adventures, and together we produced a book called God and the Philosophers (Oxford Press) that helped signal a significant turn-around among at least a sizable minority of highly respected, contemporary academic philosophers. There is a new openness to the question of God and a new wave of commitment to theism among philosophers. This may still be considered a minority movement among current professors of philosophy, but it is a noteworthy return to the great theistic traditions of the past, with an addition of distinctive insights from the present.

            Many prominent fiction writers of the past century, as distinct from university philosophers, have been concerned to understand the human condition at the deepest possible levels of experience in this world. And a number of them, like Flannery O’Connor, Walker Percy, and Reynolds Price, have been believers in God. Again, many novelists are not theists. But some of those who have probed most deeply, in my estimation, and have lived most sensitively, have been.

            
               	What can be seen on earth indicates neither the total absence, nor the manifest presence of divinity, but the presence of a hidden God. Everything bears this stamp.

               — Blaise Pascal
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            	But, in the end, this is a question that is left for each of us to grapple over, given the indicators of our own experience. What makes the most sense of the whole evidence that we have to work with? What touches us as true?

            Like the question Who am I? this is a question that sometimes can be answered only by the process of living. Isn’t that interesting?

         

         
            What Is the Good Life?

            The good life is not one in which kids take guns to school and kill school mates. It’s not a life where people are tortured and large groups exterminated because of their ethnic background. Nor is it one in which greed brings nations into conflict.

            The good life is not first and foremost about acquisition, power, luxury, or status. It is not about celebrity. And it’s not an existence of unbridled, self-indulgent excess.

            
               	Our will is always for our own good, but we do not always see what that is.

               — Jean Jacques Rousseau
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            	The life that is good must be founded on an attitude of respect and nurture toward the intellectual, aesthetic, moral, and spiritual needs of every human being. It begins in an inner circle of family, extends to friends and coworkers, and finally reaches out across all artificial and natural boundaries to all of life on this earth.

            The good life involves freedom, love, work, pleasure, challenge, friendship, community, service, and the sort of resources that can be used creatively.

            There is nothing about humble surroundings in a small town that, in itself, prevents a living of the good life. And there is nothing about the upper east side of Manhattan that, in itself, prevents a living of the good life. The greatest obstacles to the good life are not external things at all, but are those inner vices that have been identified and understood since the time of the ancient philosophers. Envy, resentment, bitterness, malice, mendacity, and prejudice are all enemies of the good life and obstacles to its being lived.

            The best life is a meaningful, creative, open adventure that brings opportunity, learning, laughter, and joy into the lives of other people. It’s a life that connects up with the deepest realities and aspires toward the highest  possibilities.

            
               	Happiness is not best achieved by those who seek it directly; and it would seem that the same is true of the good.

               — Bertrand Russell

            

            The good life will differ in its particularities for each of us. But its general outlines are universal.

         

         
            Why Is So Much Suffering in the World?

            There is so much suffering because there is so much sentience, or experience. We are sentient beings. We feel as well as think. We experience life on many levels. Because of that, we can live deeply. But because of that, we can suffer tremendously.
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            	The smarter you are, the more you can suffer. Until you really wise up. Then you can put things into a bigger perspective and endure what before would have been unendurable.

            But, again, why is there so much suffering? Our freedom is so powerful, we can create enormous suffering for each other. And we do. That explains part of it. Some of that is intentional evil. Some is just stupidity. But even apart from malice and thoughtlessness, suffering enters our lives.

            We can’t always say why. We can’t always understand the suffering that we see around us. And this frustrates us. But we can respond to it better than we typically do. And here is a fascinating fact about human life that I’ve noticed. The people who respond to suffering the best — take Mother Theresa as a paradigm here — seem puzzled and frustrated by it the least. And this itself is something well worth philosophizing about.

            
               	He knows not his own strength who has not met adversity.

               — Ben Jonson (1573–1637)

            

         

         
            If a Tree Falls in the Forest....

             “If a tree falls in the forest and there is no one around to hear it, does it make a sound?” You thought we were going to get through the whole book without this one? Here’s a sad fact. If you ever had a philosophy course in college, then ten years later this is the one question you’re likely to remember, but with no idea whatsoever about why it was asked, and what it was doing in a philosophy course.

            
               	A fool sees not the same tree that a wise man sees.

               — William Blake (1757–1827)
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            	This question is about the role of an observer in reality. Or about the nature of reality apart from observers. It can be taken to be a question about what some philosophers call primary and secondary qualities. A primary quality is a characteristic that an object has in itself, like its physical mass. A secondary quality is one that is had only in relation to an observer. If in the entire universe, there were no beings with eyes and the sense of sight, there would be no colors. There would be light waves and wavelengths, but no color. Colors result from the processing of light waves by brains. That, at least, is the claim made by philosophers who draw a hard and fast distinction between primary and secondary qualities. The tree scenario can just be a test case to see whether you accept this distinction and think of sound as a secondary quality.

            Or the tree question can be meant to elicit intuitions about basic ontology — about our most basic theory of being or existence. Is a sound the sort of thing that is essentially listener dependent, so that it cannot exist unheard, or can it have objective existence in and of itself?
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            	Can you believe that philosophers ask questions like this? And we do. My best philosophy buddy in graduate school once entertained me for an afternoon with the question of whether the gleam of light bouncing off a chrome automobile bumper on a sunny day has its own ontological status. We philosophers want to know what sorts of things really exist, what purported things are really fictions, and what sorts of things have only a dependent form of reality.

            Bishop Berkeley believed that all apparently material things have only a dependent reality (See Chapter 13). On his form of idealism, according to which only minds and ideas in minds actually exist, it follows that, without an observer, not only does the sound of the falling tree not exist, but the tree doesn’t either.

            When we are not observing things, according to Berkeley, God must be, or they wouldn’t exist. Ronald Knox once formulated this limerick to convey Berkeley’s philosophy:

            
               	There was a young man who said, “God 
Must think it exceedingly odd 
If he finds that this tree 
Continues to be 
When there’s no one around in the Quad.”

               	REPLY 
Dear Sir: 
Your astonishment’s odd: 
I am always about in the Quad. 
And that’s why the tree 
Will continue to be, 
Since observed by

               	Yours Faithfully,
God.

            

         

         
            Bishop Berkeley speaks

            
               	Some truths there are so near and obvious to the mind, that a man need only open his eyes to see them. Such I take this important one to be, to wit, that all the choir of heaven and furniture of earth, in a word all those bodies which compose the mightily frame of the world, have not any subsistence without a mind, that their being is to be perceived or known; that consequently so long as they are not actually perceived by me, or do not exist in my mind, or that of any other created spirit, they must either have no existence at all, or else subsist in the mind of some eternal spirit: it being perfectly unintelligible and involving all the absurdity of abstraction, to attribute to any single part of them an existence independent of a spirit. To be convinced of which, the reader need only reflect and try to separate in his own thoughts the being of a sensible thing from its being perceived.

            

            — (From A Treatise Concerning The Principles of Human Knowledge)

            The tree question can be used to elicit intuitions to lead us in Berkelyan directions. If a sound is listener-dependent and color is viewer-dependent, then many other things may be, in the broadest possible sense, observer dependent.

            
               	If a man speaks in the forest, and there is no woman around to hear him, is he still wrong?

            

            	— Sign at a local hot dog stand run by women

            Recent science has indeed had a harder time than most of us imagine separating observers from realities observed. In a number of discoveries in modern physics, and in principles articulated to accommodate these discoveries (such as the well known problem of measurement) we human beings just gotten more and more deeply implicated in the nature of what we are trying to describe. Where is the dividing line between us and the rest of nature? It’s just not as easy to say as we once thought.

            So what’s the answer to the tree question? Hey, I didn’t promise to answer them all, just to lay them out.

         

         
            What’s Stronger in Human Life, Rationality or Irrationality?
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            	No contest. Nonrational forces are stronger than rational thought and can cause us sometimes to do very irrational things. But nonrational forces are not themselves irrational. The heart leads us in a way that the mind can’t. Emotions are more powerful than reason. And within the realm of the mind, it is the imagination that is much stronger than the logical intellect.

            But a horse can be much stronger than his bridle. A dog may be much stronger than his leash. And yet, if they are trained properly, the horse and the dog can benefit from submission to the guidance that may only be possible with that bridle or leash.

            
               	Reason must be our last judge and guide in everything.

               — John Locke (1632–1704)
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            	Logic can give us guidance. Reason can provide direction. But only the nonrational forces in human life can ultimately provide the motivation, the inspiration, and the energy for moving us forward productively. Yet, unbridled by reason, these same forces that are capable of producing great good in our lives can lead to terrible tragedy. Life without logic would be no better than groping in the dark. Rationality can illumine our paths. But we must grasp our ultimate goals with a perceptiveness greater than what the mind alone can offer.

            
               	Reason itself is a matter of faith. It is an act of faith to assert that our thoughts have any relation to reality at all.

               — G. K. Chesterton

            

            Irrationality often prevails in human life. But that is no reason to despair. It is only that much more reason for those of us who value rationality to see to it that we spread its influence within our own lives, and as far as we can through all our activities.
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				Introduction

				As the authors of this book, we feel strongly about the importance of ethics. Ethics marks off one of the most fascinating — and difficult — aspects of human life. Whether you’re a university student who’s taking an ethics course and needs some of the theories clarified or you’re someone who wants to live a life that’s more aligned with what’s right, Ethics For Dummies is just for you. Philosophy courses on ethics can be pretty stuffy material, but this book tries to cut to the chase and gives you what you need to know while making you smile at the same time.

				To take ethics — or the investigation of what ought to be — seriously is to engage head on with the question of value. Of course, it also involves jumping into the thick controversy that involves debating what you ought to do and why. Taking ethics on involves applying different answers about what you ought to do to the world you live in. That means thinking about how to interact with other people, animals, perhaps your colleagues at work, and the environment. By the time you’re done reading this book, ethics will no longer be mystifying. It will seem like familiar territory.

				About This Book

				We — your humble authors — are both university professors. Each of us regularly teaches courses on ethics at our colleges. As a result, we’re well acquainted with how difficult and frustrating a subject ethics can be for students or other people who know little about the subject and are approaching it for the first time. We were there once too.

				Our first-hand knowledge of the difficulties of teaching ethics puts us in a good position to write this book for you. We’ve laid out the book in a particular way that helps you get a better grasp on the many topics in ethics that you’re likely to study. Basically, we want to translate these sometimes confusing topics into plain English. No matter whether you’re taking a college ethics course and need some clarification or you’re just taking an interest in this field, we hope our explanations help you grasp the main concepts.

				Most importantly, we’ve arranged this book so you don’t need to read it straight through like a novel. Feel free to jump around. You can open up the book wherever you want and start reading. It’s written so you can understand any part of it without needing to read the others. At the same time, the book also is arranged in a way that makes it worthwhile to read straight through from start to end. Ethics has many side topics and points that you don’t need to fuss with right now, so we give you just the need-to-know information on a topic.

				We’ve also written this book with humor foremost in our minds. Philosophy and ethics can sometimes be dry, so we’ve done our best to make sure that our book doesn’t come across that way. We want Ethics For Dummies to be informative and helpful, but we also want it to be enjoyable to read.

				Conventions Used in This Book

				In our book, we’ve used a few conventions to help make the text more accessible and easier to read. Consider the following:

				We boldface the action parts of numbered steps and the keywords of bulleted lists.

				We italicize new terms and provide definitions of them so you’re always in the loop.

				We also include some conventions that are strictly ethics related. We tend to gloss over some things in this book in order to get the basic points across and not make things too complicated. So instead of constantly using caveats and pointing your attention to fine print or footnotes at the end of the book, keep in mind the following conventions we use:

				The uses of terms like morality and ethics are typically seen as separate in ethics. We use them interchangeably. To see why, head to Chapter 1.

				We wrote this book as if you believe it’s important to want to be a better and more ethical person. This is a bit of a slide toward virtue ethics, but studying ethics won’t do you much good unless you actually try to implement what you’ve learned.

				We believe that people of all faiths and spiritual belief systems — even those without faith or spiritual beliefs — can join together in a critical discussion of ethical issues and their foundations. So we didn’t write this book for one group or another. Everyone can benefit from reading it.

				Occasionally it may seem like we’re being preachy or ruling things out too quickly. We usually do this because we’re trying to challenge you, not because we’re holier-than-thou philosophers. And sometimes it’s because we can only stick so many pages between the covers. Trust us, what’s in these pages are just the tips of argumentative icebergs.

				What You’re Not to Read

				Because we poured our hearts and souls into this book, we’d love for you to read everything word for word. However, we also know that as a student of ethics, you’re likely short on time and want to get what you need and get out. For that reason, we want to tell you upfront that you don’t need to read the shaded sidebars that pop up throughout the chapters in this book. They’re super-interesting tidbits that we’re sure you’ll enjoy, and they’ll make you more fun at parties, but they aren’t necessary to be an ethics whiz kid. It’s not unethical to skip them!

				Foolish Assumptions

				As authors, it’s difficult not to make some basic assumptions about the subject you’re writing about — and, more importantly, about the readers you’re communicating to. So before we started writing, we made the following assumptions, thinking that at least one or more of them were likely true of you:

				You may be a student in an undergraduate ethics course and need some clarification of the sometimes confusing topics you’re studying. If so, look through the table of contents. You’ll notice that it’s arranged in a way that makes course referencing easy: You’ll see theories, applications, and starting questions. Typically, university syllabi are organized in a similar manner.

				You don’t know too much about the subject, but you have an informal interest in ethics. We’ve tried our best to argue as strongly as we can for all the theories within this book — without taking any sides. It’s important that you make up your own mind about what’s right, so we’ve tried to stay balanced. (However, that doesn’t mean we don’t have our favorite theories. In fact, we don’t agree about which ethical theory is the best one!)

				You’re annoyed by some of the crazy stuff going on in the world today and want a way to think about it. If you need a more sophisticated language through which you can express that frustration, we provide it for you.

				How This Book Is Organized

				If you’d like to get a feel for how we organized this book, the following sections explain the overall aims of each particular part. This overview may help you to get a feel for where you’d like to get started.

				Part I: Ethics 101: Just the Basics, Please

				Ethics is a big field, so there’s a whole lot to talk about! However, because the landscape is so vast, you first need to get your footing by looking at some basic issues and questions that should be addressed before you dive into the more complex stuff. We provide that footing in Part I, looking at the basic question, “What is ethics?” We examine some basic vocabulary and distinctions and ask why being ethical is such a big deal. Finally, we move into a discussion of relativism, which examines whether ethics is true, justified, or just a matter of opinion.

				Part II: Uncovering the Roots of Ethics

				It’s difficult to avoid the fact that when people think of ethics, they want to know whether it fits into a larger context. With this question in mind, in this part we devote chapters to thinking about how ethics and human nature may be related and to the possible connections and misconnections between ethics and God and ethics and science. We finish the part with a chapter that hashes out the three famous challenges to the idea of ethics.

				Part III: Surveying Key Ethical Theories

				This part is the meat of the book. We dedicate chapters to each of the central theories in ethics. We start off with what we think of as the “big three” — virtue ethics, Kantian ethics, and utilitarianism. These theories usually are the three main contenders for most important theory, but no one can agree on which of them gets the title. We then move to three other approaches that are popular: ethics as a kind of contract, ethics as the application of the Golden Rule (yes, the same one you were taught as a kid!), and the feminist criticism that ethics should center more on relationships.

				Part IV: Applying Ethics to Real Life

				It’s nice to get knee deep in theory and figure out what it’s implying, but at some point you really do need to do some work on the ground. In this part, we look at work that has been done in applied ethics. We devote chapters to the following topics: biomedical ethics, environmental ethics, professional ethics, human rights, sexual ethics, and animal ethics. If ethical application is your thing, you’ll get your fill here!

				Part V: The Part of Tens

				All For Dummies books have a Part of Tens, so we’re not about to rob you of one for this book. Here we list ten of the most popular writers on ethics, pointing out their most famous ethical works and the main ideas in them. We then list ten of the most gripping ethical dilemmas society will likely face in the future, including why they’ll prove so problematic down the road.

				Icons Used in This Book

				Every For Dummies book uses icons in the margins to identify and point out important text. We use the following icons in this book:

				[image: remember.eps] This icon calls your attention to items and explanations that are important to keep in mind when trying to decipher ethical theories.

				[image: warning_bomb.eps] When you see this icon, you’re alerted to one of those siren-and-red-light-blasting moments when you should beware of possible misunderstanding. This icon says to slow down and think more carefully through the section.

				[image: wordsofwisdom.eps] At times, some good juicy primary material from the authors helps to make a point clear. Or sometimes what they say is famous or just plain cool. When you see this icon, it draws your attention to the use of text from the original authors themselves.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] This icon tells you when you’ve stumbled upon something strange or counterintuitive — usually assumptions or beliefs that may require further thought.

				[image: tip.eps] This icon points out shortcuts and helpful hints that can assist you in figuring out the theory or argument presented.

				Where to Go from Here

				We’ve arranged this book in a way that makes it accessible for a lot of different purposes, and it can be read in different ways. If you’re just getting started with ethics, you may find it helpful to begin with Part I, which provides the basics. Or, if you want, jump to the table of contents and index to see what topics we include in the book. If you’re taking an ethics course that deals heavily with major ethical theories, go right to those and check them out. If you’re more interested in applied questions, thumb to Part IV and read up on one of the subjects that strikes your interest. There’s really no unethical way to read this book, so use it in the way that makes most sense to you and your situation!

			

		

	
		
			
				Part I

				Ethics 101: Just the Basics, Please

				
				[image: 591710-pp0101.eps]
			
In this part . . .

				Ethics is the most practical kind of philosophy, but that doesn’t mean that all you need to study it is basic common sense. You also need to know some of the lingo and some of the basic assumptions about the field. That’s what this part of the book is about.

				Here we discuss some basic distinctions, and then we cordially invite you to ask why you should care about ethics in the first place. Because you also need to avoid some really important pitfalls in your ethical thinking, such as the idea that ethics is really just a matter of opinion, we devote a chapter to this topic. Getting away from this idea is important so you can appreciate the rich debates about ethics in the rest of the book and what they have to do with living an ethical life.

			

			
			
			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 1

				Approaching Ethics: What Is It and Why Should You Care?

				In This Chapter

				Surveying fundamental ethical definitions and distinctions you need to know

				Understanding why you should be ethical

				Determining what’s involved in making a commitment to an ethical life

				You probably wouldn’t try to make a cake without ingredients, pots, and pans, right? Well the same goes for making a recipe for an ethical life. You have to know some things before you start cooking. And although living an ethical life isn’t always easy, the basic tools are easy to master.

				This chapter starts with some basics regarding ethics to help you get a better grasp of the subject. We help you by clarifying some basic distinctions that quickly emerge in your study of ethics. We also explain why being ethical is important. We finish the chapter with a discussion of what’s involved in making a commitment to living an ethical life. Consider this chapter your jumping-off point into the wonderful world of ethics.

				Knowing the Right Words: Ethical Vocabulary

				Although ethics and morality are essential parts of human life, not many people understand how to talk about them. Good, evil, right, wrong, great, and bad: Who could possibly sort through all that mess? Getting a firm grasp on these words and distinctions is important so you don’t fall into any misunderstandings later. The following sections explain important ethics vocabulary words and how to use them.

				Focusing on should and ought

				Fortunately you don’t really need to sort through lots of different terms. In fact, most of ethics and morality can be boiled down to one simple concept that can be expressed using the words should and ought. “Good” or “right” actions are actions that you ought to do. “Bad” character traits are ones you should try not to develop. “Evil” traits are those you should really try to avoid. Isn’t it cool how just these two words can unify so many ethical concepts?

				To clearly understand what ethics means in terms of should and ought, consider this example: Most people are comfortable considering what science is about. Science tries to figure out the way the world is, was, or will be. The following are all scientific questions (some easier to answer than others):

				What will be the effect of detonating a nuclear weapon in a major city?

				What led to the extinction of the dodo bird?

				Is there a beer in the fridge?

				[image: remember.eps] Ethics isn’t just about the way the world is. Sure, you have to know a lot about how the world works to answer ethical questions, but ethics is about something a little more ambitious than science. It’s about the way the world ought to be or should be. Focusing on how the world should be gives ethical questions a different nature altogether. Ethical questions look more like this:

				Ought we to be detonating nuclear weapons around large numbers of people?

				Should endangered species be protected from human hunting?

				Should I really have that last beer in the fridge before driving home?

				[image: warning_bomb.eps] Lots of people miss the point about ethical discussions because they assume “ought” questions are really “is” questions. How many times have you heard someone defend his unjust actions by saying “Yeah, well, life isn’t fair?” That person may be right about how the world works, but that doesn’t mean it should continue to work that way. And in all likelihood, he’s contributing to keeping the world in a way that it ought not to be. The world may not be fair, but it should be.

				You probably have a big question dawning on you right about now: How do I find out what I ought to do? It’s a great question; it’s the subject of the rest of this book.

				Avoiding the pitfall of separating ethics and morality

				Although the terms ethics and morality have two different definitions in the dictionary, throughout this book we use them interchangeably and don’t make any effort to distinguish between the ideas. The truth is that you can argue all day about whether something is immoral or just unethical, whether someone has ethics but no morals, or whether ethics is about society but morality is about you.

				[image: remember.eps] The reason these arguments don’t go anywhere is that in the end, both ethics and morality are actually about the same: What you ought to be doing with your life. If it’s true that an act is immoral, then you ought not to do it. The situation doesn’t change if the act is unethical instead. It’s still something you ought not to do.

				[image: warning_bomb.eps] “But wait!” you may say. “Ethics and morality can’t be the same thing. Something can be unethical but still moral.” Some people think, for instance, that Robin Hood’s stealing to feed the poor was unethical but still moral. That thought may be true — we’re not saying that words don’t get used in that way. But in the end, what do you really want to know about Robin Hood? You want to know whether he ought to have been doing what he did. Ditto with something that seems immoral but may still be ethical, like selling goods at hugely inflated prices. If ethics and morality say different things, you need to find out what the relationship between you and your customers should be and how you should act, feel, and think toward them based on that relationship.

				So, seriously, don’t worry about the difference between ethics and morality. Your ethical conversations will make a lot more progress if you just concentrate on the “oughtiness” of things. Professional philosophers don’t bother distinguishing between the two lots of the time, so you shouldn’t either.

				Putting law in its proper place

				Even though you don’t need to differentiate ethics and morality, you should distinguish between the concepts of ethics (or morality) and legality. If you don’t, you may end up confusing the ethical thing to do with the legal thing to do. There’s some overlap between ethics and the law, but they aren’t always in line with one another. For example, consider speeding. Speeding is illegal, but that doesn’t mean it’s always unethical. It seems ethically acceptable to speed in order to get someone to the hospital for an emergency, for instance. You may still be punished according to the law, but that doesn’t automatically make your act unethical.

				The law also sometimes permits people to do unethical things. Cheating on your partner is usually ethically wrong, for instance. But breaking romantic commitments isn’t typically illegal (and even where it is, laws against adultery aren’t usually enforced).

				[image: remember.eps] Should all unethical things be illegal? Probably not, but it’s worth noting that unless ethics and legality are separate concepts, it’s not even possible to ask that question. The law may be inspired by ethical standards, but in many cases it’s better not to make laws about unethical behaviors. People usually sort out these kinds of things on their own. Besides, it could simply be too expensive to enforce some laws. (Lying is usually unethical, but how full would prisons be if they had to hold all the liars in addition to the thieves, tax-cheats, murderers, and rapists?)

				[image: ponderthis.eps] If ethics and legality were the same thing, all laws would be ethical, and all ethical acts would be permitted under the law. In other words, an unjust law couldn’t exist. But this thinking seems to be false. If, for example, Congress passed a law that all brown-haired people had to wear polka-dotted pants on Thursdays or go to prison, this law would be terribly unjust. But it could only be labeled unjust if an independent ethical standard existed against which laws can be evaluated. Because ethical standards can actually be used to judge laws, ethics and legality must be separate concepts.

				Perhaps the best historical example of an unjust law would be the slavery of blacks in the South before the Civil War. Whether or not people knew it then (and it’s a fair bet they had some idea), by today’s standards this law is seen as deeply flawed and immoral. But without the separation between ethics/morality and legality, such justification wouldn’t be possible.

				Requiring, forbidding, permitting: The most useful ethical vocabulary

				Even when you know what ethics is, you still need a way of explaining your position on issues. Sure you can use words like “right,” “wrong,” “evil,” “bad,” “good,” and so on, but they’re not very precise. It’s best to be as precise as you can in ethical matters, because they’re hard enough to solve without confusing words.

				[image: remember.eps] The best vocabulary for classifying any position, action, or character trait is to put it one of three classes: “ethically required,” “ethically permitted,” and “ethically forbidden.” These three classifications fill the gaps left by simple distinctions between good/bad, right/wrong, and so on. (Keep in mind that because ethics and morality are one and the same, we could have just as easily used “morally” required, permitted, and forbidden. See the earlier section “Avoiding the pitfall of separating ethics and morality” for more information.)

				[image: ponderthis.eps] Consider the ethical issue of capital punishment for murderers. People’s positions vary, but usually they think it’s either right or wrong. Those who think it’s wrong don’t have a difficult time making their point. They think people ought to be forbidden from performing capital punishment. But the crowd that thinks capital punishment is right has some explaining to do. “Right” could mean two different things that you have to disentangle.

				It can mean that society is ethically required to kill all murderers, which would be a strangely absolutist view.

				It also can mean that society is ethically permitted to kill some murderers for their crimes if the circumstances are awful enough. Most supporters of capital punishment hold this position.

				Just using the term “right” can cause one to overlook the differences between these two conflicting positions.

				Identifying Two Arguments for Being Ethical

				During your studies of ethics, you probably have wondered about the most basic question of all: Why be ethical? Without an answer to this question, you don’t have a lot of reason to continue reading this book! So this section looks at the two basic responses to help you get ethically motivated.

				Why be ethical 101: It pays off!

				People often ask, “Why should I be ethical?” And there’s at least one answer that never seems to go out of style: Ethics can be in your self-interest. In other words, ethics pays off. In the real world, people tend to get annoyed when you steal their stuff, murder their friends, and cheat on them. As a consequence, they tend to do things like call the cops, try to murder you in return, or take your kids and move to Idaho. Things don’t look so rosy when you fail to be ethical at least on a basic level.

				Although some ethical rules and practices may put a serious damper on a good party, by and large people who follow those rules tend to live in harmony with those around them. Doing so creates a certain amount of happiness. So if, for example, you demonstrate that you can be trusted with wealth, you benefit materially.

				The ethical life also can pay off in other ways. Barring some bad luck along the way, ethical people often have less stress in their lives than unethical people. They don’t have to worry about the stress of hiding lies (or bodies!). Ethical people also seem capable of living happier, more fulfilled social lives. They even can develop much richer relationships with those around them because those people trust the ethical person to do what’s right — and not to throw them under a bus whenever it may be more profitable.

				[image: wordsofwisdom.eps] If you don’t believe us, consider the words that famous English philosopher Thomas Hobbes used to describe life where people hadn’t come together to cooperate in an ethical manner: “Solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.” Hobbes believed that choosing a sovereign to judge right from wrong allowed human beings to come out of that nasty and unwelcoming state in order to live together and create things. This arrangement would be much more in your self-interest than would living in the brutish state of nature. Refer to Chapter 9 for more on Hobbes.

				Hobbes’s point also leads to an additional reason to be ethical: Even if your own life doesn’t fare particularly well by following ethical rules, some level of ethical behavior is necessary for having a cohesive society. By being ethical you contribute to that cohesiveness. And as Hobbes would be glad to point out, living in a cohesive society turns out to be much more beneficial to an individual than living in a culture of backstabbers and thieves.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] So far in this section you’ve seen how ethics may be a benefit to you in this life. But some religions, particularly the Abrahamic religions of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam promise benefits after death to those who follow the right ethical path. If that promise doesn’t get a religious person to be ethical (especially with the threat of hell hanging over her head when she isn’t), it’s difficult to see what would motivate such a person to be ethical at all.

				Why be ethical 201: You’ll live a life of integrity

				When answering the question of why being ethical is important, consider the possibility that some compelling reasons for being ethical have nothing to do with payoff. Living with integrity is the most important of those reasons. Ethics is required if you want to live a life of integrity, and it simply allows you to do what’s right. Lacking integrity, on the other hand, suggests a kind of cowardliness or weakness in one’s life. In our discussion, two features of integrity stand out:

				Integrity involves a state of wholeness or completeness. This state of wholeness implies that when a person lacks integrity, that person lacks something that he should (as a self) have. We refer to this type as internal integrity. This type of integrity involves first having a strong sense of who you ought to be. It requires having a vision of your ideal self, and a strong conception of how a good life should be lived. You achieve internal integrity when the person you are right now matches the ideal sense of who you think you ought to be. You’re whole, and what you do isn’t in tension with what you think you ought to do, or how you ought to be.

				 Being able to compare your life to how you think you ought to live is a distinctively human activity. Dogs don’t sit around asking themselves what type of life they ought to live and then bemoaning their lack of integrity when they fail to measure up. But you’re not a dog, and without integrity your life would look, well, animal-like. The importance of living in this kind of way outstrips concerns about ethics “paying off.”

				Integrity includes the importance of commitment to living in accord with ethical principles, embodying ethical character, or performing ethical behaviors. This type is external integrity, which points to the need of making sure that the principles, character traits, or behaviors that compose your ideal way of living are the right ones. The only way to figure that out is to engage with the ethical theories we outline in this book and see whether your conceptions about what is right are ethically justified, and if not, the book provides the tools you need in order to make the appropriate adjustments.

				 In fact, this need for external integrity highlights a central component of being motivated to be ethical: It’s just right. Can’t that be compelling on its own? It may be nice if morality and ethics pay off (and they often do). However, getting away from the fact that ethics can be compelling in and of itself is difficult. If murdering small children is wrong, it shouldn’t matter whether it would pay to do otherwise.

				Committing Yourself to the Ethical Life

				In order to get your ethical life moving, you need to create an ethical life plan. Doing so is particularly important because making a commitment to being ethical is important. Of course, we realize that you may want to read this book just to discover the ins and outs about the theories, and if that’s your goal, this book can meet your needs. However, all the authors of the theories in this book would hope that as you read along you think a bit more about the importance of you living the ethical life. The following sections walk you through the actions you can take to start down the ethical path.

				Taking stock: Know thyself

				When trying to figure out how you ought to live your life in the future, start off with a solid understanding of where you are now. The two central components of this exercise involve identifying your current customary practices and ethical intuitions. In order to take stock of yourself, do the following:

				Determine your mindfulness. Where you are now ethically requires what the Buddhists call mindfulness. A mindful person is one who’s aware at all times. A mindful person pays close attention to what he normally does, to how he feels in response to certain situations, and to how he feels about certain actions. A mindful person is sensitive to his own thought patterns and is acutely aware of the beliefs and intuitions that form the moral core of who he is.

				[image: tip.eps] Keep a record of your actions, thoughts, and routines for a week. Are you friendly with others? More distant? Do you eat meat (we talk about it in our animal ethics discussion in Chapter 17)? Do you tend to focus on what’s good about people or what’s bad? Do you tend to find abortion wrong (see the bioethics discussion in Chapter 12)? Does the contemporary debate on torture evoke strong feelings in you (jump to the human rights discussion in Chapter 15)? Do you find that you tell white lies when you think it’s appropriate? Do you think its okay to treat others in ways you yourself may not appreciate (head to Chapter 10 for a discussion of the Golden Rule)? Do you recycle (check out our description of environmental ethics in Chapter 13)? Are you lazy or a hard worker? Are you abusive or sensitive with subordinates at work (read up on professional ethics in Chapter 14)?

				 In each of these cases, think about whether you consider your practices to be obligatory, forbidden, or perhaps just plain permissible. Think about whether your thoughts match up to what’s ethically right. Being critical is important here, because building an ethical life plan is serious business. You need to know what you do, what you think, and how you ethically feel about things.

				Identify what your moral intuitions are. Identifying your intuitions and beliefs is important because they form your moral core. They form the basic value-based glue that holds you together. So know more about your core by asking yourself some questions: When you think of the death penalty, abortion, or being nice to others, do you find that you have strong intuitions about human rights (refer to Chapter 15), fetal rights, property rights, or human dignity (Kant is big on human dignity; see Chapter 8)? Note those intuitions. Is family important to you? Some virtue ethicists demand this (check out Chapter 6). Is it okay to cause unnecessary pain (see Chapter 7)? As you train yourself to be mindful about your intuitions regarding ethical value, you’ll get better at homing in on them and seeing what they are.

				[image: remember.eps] You may notice that some of your practices and core intuitions conflict. Don’t worry. It happens. To have internal integrity, you want to resolve those conflicts at some point, but at this early stage just be mindful that they exist. Eventually, your practices should flow from your moral core. If not, you’re living out of sync with ethics, or at least out of sync with your own conception of what ethics is.

				Building your moral framework

				Although it’s important to figure out where you are now (see the preceding section to find out how), you also want to realize that your current moral core could be ill-founded. Some of your moral intuitions could be all wrong. Figuring this out involves thinking more about ethical theories to see whether any frameworks agree with your own. It also requires criticizing your intuitions from the standpoint of opposing theories. Out of this engagement with the theories and their applications to different important issues and problems, you’re sure to emerge with a stronger moral core.

				This book is well designed to help you study your moral framework. As you read through each of the theories (which you can find mostly in Parts II and III), you encounter a different perspective on what’s right and how to think about ethics. Be mindful of your intuitions and use them to identify the theory that most closely approximates your way of thinking. You may strongly identify with the core values proposed by one theory in particular. If so, try to understand that theory to the degree to which you can use it to really hone your intuitions. Building your moral framework requires serious work. In fact, it may even involve resisting some claims that your favorite theory makes, but that’s the price of taking ethics seriously.

				[image: remember.eps] Even if you have a favorite theory, don’t forget the others! Read through all these theories as a way of criticizing your way of conceptualizing what is right or good. Or just do it as a scholastic exercise, just to see which one has the best arguments. Take every theory seriously, and see each one as a worthy opponent. After all, those theories may have suggestions that will make you think, leading you to tweak your moral intuitions. When you dismiss claims or assumptions, make sure you can articulate why. All these theories have weak spots and criticisms that have been lodged against them. So even if you pick one as the best or strongest one, don’t shy away from trying to pick away at solving some of the biggest attacks against it.

				Seeing where you need to go

				Solidifying your moral intuitions and coming up with a solid moral core are only two parts of the journey in developing an ethical life plan. In addition to making ethical judgments, you have to go and do things! Figure out what your moral intuitions call upon you to do. They may require you to do things that you don’t currently do. They may even make demands on you to reject some of your old habits. Don’t complain: If ethics isn’t difficult, then it’s just not worth doing.

				[image: remember.eps] A real commitment to the ethical life isn’t contained in your head. You also need to fashion a life of action out of your choices. If, for instance, your chosen principles or character traits call for relieving suffering wherever possible, you may determine that you need to give up eating meat. A person with a true commitment to ethics tries to avoid making excuses for herself when things get tough. If you’re a utilitarian (see Chapter 7), meat eating is difficult to justify. So if you find utilitarianism to be the most similar to your way of thinking, don’t ignore the glaring problem that there’s a steak on your plate. You can’t opt out of applying ethics to your life when it gets difficult. Figure out who you need to be, and then make sure that you follow through, assuring that your life plan and actions reflect your core intuitions and values. There’s no other way to live ethically and to live with integrity. So get to it.


				Making your own (piecemeal) moral theory

				With the information in this chapter, you can construct your first “map” of your moral intuitions. This map is a simple form of moral theory in the form of a table. For each vertical column of the table, write in an issue or action that you have an ethical position on. Then put an X in the box to designate whether you believe it’s ethically required, permissible, or forbidden. For instance, take a look at the following table.


				
					
						
								
							
								
								Eating meat

							
								
								Working on the Sabbath

							
								
								Refraining from killing people

							
						

						
								
								Ethically required

							
								
							
								
							
								
								X

							
						

						
								
								Ethically permissible

							
								
							
								
								X

							
								
							
						

						
								
								Ethically forbidden

							
								
								X

							
								
							
								
							
						

					
				

							Try it yourself! Make a table with as many ethical issues as you can think of and try to figure out which box you think the X goes in. Then, after you’ve read more of this book, come back and see whether any of the theories you studied give you a more systematic way of deciding where the X goes.




			
		

	
		
			
				Chapter 2

				Butting Heads: Is Ethics Just a Matter of Opinion?

				In This Chapter

				Understanding subjectivism and its flaws

				Putting cultural relativism under the magnifying glass

				Looking at some of emotivism’s troubles and victories

				One of the phrases we hear a lot when discussing ethics is that it’s all just a matter of opinion, which is often a way of saying that it isn’t possible to say anything useful about ethics. But of course, if there wasn’t anything useful to say about ethics, you wouldn’t be reading this book.

				In fact, when people get into arguments about whether something is right or wrong, they often end up frustrated with each other. Sometimes that frustration gets so intense that it causes one person to blurt out, “But that’s just your opinion!” And after that, it’s difficult to know what to say, right? After all, everyone is entitled to his or her own opinion. How can my opinion be better than yours, especially when the subject is ethics?

				In this chapter, we survey three theories (subjectivism, cultural relativism, and emotivism) that attempt to base ethics on some kind of opinion or feeling. Many philosophers have found these theories to be seriously flawed. We survey them here because they represent thoughts that everyone has about ethics from time to time, and it’s important to see when they don’t stand up to scrutiny.

				Subjectivism: Basing Ethics on Each Person’s Opinion

				The idea that ethics is really about opinion may seem obvious to you. In fact, that idea is so obvious to so many people that philosophers have given a name to this view: subjectivism. Subjectivism says that ethical statements really are just statements of personal opinion and nothing more. However, if all ethical statements are just statements of personal opinion, then ethical arguments that aim at the ethical truth are pretty senseless. In other words, subjectivism tries to capture the thought that what’s right and wrong could be radically different for everyone. But if everyone’s opinion counts equally and ethics is just based on opinion, there probably isn’t much sense in arguing about it, right?

				One way to think about what the subjectivist is trying to say about ethics is to think about issues that are just about personal opinion. Take pizza, for example. Chris grew up in New York City and tends to be very opinionated about his pizza. (Adam grew up outside of St. Louis and shouldn’t be taken seriously on the subject of pizza.) But plenty of people don’t like New York pizza, especially people from Chicago. It may be interesting to hear a New Yorker debate someone from Chicago about which pizza is best. But in the end everyone knows that the best pizza is simply a matter of personal preference or opinion. No one has yet figured out an objective way of determining which pizza is really the best because, well, neither one really is the best. Pizza is a matter of subjective taste, not objective fact.

				[image: remember.eps] For subjectivists, ethics is exactly like pizza. To them, everyone grows up exposed to different views of what’s right and wrong, which leads to disagreements about ethical issues. But, in the end, these disagreements aren’t over anything objective. Instead, ethics is a matter of personal opinion, which is to say, a matter of taste. So arguing about it is likely to get you about as far as arguing about which kind of pizza is best.

				In the following sections, we expand on what the subjectivist view says about ethical statements. We then look at some of the logical consequences of the view, because a lot of philosophers think this view turns out to be problematic in the end.

				Right for me and wrong for you: The subjectivist position

				Subjectivists believe that ethics is simply a matter of personal opinion. But most ethical arguments don’t sound like arguments about personal opinions (favorite football teams and pets, for example), do they? Instead, they sound like arguments about something more substantial (think religion and abortion). According to subjectivists, the following general statement must be true if ethics is just personal opinion:

				“X is right” just means “X is right for me,” and “X is wrong” just means “X is wrong for me.”

				Another way of stating that something feels “right to you” or “wrong to you” is to say “I like X.” What subjectivists are saying is that “X is right” just means “I like X” and that there’s nothing more to ethics.

				You may have heard of relativism, a view of ethics that has everybody worried. Well this is it! Or at least one form of it. Subjectivism is a form of relativism because it says right and wrong are completely relative to our own subjective preferences. If you believe that something is ethically permissible, even that cold-blooded murder is perfectly permissible, it’s true for me.

				To illustrate how the subjectivist sees an issue, consider the following example with shoplifting, which is a bit more heated than which type of pizza is best. The subjectivist believes that when you say “Shoplifting is right,” you really mean “I like shoplifting; it’s okay for me to shoplift.” And when your friend says “Shoplifting is wrong,” she really means she dislikes shoplifting; it’s wrong for her. But if this is what ethical statements mean, then you aren’t contradicting one another. In fact, what both of you are saying can be correct. And of course, subjectivists don’t just translate statements about shoplifting. They believe it about all ethical statements.

				[image: remember.eps] When subjectivists talk about ethics, they think that at no point are you ever talking about what’s right and wrong for the other person. Rather, you’re talking about yourself — namely your personal opinions, your likes and dislikes. It doesn’t make a whole lot of sense that something like shoplifting could be both right and wrong for everyone. But if it’s right for one person and wrong for the next, no one has to worry about it because there’s no contradiction at all. Just like chocolate ice cream can taste best for Chris and vanilla can taste best for Adam, for a subjectivist something can be right for one person and wrong for another. It’s like people have different ethical tastes.

				Recognizing that subjectivism can’t handle disagreement

				Subjectivism, which says that ethics is just about personal opinion and ethical statements are personal preferences, is an interesting way of escaping lots of debates about ethics. But should you believe this view?


				A (fun) pop quiz: Fact versus opinion

				Some debates are about facts — the distance from the earth to the sun, for instance, and the fastest car made by Ford. Each of these inquiries eventually results in one side ending up right and the other ending up wrong. You can accomplish a lot in these debates. Other debates, however, just stay at the level of opinion — favorite colors or the funniest jokes, for example. Take a look at this list of debates; which do you think are about facts and which are about mere opinions?

				The St. Louis Cardinals are a much better baseball team than the Chicago Cubs.

				The Big Bang, not a divine being, created the universe as we see it today.

				The Mona Lisa is the greatest piece of artwork ever created.

				Mountains are more beautiful natural creations than beaches.

				Chess is more fun than checkers.

				In a battle between King Kong and Godzilla, Godzilla would win.

				After you figure out which are fact-based debates and which are just about opinion, ask yourself what kinds of criteria should generally be used to make these sorts of decisions. You’ll probably notice that the break between fact and opinion isn’t always easy to draw. It’s not as simple as distinguishing scientific questions from nonscientific ones. Many philosophers believe that science can’t solve philosophical debates (like those about ethics), but they can still be productive debates. Do you think that this holds true of ethics, or is it mere opinion?



				[image: remember.eps] One reason an ethical theory may be wrong is if it leads you to believe something about the world that isn’t at all true. You can use this criterion for any ethical theory, not just subjectivism. But many philosophers believe that subjectivism entails a particularly long list of untrue things about the world. One near the top of the list is ethical disagreement, the (apparent) fact that people disagree about ethical issues. For example, people seem to disagree about ethical issues such as capital punishment, abortion, eating meat, how you’re supposed to hold your hands when you pray, and many other issues.

				Ethical disagreement looks like a general fact of life. You can look out into the world and see lots of ethical disagreement. In fact, one of the main reasons people resort to subjectivist views is that they find themselves in uncomfortable ethical disagreements with others. Say that you have a friend who’s an ethical vegetarian. He constantly points out that eating meat causes lots of animal suffering, so you shouldn’t eat it. If you do eat meat, and the guilt doesn’t keep you up at night, you probably believe that eating meat isn’t wrong for anyone — even your friend.

				Describing this as a disagreement between friends isn’t difficult. But remember that subjectivists think that “X is wrong” just means “X is wrong for me.” So what your friend really believes, according to the subjectivist, is that eating meat is wrong for him — and you believe eating meat is right for you.

				Thus, subjectivists think the argument between you and your vegetarian friend really isn’t an argument at all. Your friend is simply stating his preference to not eat meat while you’re stating your preference to eat meat. But if you’re both stating your preferences, you aren’t disagreeing about anything! You’re talking about you (not what he should do) and he’s talking about himself (not what you should do).

				[image: warning_bomb.eps] Be careful at this point. People often are tempted to respond that ethics is still just opinion but your friend is saying you should have a different opinion. But remember that this isn’t what the subjectivist is saying. The subjectivist is saying that “X is wrong” means “I dislike X,” not “I dislike X and your opinion should be that X is wrong too.” If a subjectivist said that, he would have to admit that ethics is about more than personal preferences. It would be about preferences that others should act in certain ways too.

				[image: remember.eps] The upshot is this: This world is full of ethical disagreement. But because subjectivists believe ethics is ultimately about personal opinions, they must believe that there is no ethical disagreement. That’s just bizarre. It sure seems like people disagree about ethics — sometimes heatedly. As a result, you may have strong reason to believe that subjectivism isn’t a good ethical theory.

				They’re always right: Subjectivists make bad houseguests

				Subjectivism seems to entail that a person is completely infallible about ethics. What exactly does that mean? Basically it means that no one can be wrong about their ethical beliefs. The problem is that most people, at some point or another, think that they could be wrong about their ethical beliefs, and this isn’t good for subjectivism.

				So if ethics is just about personal opinions (according to subjectivism), and you can never be wrong about your own personal opinions (according to the way opinions work), it looks like subjectivism entails that you can never be wrong about ethics. That would mean that no one was ever wrong about slavery, sexism, racism, or anything really. It also would mean that every ethical belief everyone has now is correct and could never be wrong.

				For instance, in the past many people held the belief that buying, selling, and trading human beings as slaves was just another part of society. Most people today can agree that these people had unethical beliefs. Owning and trading slaves is ethically wrong. But what would the subjectivist say about someone in the modern world who wanted to keep slaves? If it’s a minimally decent ethical theory, it should tell her it’s wrong.

				But the modern day slave trader would think that slavery is permissible, and in subjectivist terms, slavery would be “right for her.” Because slavery is one of the more awful things human beings can do to each other, most people would like to think that she’s wrong about this. Can she be wrong about this? If subjectivists are right, she’s only talking about her personal opinion. And it’s doubtful she’s wrong about that. After all, you’re somewhat of an authority on your own personal opinion. It’s as difficult to be wrong about them as it is to be wrong about being in pain. With regard to opinions, people are infallible.

				[image: remember.eps] These conclusions seem seriously at odds with common sense and common decency. Surely in your own life you’ve had to correct an ethical belief or two. Because it’s so implausible that what the subjectivist has to say is true, many philosophers consider the idea of ethical infallibility a devastating argument against it.

				Determining what subjectivism gets right

				If subjectivism is built on the view that ethics is just opinion — and that view is terribly flawed — why should we bother to study it? Can it teach us anything about ethical thinking? Actually, yes. Here are three good reasons to study this thought about ethics:

				For some people, the theory is terribly flawed when they try to use it to win an ethical argument. Popular thoughts are worth studying, especially when they’re wrong. This way you know how to counter them when they come up.

				Subjectivism reminds you that you shouldn’t be too quick to judge others’ opinions. The fact that someone believes something different than you doesn’t necessarily mean that he’s wrong (or right). And after you’re reminded of that, perhaps you can find a way to solve your actual disagreement by arguing about which standards themselves are right and wrong. (For more information on this type of argument, see Chapters 7, 8, and 9.)

				Just because the theory is flawed doesn’t mean that ethics has nothing at all to do with opinions. To say that people don’t have ethical opinions on issues is as inaccurate as saying ethical disagreement doesn’t exist or that no one can ever be wrong about ethics. But even though people have opinions, perhaps not all of those opinions will turn out to be right.

				Cultural Relativism: Grounding Ethics in the Group’s Opinion

				People often notice that ethical beliefs seem to differ from society to society. Anthropologist Ruth Benedict was one such observer. She noted, for instance, that in most cultures people are expected to mourn the dead themselves. But among the Kwakiutl people of the Pacific Northwest, killing a member of a neighboring tribe caused that tribe to mourn, displacing one’s own grief. So which practice is right? Benedict suggested that neither was really right; she proposed that ethical beliefs are really no more than customs, or habits that people develop over centuries of living together and doing the same things. And when different cultures disagree about ethics, “custom is king.” That is, you should (and often do) defer to your own culture’s customs. This thought leads to the ethical theory of cultural relativism.

				Cultural relativism (sometimes called conventionalism) is the ethical theory that says right and wrong are relative to one’s culture. According to this theory, no one universal ethical standard transcends cultures. What should matter to individuals are the collective ethical opinions that their home cultures hold.

				[image: remember.eps] Cultural relativism does something that subjectivism (which we describe in the earlier section “Subjectivism: Basing Ethics on Each Person’s Opinion”) doesn’t: It asserts that an ethical standard transcends individual opinion. In other words, cultural relativism holds that no one overarching ethical truth exists and that right and wrong are relative to one’s culture. Thus, a person can do something wrong if she goes against the norms of her home culture. But that’s where the criticism has to stop, according to the cultural relativist. People can’t criticize individuals in other cultures for not following their own culture’s norms; that’s because they have a different culture and a different set of norms to abide by.

				The following sections take a closer look at cultural relativism. This approach is usually intended to promote tolerance of other cultures. But after looking at some other serious problems with the theory, we question whether it in fact does support tolerance.

				Discovering what it means to be a cultural relativist

				According to cultural relativism, there’s no single, overriding standard for all cultures to follow. Essentially, each culture exists in its own little ethical bubble. For example, separate sets of ethical rules and norms exist for the American culture, for the British culture, for the Congolese culture, for the Japanese culture, and so on. (Smaller bubbles may even exist for subcultures, but see the section “Living in many worlds: Some problems with cultural relativism” later in this chapter for some problems with that.)

				The following two elements make up cultural relativism:

				The diversity thesis: Ethical standards differ from culture to culture. This observation, which was named by Louis Pojman, states, simply, that what counts as moral conduct differs from culture to culture. And it’s true that ethical views do diverge on a good number of topics. Some cultures, for example, are more willing to ascribe rights to women than others. Cultures also have different views on gay rights, racism, blasphemy, and many other areas.

				[image: remember.eps] Of course, most cultures do share some qualities with each other. For instance, there just doesn’t seem to be a culture out there that believes torturing innocent infants for fun is ethically permissible. Unprovoked murder and deception are similarly frowned upon in almost every culture. Just as we don’t want to overstate how similar cultures are to one another, we don’t want to overstate the differences either. The diversity thesis may be true, but that doesn’t necessarily mean cultures all have completely different ethical beliefs.

				The dependency thesis: What individuals should do depends on their own culture’s ethical standards. Unlike the diversity thesis, which just states an observable fact, the dependency thesis makes a claim about ethics and morality. One can look out into the world and see what people do, but not necessarily what they should do (for more information on this thought, see Chapter 1). The dependency thesis is the essence of cultural relativism. Ethicists have lots of different thoughts about what ethics depends on: making people happy, avoiding harm, respecting rights, developing virtue, and so on. But cultural relativism says none of these are as important as following one’s own culture’s standards — whatever those standards may be. This puts the theory at odds with a lot of ethical thinking.

				Understanding why cultural relativism is always so popular

				Of all the ethical theories we know about, none seems to get more attention nowadays than cultural relativism. Everyone seems fond of the idea that right and wrong are relative to one’s culture and that no ethical standard transcends cultures. In fact, many people seem so obsessed with this kind of cultural sensitivity that cultural relativism becomes the default ethical position.

				By and large people turn to cultural relativism to avoid a negative kind of thinking called ethnocentrism, or thinking that one’s own culture is the most important (or most central) culture in the world. Ethnocentrism has led to a lot of pain and suffering over the years, particularly in the historical period from roughly 1500–1950 that historians call colonialism. During colonialism, many of the large European nations and the United States ethnocentrically believed that “primitive” peoples around the world would be better off if they conducted themselves according to European and American cultural norms.

				Colonialism may have had some beneficial effects on the developing world, but gradually and inevitably, the European colonies grew restless and demanded the right to make their own laws and live by their own cultures. In retrospect, many people believe that colonialism caused much more harm than good by forcing people to abandon established cultures for the “superior” culture of Europe and the United States. The ethnocentrism of the colonialist period should thus be discouraged in favor of respect for diverse cultures and the institutions of those cultures.

				Many people see cultural relativism as the ethical theory that makes the most sense if you want to guard against the evils of ethnocentrism. Because it prescribes no overarching universal ethical standard, people think that it must be the only way of ethical thinking that supports tolerance of other cultures. However, as we describe in the next section on cultural relativism’s lack of universal respect for tolerance, this probably isn’t true.

				[image: remember.eps] Although many people turn to cultural relativism because it seems to avoid ethnocentrism, it isn’t the only ethical theory that does this. For instance, in Chapter 7, we talk about an ethical theory called utilitarianism. According to utilitarianism, people should always do what brings the greatest happiness to the greatest number of people. If you think about that for a second, you can see that this captures respect for cultures quite well. Being overly critical of other cultures, or worse, invading them to make sure they do things your way, is a great way of making lots of people very unhappy. So even though we urge you to avoid ethnocentrism, it doesn’t necessarily mean we want you to be a cultural relativist.

				Living in many worlds: Some problems with cultural relativism

				[image: warning_bomb.eps] Cultural relativism has some significant problems under the hood. Here are two that relate to the definition of a culture:

				Defining cultural boundaries is easier said than done. If cultural relativism says that ethics is relative to the culture in which one lives, everyone needs to know what culture he or she lives in. Hold on to your seats, ladies and gentlemen, you’re about to enter the real world. Cultures don’t naturally separate like oil and water. Although people in the United States are part of the American culture, people living in Saudi Arabia are part of the Arabic culture, and so on, making the distinction is nowhere near that simple.

				 Drawing cultural lines around the borders of a country won’t do the trick. True, people in the United States tend to be immersed in American culture. But many more cultural groups exist within American culture. Different ethnic groups have their own cultures, different religions have their own cultures, and different regions have their own cultures. They may overlap, but Massachusetts’s culture is different from Alabama’s culture. Heck, most professional sports teams have their very own subcultures. So if ethics is relative to one’s culture, we have to ask: which one?

				People belong to several different cultures and subcultures. In all likelihood, most people belong to several different cultures and subcultures, and they manage to juggle them all pretty well. But when you look to your culture for ethical guidance, you may quickly notice that different cultures can give different advice. Think of the thorny issue of abortion, for example. If an American Catholic needs to decide whether abortion is ethically permissible, he can reflect on the legality of abortion in the United States and the fact that a majority of people think abortion should be legal. However the Catholic Church teaches that abortion is a grave moral sin that’s on par with murder. Which culture should the American Catholic heed?

				 It looks doubtful that cultural relativism will be able to solve this problem by specifying some boundary lines for what counts as a culture without making some pretty arbitrary judgments. The best it could do would be to say that the American Catholic should follow the culture that he identifies with the most. But most people in his shoes would simply identify the most with the culture that allows them to do what they want to do. And that sounds a lot less like cultural relativism and a lot more like subjectivism, which has its own problems (check out the earlier section on subjectivism for more information).

				Looking at cultural relativism’s lack of respect for tolerance

				One of the reasons people believe in cultural relativism is that people have been terrible at tolerating other cultures in the past. The central point a cultural relativist makes is that no ethical standard transcends cultures. You don’t have to look too far back in any culture’s history to find another culture it dislikes. The British weren’t at all fond of the Irish, and that aversion lead to years of war. The Catholic and Protestant branches of Christianity each believe that the other is getting something seriously wrong about ethics and religion. The Japanese had anything but tolerance for the Chinese when they invaded China in World War II. And don’t even get us started on sports team rivalries. It all gets to be a bit much.


				What cultures are you a part of?

				People can be members of many different cultures and subcultures at once. Take the time to look inside your own history and see which cultures you associate yourself with. In the process of figuring this out, think about where you fit in the following areas:

				Your race and ethnicity

				Your gender

				Your family heritage

				Your sexual orientation

				Your place of residence

				Your main passions in life

				Your career or place of work

				Your hobbies

				Your religion

				Your taste in music

				Finding your place in the preceding categories (and the many others you may think of) gives you a clue about the different cultural groups in your life that offer you ethical guidance. For instance, one of this book’s authors can classify himself as a white, Midwestern American professor of German ancestry, who’s politically active and fond of literature and indie rock bands. That’s a lot of groups that may offer ethical guidance! After you determine the various cultures you belong to, think about some central ethical beliefs that you have. With which cultures do you think they seem to be associated? Do any of the cultures that you belong to disagree with those ethical beliefs? If so, and if you’re a cultural relativist, how do you figure out which culture is the one to follow?



				What better way to put an end to all this intolerance than finding a theory that rules it out entirely? Many people turn to cultural relativism for precisely this reason. Because it says that no single overarching standard exists for all people, no one has a right to criticize other cultures. And if you have no right to criticize them, you should tolerate them. Basically, cultural relativism seems to tell everyone to get along. What could be simpler?

				[image: remember.eps] Unfortunately, the lack of a single, overarching standard doesn’t lead to tolerance as well as some cultural relativists may hope. Reflecting briefly on what makes up a culture, it’s entirely possible that part of being in one culture may entail intolerance of certain other cultures. Consider, for example, being a member of the Nazi party in Hitler’s Germany. And yet according to cultural relativism, you can’t criticize this intolerance. In fact, if cultural norms dictate being intolerant of another culture, then people in that culture may be required to be intolerant (because for cultural relativists, cultural norms set the standards). Far from supporting tolerance everywhere, then, cultural relativism seems to only encourage tolerance in cultures that are already tolerant. If cultural relativism were to encourage tolerance everywhere, it would suggest an ethical standard that transcended cultures — it would be breaking its own rule!

				The preceding point can be expanded to make cultural relativism look really bad. It isn’t just a problem that cultural relativists seem to want everyone (from every culture) to be tolerant. The deeper problem exists with the idea of cultural relativism itself. Cultural relativism seems to state that no universal ethical standard applies to everyone, everywhere. But if that’s true, then what’s cultural relativism? Is the theory itself not trying to get at something important about all cultures? If you admit that cultural relativism is true, then it would be true for all people from all cultures (and that sounds pretty universal to us). Yet cultural relativism specifically states that what’s true about ethics varies from culture to culture. So, if cultural relativism is true, then it must also be false. In other words, it contains a self-defeating contradiction, and that’s a bad flaw in an ethical theory.

				Noting cultural relativism’s successes

				Cultural relativism isn’t free of problems, and many of these problems you probably can’t overcome. However, you can discover two important points from studying the connection between ethics and culture:

				Just because something is unfamiliar or uncomfortable about another culture doesn’t always mean it’s unethical. Don’t make the mistake of thinking your own culture’s beliefs are special or the best. It’s theoretically possible that one culture has completely correct ethical beliefs, but in reality this idea is extremely unlikely to happen. In all likelihood, you can find insights into what is generally right and wrong in all cultures.

				Whatever ethical theory you end up following, it should try to account for tolerance of other cultures as a good thing. Tolerance of other cultures should be the default attitude; tolerance shouldn’t be something you practice grudgingly to avoid discomfort. As with anything else, tolerance can be taken too far. But by and large, any good ethical theory should make its followers wary of hasty generalizations about other cultures. Fortunately, you don’t need cultural relativism to make tolerance happen.

				Emotivism: Seeing Ethics as a Tool of Expression

				Emotivism isn’t a view about what people should or shouldn’t do. Instead, it’s a view about what ethical words mean. Specifically, it’s the view that ethical statements are really just expressions of emotions and not statements of fact. It captures some important truths about ethical motivation, but philosophers are still trying to work out how it explains other important truths about ethics.

				Charles Stevenson and A.J. Ayer were philosophers who popularized the idea that ethical statements were ways of expressing emotional attitudes. Ayer and Stephenson believed that a big difference exists between scientific statements like “The earth is round.” and ethical statements such as “Shoplifting is wrong.” They argued that scientific statements were essentially about the parts of the world (or universe) people could detect with their five senses. Statements about the shape of the earth can be shown to be true or false simply by observing it.

				But statements about ethics can’t be shown to be true in the same way. It’s difficult to imagine what anyone could see or hear about the world that would show that shoplifting is wrong. It’s even more difficult to imagine what anyone can see or hear about the world that would show that shoplifting is wrong when it’s done in order to feed your family (and the shopkeeper is an evil man who killed your father). Sometimes people think about this difficulty and simply throw up their hands, saying that the lack of proof shows that there’s no such thing as ethics!

				But Stephenson and Ayer saw a different way out. They suggested that despite ethical statements’ resemblance to statements of fact in the English language, they really function quite differently. Instead of stating facts, Ayer and Stephenson thought they expressed emotions. So according to the emotivist, saying “Shoplifting is wrong.” is a lot like shaking your fist at shoplifting. Similarly, saying “Donating to charity is right.” is a lot like applauding for people who contribute to those who are less fortunate than themselves.

				The following sections explain in further detail some of the characteristics of emotivism and discuss the main argument against it.

				Expressing yourself: Booing and cheering in ethics

				According to emotivists, when you say things are wrong, bad, or to be avoided, you’re expressing negative emotions about these things. Similarly, when you say things are right, good, and should happen, you’re expressing positive emotions about these things. However, the English language has a much purer form of expressing emotions. When you see something you really dislike — in a football game, for instance — you’re liable to skip factual claims altogether and just yell “Boo!” Or, when you really like something, you may let out a rousing “Yay!” These cheers (and jeers) simply express emotions, nothing more.

				Emotivists about ethics believe that ethical language simply amounts to booing or cheering for certain types of acts that people see in the world. For example, when you remark that shoplifting is wrong, you literally mean “Boo on shoplifting!”

				[image: warning_bomb.eps] Be careful though. Emotivists don’t want to translate ethical statements into statements about people. They really do believe that ethical statements aren’t statements, or cognitive judgments about emotion; in their eyes, these statements are expressions of emotion. To revisit our example, they don’t mean that “Shoplifting is wrong.” means “I despise shoplifting.” (This would be the subjectivist view from earlier in this chapter.) Saying you despise something is, after all, a factual claim about your opinions or feelings. Lots of people think they despise ethics or classical music until they learn a little bit more about it.

				This way of thinking may seem a little simplistic at first — and it’s still a minority position among ethicists as a whole — but booing and cheering can be surprisingly complex. For instance, people rarely cheer for things if they don’t want others to join in the cheering too. Applauding or booing by yourself doesn’t usually last too long.

				Emotivists also believe that their expressions of emotion are intended to alter the behavior of others or bring them on board with a certain emotion. Think about a basketball crowd. If the team keeps passing someone the ball, and that person messes up the shot every time, the crowd boos. This isn’t just to express their displeasure that the team keeps passing to her. The crowd also is trying to urge the team not to pass her the ball.

				[image: remember.eps] So, really, emotivists aren’t just booing or cheering when they make ethical statements; they’re also saying “Boo on shoplifting, and you should join me in booing shoplifting!” Statements about ethics are meant to bring others along for the ride, and emotivism wants to preserve that.

				Arguing emotionally: A problem for emotivists

				Emotivists can be very successful at drawing parallels between ethical statements and expressions of emotion. But it looks like there’s more to ethics than simply making ethical statements. We also tend to use those statements a lot like we use statements of fact. One way in particular that we use them like facts is when we make ethical arguments. An argument is a set of statements advanced in support of a conclusion.

				Unfortunately, cheering and booing aren’t activities that make a great deal of sense in arguments. In fact, if you’re arguing with someone and he or she ends up booing at you, that person has likely lost the argument. It’s not considered a good, reasonable way to make your point.

				Consider the following argument as an example:

				1. If eating meat is wrong, then eating a bacon double cheeseburger is wrong.

				2. Eating meat is wrong.

				3. Therefore, eating a bacon double cheeseburger is wrong.

				It’s a perfectly commonsensical argument to everyone who sees it. And yet if emotivists are right, it effectively means the same thing as this:

				1. If boo on eating meat, then boo on eating cheeseburgers!

				2. Boo on eating meat!

				3. Therefore, boo on eating cheeseburgers!

				This argument is pretty odd. The first premise doesn’t even look like it makes rational sense. It’s a conditional statement. Have you ever heard somebody conditionally boo something? Arguments generally consist of statements and propositions, not expressions of emotion.

				[image: warning_bomb.eps] This funky argument gives emotivists a bit of a problem, because emotivists want to describe all of ethics as expressions of emotions. But doing so involves saying one of two things:

				Rational arguments about ethics don’t make sense.

				Somehow, expressions of emotion can be parts of arguments.

				Because people seem to make rational ethical arguments all the time, the first answer isn’t acceptable. But it’s also not at all clear how expressions of emotions can be parts of arguments. At the very least, emotivists owe people an account of how they’re supposed to reinterpret such arguments. (And although they’re too complex to go into here, many modern day emotivists — called expressivists, prescriptivists, or quasi-realists — have worked long and hard to provide such accounts.)

				Getting motivation right: A victory for emotivism

				Emotivists believe that ethical statements aren’t factual but are instead expressions of emotion. This way of thinking does a good job of explaining why ethics seems to motivate people the way it does. In fact, emotivism seems to do a better job of accounting for the connection between ethics and motivation than the view that ethical statements are statements of fact.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] Most facts don’t move us to action all by themselves. Many hundreds of programs are airing on television as you read this paragraph. You know this fact, but you’re probably not watching one of them. If your favorite program was on, especially one to which you had an emotional attachment and this was your only chance to watch it, odds are you would be watching it. The mere fact that a program is on doesn’t motivate you to watch it. You also need the motivation that comes from liking the program.

				One may think the same thing about ethics. In fact, lots of philosophers do think the same thing about ethics. If ethical statements were just statements of fact, you could, for instance, acknowledge that murder is wrong without having any feelings about stopping it from happening. But this seems a little crazy, doesn’t it? If someone said, “I believe murder is wrong, but I really don’t care if people kill one another,” you’d have a hard time taking that person seriously.

				Emotivists love this point because, on their theory, having an ethical position without caring about it in some way is impossible. After all, ethical statements are just expressions of emotion. You can’t actually be cheering for your team while at the same time not caring whether they succeed. And for emotivists, you can’t make ethical statements without having some kind of emotional investment in them.

			

		

	
		
			
				Part II

				Uncovering the Roots of Ethics

				
				[image: 591710-pp0201.eps]
			
In this part . . .

				People get their ethical beliefs from all over: their parents, their friends, their religion, books, TV, and even video games. Heck, you can get your ethical beliefs from fortune cookies if you take them seriously enough. What makes these ethical beliefs good or bad ones to hold? What really lies at the foundation of ethics if it’s not just opinion? Does ethical truth come from God, religion, human nature, or somewhere else? And what’s up with the relationship between ethics and science?

				This part focuses on making some progress on these questions. It lays out some of the basic answers people have given to questions about the sources of ethical truth and highlights some of the problems surrounding these sources. You even can read about a couple philosophers who criticize the very notion of ethics.

			

			
			
		

	
		
			
				Chapter 3

				Human Nature and Ethics: Two Big Questions

				In This Chapter

				Exploring human nature and its connection to ethics

				Determining whether human nature allows freedom

				Thinking about whether human nature disposes you toward or away from ethics

				Human nature is kind of like a blueprint that lays out the basic schematic or essence that you have as the type of entity you are. Many people refer to that blueprint as a way to escape responsibility for what they (or other humans) do, saying “we can’t help it, it’s our nature!” When human nature is used in this way, it points out what is (or perhaps isn’t) possible for humanity, being the creatures humans are. Others point to human nature merely as a way of noting that certain kinds of dispositions or actions are more or less likely for humans. After all, it could be that human nature gives you a bit of a push or nudge in one direction or another.

				This chapter asks what it means to say that human nature is a kind of generalized blueprint for the kind of entity you are. We then turn to see whether that way of understanding human nature as a blueprint has an impact on the concerns of ethics, identifying two key points of intersection. You then examine those two specific points of intersection to see how they affect a discussion of ethics.

				Considering Human Nature and Ethics

				Human nature is an inborn structure that defines the human being. That structure affects and shapes not only what’s possible for humans but also what or how human beings are more or less likely to react to the situations in which they find themselves. Ethics is concerned not just with what’s possible for you but also with how you ought to respond to the world around you, revealing the deep intersection between ethics and human nature. This section takes a look at human nature and how it may intersect or affect important questions and concerns within ethics.

				Examining the idea of human nature

				When people think about human nature, they tend to wonder about the ways in which human beings as human beings are put together from birth as well as about the ways that affect how (or in what way) humans then live their lives. Usually these reflections ask how human nature fashions that which is possible for humans to do, and they also ask whether human nature makes certain types of behaviors or reactions to the world more or less likely.

				[image: tip.eps] To get a grasp of an abstract topic like human nature, start with something intuitive — like nature. How do you think about it? Then apply the thinking to humans. Common intuitions about nature typically contain at least these two parts:

				Nature refers to the forests, parks, and the untouched landscape of the planet. You may say, “Let’s go camp out in nature” thinking that you want to experience the world is in its normal, untouched state — the way in which your world is from/at the start.

				Nature refers to the kinds of powers, capacities, dispositions, or limitations that something has due to its normal untouched starting place or condition. You’re thinking of what is natural to the entity in question.

				Think of pushing a boulder down a hill. It will roll to the bottom. The reason is simple: Rolling downhill is the nature of a material thing like a boulder — what it is in its untouched state. Boulders are round and have mass, so when you place one on an incline, it’s natural for it to roll downhill. You also know some other things as well: namely that boulders don’t object to being rolled, because their nature doesn’t allow for consciousness. Thinking of a different kind of entity, like a plant, you may think the natural state that it starts as makes it capable of performing photosynthesis, and also makes it likely that the plant will move toward light.

				[image: remember.eps] At this point you can see that the basic and original nature of a thing tends to play a role in determining what’s possible and impossible for that thing, and it points to what kinds of behaviors you may expect from that thing when you put it in certain environments.

				So, how does this relate to human nature? How are humans constructed or put together, and how does that basic nature play a significant role in determining human possibilities and impossibilities as well as capacities or dispositions? After all, several ways exist to think about this question. Humans are all these things (just to name a few): material beings, psychological beings, subject to a genetic blueprint, and members of a specific biological species. That’s a lot of ways to think about the nature of the human being.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] Whatever the final list of capacities or structures that together make up human nature, at this point, a general picture is clear: Human nature determines possibilities and impossibilities, and it also can make certain behaviors or responses toward the world more or less likely. Because ethics suggests that you should live a certain life, that certain type of life has to be possible for you. So you want to know what human nature says about that. In addition, you want to know whether your nature disposes you to the world in an ethical way.

				Linking human nature and ethics

				Starting in the most general place, being able to do what ethics suggests that you ought to do is essential. If everyone shares a nature as humans, it will be true that there are things that humans can and can’t do as the kinds of creatures they are. Moreover, humans are more or less likely to do certain things because their natures may dispose toward the world in certain ways. Because these two results of having a human nature impact ethics, you need to see more clearly how the intersection occurs.

				We start by focusing on the most general claim that ethics as a discipline can make. You can easily see where ethics can be quickly affected by claims about human nature. The general claim of ethics is

				“You ought to do/be/follow X!”

				Notice that this isn’t a demand that some ethical theories make. All ethical theories want you to get out there and live the ethical life (whatever those theories take that to be). So they all share this basic demand, which means that the basic claim of ethics as a discipline has two central components, which are

				You ought . . .

				. . . to do/be/follow X!

				With this simple breakdown, try to think of how claims about human nature can impact each one separately.

				The requirement of freedom

				The first point says ethics suggests that you ought . . . something. This basic claim says you ought to put yourself on a path that you presently may not be on. The claim suggests that it’s up to you — that it’s possible and that you’re free to choose either way. In fact, it’s your ability to choose that makes holding you responsible possible. Good people make good choices, bad people make bad ones.

				Seeing this point, it’s not surprising that a popular statement in ethics claims that if you ought to do something, it must be the case that you can do it. Because ethics is by definition the field that deals with what you ought to do, the consequence is that you should be capable of making choices in the first place. Basically, if ethics says you ought to do/be/follow anything, it’s implied that you should be capable of choosing the ethical life or rejecting it.

				To test this intuition, imagine that you’re in school and your teacher says “You ought to float in midair right now.” You’d likely be amused by the strange suggestion, but then not so amused when your failure to do it resulted in being sent to the principal’s office. Clearly you’d protest, “But I can’t float, so how can the teacher demand that I ought to do it?” If people who fail to live ethically are said to be bad people, but they can’t choose the ethical life, how can they be held responsible for their actions? In fact, this very example captures the following two important claims that many ethicists make:

				Ought implies can. If you ought to do something, this means or implies that it’s already understood that you can do it.

				Can’t rejects ought. If you can’t do it, suggesting that you ought to do it is silly.

				The “ought implies can” principle actually comes from Kant (see Chapter 8). Kant felt that because ethics deals with things that we ought to do, ethics also should strive to clarify how and why it is that we can actually make choices. Although Kant’s specific answer to this isn’t important to our discussion here, his key point is crucial: Humans must at the very least be free to act on what’s needed in order to fulfill their obligations (what they ought to do). Otherwise, those obligations just seem like cruel demands that they’re powerless to fulfill.

				What you should be able to see at this point is that the most basic claim in ethics — that you ought to pursue ethics — rests on the assumption that you’re free to choose the ethical life. You need free will!

				Is human nature aligned with the ethical path?

				Assume that you are in fact free to choose the ethical life. As a result, your human nature permits the kind of “ought” language that ethics employs because you can make choices (and so you’re the kind of being to whom the word “ought” can apply). If so, great — you can make choices. However, it could still be the case that you’re more or less likely — by nature — to engage in the sorts of specific behaviors that ethics thinks you ought to do. As a person determined to live ethically, you need to know that.

				This brings up the second point in the general claim of ethics as a discipline (see the preceding section for the first): Ethics doesn’t just say “ought” — it also gives a specific goal for you to follow, a very specific ethical path. It says you ought “. . . to do/be/follow X!” Because different ethical theories argue that you ought to “be” ethical (virtue ethics; see Chapter 6) or “do” ethical things (consequentialism; see Chapter 7), or “follow” ethical principles or maxims (deontology; see Chapter 8), we don’t make a claim about which approach is right. What’s important is that they each argue that you should pursue the ethical path. For our purposes, pursuing the ethical path means overcoming selfishness and embodying recognition of the value of others.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] Think about how human nature could affect this aim and your thinking about how to get on that path:

				You could be naturally disposed toward what’s ethical — you could be naturally selfless. Perhaps love and sympathy are components of human nature, and they make your embracing of the ethical life easier to do.

				You could be naturally disposed away from what’s ethical, making you selfish. There’s a whole lot of greed out there in the world, and a lot of strife.

				It could be that you have no such disposition at all — human nature could be simply neutral to the ethical path.

				[image: remember.eps] Each alternative response has powerful implications regarding how to specifically engage in the path of being ethical. If you’re naturally disposed to what’s good, you need to figure out how to expand and develop that goodness that comes naturally to you. You want to work with your nature, cultivating it to make it strong. If you’re naturally disposed away from ethics, or bad, you have to discover how to constrain the badness or more violently shape and twist your nature to force it into alignment with goodness. If your nature is neutral to what’s good, this may (in at least one version) have implications about how you need to make a radical choice as a human about what’s good in order to be ethical.

				In the remainder of this chapter, you examine in more detail these two ways in which concerns about ethics and human nature can intersect.

				Connecting Ethics and Freedom

				Earlier in this chapter (in the section called “Linking human nature and ethics”), we note that because ethics demands that you ought to follow the right path in life, you should be able to do it. In the most fundamental sense, to say that you ought to do anything implies that you’re a creature that can make free choices. If you aren’t free, and so can’t make choices, then it looks like the whole project of ethics is pretty incoherent! So, ethics requires a nature that permits free will.

				In this section, we take a close look at this age-old concern about freedom and examine the thinkers who suggest that your nature as the kind of creature you are entails that you are not free. We then turn to two ways that other theorists have suggested that human nature actually permits freedom and, as a consequence, allows for the possibility of ethics in human life.

				Hard determinists: You’re not free!

				Hard determinists think that your basic nature as the kind of creature you are bars you from having free will. You may think that you’re free, and you may think that you make choices, but according to hard determinists, you really don’t. Whatever you “choose” was actually fixed in stone — you never really had any real alternatives. In the end, the illusion of having free will isn’t quite the same thing as having free will in reality.

				Reviewing basic determinism: Whatever happens is inevitable

				Before looking at hard determinism, you need a good understanding of the more basic doctrine of determinism. To see what it means, you should note that although lots of different types of determinism exist, they all share a basic belief that whatever happens is inevitable. So for a determinist, the future is always fixed. A few types of determinism are the following:

				Genetic determinism: A person’s eventual character and behavior is inevitable given the genetic DNA within that person.

				Psychological determinism: Certain desires within you are so strong that they always determine how you behave and think. (Think Freud: You’re always motivated in some way by sex!)

				Theological determinism: If God is omniscient, God knows what you will do from your birth to your death — predicting everything before you actually do it. Or perhaps God has decreed everything that will ever happen, making everything you do set in stone before you do it.

				Causal determinism: If you’re a purely physical being in a physical universe, according to science, everything you do or think follows from the exact way that physical things are ordered in the universe and the ways in which those things interact in accord with set physical laws.

				[image: remember.eps] Although we stress causal determinism in this section of the chapter, the basic story is the same for each type of determinism. Basically, in each case, some component of your nature makes it so that what you do, or how you behave, is inevitable. Perhaps you’re ruled by your genes or by your psychology. Or perhaps God has rigged everything beforehand. Whatever the reason, the future path of your life is set in stone, leaving you with no real options in the moment.

				Determinism turns you into a billiard ball in a way. What you do and how you think all plays out in the same way that the balls on a billiard table move around and then settle in complete accord with the manner in which they were struck, given speed and trajectory of the cue ball. From this view, of course the balls wind up exactly where they do. Carrying this analogy over, of course you thought or acted that way (now or in the past)! How else would you have acted given the way things occurred in the past and given your causal history, your genetic code, or your psychological structure. Rewind the universe and let it play again, and you’ll do the same stuff, exactly the same way you did the first time.

				Go ahead, try to prove it wrong. Refuse to keep reading this book. Go ahead. Ah, it doesn’t matter; even if you do stop reading, it was determined that you would put the book down!

				Hard determinism: No choice, no freedom, no ethics

				Hard determinists believe that determinism is true and think this truth has disastrous consequences. Hard determinists know that ethics as a subject matter requires free will, and they believe that determinism rules out free will because your nature doesn’t permit it. The result: They see ethics as incoherent in a deterministic world. If that’s the world you live in, then it’s one that doesn’t have ethics in it!

				[image: ponderthis.eps] Thinking of theological determinism helps to highlight the hard determinist’s point quickly. Imagine performing many seemingly evil acts and then God says to you, “Ah! Right according to plan you did exactly what you were meant to do. Now off to hell, evil person!” You may feel unjustly treated, no? After all, how can you be seen as morally responsible for doing things that were inevitable and that you were meant to do before you were born? In such a situation, you may think that you had no real choice (even if it looked like you did at the time). With the outcome inevitably set, you were just unwittingly “going through the motions,” which means the choice to embrace or reject the ethical life wasn’t really yours. If that’s the case, it’s difficult to see in this situation how ethics can apply to you as a being, and moreover it’s difficult to see how God can be held morally responsible.

				Causal determinism doesn’t deal with God, but the structure of the story is the same. Causal determinism suggests that your material nature, the interactions between other material things, and the physical laws together determine all your actions and thoughts as determined and inevitable. Psychological determinism leaves you in the same bind, pointing to the way that certain drives or desires in human beings make certain kinds of conduct inevitable. Genetic determinism would point to your genetic makeup as the source of your inevitable behavior.

				[image: remember.eps] In the end, it just doesn’t matter. According to hard determinism, if human nature — in one sense or another — implies that your thoughts or actions are determined, then humans aren’t free and ethics is just a cruel joke. If your actions are determined, then you have no free choices. If you have no choices, you have no freedom. If you have no freedom, ethics can’t apply to humans like you.

				Finding freedom: Examining two other theories

				Given that ethics requires that choice and freedom exist, it’s a good thing that hard determinism isn’t the only theory on the menu. Two other theories also exist, and the following sections spell them out. Luckily, they argue that your nature permits freedom, making ethics and your nature fully consistent.

				Compatibilism: Freedom and determinism can exist together

				The first theory is called compatibilism. Compatiblists agree with causal determinism (which holds that your nature is entirely physical and that the universe is completely deterministic). Because compatiblists agree that determinism is true, they believe that your actions and choices are inevitable, given the precise shape of the past and the laws of physics (see the earlier section, “Reviewing basic determinism: Whatever happens is inevitable”). Surprisingly, compatiblists deny that this means you aren’t free. Instead, compatiblists argue that human nature makes deliberation possible, and when your actions follow from deliberation — even if the process is determined — you’re fully free as a consequence.

				Go ahead and admit it — to say that determinism and freedom go together sounds strange. However, compatibilism actually has a pretty powerful set of intuitions behind it, so give it a chance. Seeing what that intuition is requires seeing why deliberation is so important to the compatibilist. To see this, think of the time when your doctor hit your knee with that little hammer. Your leg shot up, right? Think of your behavior now, reading this book. Now consider the fact that if determinism is true, both activities are inevitable, given the conditions of the past and the physical laws of the universe.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] Even though both events are fully determined — don’t you want to say that you have control when you read in a way that you don’t control the reflex of your leg popping up? It’s difficult to deny it: You have strong intuitions of control in one case and not the other, even if determinism holds in both. You say “I made something happen in one case, not the other.” The reason is that your reading follows from your deliberations, which means you controlled the outcome. When your leg shoots up, you lack control because your deliberations don’t lead to the action. Yet in neither case is determinism a deciding factor about that control. If free will is about controlling outcomes yourself, then compatibilism has a powerful point that determinism doesn’t affect your freedom.

				It may help to connect this intuition about control to ethics using a famous thought experiment. Start by imagining this guy Bob who hates your mother. He buys a gun and plans to kill her. However, unknown to Bob, a scientist named Dr. Venom places some electrodes in Bob’s brain while he’s sleeping. From long distance, Dr. Venom can now flip a switch to cause Bob to have murderous beliefs and desires, which together will result in Bob killing your mom. Now suppose the next day, Bob passes your mom, gun in pocket. Dr. Venom is waiting in a bush ready to flip the switch, but Bob kills your mom without Dr. Venom needing to intervene. So although Bob killed your mom without Dr. Venom’s intervention, Bob actually couldn’t have avoided killing your mom because if Bob had decided to not kill her, Dr. Venom would have put him back on his murderous path by flipping the switch.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] Test your intuitions here. Do you think Bob is morally responsible for the killing? After all, he thought it over, weighed the options, deliberated, and elected to kill her. He controlled the outcome. Does it matter that he couldn’t really have done otherwise, because Dr. Venom would have interceded had Bob chickened out? If you feel that Bob is morally responsible, compatibilism has you where it wants you, because Bob’s action was inevitable but yet you agree to hold him morally responsible on account of his deliberation. If that’s right, you don’t think of ethics as requiring freedom from determinism. You think of it as requiring deliberation. Even in a deterministic universe, then, you think that free will exists, and so ethics is possible after all.

				[image: remember.eps] In the case of compatibilism, how does your nature make you free? As we’ve seen, compatibilist freedom requires the use of what your human nature makes possible: deliberation. This means that only creatures with a certain psychological nature can be free. Human nature makes it possible to do things for reasons, so when you do things, you’re a free creature. You also can operate on instinct but when you do, you’re not free. Notice that this is true even though reason-driven behavior and instinct-driven behavior are both determined! Instinct simply lacks the necessary control found in deliberation.

				This permits compatibilism to suggest that animals can’t deliberate and choose, and neither can rocks or plants, so although their actions are just as determined as yours, they aren’t free and ethics doesn’t apply to them. If a rock rolls on your friend, that doesn’t make the rock bad or evil. After all, rock behavior, while determined, isn’t controlled by rock deliberation. Rocks can’t control their own behavior. If you kill your friend, your actions will be determined but they will follow from your deliberations, which means you were in control and free — and that means that you were (or are) morally bad.

				Libertarianism: Determinism is false, so freedom exists

				The remaining theory in support of freedom is called libertarianism, which denies that the universe is fully deterministic because one special being — the human (at the least) — has a mysterious nature that permits the making of choices in a way that’s free of the rigid determinism that governs the behavior of all other existing things in the universe.

				[image: remember.eps] Libertarians think that if your behavior can always be predicted in principle (by some super being, perhaps), then you’re part of a determined universe because your behavior follows from the physical facts about you, the past, and the physical laws that govern the universe. So if your behavior could be predicted in advance, you aren’t free. And as a result, ethics doesn’t apply to you.

				Because libertarians want unpredictable behavior, they must affirm free will by denying the truth of determinism. They do this by arguing that human nature is special in the universe — it contains a capacity to make decisions and choices in ways that exempt the person from the deterministic laws that govern everything else. Okay, but how? What kind of weird human nature would that be? Theorists have differed on exactly how to get this particular kind of theory to fly. On the one hand, people like René Descartes, in his Meditations on First Philosophy, deduced that human beings have a special dual nature — one that’s actually composed of two different kinds of basic stuff: a mind and a body (one physical component and one nonphysical component). In such a case:

				Humans have a material body that’s subject to the deterministic laws of the universe like all other fully physical things.

				Humans also have nonmaterial minds — thinking substances. Because your mind isn’t material and given that determinism only governs the material world, your mind (which includes your will) is actually free.

				Now put the two points together. Your mind plays a role in controlling your body. So, when your behavior follows from choices that emerge from your mind (perhaps when you engage in reasoning or deliberation), your actions turn out to be free because they don’t follow predictably from determinism.

				Admittedly, most modern theorists aren’t comfortable with Descartes’s nonscientific way of talking about minds as “nonmaterial” things. So they seek a different way to secure the same result. Some modern libertarians argue that human brains are so complicated that when they fully develop they bring into existence a mind that’s based in the material world but yet still free in a way from the laws of the deterministic universe (whereas Cartesians are called substance dualists, these other folks call themselves property dualists).

				Either way you go, libertarianism looks for a way that your human nature exempts your mind or your will from the basic deterministic laws of physics, making freedom — and then ethics — possible for you.

				Human Nature: Good, Bad, or Neutral?

				In this section, you turn to a different way that human nature and the concerns of ethics can intersect. To see how, ask yourself this question: Does your human nature push you toward the good that ethics prescribes? Or does it push you away from it? Perhaps, as a third option, human nature is indifferent from the kinds of behaviors and responses to the world that are prescribed by ethics.

				You first read about thinkers such as Mencius and the Taoists who argue that human nature pushes you toward what is good and altruistic. You then turn to Xunzi and Hobbes, both of whom argue that human nature is bad and selfish. Finally, you end by considering Dong Zhongshu, Yang Xiong, and the Existentialists, who all tend to argue (for different reasons) that human nature is neutral with respect to good and bad.

				[image: remember.eps] As you read the different responses, keep in mind what you need to do in each case, if you wanted to live the ethical life. Depending on whether your nature is good, bad, or neutral determines how you should direct your own efforts toward living the ethical life.

				Human nature is disposed to the good

				Many philosophers think human nature is innately good, meaning that humans have a built-in disposition toward what’s seen as good by ethics. Don’t take that to mean you’re off the hook regarding your moral development! Depending on how you understand the goodness of your nature, you’re still called on to develop and strengthen it, or move obstacles out of its way.

				Getting the skinny on innate goodness

				If living an ethical life is important to you, you’d likely be very happy if it turned out that human nature was innately good. After all, if something within you is good from the start, you’ve got the materials and tools needed to live the right way! All you need to do is reach inside and use them. This leaves the final outcome — whether or not you live an ethical life — securely in your own hands.

				Although writers differ about exactly what it means to say that human nature is good, they agree that it generally means having a disposition, or tendency, that pushes you toward what’s ethical. Think of all the times when you were a little hungry and felt a kind of slight nudge or push toward the kitchen. Innate goodness would work in a similar way — as if something within your very nature nudges (how strong the nudge is depends on the thinker) you toward what’s good. In a way you’re hungry for the good, and so you reach out for it. Whether this reaching out is an intuition or feeling or desire for the good doesn’t matter; either way, you have a tendency toward it by nature.

				[image: wordsofwisdom.eps] To help you understand, we examine Mencius (BCE 372–289), the ancient Confucian philosopher. In his main work (the Mencius), he describes the following thought experiment:

				Supposing people see a child fall into a well — they all have a heart-mind that is shocked and sympathetic. It is not for the sake of being on good terms with the child’s parents, and it is not for the sake of winning praise from neighbors and friends, nor is it because they dislike the child’s noisy cry.

				[image: remember.eps] Mencius makes some bold claims here, specifically that:

				Human nature moves you to sympathize with the predicament of the child, who’s clearly about to be seriously hurt. Your human nature nudges you to identify with the child’s situation and be distressed.

				Your natural disposition toward sympathy isn’t motivated by self-interest, suggesting an altruistic component within human nature.

				Mencius thinks you just can’t help but feel this way, and this feeling has nothing to do with perceived self-interest. It’s just wrong, and it bothers you. If you’ve ever read about an abused child, or seen television stories of innocent people starving to death and it bothers and unnerves you, you know what Mencius means. Now you just need to see that Mencius believes that response is built in to you by nature.

				[image: remember.eps] Mencius isn’t alone in arguing that human nature is good. Other thinkers, such as Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712–1778), felt that before humans entered into societies, they were harmoniously disposed toward the natural world. Similar to Rousseau, the ancient Chinese Taoists felt that human nature started off good and pure, disposing people to live lives in sync with their surroundings. In fact, both Rousseau and the Taoists shared the view that the artificial rules, standards, and ways of thinking of society lead humans from their good natures and toward egoistic desire and conflict.

				Understanding what to do when your nature is already good

				You may be asking yourself: “If I’m naturally good, won’t goodness just come naturally?” Don’t fall into the trap of thinking the answer is a simple “yes.” The goodness of human nature isn’t an excuse for you to be lazy about your own moral development. To see why, we focus on Mencius, and then Taoism.

				Mencius thinks you’d be sickened by the child teetering on the edge of the well (see the preceding section), but he doesn’t say you would save the child. The reason is that your natural goodness is like a small sprout, an undeveloped tiny plant that’s tender and easy to destroy. To actually live ethically, you need to do some serious gardening work to grow your sprouts. That means training and habituating yourself to actually do the sorts of things that your natural goodness seems to push you toward. As you do this, your natural sprouts will grow and your natural goodness will guide you toward more and more things that you ought to do — and you’ll do them! Of course, if you fail to develop your sprouts, they’ll at best have little effect on your actions. At worst, they’ll be destroyed if you accumulate vice.

				Taoists have a different perspective on this. They start by seeing the strength of innate goodness as more powerful, so it’s not necessary to cultivate and grow what you already have. Instead, the problem is that you likely have a lot of beliefs and desires (mostly acquired in society) that obscure your human nature. So you need to clear away the obstacles to allow that natural goodness to shine through. As a result, you have to unlearn the artificial moral distinctions that society programs into you (see Chapter 5 where we talk more about Taoism).

				Human nature disposes you to be bad

				As you may expect, if some philosophers think human nature is good, some think it’s innately bad. If human nature is bad, you have a built-in disposition or orientation away from the concerns of ethics, resulting in an innately egoistic selfish nature. If so, you have a lot of work to do if you want to live ethically. You need to use education and culture to shape yourself into something good, and you need to be disciplined by law and punishments to assure that you limit the effects of what’s bad in you.

				Understanding the basics of innate badness

				Look around and you see a lot of suffering in the world, and much of it is the result of overcompetition, strife, insensitivity, and selfishness. You can easily see why a person may think that human nature left on its own is bad — a conclusion many philosophers have reached across history.

				[image: wordsofwisdom.eps] Whereas Mencius saw human nature as composed of cute little moral sprouts or tendencies toward the good, Xunzi looked at human nature and saw a lot of warring, grasping, and chaotic desires. In his work, the Xunzi, he says human nature, left to its own devices, leads to chaos and conflict:

				Man’s nature is evil; goodness is the result of conscious activity. The nature of man is such that he is born with a fondness for profit. If he indulges this fondness, it will lead him into wrangling and strife and all sense of courtesy and humility will disappear.

				In this quote, Xunzi makes two basic points:

				Human nature begins as evil or bad, which means that humans have a built-in tendency toward what benefits them individually. If left unchecked, this desire will inevitably lead to strife and conflict with others.

				Humans can, through conscious effort and not by nature, become good.

				By nature, Xunzi thinks that humans are very similar to nonhuman animals. Humans have more complex and complicated desires, but by nature they’re only driven to satisfy their own egoistic goals. They’re greedy and unruly by nature. While this is true, it’s important to notice that Xunzi isn’t saying that humans are naturally malicious or that humans seek to hurt one another. He’s just saying that humans are selfish, like little children who want everything and refuse to share with anyone. Given that everyone wants basically the same types of things, the limited amount of goods in the world is going to lead to serious trouble!

				[image: remember.eps] Xunzi isn’t the only thinker to think this way. In fact, Xunzi’s Western counterpart would likely be Thomas Hobbes (1588–1679). Hobbes thought that if humans were left in their natural pre-societal state, they would eventually end up in a “war of all against all,” leading to an unfortunate conclusion: “Life would be solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.” Not exactly an endorsement of human nature!

				Determining what to do if your nature is bad

				If you’re reading this book, you probably don’t want to be bad. So if Xunzi and Hobbes are right, you’re probably wondering how to get on that ethical path. Of course, how you get around an innately bad human nature will depend on why, or how, you think human nature is bad. With that in mind, we start with Hobbes’s solution first, and then we turn to Xunzi’s.

				Hobbes has a strong view of the badness of human nature. Hobbes thinks that seeking to maximize your individual self-interest is a core aspect of what a human being is — a doctrine that’s called psychological egoism. Like the determinists you read about earlier (in the section “Reviewing basic determinism: Whatever happens is inevitable”), Hobbes thinks that you don’t have it in your power to free yourself from your egoistic core. That’s not a bad thing, Hobbes thinks, because he’s also a rational egoist — a believer that it is rational to pursue what’s in your own self-interest. Hobbes just thinks that humans don’t always pursue the most rational strategy of advancing their own good. Consider these two competing strategies:

				Naïve egoism: This strategy suggests that you pursue all your immediate interests as they pop up. So, if you’re in a bakery and hungry (and without cash), you should just reach around the counter, grab a cake, and run. If you make promises to others, you should keep them when it benefits you and break them when doing so will serve your immediate needs.

				Enlightened egoism: This strategy suggests thinking of your long-term interests, which means frustrating some immediate interests. Stealing cake leads to being in jail. Breaking promises means no one will make agreements with you. Your long-term interests aren’t served by being in jail, and you need for people to trust you enough to enter into agreements with you.

				As far as Hobbes sees it, the pre-societal state (which is nasty and short) is ruled by naïve egoism, whereas a societal state is formed by people thinking along the lines of enlightened egoism. Joining a society maximizes longer-term interests, but it means agreeing to certain restrictions on your own behavior in order to create the conditions for everyone to maximize their own benefit. Those agreements lead to behavior that’s aligned with what is seen as ethical and good — you don’t steal from or harm people, and you keep your promises.

				Of course, Hobbes is pessimistic about human nature, so he believes society must be ruled by an iron-willed authoritarian ruler (called a leviathan) — a ruler who is merciless about punishing those who cheat on those agreements. Once living under such a punishment-driven system, Hobbes is optimistic that human nature won’t lead to chaos, and social goodness will be possible.

				Like Hobbes, Xunzi believes that when left unchecked human nature leads to chaos. Xunzi thinks that the ancient sages saw this and found it to be an unsavory and barbarian-like aspect of humanity. To address it, they created rituals for people to follow and internalize, thinking that people would learn to apply their desires to things appropriate for the roles the person occupied in society. For example, if properly educated in ritual, parents would desire only what parents should have and children would desire only what children should have. Assuming that the appropriate desires of parents and children don’t conflict, they could achieve harmony (and avoid chaos) because desires were molded around such social roles through ritual education.

				[image: wordsofwisdom.eps] Xunzi doesn’t think rituals (the source of what’s good) emerge from nature but rather from the conscious activity of sages. So goodness isn’t natural. Similarly, habitually shaping your desires around rituals isn’t the unfurling of your nature — it takes effort and willpower. In fact, Xunzi sees it as a case of twisting and straightening your nature, which is warped at the start. Consider what Xunzi writes in his main work, the Xunzi:

				A straight piece of wood does not have to wait for the straightening board to become straight; it is straight by nature. But a warped piece of wood must wait until it has been laid against the straightening board, steamed, and forced into shape before it can become straight, because by nature it is warped.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] Clearly, Xunzi is addressing the same problem as Hobbes — the chaos human nature leads to. But whereas Hobbes’s system relies on force and punishment or the recognition of self-interest, Xunzi seems to think that ritual education can actually transform nature, or reshape it so that people can learn to virtuously and altruistically identify with the good of others. Essentially, Xunzi thinks that, through education, you can develop a second nature or morally virtuous core. So whereas punishment and law play a role in Xunzi’s system, ritual and virtue play a more central role. So whereas Xunzi and Hobbes see nature as bad, Xunzi may be the optimist of the two.

				Human nature is neither good nor bad

				Earlier in the chapter, we survey the two main views — that human nature is good and that it is bad. Perhaps it’s not surprising that others have taken a middle position on the question. Some argue this by suggesting that your original nature starts with both good and bad, and so you must learn to cultivate the one (goodness) and restrain the other (badness). Others argue that humans have no natural predisposition in either direction. If that’s true, you’re left having to make a radical choice about what constitutes the ethical life.

				Becoming familiar with natural neutrality

				Many people are either optimists or pessimists, arguing that the existence of love and caring means human nature is good or that the existence of suffering and strife points to human nature being bad. But don’t forget that many people are in the middle, arguing that human nature is neither one nor the other. Consider these two general ways:

				Human nature is split between good and bad, and neither side actually predominates. To take the first route, you could agree with two Chinese thinkers from the Han Dynasty period named Dong Zhongshu (BCE 179–104) and Yang Xiong (BCE 53–18). Yang’s view was straightforward: He argued that unlike Mencius and Xunzi, who saw human nature as either good or evil, it was actually a mixture of both. Consequently, you feel the impulses coming from both directions, and one predominates the other only when you develop bad or good habits. Dong, on the other hand, thought that the yang in the human was good, which he associated with a capacity or potential for goodness built in to nature, and the yin was bad, which he associated with the emotions. Both Yang and Dong embrace some common intuitions:

				 • Humans feel the pull toward what is right, but they’re also tempted to do what is wrong.

				 • Humans can — it’s in their power — rise to the occasion and be good.

				Human nature has no tendencies in either direction because with respect to ethics, human nature is empty. The second route is maintained by most of the Existentialists. See our brief discussion of their connection to ethics in Chapter 5. Or venture out and read Existentialism For Dummies by Chris Panza and Gregory Gale (Wiley). In fact, Existentialists famously deny that there’s a fixed moral direction to be pulled toward or away from in the first place! In the end, your nature, if you have one at all, is actually empty, consisting of merely potential, and having no moral trajectory or content or tendencies whatsoever.

				Responding if your nature is morally neutral

				The question remains: How should you respond to the fact that your nature is neutral with respect to good and bad? Because there are different ways of understanding what the neutrality may consist of, different responses are possible.

				For Yang Xiong, the answer is clear: Don’t give in to your worst impulses. Direct yourself toward the feelings of good and develop and cultivate them so that they eventually overpower the bad. For Dong Zhongshu, the presence of inborn good didn’t mean that you had innately good dispositions. Instead, Dong sees your inborn nature containing a potential for good. As he puts it, all humans have rice stalks within them (potential for good), but some stalks yield rice (actual goodness) and others don’t. The difference in the two results lies in education and law applied to by rulers and authority figures. When people have strong rulers or authority figures that guide them to take part in education and culture, their yang (potential goodness) is developed. When strong rulers create righteous laws to curb and restrict bad desires and emotions (the yin), they keep the dangerous influences of the emotions in check.

				[image: wordsofwisdom.eps] If you take the Existentialist route on neutrality, you get a very different — and more radical — picture. Here, there’s no good or bad within you to be curbed or cultivated. Instead, writers like Jean-Paul Sartre (1940–2000) will argue that human nature, if understood as a tendency toward something, just doesn’t exist. Consider how he puts it in his work Existentialism Is a Humanism:

				Furthermore, although it is impossible to find in every man a universal essence that could be said to comprise human nature, there is nonetheless a human condition.

				What Sartre means by human condition is the fact that all humans die, that there are no moral standards, whether innate or external (say, in God or the world), that show them the right decisions to make — or the tendencies to lean toward. Instead, when seen in this way, human nature is entirely empty, and the human being must create a tendency or direction for itself, based on its own values. Essentially, if there’s a nature to human beings at all, it would lie in the fact that human beings are self-creators. Humans must create not only their own ethical and moral direction, but they must do so while at the same time creating the standards they use to assess what it is that they have created.

				[image: remember.eps] A human being thus has no purpose or goal or larger moral universe in which it lives and fits. So there is no way to say that this or that direction is good or bad from the start. Your human condition, Sartre would say, is one of radical freedom (making Sartre a libertarian; see the earlier section, “Libertarianism: Determinism is false, so freedom exists”). To be human, you must embrace the fact that you must choose your own direction without guidance from standards that you didn’t create yourself.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 4

				Exploring Connections between Ethics, Religion, and Science

				In This Chapter

				Combining ethics and religion

				Taking a look at the divine command theory

				Determining whether ethics can survive in a secular world

				Examining ethics in light of evolution

				Sometimes ethics is about the little things: how to honestly pay your taxes or whether to stretch the truth on a job application. Because ethics is a part of philosophy, though, you also have some big picture concerns to worry about, such as whether you have to be religious in order to be ethical, and what happens to ethics in the age of scientific reason.

				This chapter doesn’t attempt to determine whether God exists or whether science has all the answers. (Though if you’re interested in these topics, check out Philosophy For Dummies by Tom Morris [Wiley].) However, it does explore what the implications of these positions are for ethics and morality, and the results may surprise you. (Note: Some people believe that ethics is secular and morality is related to religion, but we use the terms ethics and morality interchangeably in this book. For our take on this issue, see Chapter 1.)

				Clarifying the Relationship between God, Religion, and Ethical Codes

				Many people believe strong connections exist between religious belief and ethical behavior. In fact, some people believe the connection is so strong that you probably shouldn’t be studying ethics at all — you should just go to church! But this view glosses over some really important problems with the connections between religion and ethics.

				Almost every religion in the history of humanity has dispensed ethical advice of some kind: some that was very good and some that was incredibly bad. For instance, millions of people give to charity through churches, synagogues, mosques, and temples, believing that their religion recommends such generous behavior. But sometimes religion inspires much darker and more violent behavior, such as killing or shunning others because of their own religious beliefs.

				So who’s right here? Are some religions right and others off track? And if one has it right, how do you know? The following sections examine these questions. We start by distinguishing the notion of God from the notion of religion. God and religion are two different ideas, and connecting ethics to either one turns out to be an uphill battle. We then show you an additional wrinkle in taking religion to be an important source of ethical advice.

				Knowing the difference between God and religion

				Do you need to be religious in order to be ethical? Talk about the million-dollar question! To answer this controversial question, the first things you need to separate in your head are the ideas of God and religion. Ethics may be necessarily connected to one, but not the other.

				[image: remember.eps] With so many different kinds of religions out there, covering all of them with one definition can be a tricky task. However, a good starting point looks like this: Religions are systems of belief and practice that try to express some kind of human relationship to a higher power.

				All kinds of religions exist in the world, from Anglican Christianity to Zoroastrianism. Notice that according to our definition, religions are systems of belief and practice. They aren’t higher powers themselves. So saying that ethics is necessarily connected to religion, then, is saying that it’s necessarily connected to some system of belief and practice. That’s quite different from saying that a necessary connection exists between ethics and God (who would be the higher power). Systems of belief about divine beings aren’t divine beings themselves.

				We discuss some of the challenges of connecting ethics to religion in the next section. For info on connecting ethics to God, check out the upcoming section “Because God Said So: Understanding Divine Command Theory.”


				Connecting to a single God through different religions

				The three main western religions: Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, are all monotheistic religions, meaning they believe in just one God. Frankly, this makes things much simpler than having to deal with different gods for all sorts of different activities. (The Romans deserve some kind of reward in this regard. They had gods for the hunt, war, beauty, wine, and probably even cheesemaking.) But even the three main monotheistic religions disagree about what that one single God is like. Christians, for instance, believe that Jesus and God are one and the same. Jews and Muslims believe Jesus was a great prophet, but not identical to God.

				Why would there be different systems of belief to describe the divine? Well, it may be helpful to think of different religions’ attempts to describe God by using the Indian legend of the blind men and the elephant. In this story, a group of blind men are all led into a room with an elephant, which they examine using their hands. Afterward, they have a disagreement about what an elephant is like. “An elephant is long and slender, like a snake,” says one (who was feeling the trunk). “No,” said another who had felt an ear. “An elephant is long and flat like a big fan.” Still another reported the elephant was like a tree (he felt the leg). Others described the elephant as a rope (the tail), a wall (the body), and a spear (the tusk).

				Clearly, none of the blind men knew the true nature of the elephant, because each of them was narrowly focused on the part that they were specifically exposed to. Perhaps religions are like this too. Like the blind men who each felt a different part of the elephant, each religion identifies a specific part of the divine and mistakes it for the whole of God, thinking the others are wrong. If this is true, then the different monotheistic religions are united by the attempt to describe and express human beings’ relationship with the divine.



				Contemplating the diversity of religious ethical codes

				Because religions as systems of belief disagree about the nature of God, those systems also disagree about what God wants humans to do. As a result, different religions prescribe different ethical codes depending on their understanding of God or the gods.

				Even though different religions have different ethical codes, those ethical codes are, in general, considered codes that everyone should follow. For instance, Hinduism doesn’t just hold that eating cow meat is wrong for Hindus; it’s wrong for everyone — including people in the United States, where lots (and lots) of people enjoy hamburgers. This example shows why it’s difficult to simply tie ethics to religion, because the first thing you have to ask is: Which religion is right about ethics? Because they have contradictory beliefs, the ethical codes of both Hindus and Christians can’t both be right.


				Buddhism: Religion without God?

				Most people assume that when you’re talking about religion, you’re talking about God. But at least one major world religion doesn’t worship a god. That religion is Buddhism, whose principles were set down by Siddhartha Gautama (the Buddha) around 500 BCE. The Buddha wasn’t a god but a man who Buddhists believe discovered deep truths about how the world works.

				The religion is called Buddhism, but Buddhists don’t worship the Buddha. They believe that after trying many routes to avoid suffering, the Buddha found that the only way to break out of the cycle of suffering (which, according to many Buddhists, takes many lifetimes) was to break free of the harmful nature of desire. To achieve this goal is to achieve enlightenment or Nirvana (which some people confuse with heaven and/or teen spirit). It is this realization — made by the Buddha — that Buddhists try to achieve and emulate (rather than worship the man who discovered it).

				So the ethical views associated with Buddhism come not from divine commands but from trying to end the suffering of all conscious beings. This view shares a few things in common with utilitarianism (see Chapter 7). At least one prominent utilitarian, a British philosopher named Derek Parfit, has noticed the similarities and has urged further study of it.



				[image: tip.eps] If this seems presumptuous or strange to you, consider the religious tradition you or your friends were raised around. Central to the Judeo-Christian religions (and many others) is the belief that murder is wrong. People of this these religions don’t shrug their shoulders and say that murder is okay for someone if he or she is part of a strange new murder-condoning religion. They think it’s always wrong, even for a person in a different religion brought up to believe something different.

				[image: warning_bomb.eps] We hate to say it, but the complexity of the ethical code issue actually gets worse. It gets even more complicated because of the following two issues:

				Religions have different sects that have different ethical codes. In addition to different codes coming from different religions, you also have the problem of the same religion having different branches with different ethical codes.

				 For instance, Christianity has the Ten Commandments and a bunch of other rules in the Bible, right? Couldn’t you just call that Christianity’s ethical code? Nah, that would make things too easy. Christianity has several thousand different denominations. Each of these different groups adheres to certain ethical rules.

				Religions even have different factions within branches that interpret ethical codes differently. For instance, consider the practice of keeping kosher (following certain Jewish dietary laws). Some Jews believe that one is required to keep kosher for all meals, but others believe one doesn’t need to keep kosher while eating at restaurants or at friends’ houses who don’t keep kosher. We discuss the problem of interpretation more in the section “Figuring out what happens when divine commands conflict.”

				Clearly, connecting ethics to religion can be a tiring affair! It sounds good on paper, but after you actually get down to it, it’s pretty complicated. And there’s no clear answer about how to solve the various problems the connection raises.

				Because God Said So: Understanding Divine Command Theory

				Maybe you won’t ever get a definitive answer on which religion outlines all the “right” ethical codes. But couldn’t you just say that while you don’t need to be part of a particular religion to be ethical, you need to be part of some religion? Maybe the religion you choose isn’t terribly important. The reasoning here may be that ethics depends not on a system of belief or practice but on the connection of that system to the divine, or God, because God decides what’s right and wrong. In other words, maybe being ethical just requires following God’s rules.

				[image: remember.eps] The theory that God makes the ethical rules that everyone should follow is called the divine command theory of ethics. You can easily summarize this theory as the view where:

				The ethical value of an action somehow depends on God.

				The ethically correct action is the one commanded by God.

				An example of a divine command theory in action would be the Judeo-Christian view that one is required to follow the Ten Commandments as laid out in the book of Genesis. These commandments were supposedly handed down to Moses, directly from God on Mount Sinai.

				In the following sections, we show you some of the details of divine command theory and characterize it as an ethical theory. We also provide you with two popular problems (and some responses) that arise when basing ethics on divine commands.

				God’s authority: Considering why God gets to be in charge

				The divine command theory of ethics says that God decides what’s right and wrong, and everyone has to follow God’s rules (unlike subjectivism, in which everyone gets to make up his or her own rules; see Chapter 2 for details). That’s a lot of authority to hand over to one being. So why is God so special? Why can God command everyone to follow his rules? Here are two common answers:

				God will punish you if you step out of line.

				God knows what’s best for you and has your well-being at heart.

				In the following sections, we explore both of these responses.

				Reward and punishment: God can put you in a world of hurt

				To some of our readers, the question of why God gets to make the ethical rules seems like an incredibly dumb question. If you don’t follow God’s rules, according to many religions’ interpretation of God, you’ll be punished. In the worst case scenario, you’re banished to hell — a place of unlimited suffering and torment — for all eternity. That punishment isn’t terribly enticing. You can call this the world of pain theory.

				The world of pain theory is a popular interpretation of the divine command theory because it allows God to be seen as something like a parent. When you were little, you probably followed your parents’ rules because if you didn’t, you would be punished. Punishment tends to make rules real to people, and it certainly shapes early views of ethics and morality.

				[image: warning_bomb.eps] The world of pain theory has one problem. With such a theory, what makes God special is what God can do to you. In particular, God can cause you a great deal of pain. If you think about that for a second, you may see that what makes following God’s commands good is that not following them would be bad for you. If you somehow had a “Get Out of Hell Free” card, however, God’s commands would be irrelevant to you. This type of situation can’t be part of the divine command theory. If it were, then what’s ethically required of you would depend on something other than God. In fact, it would depend on you! So explaining the divine command theory using the world of pain theory makes it a form of egoism — see Chapter 3 — not divine command theory.

				Guidelines for a good life: God wants you to be happy

				People talk a lot about God’s ability to rain down death and destruction, but consider the flip side to this coin: Maybe God gets to make the rules because God wants you to be happy. Some modern Christian churches that teach “the gospel of wealth” make this a central focus. In this case, the rules would be set up so that you would avoid troubles and pain. (Benjamin Franklin famously said that wine is “a constant proof that God loves us and loves to see us to be happy.” Alcohol . . . ethics . . . same basic thing, right?) But notice that this theory makes exactly the same mistake that the world of pain theory makes: It’s still all about you!

				[image: remember.eps] Even if God’s commands are excellent guides to gaining happiness and avoiding pain, they’re still just that: guides. And the divine command theorist has to believe that God’s commands are more than just guides — his commands have to constitute ethics in and of themselves. This looks to be a deeper problem with the divine command theory. You can read about this problem in the later section “Plato’s big challenge: Questioning what makes something ethical.”

				Figuring out what happens when divine commands conflict

				Here’s another problem facing any divine command theory of ethics: What happens when God’s commands conflict? If God’s commands disagree with one another, you’re going to have a problem believing that ethics is all about following divine commands. The problem exists in three main places:

				Where God’s actual commands conflict

				Where interpretations of God’s commands conflict

				Where God’s commands are incomplete

				We explain each of these conflicts in the following sections.

				Conflicting commands

				You may be saying to yourself, “But God’s commands can’t conflict. God is perfect and wouldn’t do that to someone!” And it sure would be nice if that were true. But the fact is that people have disagreed about what God’s commands are for as long as religion has been around.

				For instance, consider God’s commands against stealing and killing. Isn’t it conceivable that you may have to steal something in order to avoid killing someone? What if you intentionally poisoned someone but have a change of heart and can’t afford the antidote? This situation seems to be one where stealing may be ethically required.

				Conflicting interpretations

				Consider one of God’s simple commands, such as “Thou shalt not murder.” Murder is wrong. How much simpler could it get? But who is it that God doesn’t want people to murder? Does the command prohibit murdering foreigners? What about animals? Or criminals? If God indeed commands you not to kill, you’re going to need more details at some point!

				Avoiding murder is just one commandment in the old Judeo-Christian tradition. Hundreds, if not thousands, of other such commandments exist in the rest of Christianity. And don’t forget those that come from Judaism, Islam, Hinduism, Mormonism, Sikhism, and so on. So, at this rate, you can imagine the battles of the meanings of all these other commandments.

				[image: remember.eps] If you still believe that ethics is based on divine commands, you need to solve some additional problems. First you need to figure out which God is the right one, and then you need to figure out which interpretations of God’s commands are the ones to follow. These tasks aren’t easy; in fact, they may be so difficult to accomplish that you may begin to wonder whether the divine command theory isn’t more trouble than it’s worth.

				Incomplete commands

				No set of commands in holy books can cover every situation that’s likely to happen in life. So what behavior would the divine command theory say God expects when no commands cover a particular situation? It’s tempting to say that anything goes in God’s eyes if no command exists. But not many religions take that view.

				For example, as far as your humble authors know, there’s no Judeo-Christian commandment anywhere against turning in a term paper you downloaded from the Internet. However, that doesn’t mean doing so is ethical!

				Plato’s big challenge: Questioning what makes something ethical

				The Euthyphro (pronounced “youth-eh-fro”) problem is a difficulty for the divine command theory that Plato noticed before anyone was really even thinking about the divine command theory as an actual theory. This problem even predates Christianity. Basically the Euthyphro problem poses the following challenge to the divine command theory: Could God command anything to be ethical, or is God not in charge of what’s ethical? In the following sections, we explain this challenge and show the implications it has on the divine command theory.

				Becoming familiar with the Euthyphro problem

				In case you’ve never had the chance to read his work, note that Plato often wrote his philosophy in the form of dialogues between two people. His star character was always his teacher, the famous Socrates. The Euthyphro problem is named as such because Plato used an argument in a dialogue between Socrates and an Athenian named Euthyphro. In the dialogue, Euthyphro is presented as being out of favor with his family because he’s prosecuting his father for fatally neglecting a worker. Euthyphro seems to believe that his own actions would be approved by the gods, even if they aren’t approved by his family.

				Eventually Socrates asks Euthyphro a famous question: Are things ethical because they’re approved of by the gods, or are things approved of by the gods because they’re ethical? Note: Just a quick note of caution, in case you’re rushing out the door to read Plato’s actual argument: Plato puts the problem not in terms of ethics but in terms of piety, or reverence to the gods. Throughout the ages, though, philosophers have come to think of the problem as one for ethics in general, so we’re putting it in terms of ethics here.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] If you read a lot of Plato, you know that Socrates can be a bit sneaky (and smart, too). So Socrates really doesn’t expect Euthyphro (and hence the divine command theory) to be able to answer the question as is. In fact, Socrates has led the divine command theory supporter into a trap known as a dilemma. In other words, either way Euthyphro responds, he can’t win. Consider the two response options he has:

				If the gods approve of things because they’re ethical, then the gods really aren’t in charge of what’s ethical. Instead, it looks like the form of ethics is clear before the gods make any decrees. Accepting this horn of the dilemma would be like admitting that the gods just know what’s ethical or they look it up in a book somewhere — either way, they don’t create what’s ethical. This response doesn’t turn out well for the divine command theorist, who believes that what’s ethical is based on divine commands. If the gods are looking things up before they give commands, then ethics comes from wherever they’re looking the things up. In other words, ethics doesn’t come from the commands themselves!

				If what’s ethical really is just based on the whims of the gods, then no higher court exists than what the gods happen to like. What if the gods were to take a liking to thievery, lying, or murder? According to this response to the dilemma, thievery, lying, and murder would be ethical. That murder could ever be ethical is a lot to swallow, even for the most devout religious believer. Moreover, the gods can change their minds! The believer doesn’t want to believe that divine commands could be so arbitrary or without principle. (Not that they haven’t tried. Head to Chapter 5 for a criticism of ethics by Søren Kierkegaard that makes this move.)

				Understanding the implications of the Euthyphro problem

				[image: remember.eps] The question Socrates asks Euthyphro (see the preceding section) is important because it attempts to clarify something that a simplistic understanding of the divine command theory leaves unfortunately vague. Euthyphro, and in turn the divine command theorist, has to accept one of the interpretations in the preceding section of what it means for ethics to come from divine commands. But choosing the first interpretation (the gods command it because it’s ethical) makes the divine command theory false, and choosing the second option (it’s ethical because the gods command it) makes it absurd.

				Trapping the divine command theorists in a dilemma like this means that they either have to come up with an alternative interpretation of what it means for ethics to come from divine commands, or they have to admit that their theory is false. And unfortunately for divine command theorists, no alternative interpretation seems readily available, leaving most people to believe that the theory just isn’t workable. Until this Socratic dilemma is addressed successfully, ethics just doesn’t seem to be based on divine commands.

				Unfortunately, this flaw in the divine command theory has been known for almost 2,000 years and people still spend a lot of time dodging it. Euthyphro himself never really admits that Socrates has him trapped. In fact, like so many others, he just gets aggravated with Socrates and scurries off to attend to other business at the end of the dialogue. And later (not in the dialogue, but in real life) Socrates himself is tried and executed for, among other things, not believing in the right gods. So while understanding the Euthyphro problem is vital to understanding ethics, maybe it isn’t such a good idea to go bringing it up at parties.

				The Age of Science: Figuring Out If Ethics Can Exist in a Secular World

				Some people think that the divine doesn’t exist or that if it does exist, they can never hope to know anything about it. These folks suggest that humanity has moved on to an age where people don’t (or shouldn’t) seek knowledge of the divine, especially as a way to understand ethics. This new age is an age governed by science. Society needs to know whether this new age will have unforeseen effects on ethical thinking.

				[image: remember.eps] One of the principal fears people have about losing their religion is what happens to the ethics that were attached to those religious beliefs. What gives things value if not a divine being with an overarching plan for everyone? Does giving up belief in God also mean that ethics doesn’t exist?

				In this section, you see that even though some philosophers have suggested a disconnect between religion and ethics in general, this divide doesn’t necessarily mean the end of all ethics. You see how the scientific (or materialistic) worldview may be able to support a view of ethical value independent of views of spirituality or the soul. Finally, you look at the connections between ethical behavior and punishment and ask whether anyone would act ethically if the threat of eternal damnation or the promise of an eternal reward isn’t right around the corner.

				Staying silent on the spiritual

				Science is a way of understanding the world. Lately it’s been very successful! It works by observing things, and sometimes by messing around with things and then stepping back and seeing what happens next. It’s basically just about making reliable observations of the world. Sounds innocent enough, right? Well, a trade-off is involved as well.

				[image: remember.eps] Because science is all about drawing conclusions based on observation, it has to remain silent about what can’t be reliably observed. If something can’t be observed, science can’t uncover anything about it. As a result, science can only discover things about the material world — about those things that can be observed with human senses. Because God, angels, souls, and such can’t be observed (they’re generally said to be immaterial), science can’t make any claims about them.

				Consider a quick example. Say that Joe the scientist stands on one side of a closed door. Sometimes he hears a scratching noise on the other side of the door. Other times he hears a distinct barking noise and also some panting. Although he can’t be absolutely certain, it wouldn’t be a terrible lapse of scientific judgment to conclude that a dog stands on the other side of the door. But if Joe is using science to make a prediction about what’s on the other side of the door, he also should use science to restrain himself from guessing what else is on the other side of the door. For instance, it would certainly be nice if a delicious bowl of clam chowder sat waiting for him on the other side of the door. But if Joe hasn’t heard bubbling, smelled the chowder, or gained any other kind of evidence, he can’t scientifically conclude that a bowl of chowder sits in the room with the dog. And if he limits his beliefs to those he has scientific evidence for, he probably shouldn’t get his hopes up.

				Defining ethics in a materialistic world

				If science focuses exclusively on the material world, some people worry that those who make science the center of their worldview will become more materialistic, trading in the spiritual side of their existence for more worldly goods. In other words, if no observable evidence for a spiritual reality exists, people may just leave it behind. In addition, a lot of people believe that ethics and morality are tied to the spiritual side of life rather than the material side. So if people start ignoring spirituality, some folks worry that the very foundation for ethics is eliminated.

				Is ethics essentially linked to the spiritual? To some degree, the earlier section “Because God Said So: Understanding Divine Command Theory” addresses this question. There you can see that no essential connection appears to exist between ethics and religion, and you also can see that ethics can’t just be about following God’s commands. But these two points don’t settle the argument all by themselves. Perhaps ethics is about something that

				Is compatible with what science seems to tell humanity about the world

				Veers away from a focus on purely materialistic concerns

				In a way, Chapters 7, 8, 9, 10, and 11 are all about this question. So if you want details, skip ahead! But just to whet your appetite, here are some possible candidates for nonspiritual foundations for ethics:

				The good life: Ethics may be about people fulfilling their potential as human beings. Philosophers such as Confucius and Aristotle believe that the good life can be found in cultivating virtuous personality traits, developing good relationships with others, and avoiding destructive vices. Far from being incompatible with science, the science of psychology may actually help people discover how to make their lives better. A whole new movement called positive psychology is focused entirely on this topic.

				Happiness: Most people don’t believe that you need special spiritual insight to experience pleasure and avoid pain. Philosophers like Jeremy Bentham and John Stuart Mill, for instance, believed that pleasure and happiness constituted goals worth pursuing in and of themselves. Some people may find happiness in spiritual concerns, and many religious goals line up with the avoidance of pain and the pursuit of happiness. But people also can pursue these goals independently of those things. Perhaps ethics is just the requirement that people try to add as much happiness to the world as possible.

				Acting reasonably: Science is known as an eminently reasonable way of observing the world. The ethical theory of Immanuel Kant asks what the same kind of reason demands of humans when acting in the world. Living a life guided by reasonable principles doesn’t require dwelling on immaterial or spiritual concerns (though Kant didn’t think it hurt to do so). In fact, living by reasonable principles seems to be central to an ethical life. Even the most ardent scientist can stand behind living according to reasonable principles.

				These are just a couple of ways people think that living in a purely material world doesn’t require selfish, materialistic behavior. So it certainly looks like fears that science will destroy the possibility of ethics are somewhat overblown.

				Establishing good behavior without heaven or hell

				The scientific worldview seems to lack a feature common to some understandings of religion: heaven and hell. Heaven and hell is handy when it comes to ethics. If you don’t do what God wants you to do, you can be punished for all eternity. That’s a pretty compelling reason not to misbehave, isn’t it? Sprinkle on some eternal paradise for actually doing the right thing, and it seems like you’ve stumbled across a good recipe for ethical behavior. But science hasn’t discovered any evidence of an actual heaven or hell. Some people are worried that if word gets out about this lack of evidence, a free-for-all will break out in the streets.

				Think about a teenager who has left for college. Normally, the threat of being punished by one’s parents is enough to keep a teen from misbehaving. But take away the threat of being punished for not following parental rules, and all of a sudden following the rules isn’t exactly in the teenager’s interest. As long as no one finds out, she can enjoy the thrill of unethical pleasures without suffering any consequences! The scientific worldview can seem like all of society is going off to college. If no one’s monitoring your every move, perhaps you may engage in riskier business.

				[image: warning_bomb.eps] But hold on a second. Something fishy is going on here. Just because one set of rules drops away doesn’t mean you’re suddenly in an ethics-free zone. Rather, it’s the fear of the punishment for not following the rules that disappears. If these parental rules are a proper analogy to ethical standards, then the lack of evidence for an actual heaven or hell wouldn’t make ethics itself go away. Stealing, for instance, would still be wrong. People may be more inclined to steal, but that wouldn’t make it right. It’s important to make a distinction between the rules and the motivation to follow them.

				[image: remember.eps] You have two reasons to believe that scientific doubt about heaven and hell won’t make a huge difference to people’s motivations and so won’t really make a huge difference in people’s ethical lives:

				You don’t have to wait until the end of your life to see the consequences of your actions. Unethical actions have some bad consequences even here in this life. Moreover, treating people ethically has lots of good consequences. When people find out you lie to them or steal from them, they tend to be less trusting of you (if not downright mad at you). This feeling is especially true in business. If you treat your customers poorly, you don’t necessarily have to worry about fire and brimstone, but you do have to worry about how you’ll make money because you won’t have very many customers. If you treat customers with respect, on the other hand, you won’t have to wait for heaven for your reward. Your customers will give you repeat business and may even recommend you to others.

				Even belief in heaven and hell doesn’t guarantee ethical behavior. Religious believers, even devout ones, don’t always do the right things. Some incentives in this world can overpower even the most dire threats about what may happen in the next life. Think about Huckleberry Finn rescuing his friend, Jim, from slavery even though he believes he’ll go to hell for it.

				At some point in your life, you realize that your parents can’t force you to follow their rules forever. Odds are that you didn’t turn to a life of crime and immorality (if you did, then at least you have good taste in books). Think of it this way: Your parents’ rules were kind of like training wheels for an ethical life. When you separate from your parents, you take the training wheels off and figure out how to be ethical on your own. Religion and the scientific worldview may end up working the same way. Religion is like the training wheels — you can be ethical without them. Punishments, rewards, and ethics are different things, and all three will remain important parts of life in the age of science.

				Evolution and Ethics: Rising Above the Law of the Jungle

				People often worry about whether the scientific worldview would support unsavory ethical positions. For example, think of modern biology’s understanding of evolution as natural selection. Evolutionary biology’s history of using the idea of the “survival of the fittest” suggests that human beings may have evolved to be anything but kind to one another in the world. That doesn’t sound like a good model for ethical behavior.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] It’s a fair question. What becomes of ethics if our natures are determined by evolutionary biology, and evolutionary biology allows (or even rewards) cruelty in some creatures? Does it sanction cruelty? If so, perhaps humanity shouldn’t move in the direction of using science to support ethics.

				In this section, you examine Richard Dawkins’s selfish gene hypothesis and see what it has to say about how humans could have evolved a desire for ethical action and a disdain for cruelty while at the same time being machines run by “selfish” genes. You also find out that while evolutionary biology may suggest that ethical behavior can be difficult sometimes (no surprise there), ultimately the origins of humanity don’t really matter to the existence of ethics.

				Seeing how selfish genes can promote unselfish behavior

				Biologists explain the development (or evolution) of human beings and other species partially by means of a process called natural selection. Natural selection operates on genes that are encoded in all organisms’ DNA. In Dawkins’s selfish gene hypothesis, genes are more important than even the organism they’re part of. In this section, we explain what it means for genes to be “selfish,” and we explore how selfish genes can lead to unselfish, social, and perhaps even ethical behavior.


				Who would Darwin have given awards to?

				The way many people see it, “survival of the fittest” means “survival of the best.” That isn’t a terribly ethical view of life, however. It implies ruthlessly developing your physical and mental faculties to overcome anyone else who stands in your way because that’s what evolution made you to do. It may surprise you to know, then, that Charles Darwin (who used the phrase in his famous book On the Origin of Species) and Herbert Spencer (the philosopher who coined the phrase) never intended any such thing.

				The hard truth is that even the “best” in nature don’t always survive. Moreover, even when they do survive, they don’t always reproduce. The organisms that do survive tend to be those that are best adapted to their environment. “Survival of the best adapted” is what Darwin and Spencer actually meant by the phrase. When they said “survival of fittest,” they really meant that the organism that “fit” the best into the environment was the one that tended to survive.

				So the next time you’re watching “reality” television and someone tries to defend being an overly competitive jerk by invoking the survival of the fittest, take a look at who actually wins the game. Often enough, it won’t be the buff jerk, but the person who knows the rules backward and forward and uses them to her advantage.



				“Selfish” genes: Putting DNA above the individual critter

				According to Richard Dawkins, author of The Selfish Gene, lots of human behaviors can be traced back to human genes. When these genes make you more sexually attractive or make you strong enough to survive to the age when you can actually have sex, they’re passed on to the next generation. Slowly then, these advantageous genes are selected by a long process of trial and error. Genes that prevent something from reproducing won’t be passed on and will be selected against. In fact, Dawkins says you’re essentially nothing more than a huge machine run by genes trying very hard to replicate themselves.

				[image: remember.eps] The key point about natural selection or evolution for our purposes is that each of these genes can be seen as working for itself rather than working for the organism as a whole.

				Think of the mating rituals of the praying mantis, for example. According to entomologists, the male mantis locates a female and begins mating with her. When the act is over, however, the male is sometimes in for a cruel surprise. The female mantis bites off his head and devours him. (And you thought it was cruel when she didn’t leave her number, eh?) Now think of how evolution could have led to this behavior. Lots of genes are at work in the male’s body, but the ones that guide its reproductive behavior are far more interested in being passed on to the next generation than keeping the mantis alive. That’s pretty selfish on their part, isn’t it? They’re more “concerned” about themselves than in the larger creature they’re in.

				[image: warning_bomb.eps] The selfish gene hypothesis can be a bit misleading, because while you’re probably used to the idea of selfish human beings, selfish bits of human genetic code can seem like a stretch. Don’t worry. No one is saying that genes all have greedy little Scrooge-like brains. Rather, the “selfishness” just derives from the genes’ natural tendency to replicate. As competition to replicate arose, the resources available to all replicators went down. So the best replicators evolved better strategies of seizing their portions of scarce resources. In a way, you can describe this as “selfishness,” but it’s really just the natural tendency of beings trying to reproduce.

				A genetic reason for ethics: Enjoying advantages of the social life

				The selfish gene hypothesis seems like it should have some obvious implications for ethical behavior. It certainly seems like the natural world has been conniving, stealing, killing, and eating itself for millions of years. If ethics takes its cue from science, does this mean that humans have no business being ethical or that ethics is now defined by this despicable behavior?

				In a word, the answer to these questions is no. In a couple more words, the answer is absolutely not. If Dawkins is right and you’re just one big machine run by selfish genes, you sure seem to do a lot of ethical things, don’t you? You probably don’t secretly plot to steal all of your friends’ possessions or have secret children with their partners, for instance. Ethical behavior, then, has to be consistent with the selfish gene hypothesis, not in opposition to it.

				Dawkins explains that human beings have a strong genetic predisposition to social living. After all, your genetic material stands the best chance at reproducing itself if the individuals that house those genes work together in large groups. So positive social behavior seems to be consistent with evolutionary thinking.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] Social living could hardly be possible with everyone stealing each other’s stuff, shagging each other’s partners, telling lies, and killing off people they don’t like. People who do these kinds of things tend to be locked up or killed. Both situations make it difficult to find mates. The strategy of rejecting ethics isn’t a very good way of getting their genes passed on to the next generation.

				Noting the irrelevance of (most) evolutionary theory to ethics

				Based on what we discuss in the preceding section, natural selection in the animal kingdom may look pretty violent and upsetting, but the idea that human beings may have come about via this process turns out to be fairly irrelevant to what you should do now. No one ever said that doing the ethical thing was always going to be easy, and sometimes the difficulty seems to come from the deep evolutionary drives from humanity’s distant past as animals.

				Moreover, acting ethically is something that happens in the present. Your duties to help your family, your neighbors, or the stranger on the street don’t diminish because you have a biological drive to reproduce. And your desires to steal, kill, or lie your way out of a difficult situation don’t become more excusable because of your animal past. You also have genes that make it possible for you to oppose these unethical behaviors.

				[image: remember.eps] In the end, it looks like the connection between ethics and evolution is similar to the connection between ethics and religion: Ethical behavior is certainly compatible with evolution and the scientific worldview, but it’s not dictated by it.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 5

				Seeing Ethics as Harmful: Three Famous Criticisms

				In This Chapter

				Getting an overview of the challenges to ethics

				Understanding Nietzsche’s view that ethics is a form of weakness

				Determining why Kierkegaard thinks ethics can keep you from God

				Considering a Taoist’s belief that ethics is too unnatural

				Attacks on ethics come from different sources. Throughout history many critics have argued that traditional ethics, specifically the kind that relies on the use of impersonal codes, rules, or principles, forces you to suppress essential aspects of what you are, thereby threatening your basic integrity. Pretty deep stuff, huh?

				This chapter first looks at what issues these critics have with ethics. We then survey three of the more popular arguments outlining how ethics can actually threaten your integrity.

				As you’ll see, each philosopher has a different understanding of integrity. Nietzsche argues that integrity requires a strong commitment to self-creation. Kierkegaard thinks that integrity demands a unique relationship with God. Taoists think that integrity requires a way of harmonizing with nature. In each case, you see that each of the three philosophers suggest that wielding the sorts of impersonal principles and rules promoted by traditional ethics means living life in a way that dangerously threatens your capacity to embody the integrity seen as important by each one.

				Understanding the Challenges to Ethics

				Not everyone is a fan of the traditional understanding of ethics. The criticism focused on here suggests that traditional ethics — by which we mean an ethics with a focus on impersonal codes, rules, and formulas — prevents a person from living a life that expresses integrity.

				[image: remember.eps] To begin, you may wonder why anyone — except for maybe an immoral person who wants to do bad things — would want to attack ethics. As it turns out, some critics simply want to draw attention to possible concerns about ethics that people may want to keep in mind. After all, if ethics is biased instead of impartial, you want to know that, right? If it doesn’t have the universal authority it claims to have, you may want to be informed of that too. Lastly, if traditional ethics prevents a person from living in a way that expresses integrity, that’s important to point out for lots of folks. As you can see from these points, criticisms of ethics can be roughly reduced to three general types:

				Criticisms based on concerns about bias

				Criticisms based on worries about status or authority

				Criticisms based on threats to integrity

				The following sections take a look at these three types of criticisms that usually are advanced against ethics. Because we examine versions of the first two types of criticism in other chapters of this book (just skip over to Chapters 2 and 11 to read about them), the following sections only briefly review the first two types. We then delve deep into the third type of objection — highlighting threats to integrity — setting you up for the discussion in the rest of the chapter, which highlights three different philosophers’ versions of that objection.

				Bias-based arguments

				Some critics argue that ethics isn’t as impartial as it suggests. Instead, they argue that’s it’s actually fairly biased. In other words, some critics feel that instead of even-handedly representing what all humans ought to do from a disinterested perspective, ethics reflects what certain powerful groups would like others to do while at the same time masquerading as disinterested. According to this objection, because ethics springs from and promotes the interests of certain groups, it simultaneously marginalizes the interests of less powerful groups.

				[image: remember.eps] Bias-based arguments are typically divided into three types:

				Race: To call something a race-based argument is to suggest that it’s rooted in the viewpoint of Caucasians, African Americans, Asians, or any other race. To say that an ethical system is race-based would argue that it actually reflects the beliefs of a particular race while marginalizing the experiences or beliefs of other races by presenting its own moral system as universal.

				For example, Native Americans may ask whether ethics as it has traditionally been understood is really just a reflection of the life experiences — and interests and goals — of Caucasians of European descent. Native Americans had their own system of ethics for thousands of years, but now the only thing that passes as “ethics” is the European tradition’s version. Seems fishy.

				Class: Class-based arguments focus on whether ethics serves the interests of those with more power, property, and money. For example, Karl Marx argues that standard ethical theories privilege ways of thinking that maintain the economic status quo. In other words, they promote certain ways of thinking or acting that help to keep the rich wealthy and keep the poor destitute. Furthermore, Marx argues that this bias in traditional ethics shouldn’t be surprising. After all, it does take leisure time to develop an ethical theory, right? Well, poor folks don’t have a whole lot of leisure time. The poor were out working in the fields while the rich got together over tea and biscuits, leisurely talking about what ethics means. Marx thinks this should make you at least a little suspicious of the content of the ethics they come up with.

				Gender: Gender-based arguments state that traditional ethics is biased in favor of men, reflecting masculine ways of thinking and goals and interests. Is it really all that surprising to think that ethics could in fact be gender biased? After all, the number of women contributing to the ethical tradition historically is vanishingly small. (If gender bias in ethics interests you, jump for joy because we devote Chapter 11 to it.) Ethics may present itself as disinterestedly commenting on how humans should be or act, but it may in fact just represent the beliefs of a bunch of men who have mistaken what seems right to them with what’s right for humans in general.

				Status-based arguments

				Another type of criticism against ethics focuses on issues of status and authority. If ethics has objective status, then the claims that it makes will be true for everyone. As a result, an objective ethics has a pretty strong set of credentials, and thus powerful authority.

				If, on the other hand, ethics has relativistic status, then its claims will be true only for certain groups of people, and its authority is thus weakened. If you were to criticize ethics from this angle, you may find yourself asking whether ethics is really all just relative. You’re probably familiar with this objection: You point out that some type of behavior or way of thinking is ethically problematic, and the person exhibiting that behavior replies, in a sarcastic way, “Yeah, but who is to say?” The implication, obviously, is that no one can critique anyone else ethically, because ethics isn’t a code of truths that objectively applies to everyone equally. If you criticize ethics for being relative, you believe that ethics can’t express timeless truths for everyone. For some people, that may mean it doesn’t have to be taken seriously, because it would have little authority.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] Specifically, some folks who attack the status of ethics by calling it relative argue that ethical truths are really subjective, which means that it’s possible that each individual person has his own ethical truths. Other relativist-minded folks argue that ethics is conventional, which would mean that ethical truths are really just true for this or that society. Both arguments suggest that although ethical truths exist, the status of those truths is relativistic, and thus the authority of the claims ethics makes is restricted to those ethics is relative to. (If these status- and authority-based criticisms interest you, refer to Chapter 2 for more information.)

				Integrity-based arguments

				The third kind of criticism is based on what we call integrity. This criticism focuses on the way in which traditional ethics is supposed to be carried out. To start, recall that typically the greatest asset of many forms of traditional ethics is claimed to be its focus on following impartial and universal codes, rules, or principles. In fact, if you think about it, it’s this very feature that gets ethics past the bias and status arguments. If ethics is impartial, it’s not biased. If ethics contains truly universal codes, rules, or principles, it’s not relativist.

				However, folks who argue against traditional ethics from the standpoint of integrity think that adhering to this kind of ethics inherently becomes a problem because it stops a person from expressing something that’s deeply essential to that person being who she is. As a result, the focus on impartial codes, rules, or principles violates a person’s basic integrity.

				So what do we mean by integrity? The way this term is used in everyday English actually has two components:

				Adherence to a strict code of moral principles or rules: To understand this definition, all you have to do is think of when you praise a person for having a lot of integrity. Or think about the last time you refused to take some kind of action, arguing that it would challenge your integrity. Usually by this you mean having integrity entails living by a moral code or set of principles.

				Wholeness: In this sense, integrity just means completeness. Think of movies where a torpedo hits a battleship’s hull. A ship’s hull has a certain structure. When the hull has a huge hole in it, the structure is badly damaged, so the hull doesn’t exist in the way that a hull should. You’d say that the integrity of the hull has been compromised.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] If you think about it, moral uses of the term actually apply both definitions. When you say that you can’t kill small children because it would violate your integrity, you mean that who you are would be compromised by violating the principle that prohibits that kind of action. In a way, violating that rule would be like having a torpedo blow a hole in yourself. Your integrity would be compromised. As a consequence of this sort of worry, traditional ethics encourages you to think about living in a whole and complete way as at least partly requiring strict adherence to certain moral codes, rules, or principles. As long as you rigidly stick to them, your integrity is safe.

				So what’s the beef with integrity in ethics that critics focus on? Well, the critics who we’re concerned with in this chapter all seem to agree that integrity, in the second sense of wholeness or completeness, is important. No one likes to have her sense of wholeness compromised. In order to live properly, you must live in a way that fully expresses what and who you are. Integrity matters to these critics just as much as it matters to traditional ethicists.

				[image: remember.eps] However, these critics strongly disagree that the first component — adherence to an impartial and objective set of moral codes or principles — is a necessary component of integrity. As a matter of fact, strict adherence to those sorts of impersonal and universal codes is exactly what can compromise your integrity. In a way, an overreliance on traditional ethics is the very torpedo that can compromise who you are. That’s a bit weird, huh?

				Their argument is pretty basic. The impartial codes, rules, and principles that traditional ethics uses are meant to apply to everyone equally, regardless of personality, individual nature, or circumstance. It’s as if ethics is a kind of impersonal guidebook for acting that’s mass copied and handed out to everyone. The fact that everyone gets the same book means that the way you should act isn’t tailor-fit to what’s unique about you or about your individual situation. In other words, the guidebook of ethics tells you to conform your ways of acting to a standard that ignores your existence as a particular individual. If your individual or particular nature is essential to you, then expressing it is absolutely required for you to live in a way that displays integrity. Ignoring that individual or particular nature means ignoring yourself, and that means failing to be whole and failing to live in a way that expresses integrity.

				Nietzsche: Explaining the Need to Avoid an Ethics of Weakness

				According to the 19th century German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche, a commitment to your own integrity requires living a life that aims to acquire power and express inner strength. Doing so requires passionately striving to live life in your own way. Successfully living in your own way requires spinning your own interpretation of life, and then tackling even more new and diverse experiences that challenge even your own interpretation. You then use those challenges to cultivate a richer and more sophisticated unique interpretation of how to live life. That’s highly individual — ain’t nothing cookie cutter about it!

				According to Nietzsche, traditional ethics doesn’t leave much room for this sort of individual self-creation. Instead of telling people to find and create their own way, ethics encourages groupthink or a herd mentality that rewards mediocrity and weakness by demanding that everyone conform to the same codes, rules, and principles. (Paging Dr. Kant! See Chapter 8 for more info on this type of thinking.) As Nietzsche sees it, typical ethical rules actually encourage conformity to the interpretations of life created by the masses.

				[image: remember.eps] Nietzsche actually sees traditional ethics as a sickness or illness that can become internalized in you — a sickness for which you need a cure. One element of the cure includes realizing that truly admirable behavior can’t be described apart from the motivations and inner strength of the individual. So you shouldn’t focus your attentions on what a person does, but on how a person is motivated — by strength or weakness, courage or cowardice. This realization reveals that a life of integrity lies beyond good and evil and so is open to a wide variety of paths that individuals are free to create for themselves. The following sections delve more into Nietzsche’s criticism of ethics.

				Seeing self-creation as the path to integrity

				Nietzsche thought that living a life of integrity meant expressing your individuality through feats of self-creation. In fact, you may have heard of Nietzsche before — he’s the guy who said that “God is dead” (refer to the nearby sidebar for more info). To Nietzsche, self-creating who you are means living life like a warrior — always looking for new challenges to creating oneself in richer and more sophisticated ways. According to Nietzsche, having integrity means interacting with life in a passionate way. It means seeking to understand life on your own terms and not having your view dictated to you by others (or even by your own past interpretations). That, Nietzsche thinks, is living life. It’s difficult to do, though, so it demands inner strength and power.

				It’s not surprising that Nietzsche had a lot of respect for epic warriors like the great Achilles. These warriors continually tested themselves by fighting battle after battle with the best and strongest alive. True warriors died honorably when they met up with the one warrior they couldn’t beat. But if you think about it, that’s real integrity! They saw themselves as warriors, so they lived and died like warriors.


				Nietzsche’s claim: God is dead

				In the middle of one of his most famous books, The Gay Science, Nietzsche has a strange lantern-wielding character called “the Madman” utter some strange words:

				 “Where has God gone? I shall tell you. We have killed him — you and I! We are his murderers. But how have we done this? How were we able to drink up the sea? . . . God is dead. God remains dead. And we have killed him. How shall we, the murderers of murderers, console ourselves?”

				What did Nietzsche mean by these strange words? Was this event of God’s death a bad thing? Nietzsche thought that people historically had leaned on concepts and ideas like God and religion — or even traditional ethics — as crutches. Looking for reasons and explanations for difficult decisions or life plans, they looked to the explanations that God or reason or ethics gave and used them to justify their life choices. Doing so made life easy because the final justification wasn’t really yours. However, Nietzsche thinks that these myths are falling apart and becoming more difficult to believe. So, in his eyes, “God” (which means more than the guy up on the cloud) is dead. As a result, Nietzsche actually thinks people are free to finally take charge of their lives as individuals. They now must take responsibility and figure out for themselves why they make the choices they make, on their own. Alone.



				Although Nietzsche admired this spirited approach to living — continually challenging yourself and putting yourself on the line — he was more interested in psychological battlefields and warriors. To better understand Nietzsche’s point, imagine that you’re an art lover (well, maybe you already are). Now imagine that you’re looking at a painting and you interpret its meaning. As an art lover, what do you do now?

				Well, you could call it a day. You’ve decided on the meaning of this painting, so the work is done. Or, you could realize that your future life experiences and your encounters with other artists with other interpretations of the painting will challenge how you originally saw the work. With this in mind, you may see your interpretation of the painting as a work in progress. You may see it as something that needs to be constantly challenged, resisting the urge to stop and find the “final meaning.” From a Nietzschean perspective, only this second approach truly expresses what it means to love art, or to live as someone who loves art.

				Now apply the preceding metaphor to yourself. Basically, you — which includes the way in which you interpret the best way to go about living — are a painting. Each person has a way that he or she interprets themselves and the way in which he/she should live. Many individuals find some meaning they’re happy with and stop, calling it a day. They grow satisfied with the way they see themselves and things around them.

				[image: remember.eps] Being comfortable isn’t reflective of a life of integrity, Nietzsche suggests. Instead, to truly love who you are, or to truly love life, you have to constantly struggle to see who you are and how to live life as a work in progress. As you struggle with the question of interpreting yourself and your relationship to life, you engage in continual self-creation. Living like a warrior of true individuality means constantly testing the interpretation you have of yourself and your life against other interpretations. The hope is that such challenges lead to richer and more complex interpretations. Of course, many folks avoid this, hiding in a psychological closet and hoping to protect the interpretation they already have.

				Eyeing traditional ethics as weakness

				Nietzsche sees traditional ethics as way too anti-warrior. It dictates to you, from the outside, how to interpret yourself and how to go about living your life. In stressing the use of universal rules and abstract principles, ethics tries to relieve you of the responsibility to continually interpret life on your own individual terms. Because Nietzsche takes that responsibility seriously, as representing a kind of vibrant health, ethics turns into a type of dreadful illness because it rejects that responsibility, leaning on rules and principles created by others. And, like any illness, it makes you weak and frail, and it compromises you, which means that it damages your integrity.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] When you use impersonal codes or rules wielding principles like “Never do X” or “Acting in a Y way is always bad,” you wind up imposing never-changing, cookie-cutter principles on your interpretation of yourself and your life. These principles don’t stem from or respond to your own unique experiences. Instead, Nietzsche thinks that those codes are really a summary of the interests of the herd, or the masses. Basically, ethics, as a system of codes and rules imposing a standardized interpretation of life, reflects the needs of large cowardly groups of people. The masses want you to use those codes so you’ll give up on the task of truly distinguishing yourself or standing out. In the end, the impersonal codes and rules in traditional ethics turn out to be about protecting the group, and that means convincing people to conform to the standards of the faceless many. Only by seeing life on your own individual terms — ones that express your own unique challenges and experiences — can you live in a way that expresses who you truly are.

				In fact, Nietzsche sees dedication to impersonal codes to be a kind of living suicide — the more of them you follow, the more banal and mediocre and nonindividual you become. You continually parrot the voice of the crowd, saying “Be nice to everyone” and “Don’t jump the turnstile” and above all “Don’t offend.”

				[image: remember.eps] It’s important to keep in mind that Nietzsche isn’t saying that you should do these things. Instead, he’s just opposed to any way of ruling out possibilities for your own investigation into what life (and yourself) means. It’s like wanting to be an artist, but deciding beforehand that a whole bunch of colors or ways of using them is off limits. The more you rule out, the more pathetic your art (and your existence!) becomes. And, according to Nietzsche, ethical codes and principles rule out a lot!

				Examining Nietzsche’s new idea: The ethics of inner strength

				So is Nietzsche anti-ethics entirely? Well, not exactly. He wants to save ethics from the weak and put it back into the hands of the strong. As a result, Nietzsche’s ethics of inner strength wouldn’t have codes and rules that prescribe particular behaviors to everyone in all situations. Instead, it would state that your actions, whatever they are, must stem from the kind of inner strength that’s associated with self-creation. For Nietzsche, specific behavior doesn’t matter. It’s the motivation behind the behavior that counts — it should express inner strength. It should reflect a struggle with interpreting your individual life.

				[image: remember.eps] What’s truly interesting is that for Nietzsche, no behavior is linked to any particular motivation. Being nice to a person can stem from weakness, but it also can stem from strength. Similarly, being cruel to others can stem from either of those sources. As a result, what you need is the ability to experience intense inner reflective criticism. You need to accept that a life of integrity reaches out to challenge itself and not to hide from life through psychological weaknesses. In other words, you need to see what, in a given situation, inner strength truly calls for and what weakness may resemble. Integrity requires you to follow the path that true inner strength points to.

				Because (in Nietzsche’s eyes) no behavior is linked naturally with any specific motivation (strength or weakness), what the demands of inner strength point to will be completely tailor-fit to your individual circumstances and life. Inner strength can point you toward what’s “wrong” in traditional ethics but also can lead you to things that are seen as “good.” Whatever you do, inner strength and self-creation places you in a realm that’s beyond good and evil — you’ve left the thinking of traditional ethics. The possible paths in life are wide open.

				In Nietzsche’s work Thus Spoke Zarathustra, his main fictional character, Zarathustra, puts it this way when speaking to his followers: “This is my way. What is yours? For the way — it does not exist!” In fact, according to Nietzsche, the actual life of his ideal character, the Übermensch, or super person, is impossible to describe. That’s because apart from a focus on inner strength, it just isn’t possible to say what such a person would actually do. Be a rock star. Be a particle physicist. Anything is possible, so who knows?

				Kierkegaard: Too Much Reliance on Ethics Keeps You from God

				Søren Kierkegaard, a 19th century Danish philosopher, saw in the Biblical story of Abraham a perfect example of how ethics can damage the integrity of an individual life. To understand, you first need to grasp Kierkegaard’s thoughts on integrity. In his eyes, it means embracing — in your way of living — who you are. But he also finds it important to live in a way that takes full responsibility for interpreting life on your own — a demand that also includes recognizing your utter dependence on the divine being, God. The following sections explain in plain English what Kierkegaard means when he criticizes traditional ethics.

				Overcoming your despair

				Like Nietzsche, Kierkegaard believes that living as an individual is essential to living with integrity. The problem is that you’re not born with integrity. You have to succeed at displaying it, and that task isn’t an easy one. It requires taking risks, making commitments, and being willing to stand alone in the way you look at yourself and your position in life. Successfully displaying integrity also means avoiding the kinds of life traps that can make you feel comfortable but, in the end, leave you living in a nonindividual way.

				Kierkegaard thinks that your default setting is despair. This description may sound a bit depressing, but really what he’s trying to say is that when you’re in despair, you’re not living up to what you are — you’re not living with integrity. Kierkegaard thinks we’re all in despair all the time, but different people have different degrees of it. The aim is to face your despair, recognize the ways in which you choose the easy life (as opposed to the life of integrity), and then do something about it in order to fix the situation.

				What Kierkegaard wants you to do is take responsibility for your life as an individual. Stop using psychological crutches to get through life. Make sure that every decision you make is yours and that it focuses on all the aspects of what you are. Make solid commitments and take large risks. When you make a commitment to a path, don’t pawn off the reasoning for it to something external that guarantees its rightness.

				[image: remember.eps] With these points in mind, note that Kierkegaard thinks you can avoid facing your own despair (and in doing so, fail to take responsibility for your own individual life and its loss of integrity) in three different ways. These ways are

				Over-emphasizing what’s fixed, or permanent, in your life: As an example, think of the student who does badly on a math test and avoids responsibility by saying his brain isn’t “wired for math.” Or think of a person who loses his legs and avoids taking responsibility for finding a meaningful way to live handicapped by suggesting that handicapped people can’t do anything. In both cases, the people claim that because of fixed features in their lives, the lives they live are out of their control. These are excuses for disengagement.

				Over-emphasizing what’s possible in your life: Think of the person who dreams about life, spending her waking days imagining herself as an accomplished person. But in actual life she doesn’t do anything to make those dreams a reality. She lives in her head, in a world of possibility. It lets her escape the hard work of actually having to make risky commitments to try to actually accomplish those things. More escape routes to disengagement.

				 Kierkegaard thinks you need to face what’s fixed and possible in your life in a way that reflects maximum engagement with life. The fixed parts of your life open up a whole world of different possibilities that you can decide to tackle. Take one on.

				Ignoring God as your ultimate foundation: Kierkegaard also thinks that in the end, the job of balancing these factors in your life is incredibly difficult. So difficult, actually, that doing it correctly requires the assistance of God. As a result, in order to truly live a life of integrity — which means a life that expresses who you are — you have to live in a way that acknowledges your dependence on the divine.

				The Abraham dilemma: When God tells you to kill your son

				Imagine that one day a booming voice addresses you out of the Heavens. It says “Kill Your Son!” Whoa! What would you do? Well you’d likely rub your ears. Ah — but then you hear it again! This odd situation, the Bible suggests, happened to Abraham, the “Father of Faith.” Kierkegaard thinks that if Abraham is going to truly face and take responsibility for this unique situation he’s in, he’ll have to put ethics aside.

				Kierkegaard, in his book Fear and Trembling, is really taken aback by this story, and sets out to try to understand it. He was perplexed and wanted to know what was going on inside Abraham’s head. What sorts of issues was he facing? Was Abraham just one crazy dude? Centrally, Kierkegaard wanted to know what facing this dilemma with individual integrity would require.

				[image: remember.eps] You can understand this story on a lot of levels. On an obvious level, Abe has been asked to kill his son as a test. That’s challenging. But Kierkegaard thinks there’s more to it. He notices that the challenge requires Abe to seriously confront his way of understanding ethics and seeing its place in his life as an individual. This thinking may sound odd, because you usually think of ethics and God as being on the same side, rooting for the same stuff. In this case, however, a challenge from God puts that all in question.

				Compare this situation to a closely related one from ancient Greek poetry. In the story, Poseidon (the ocean god) tells King Agamemnon that if he wants winds to help the Greek fleet sail to Troy, he has to first publicly sacrifice his daughter Iphigenia to him. If you’ve never read the story, Agamemnon reluctantly does the deed, and his wife kills him years later to avenge the murder of their daughter.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] Think about both Abraham and Agamemnon’s dilemmas side by side. When Agamemnon kills his daughter, he violates the ethical rule that says fathers don’t kill their children (possibly a corollary of the “don’t kill anyone” rule). However, he violates that rule to obey another ethical rule — namely, his obligation as a king to advance the interest of his citizens and his kingdom. As a result, Kierkegaard believes that Agamemnon’s challenge is a purely ethical one. Although the situation is tragic, Agamemnon must realize that his ethical duty as a king is greater than his ethical duty as a father. After all, the behavior of kings has greater consequences and thus greater responsibilities. After he sees this, he believes his gruesome action is indeed justified — by ethics itself. On a 1 to 10 difficulty scale, it’s about an 8.

				Abraham’s dilemma is different. If he kills his son, Isaac, he can’t claim that he has a higher ethical duty to do it. In fact, everything within ethics says not to do it. If he goes through with it, he must take individual responsibility for his decision to follow God’s commands while rejecting those of traditional ethics — even when it doesn’t make any sense. Abraham can’t justify his deed in the face of some higher ethical truth because it doesn’t satisfy any further ethical claim, duty, or demand. Simply put: Agamemnon may be interpreted as a tragic figure who fulfills his duty as a king, but Abraham would just be a plain old murderer. Agamemnon can explain his terrible deed to others; Abe can’t. As a result, resolving Abe’s dilemma seems to involve a massive slice of rip-roaring, toe-tapping anxiety. Abe can’t even be sure it was God who spoke to him — maybe Abe needs his meds!

				Because he can’t lean on any external figure, to truly respond to his unique and individual situation with real integrity requires Abe to not only affirm his relationship to God but also to do it in a way that places ultimate responsibility for that decision on himself. He’ll just have to make a giant leap of faith that can’t be externally justified. For this situation, the difficulty level on a 1 to 10 scale is an 11!

				[image: remember.eps] Seeing that Abe makes the decision to kill Isaac (though God stops him) explains why Abe was guaranteed the title “Father of Faith,” because his decision relied on him forging a commitment that seemed to embrace God while tossing away reason (after all, what God asks him to do makes no sense). Kierkegaard wants you to understand that leap of faith and how it requires you to rethink the way in which you’re related to the ethical.

				Embracing a God who’s beyond ethics

				You can easily miss Kierkegaard’s point about the seriousness of Abraham’s challenge (see the story in the preceding section). This isn’t surprising — Kierkegaard’s point is pretty deep, not to mention weird. Kierkegaard thinks you should live an ethical life, because most of the time that’s what God wants you to do. But loving God is primary to being who you are. And sometimes loving God means ignoring what ethical codes tell you to do.

				To get to the bottom of this strange situation that Abe is in, imagine the reasons Abe may give for refusing to kill his son, Isaac. The main reason is probably pretty evident to you. Abraham would stop and say to himself: “The voice I’m hearing isn’t really God’s voice, because God would never tell me to do something that’s evil! I need to put down this knife and take my meds.” So in such a case, maybe the voice of reason told Abe to go and see a therapist about his strange desires to kill his son. Maybe in time they can get that nutty voice out of his head. Hmm. Do you sense something odd, here? One way to think of what the “voice of reason” is telling him is that ethics comes first, and God comes second. Basically, a voice claiming to be God can’t be legitimate if it says to violate what ethics demands.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] If a voice doesn’t count as God’s voice unless it’s consistent with ethics, then Abe’s relationship with God is mediated by ethics, which means that God himself is subordinate to ethics. So ethics, in a real sense, is the new God. Ethics becomes a false idol that you worship. Seen in this way, it’s simple to realize that Kierkegaard eyes Abe’s challenge as a way to recognize that God (and his commitment to God) isn’t bound by ethics at all. Kierkegaard thinks that being an individual requires acknowledgment of one’s dependency on God, so a life of real integrity demands a commitment to possibly being called upon to live beyond the categories of good and evil proclaimed by ethics.

				[image: remember.eps] Seeing God as beyond ethics is a pretty strange point. After all, ethics is typically seen as recommending virtue, and the religious life recommends the avoidance of sin (vice). So the two — virtue and the religious life — have always gone together. In Abe’s situation, though, being drawn to virtue (being a good father) is exactly what tempts him to sin. So he needs to see that virtue and avoidance of sin aren’t necessarily connected and at times need to be pulled apart. Kierkegaard calls this a teleological suspension of the ethical — which just means that God can basically put ethics on hold for a day or two.

				Taoists: Ethics Isn’t Natural

				Looking at things from the perspective of the Chinese tradition of Taoism, traditional theories of ethics, which come armed with rules and principles and virtues that need to be mastered, are artificial and unnatural. They obscure who you are and threaten your integrity. To understand why, this section takes a closer look at Taoist integrity, which requires a look at what it means to live according to the Tao. Understanding Taoism requires an examination of the dynamic of yin and yang, or the changing flow of oppositions in nature. The relationship between yin and yang reveals that the Tao embraces the interconnection and interdependency of oppositions such as good and evil and doesn’t see them in violent opposition to one another.

				In this section, you can see that traditional ethical theories, which endorse the cultivation of universally good behaviors or virtues, reject the Tao and amount to a kind of aggressive push against what’s natural. We show you that although Taoists reject this approach to cultivating virtue, they actually respond with a reimagining of what being virtuous means. This virtue itself leads to a preference for detached action and simplicity. Only if you can learn to free yourself from fixed ideas and conceptions — like those in traditional ethics — can you open yourself up to expressing your individual integrity. Embracing your integrity leads to living in harmony with the individual nature and integrity of what’s around you.

				Putting some yin and yang into your life

				The moral imperative, if it even makes sense to speak in this way in Taoism, is to live a life according to the Tao, which means “way.” Likely you’re asking the obvious question: whose way? Well, no one’s way in particular — the Taoist’s way is nature’s way. Understanding nature’s way and how to live in harmony with it, is no easy affair. However, you can gain an appreciation for it by looking at the notions of yin and yang. In the following sections, we review the features of the yin-yang symbol and show you how Taoist thinking differs from non-Taoist thinking.

				Looking at the basics of the taijitu, or yin-yang symbol

				You’ve probably seen the cool diagram of yin and yang (see Figure 5-1). When you examine the symbol, called the taijitu, you may notice its three central features:

				It’s composed of two components, one black (yin) and the other white (yang).

				Each component is in motion, turning into the other. The yin moves into the yang, and the yang moves into the yin.

				Each component contains the other as a necessary part. Part of yin includes yang (the white eye in the black), and part of yang includes yin (the black eye in the white).

				
					Figure 5-1: A yin-yang symbol.

				

				[image: 591710-fg0501.eps]

				These features of the taijitu offer a glimpse into the workings of nature’s way. Think of the diagram as a depiction of how the universe works as a whole. Consider the following to get an idea of what we mean:

				It suggests that nature is composed of a series of oppositions — yin and yang.

				It evokes the feeling that nature is a continually moving process of yin moving toward yang and yang moving toward yin, implying that both form a highly fluid and interconnected process.

				It implies that the oppositions can’t exist without the other. In fact, no example of one can be discussed without the recognition that the other exists (as at least a seed within it).

				No doubt you think about life in terms of oppositions too. Consider, for example, cold/hot, health/sickness, living/dead, and good/evil (just to name a few — you could come up with opposing pairs all night). Applying the logic of the taijitu to life/death, for instance, may suggest that something alive is already in the process of dying, and something dying or dead contains the seeds of life. Each side of the opposition is continually changing and eventually progressing into its opposite.

				[image: remember.eps] Thinking that one can be separated from and exist independently of the other is bound to get you into trouble. A full appreciation of life or nature requires seeing the interconnections between each.

				Deciphering the differences between Taoist and non-Taoist ways of thinking

				Most traditional ethicists tend to look at oppositions quite differently than Taoists. These traditionalists usually believe that with respect to oppositions:

				Each component excludes the other component. When you think of pairs, such as “health and sickness” or “good and evil,” you see each opposition element as entirely opposed. So you probably think that death excludes what’s alive and that goodness excludes what’s evil. This way of thinking about the components of reality make a Taoist scratch her head!

				One component is superior to the other. Traditional ethicists often think of opposition pairs in ways that imply that one component is better than the other. Take the typical Western idea about traditional ethics, such as good and evil. Western ethics can be seen as a how-to guide to fight for goodness and destroy evil. The ideal has only one of the pair left standing! However, for the Taoist, when good comes into existence, evil comes along with it. One can’t exist without the other. Eliminating one component would mean thinking of the other as independent, which is nonsense. It also forces you to idealize a world that doesn’t change — a world that has only goodness, hopefully without end.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] The non-Taoist way of thinking about the nature of dualities leads to an understandable attempt to force onto nature certain ideas about how things should be. If you think good is better than evil, and even ultimately independent from it, you’re expected to want to transform everything, including yourself, into what’s good. For the Taoist, however, this way of doing things is egoistic and out of sync with the Tao. In fact, the Taoist sees society as trying to project its way (its own Tao) onto nature as a whole by trying to have one opposition without the other. Doing so brainwashes people into trying to bring those states about.

				At the heart of these non-Taoist ways of viewing things — which are typical of traditional ethics — is the belief that the world can be controlled and shaped into something humanity wants. If humanity saw the way things really worked — that is if they saw the Tao as the full entirety of the interactions of all things — it would see that the Tao has no preference for its way. When people push their ways onto the Tao, they push against it, forcing something artificial and awkward onto nature.

				Revealing how traditional virtue is unnatural

				Many traditional theories of ethics suggest that a person should accumulate virtues and avoid or eliminate vices (see the discussion of virtue ethics in Chapter 6). This very portrait of good living rests on the kind opposition that Taoism dismisses. To cultivate only virtue and neglect vice is to twist and contort what’s natural into something terribly unnatural. However, as you can see in the next section, this view doesn’t mean that Taoists abandon the concept of virtue entirely.

				Although not all ethical systems specifically prize the cultivation of virtues (some focus on following rules or principles), they all privilege good over evil and urge you to maximize what’s good and minimize what’s evil. Traditional ethics is definitely biased in favor of goodness. It requires that you make strong judgments and believe that certain habits reflect goodness (virtues) and other habits reflect badness (vices).

				[image: ponderthis.eps] From the Taoist point of view, it’s unnatural to cultivate virtue and reduce vice. Think about it: If each extreme side of a duality is equally natural, from the standpoint of the Tao itself the cultivation of traditional virtue is really a way of pushing against the natural flow.

				Highlighting the Taoist virtue of simplicity

				Just because Taoists have some harsh things to say about traditional ideas of virtue and ethics doesn’t mean they’re anti-virtue. They just have a different understanding of virtue: one that highlights the need for the individual to cultivate a kind of extreme simplicity. Only from this simple nature can you hope to react to the world in a natural way that results in harmony.

				Taking a closer glance at Taoist virtue

				Taoists think that each thing has a particular natural potential — this potential is referred to as its te. This cute little word means individual integrity, or individual virtue. In each individual thing, the Tao is expressed in a unique way. Because Taoists seek to live according to the Tao, they should seek to live in a way that springs from their own te. Living in this way expresses virtue and results in a spontaneous capacity to interact naturally with the te of things around you. That’s harmony, or living according to the Tao.

				[image: wordsofwisdom.eps] To better understand Taoist virtue, take a look at poem 38 of the main Taoist text, the Tao Te Ching, where two different kinds of virtue are contrasted:

				High virtue is not virtuousTherefore it has virtueLow virtue never loses virtueTherefore it has no virtue

				This typical Taoist poem seems contradictory, doesn’t it? In this case, though, the logic can be ironed out. The poem is suggesting that high virtue (the Taoist type) isn’t virtuous (in the traditional sense), so it has virtue (in the Taoist sense). This explanation holds conversely for the way ethics traditionally considers virtue, which is called low virtue here. Because traditional ethics maintains the need for traditional virtue, it has no virtue (in the Taoist sense).

				To express your own te, you need to do two things:

				You need to be open to the novelty and changing flow in your experiences. It’s important to avoid being judgmental when analyzing experience. Instead of coming at experience armed with a bunch of ethical rules that presuppose that this is good and that is evil, or that this needs to be wiped out and that needs to be encouraged, you must listen to your te — or your inner voice. If you can do this, you adapt to nature and work with it. In other words, you’ll be detached from what you do because your action won’t be shaped by artificial social constructs and desires (which Taoists call wu-wei). Expressing your te also means acting with no ego — which reveals that Taoist thinking is actually pretty humble.

				[image: tip.eps] Some later Chinese thinkers had a metaphor that’s useful for understanding your te. Think of your te as being a mirror; when it’s clean, it reflects the nature of what’s around it and responds spontaneously to those natures. When your mirror is clean (when your interactions flow from your te), you’re at harmony with nature and with the Tao.

				 Unfortunately, social living — with its artificial preoccupation with concepts of right and wrong, judgments, rules, and principles — clouds up your mirror so it can’t reflect the nature of what is around you well. You’re not using your te to respond to the world; you’re using society’s te. After all, if the voice of society gets too loud in your head, you can’t hear your own voice, right?

				You need to unlearn societal ways of thinking and start with a clean slate. The Taoist’s advice: Get out the window cleaner and wipe down your mirror! You can do this by unlearning societal thinking — particularly its ethics — and learning to abandon the kind of desires it urges you to develop. In the end, a clean mirror is what Taoists call a state of perfect simplicity. As Laozi, perhaps the most famous Taoist and author of the Tao Te Ching, puts it, “those who hold an abundance of [Taoist] virtue are similar to the newborn infant.” Check out the next section for more information on how to clean your mirror.

				Viewing Taoist simplicity and effortlessness

				Cleaning your mirror means slowly learning not to force onto the world specific ways in which the world must be understood. Instead, you need to rely on your own simplicity and on your own intuition and te. Luckily, your te is tuned into your own individual nature, and you can trust it.

				After all, from the standpoint of the Tao, your own particular way of valuing things simply isn’t superior. To the Tao, it makes no difference whether your specific plans and projects succeed, because they aren’t what’s “good.” The Tao encompasses all points of view and as such has no preferences. What’s good to one thing can be bad to another. So from nature’s perspective, it would be alien to push for or prefer one over the other. Traditional ethics, of course, fights Taoism’s equality. It sees the human perspective as superior.

				[image: remember.eps] What you need to do as you act in the world is remind yourself what the perspective of the Tao is. If you can do that, you’ll start to see that good and evil are strongly interdependent and flow from one to the other. This interconnectedness happens because all the changes reflect the interaction of the te of many different kinds of things.

				[image: warning_bomb.eps] Although this ethical system sounds cool, lots of people seem to think it results in a kind of laziness for the Taoist. Wouldn’t the Taoist just refuse to do anything, because nothing matters? Not at all. Taoism isn’t a claim that you shouldn’t do anything. It’s a claim that you shouldn’t try to aggressively force a specific way of understanding things onto the world. You need to do things in a way that “goes with the flow” and reflects harmony. You need to discover how to integrate your own plans and projects into the world in such a way that your behaviors seem to consider the natures of what’s around you.


				Taoism and modern psychotherapy

				Taoism has actually had quite an influence on different types of thinking, ranging from art and literature to physics to thinking about healthy human living. Taoism seems to have had a certain effect on psychology — or at least it has found common ground with some famous takes on the subject.

				The most obvious of these takes would be from Carl Rogers (1902–1987). Rogers was a strong advocate of what’s called nondirective therapy. According to this approach, the goal of the therapist wasn’t to direct the patient to take on new ways of thinking about life, but rather to help the patient remove societal layers of self-judgment that interfered with the patient trusting his or her own inner individual voice. Essentially, the therapist tried to get the patient to relearn how to trust his or her own natural reactions to life, which is extremely close to the Taoist belief that living in harmony with the Tao requires removing artificial judgmental categories through which life is aggressively understood.

				Like a Taoist form of therapy, Roger’s nondirective approach focused on the following four goals:

				To teach the patient to accept the natural flow of change in the world, and not to resist it.

				To be in the “here and now” — to take each moment as unique and novel — and to learn to appreciate the moment without the imposition of moral categories learned in the past.

				To teach self-trust; your own voice, after all, is the most authoritative source when understanding the best way for you to live.

				To teach creativity; instead of accepting external rules that dictate how to respond to experience, Rogers pushed patients to find unique ways of responding to their specific individual life experiences.

			

		


	
		
			
				Part III

				Surveying Key Ethical Theories

				
				[image: 591710-pp0301.eps]
			
In this part . . .

				Ethical theories are systematic ways of understanding what human beings ought to do or be. In this part, we collect some of the major ethical theories you’re likely to see in a standard college course: virtue ethics, utilitarianism, Kantianism, contract theory, and the ethics of care. These theories are best thought of as “maps” of moral and ethical thought. They may not tell you exactly where to go — and different maps emphasize different things — but it’s better to have a couple around when you’re adventuring through life. In this part’s chapters, you can read about why people find the theories appealing and why people criticize them — all in simple language that anyone can understand.

			

			
			
		

	
		
			
				Chapter 6

				Being an Excellent Person: Virtue Ethics

				In This Chapter

				Thinking about the importance of having a virtuous character

				Analyzing the structure of virtues

				Seeing how virtuous people seek to exemplify the good

				Investigating the nature of the good life

				Surveying the methods to embody virtue

				Reviewing the criticisms of virtue ethics

				According to virtue ethics, what’s most important to ethical life is the commitment to being a good and virtuous person. So virtue ethics is concerned more with character and less with actions or rules. To commit yourself to becoming a virtuous person, you have to dedicate yourself to being an excellent human being. For most virtue ethicists, being an excellent human being means realizing your nature, which leads to living a life in accord with the good.

				To understand virtue ethics more specifically, you also need to look at what it means to have a virtue. Virtues are reliable habits that you engrave into your identity — habits that transform and direct you toward what’s good. Of course, you also need to know how to cultivate and develop virtues, which direct you to the importance of practicing the behaviors of those already considered virtuous in your family and in your community. So if you’re ready to dive into the ancient (but recently revived) theory of virtue ethics, you’ve come to the right place.

				The Lowdown on Virtue Ethics: The Importance of Character

				Virtue ethics focuses on the importance of having a good character, which is achieved to the degree to which someone is an admirable type of person rather than to the degree to which a person does the right actions or follows the right principles or rules.

				Focusing on character doesn’t mean that action doesn’t count, however. After all, people with good characters don’t just sit around all day doing nothing but talking about how they have all these great virtues. Instead, having a good character means that you’re driven to behave in virtuous ways in situations that call for virtuous responses.

				The commitment to character also requires not seeing life as cut up into fragments, where you’re called upon to be virtuous in one part of life but not in another. Instead, virtuous living is a way of life that requires harmonizing the way you experience the world at all times with the virtues themselves. Instead of seeing virtues as things you can turn on and off, you instead see virtue as a part of your being all the way to your core.

				So what does character really mean and why is it important? The following sections provide an overview of the role of character in virtue ethics.

				Discovering why character matters

				Most people find themselves at least occasionally thinking about ethics in terms of character. When you ethically focus on character, you hope that you and the people around you have admirable character traits. Frequently, such traits turn out to be ones like honesty, generosity, courage, or loyalty. When you ethically focus on character, you make judgments about how people are as opposed to about what they do or about the rules they follow.

				Virtue ethics really stresses the fact that character, whether good or bad, defines a person. When you think that bad people do bad actions, it’s because their actions express the badness of their character. When you say “I wouldn’t do that, because that’s not who I am,” you’re likely thinking in terms of your character traits. You’re saying that the way you’re put together on the inside doesn’t make that sort of behavior possible for you.

				[image: remember.eps] Clearly some character traits are good, and others are bad. Good character traits are called virtues, and bad ones are called vices. The more virtuous traits you have, the more admirable you are as a person. The more vices you have, the more deplorable you are. Most people would like to be admirable and not deplorable. So, of course, character matters!

				Connecting character with action

				Although in virtue ethics character is more important ethically, character and action still are closely linked. Just because virtue ethics focuses on the ethical importance of being a certain kind of person — of having just the right character traits like courage or honesty — doesn’t mean that you actually wind up doing anything.

				Take honesty as an example. Honesty, as a character trait, aims in part at the production of certain types of actions. People with the trait of honesty tend to reliably tell the truth. When people lack the trait of honesty, you can’t count on them to be truthful. That’s because honesty isn’t engrained in who they are.

				[image: remember.eps] The preceding example regarding honesty shows you that a connection clearly exists between character and action. An honest person who lied all the time would be like a square that had no sides — inconceivable. However, if an honest person isn’t in a situation that calls for truth-telling, then no honest actions are called for. In other words, having a character trait requires action, but only in those situations relevant to the trait. So as long as you’re not in those situations, having a character trait and not expressing it is okay.

				Seeing character as a way of life

				Caring about developing the right character is a 24/7 job, a nonstop challenge in all times of your life. Character development isn’t something you engage in now and again. It’s a way of life. The moral of the story in virtue ethics: Life has no ethical-free zones. You’re always at bat when it comes to virtue. It may be the case that being virtuous means something a bit different if you’re a parent, a colleague, or a citizen, but that doesn’t mean that vice is acceptable in some situations.

				Not everyone thinks this way, however. Making one’s life fragmented and compartmentalized isn’t uncommon. You think the “work you,” the “family you,” and the “school you” are all different. You think that each version of you acts and thinks differently from the others. You may even think that being virtuous is something you can turn on and off like a light switch, depending on the situation you’re in and the role you’re playing. For instance, maybe you think virtue matters at home but not at work, because on the job you need to be ruthless.

				This drive to compartmentalize the self is understandable, because in the modern world you’re expected to wear a lot of hats. You may be a student, a parent, a son or daughter, a friend, a colleague, and a citizen — all at once. These roles can be very different, so you may find yourself separating them from one another and thinking that some are more central to who you are, even ethically, than the others.

				Virtue ethics invites you to pull all these roles together, to see them all as equally you and equally demanding virtue. After all, if you find character traits to be important, shouldn’t they shine through regardless of what situation or role you’re in? A person who tells the truth as a son but lies as a manager can’t be seen as an honest person, because honesty should apply across the board.

				[image: remember.eps] So every situation in your life is one in which you can fail to reflect at least some virtue. Perhaps you’re eating dinner with your parents, and you serve yourself before your parents. Well, that’s rude and insensitive. Or perhaps you’re playing video games instead of doing your homework. That could, if you should be doing homework, be a failure of diligence. All of these possible responses involve vice, and vices are the kinds of character traits you want to avoid developing.

				Living this way may sound pretty demanding — and it is. Virtue ethics sees all of life’s situations as requiring virtue. So if you slack off and pick vice, thinking that it’s acceptable in some situations, you’re doing no less than slowly destroying whatever virtue you may already have as a person.

				Understanding What Virtues Are

				Virtue ethicists care about character development, and they think that virtues are needed for you to live in a way that allows you to flourish as a human being. So if you’re going to go around trying to acquire and develop virtues, you need to have a good idea what they look like. The good news: The following sections give you a clearer idea what virtues are so they’re easier to spot.

				Virtues are habits toward goodness

				The most important aspect of virtues is the fact that they’re settled habits. According to virtue ethics, living an ethical life means becoming a certain kind of person — specifically, a virtuous one. The central part of becoming a virtuous person is to have stable habits that guide you toward human excellence. Succeeding means feeling yourself reliably pulled toward the objects of virtue and away from the objects of vice. In the following sections, we clarify the habitual nature of virtue and vice.

				One good deed isn’t enough: Making goodness an everyday practice

				When a character trait is grounded in a stable habit, it becomes part of who the person is. If a person has a virtue for X, you can be sure that this person will, reliably, act in a way that coincides with X because it’s part of his very identity — a stable aspect of that person’s character.

				[image: warning_bomb.eps] Don’t make the mistake of thinking that having a settled habit means that you have a virtue. Virtues rely on stable habits, but they aren’t identical to them. When you say that a person is bad to the bone, you’re suggesting that this person is filled with bad stable habits, all of which contribute to making the person vicious and deplorable. So remember that a virtue isn’t just a stable habit; instead, it’s one that directs a person toward what’s good and what contributes to human excellence. If the stable habit pulls you away from those things, it’s a vice. The motto: Avoid vices and acquire virtues!

				Imagine, for example, a person who rarely helped those in need and who, one day, gives $10 to a homeless person on the street. You ask him: “Why did you do that?” He may say, “I was in a giving mood.” Although you may praise his behavior, you probably wouldn’t walk away thinking your friend to be a generous person. He did a generous act (one that people with the character trait of generosity tend to do), but you’d be unwilling to say that he possessed the actual virtue of generosity, because the act didn’t spring from a stable habit of generosity inside your friend. Essentially, you’d see generosity as a temporary aspect of your friend. Like feelings and moods, his generosity would come and go. Tomorrow, if he’s not in the mood to be generous, he’ll be unmotivated to help anyone in need.

				Clarifying virtue and vice and everything in between

				Virtue ethics also places a heavy emphasis on the need to be internally unified and directed toward what virtue embraces. So the virtuous person won’t just think the right things, but she’ll also feel the right things and act in the right ways. However, these basic components can be in or out of alignment with one another and with virtue, leading to a number of different combinations of ways of thinking, feeling, and acting. Make sure you understand the following four main categories and their differences:

				Vice: A person who’s vicious thinks and feels the wrong way and so does the wrong things. Such a person may see someone else’s money on the table and think it’s right to take the money, feeling great when she gets away with doing it.

				Incontinence: An incontinent person thinks in a way that aligns with virtue but feels and desires in a way that’s in conflict with virtue. Unfortunately, those wrong vice-oriented desires get the best of the person, so she feels compulsively driven to act in a vicious way. Basically, incontinent people are prisoners to their desires against their better judgment.

				Continence: A continent person has vice-oriented feelings and drives but has virtue-oriented thinking. However, unlike the incontinent person, a continent person’s thinking wins out, so she does what virtue requires. So, after a long battle, the continent person doesn’t give in to her vicious desires and feelings, making her the pinnacle of self-control.

				Virtue: Although the continent person does what virtue demands, she isn’t virtuous because virtue isn’t about self-control. Instead, it’s about having an internal character that’s in harmony with what’s right. A virtuous person has a unified character, so her entire person is directed toward virtue. So even when such a person could pocket a huge stack of someone else’s cash without getting caught, she doesn’t, because she feels no desire to take the money and thinks that stealing is wrong. All of what that person is — her feelings, motives, habits, thinking, and actions — are all pointed toward what virtue demands.

				Breaking down virtues

				Being virtuous requires action, but it also requires feeling, thinking, seeing, and doing in a way that expresses virtue. So think of virtue as involving at least these four parts:

				Feeling: Although feelings on their own are too fleeting and impermanent to account for virtue, feelings are a part of what you are, so feelings that stem from virtuous habits are crucial. If you’re a generous person, you can’t help but to feel a certain way about people in need. You feel sympathy, and you don’t feel put out when you help them. Generous people are filled with feelings of care.

				Thinking: You may feel a certain way, namely sympathetic, about people in need, but yet you still think they shouldn’t be helped. You may fight your feelings and think that people in need should get a job. However, if your habits take “root,” your thinking changes to come in line. You start to think like a generous person does. You recognize that sometimes people are down on their luck through no fault of their own.

				Seeing: Here we literally mean seeing. Of course, you probably are thinking: “Hey, everyone sees the same things.” Not according to virtue ethics. As a result of your habits, you see or interpret what’s visually in front of you differently than the next guy, if he has different habits of character. You may see a homeless person as a person in need of assistance. Another person may see that same person as an annoyance that must be avoided. Your character tends to lay the groundwork for how you interpret the world. The moral of the story: People with different characters see different things. If you have the character of generosity, you’ll see things in terms of that virtue. If you have the vice of stinginess, you’ll see things in terms of that disposition.

				Acting: This component is easy because if you have the other three, this one comes naturally. If your habits or human programming have transformed your feelings, thinking, and ways of interpreting the world, it would be odd if you didn’t actually decide to perform the action that the components of your virtue all point you toward. In other words, having the character trait of virtue means you’ll reliably follow through on what you think, feel, and see.


				Phronesis: The art of good judgment

				One key aspect of virtue ethics is the claim that being able to see what you should do in a particular situation isn’t something you could figure out beforehand through the use of rules or decision procedures. Instead, there’s something intrinsically particular and individual about moral situations that makes each one unique. Sure, moral situations can have shared aspects in common, but as a whole they’re really quite individual and particularized.

				As a result, the virtuous person must be able to make good judgments in the situations he finds himself in ways that doesn’t rely on rules or formulas. Because he can’t use laws or rules to determine what to do, the virtuous person is equipped by his virtue with a sort of creative capacity. Aristotle called this creativity phronesis, which means “practical wisdom.” A person with good character has reason mixed with virtue, and together this combination provides the person with the ability to see what to do ethically and how to act upon it.

				Don’t mistake phronesis with cleverness, however. Phronesis isn’t just an ability to know what to do in a situation if you have a certain goal. Successful thieves know when to steal in order to not get caught — but that’s just being clever. Instead, phronesis is an on-the-spot ability to see what the good is in a particular situation and how to achieve it. In a way, it’s like virtuous people have a third eye and phronesis gives them the ability to see what needs to be done ethically.



				[image: remember.eps] This treatment reveals that having a virtue is a pretty comprehensive affair. Quite literally, it involves a complete transformation of who and what you are, changing who you are all the way down to the bone.

				Focusing on the Good

				Virtue ethics suggests that people do their best to acquire and develop character traits that are virtues. Virtues are the most excellent traits of all because they focus on the good and on human excellence. Many virtue ethicists believe that when you focus on the good through living in a virtuous way, you succeed at becoming a complete human being. In other words, through the virtuous life you realize your nature and live a complete, happy, or fulfilled life. What it means to exemplify a true human life differs from one virtue theorist to the next. The following sections explain in greater detail how a person can aspire for the good.

				Grasping the nature of “the good”

				Admittedly, the phrase “the good” sounds like something a dorky philosopher may have come up with. After all, when normal people use the term “good,” they say this good or that good, but not the good. However, virtue ethicists think that a main good — a Central Good, the Big Kahuna Good, or the Big Cheese Good — exists for people. All other goods derive from that main one. Virtue ethics argues that the virtuous life and the good are closely tied, because virtue tends to aim at that central good.

				So what is the good that virtue aims at? Aristotle, an ancient Greek virtue ethicist (check out the section “Aristotle’s view of the human good” later in this chapter for more info), said that when people arrive at some goal that they aim for — just for itself and not for the sake of any further aim — they’ve found the good.

				Ask yourself: Is having money something you do for some further end or good? Yes. You want money because having money aims at another good — the need to buy things. So money is a means toward other goods, like food or cars or houses. Apparently, then, money isn’t the good but just a good, because it gets outranked in value by the things you do with it. So virtue doesn’t aim at the accumulation of money.

				[image: remember.eps] Eventually, virtue ethicists such as Aristotle thought, you’ll find that humans aim for a central goal or end. Such an end or good is complete unto itself, which means that no one aims at it in order to reach some further good. For virtue ethicists, such goods are called “ends in themselves.” They’re referred to this way because you don’t aim for them in order to get something else. For the virtue ethicists, when you find the “end in itself” that humans aim for in its own sake you’ll have found the good as opposed to a good.

				Aristotle called this final end eudaimonia (which is probably better translated as “well-being”). According to Aristotle, people may seek money to buy houses and may want houses in order to live in communities, but eventually this chain of ends or goods ends in a desire to live in a way that guarantees a kind of completeness or well-being to a human life. To attain eudaimonia means that your life has come together as a proper whole. As it turns out, this way of coming together in a proper way only happens when human beings are living in excellent ways specific to their own natures. This, it turns out, is the aim and role of virtue.

				Virtuous living leads to human flourishing

				Human excellence requires cultivating, developing, perfecting, and exercising the capacities or traits that are specific to what makes human life distinctively human. As it turns out, those specific traits are the virtues themselves. Living virtuously simply is participating in what it means to be a fully mature human being. So virtue ethics claims that virtuous living is actually good for you. The reason that virtue is good for you is twofold:

				Living virtuously makes you more likely to be successful in life. This point is intuitive and fairly difficult to dispute. People who are generous, kind, loving, trusting, and loyal seem to fare better in society. Such people are trusted, cared for, and helped by others. People who embody the reverse traits, or the vices, are mostly avoided, so vices can lead to a pretty miserable life. Moreover, societies that have multitudes of virtuous people in them are simply more cohesive and work better together toward common aims. Would a society full of people who have vices instead of virtues be successful at staying together? Or would that type of society easily come apart?

				[image: ponderthis.eps] If you have children or plan to have them, you likely think that it’s best if they take on a variety of virtuous traits. You likely think that if they possess virtues, they have a better chance at a happy and well-adjusted life than if they had the reverse traits of vice. Essentially, you think that for the most part virtue pays off for its possessor.

				Virtuous living embraces what it means to be human. Living a distinctively human life in turn means living excellently, which is the recipe for human flourishing. This second point is more philosophical and a bit more controversial because it relies on the claim that human nature exists (see our discussion on human nature in Chapter 3). According to this perspective, when something grows in a way that’s specific to its own nature, it displays its own excellence. When this display of excellence happens, it participates in what’s good for it, and it flourishes.

				 Imagine that you plant a tomato seed, and you provide it with water and sun. Eventually, the seed will grow into a mature tomato plant and produce fruit. From this point of view, this process reveals that as the plant is growing, it’s moving toward its own specific end or purpose (the Greeks call this its telos) — being a mature tomato plant.

				 It’s difficult to avoid thinking that things have natures or forms that are specific to what they are when you think of other forms of life. People often say things like “What an amazing horse!” or “What a beautiful tree.” What they usually mean is that those things are meant to be or look a certain way by nature. When those standards are achieved, the thing is revered as a beautiful or excellent specimen of its species. In such cases, people tend to think that the entity in question is flourishing as the kind of thing it is. Excellent trees possess well-being.

				[image: remember.eps] All you need to do now is carry over these intuitions to human beings. One key way that you differ from a plant is that a plant fails to flourish as a result of bad soil or lack of water or due to some internal defect. Environmental conditions can affect the proper cultivation of human excellence, but humans are special in their capability of choosing whether to live excellently. Basically, it’s up to you whether you want to flourish, so you have to pay attention to the choices you make in life. It’s up to you whether or not to cultivate the habits of human excellence. If you choose to cultivate those habits — the virtues — you can succeed in embodying what it means to be human while at the same time flourishing as a consequence.


				Relating virtue and happiness

				Across history virtue ethicists have argued about the proper relationship between virtue and happiness. Some think virtue is necessary for happiness; others think it’s sufficient for it. The difference is this: If X requires Y to exist, then Y is necessary for X. If X is sufficient for being Y, then any X is automatically a Y.

				So think in terms of virtue and happiness. Consider the first possibility: Virtue is necessary but not sufficient for happiness. In this case, virtuous people could be miserable. Perhaps they lack friends, are poor and hungry, or are being tortured by a terrible disease that causes them great agony. If these things, which are external to virtue, can prevent happiness, then the key to being happy is being virtuous and having the right external goods (like food, friends, lack of pain, and so on). Some, like Aristotle, seem to hold to this view, thinking that at least some external goods are required in addition to virtue for happiness.

				Others disagree, thinking that virtue is sufficient. Famously, the Stoics believed this, thinking that it didn’t matter what condition a person lived in — the person could be poor, hungry, in pain, or lonely — it just didn’t matter. As long as the person was virtuous, they were truly happy (even if they were screaming in agony on the rack, apparently). What side do you find yourself agreeing with?



				Aristotle and Confucius: Two Notions of the Good Life

				Virtue theorists such as Aristotle and Confucius agree about the centrality of virtue to the excellent human life, but they differ on what an excellent good human life looks like. The following sections take a closer look at their two ideas.

				Aristotle’s view of the human good

				Aristotle, an ancient Greek virtue ethicist (384–322 BCE), used the term human good a lot. Whenever people perform some action, they always aim at some good. For Aristotle, the good life for humans is a virtuous life lived in accord with reason. So it turns out that a life of virtue is one that’s responsive to dispositions and habits that are infused with reason itself. In this way Aristotle thinks that virtuous living embodies and aligns with the function of what it means to be human, leading to human excellence.

				[image: remember.eps] Aristotle often tied the function of a living thing to its specific kind of soul. Don’t be misled here: By soul, Aristotle didn’t mean the kind of invisible thing that contains your personality and leaves your body after death. Instead, he meant the capacity for movement within a living thing. Seen in this way, inanimate things lack souls, because they can’t move around on their own. So if you’re animate, you have a soul.

				As soul-bearing things, Aristotle thought that the souls of plants, animals, and humans differ importantly in some key respects. He explained these differences by pointing out that each kind of soul has specific parts, depending on what that being is, including the following:

				Vegetative part: Plants have the kind of soul that’s defined just by growth. Plants “move” by ingesting nutrients and growing bigger. As you can imagine, plant souls are pretty simple. This is the vegetative aspect of soul.

				Appetitve part: Animal souls have a vegetative part, but they also have an appetitive part. Animals, unlike plants, desire things, so they’re moved not only in terms of growth but also toward the things that they want. So the animal soul is more complicated than the plant soul.

				Rational part: The human soul has a vegetative part (humans eat, ingest nutrients, and grow) and an appetitive part (they have desires and wants that move them). So humans are similar to plants and animals. But human souls have a third part too — a rational part that guides and steers the other parts of the soul. Because no other creature has this soul component, the rational part of the soul is what makes people specifically human. It’s what distinguishes them from plants and animals.

				[image: remember.eps] It’s not surprising that Aristotle saw the function of the human being to be when the soul as a whole is directed and steered by its rational part. To be human, or to live an excellent human life, requires an activity of soul in accordance with reason. A human being lives excellently when her soul expresses the use of rational capacity. This, Aristotle argued, was virtue. Aristotle saw the central component of virtue happening in two ways:

				When reason rules the appetitive part of the soul: Think about it: You’re hungry, and you love pizza. The appetitive (desiring) part of your soul wants you to move toward the pizza on the table and devour the whole thing. However, your rational part knows that eating that much pizza isn’t good for your health. So it steps in and moderates the appetitive desires. When reason is successful at tempering desire, the virtue of temperance emerges, which leads you toward a well-balanced meal. You then desire food and eat it in an excellent virtuous way.

				When virtues are needed to express human sociality: Aristotle (like Confucius) thinks that humans are social beings by nature. Perhaps you find yourself having strong desires to keep all your money for your own purposes. Realizing that a healthy human life requires communal reciprocity, reason again steps in and transforms your desires regarding money into the virtue of generosity, resulting in the desire to use some portion of your money to help others. So you participate in the excellence of giving and flourish as a human being, as you exemplify a truly human life when you do so.

				Aristotle called the virtues that refer to your social life and appetites the moral virtues. To live excellently and well, you must possess these virtues and embody them. However, Aristotle also went a bit further and said that humans must possess intellectual virtues as well, such as wisdom, which are also clearly centered in your rational capacity. When Aristotle said this, he meant that it’s in the nature of the human being to wonder and think about the world and the human place in things.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] Something seems right about Aristotle’s thoughts — human beings are unique in their capacity to think about life, the universe, and everything else. They can turn their thoughts away from the day-to-day minutiae of life and toward loftier things. As a consequence, a complete and fully excellent human life requires participation in such thinking.

				In Aristotle’s view, the moral virtues support the intellectual ones. After all, to be capable of mulling over life’s big questions, you must live in a well-run social community in which people treat each other in virtuous ways, which itself opens up the possibility for a bit of leisure time to think about things. So the moral virtues support the development of the intellectual virtues; when the two sets of virtues are embodied together, the good life for humans is realized and you flourish as a human being. (If you really want to fire up your intellectual virtues, grab a hold of Philosophy For Dummies by Tom Morris or Existentialism For Dummies by Christopher Panza and Gregory Gale, both published by Wiley.)

				Confucius’s view of the human good

				Confucius, who lived a bit earlier than Aristotle from 551–471 BCE, also thought that the best and most excellent type of life is the kind of life that embodies what it means to be a human being. Although Confucius wasn’t opposed to reason, his view didn’t focus on it as much as Aristotle’s. Confucius focused on the fact that human beings are relational beings. He thought that it wasn’t possible to be a human being until you’re participating in a relationship with others in just the right way — a virtuous way. In other words, for Confucius, the good life is a virtuous life lived in harmony with one’s social roles.

				To explain how to live in harmony with one’s social roles, Confucius used the Chinese term, ren. We discuss this term and explain how to embody it in the following sections.

				Becoming familiar with the Confucian term ren

				To achieve the full form and purpose of being human means to achieve and strive for what Confucius calls ren. In fact, ren means “humanity” and is written out in Chinese like this: [image: 591710-un0601.eps].

				To properly understand what the term ren means, it helps to break it up into its two parts:

				[image: 591710-un0602.eps], which means “person”

				[image: 591710-un0603.eps], which means “two”

				If you put these parts together to form the symbol, [image: 591710-un0604.eps], it literally means “two persons in relation.” Many scholars have suggested that one way to interpret this symbol is to suggest that a person who’s always alone — meaning a person who is egoistic and selfish — can’t achieve real humanity. So, for Confucius, you can only hope to actualize what you are inside a quality human relationship marked by genuine care. In the absence of quality relationships, you’d be like the plant that doesn’t grow properly or the knife that

				can’t cut. Confucius calls such people xiaoren, or [image: 591710-un0605.eps], which means a “small” or “petty” or “diminished” person. Such a person is small because the individual lives in a way that only recognizes egoistic needs.

				Embodying ren in your life

				So how does the Confucian go about becoming ren ( [image: 591710-un0601.eps])? You must cultivate the virtue of diligence and direct it toward understanding your various social roles and what they involve. So, if you’re a son, it’s important that you learn the kind of behavior that’s associated with being a good son. You do the same thing for all your other roles — father, mother, teacher, student, colleague, citizen, and so on. Each of these roles comes with different expectations, goals, and proper behaviors. If someone is your son, that person must follow a different set of rituals to determine how he should treat you than he would if he were your friend or your boss.

				[image: remember.eps] Whatever the role, however, keep in mind that actually living that role in a human way requires a host of virtues. If you’re caring for your parents, you must respect them, care for them, and feel true generosity toward them. You must not merely mimic what your social roles require by merely doing what those roles demand; instead, you must feel and experience the world in the ways that those social roles prescribe. People who fail to live out their roles, or who perform their roles out of self-interest, lack virtue because they never experience others in relationships in ways informed by virtue. They remain self-interested and egoistic, trapped in themselves.

				If both parties in a relationship succeed in transcending their petty self-interested and egoistic concerns and succeed in virtuously interacting with one another in ways informed by the rituals and behaviors specific to that relationship, the interaction is said to be harmonious. An excellent harmonious family, for instance, results when parents and children all perform their different roles with virtue.

				Virtue: The middle path between extremes

				One of the key points that both Confucius and Aristotle agree on is the fact that virtue is a way of being that lies in the middle of two more polar extremes, both of which are considered vices. The “middle path” isn’t exactly in the center; rather that virtue lies in the mean relative to people as individuals. Your job for any particular behavior is to do the following:

				Identify where the virtue lies.

				Cultivate a habit for it.

				Avoid the extremes of “too much” or “too little” of that kind of behavior (the vices).

				Virtues also express the right motivation. Simply doing what virtuous people tend to do isn’t enough. When you act from virtue, you must actually be motivated by virtue. The virtue must be a part of who you are — an element of your character.

				[image: wordsofwisdom.eps] The suggestion that correct character or virtue lies in the middle of two extremes is prominent in the Confucian Analects. Consider this passage:

				Zigong asked, “Who is more worthy, Zizhang or Zixia?” The Master said, “Zizhang overshoots the mark while Zixia falls short of it.” “Then we can say that Zizhang is better?” The Master said, “Overshooting the mark is just as bad as falling short of it.”

				As Confucius seems to suggest, “overshooting” and “falling short” of the mark are equally bad. This example highlights the fact that the mark — or virtue — is somewhere in the center, in between the two extremes (one of which has too much and the other has too little of what the mark exemplifies). It’s sort of like the porridge in “Goldilocks and The Three Little Bears.” Whereas it’s good for your porridge to be heated (which hits the mark), one bowl had too much of heat, another had not enough heat, and the third was just right. Table 6-1 shows some examples of virtues and extreme vices.

				
					
						
								
								Table 6-1 Cases of Virtue and Their Corresponding Extremes
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				Consider the first virtue from the table: courage. The defining aspect of courage is that it deals with standing firm in the face of danger, a disposition essential to living an excellent human life. That’s “the mark.” If you have too much of the mark, you turn out to be rash, a vice. A rash person seems to lack wisdom, which makes her underdeveloped courage dangerous and even stupid in practice. Rash people tend to not think — they just act. It’s as if they’re addicted to facing danger. At the other end of the extreme is the vice that deals with too little of the mark, which in this case is cowardice. Whereas the rash person is attracted to danger, the coward is repelled by it. Against both extremes, the courageous person is neither attracted nor repelled by danger. Courageous people are motivated to do what’s right in a way that displays wisdom about the situation, irrespective of danger.

				Although virtue lies in “the mean,” it’s not the numerical mean but rather the mean relative to people. In other words, virtue is a kind of gray area smudged in the middle between the two extremes. Outside of the smudge, you’re in vice territory. But within the smudge you have wiggle room as to what counts as virtue, because everyone has different situations, roles, and capacities, and virtue must properly reflect those differences in a specific case. What this shows is that to some degree achieving virtue is dependent on sensitivity to the particulars involved in that situation and the wisdom (or phronesis; refer to the sidebar “Phronesis: The art of good judgment”) to see how they play a role in determining what’s ethically virtuous.

				[image: warning_bomb.eps] Most virtue ethicists admit that certain things don’t really allow for a mean and so can never be virtuous. For example, don’t go around thinking that you can “moderately” cheat on your spouse because cheating is not a disposition central to human excellence. As a result, adultery is a vice no matter how many times you do it. Similarly, regardless of who you are, there isn’t “just the right number” of serial killings that you’re allowed to participate in.

				Figuring Out How to Acquire Virtues

				You want to become more virtuous, but you may be at a loss about how to do so. How do you do it? Where do you go? What do you do? So many questions. Not to worry. The following sections help sort out them out.

				Can virtues really be taught?

				Although you may at first think that virtues can be learned, most virtue ethicists think that they aren’t really teachable in the traditional way. Virtues incorporate a kind of inspired commitment to a certain way of excellent living, and commitment isn’t really something a person can teach you in the way that a person can teach you how to do a math problem.

				[image: remember.eps] Being virtuous is an inherently personal subject. Until the student decides that virtue matters to him — until it becomes a personal mission to him — no teaching will produce the commitment needed to start in that direction. In fact, to present virtue to a person as a subject matter immediately makes virtue an intellectual matter — one that has proofs and convincing arguments in its favor. But you can’t convince a person to care. The best you can do through traditional learning methods is make virtue an interesting intellectual puzzle that the person can mentally toy with and then put down and go back to living his (nonvirtuous) life. Instead, for a person to learn virtue, he must connect on a personal level with the project of becoming virtuous.

				Confucius and Aristotle were familiar with this problem of trying to teach virtue. Consider how each handled this issue:

				Aristotle: His main book about virtue, The Nichomachean Ethics, was meant as a set of lecture notes and material for people who had already successfully taken on the desire and commitment to becoming better people. Aristotle had no belief that merely reading or listening to convincing arguments about ethics would make anyone a better person or motivate them to be such a person.

				Confucius: The Confucian text, the Analects, suggests an agreement with Aristotle’s point of view. Confucius knew that he couldn’t make anyone care about living correctly. So he demanded a certain commitment and passion from a person before he took them on as students. They had to already care and be searching for guidance on how to better figure out how to do so; otherwise he wouldn’t teach them.

				[image: wordsofwisdom.eps] In fact, as a teacher, Confucius was very demanding. Consider what he said about teaching: “If I hold up one corner of a problem and the student cannot come back to me with the other three, I will not instruct him again.” Confucius isn’t so much claiming that students with wrong answers aren’t worth teaching; he means that students who don’t come back with attempts at the answer can’t be helped because they don’t display a personal commitment to the project of learning.

				Confucius: Virtue starts at home

				Just because virtue can’t be taught in the most traditional classroom setting doesn’t mean that you can’t create the conditions for virtue to develop and flourish. Confucius thinks that virtuous living starts in the family, where respect and love for others is naturally nurtured and developed. You then learn to extend virtue to the people in your community. Essentially, Confucius thinks that if you’re raised correctly, you’ll already be inspired to be a certain kind of person. As a result, you won’t have much to worry about later on. On the other hand, if you aren’t raised well, not much can really help you later.

				Why is the family so basic to the development of virtue for Confucius? A couple of main reasons stick out:

				The family is your origin, and it’s the source of your initial development as a person. Given that Confucians place such a high level of importance on relationships, it would be odd if virtue ignored the very first and most influential relationship in your entire life.

				 You hear this basic Confucian intuition echoed in everyday life. When a person is disrespectful to her parents, it’s not uncommon for others to grow irritated. They say “Hey, those are your parents. They raised you and nurtured you. You can’t disrespect them that way!” They’re reflecting the belief that your family is the relational center of your life. Can you be an excellent human being and disregard such a fundamental human relationship? As such, a virtuous person acknowledges this fact by cultivating virtues specific to the home that properly acknowledge and respect this center for what it is. Confucius calls this specific virtue xiao, or “filial piety.” It requires that you love, respect, and care deeply for your parents and also for your siblings.

				Your public, social, and even political life is really just an extension of your natural family life. Remember that for Confucius, being an excellent human being means being an excellent community member. After all, human beings are naturally social creatures. Unlike how it’s seen in the West, family isn’t a fundamentally separate entity from the public or society. The public and the community are really just your bigger family. Indeed, from the Confucian perspective, they’re the extension of your family at home.

				[image: tip.eps] Being an excellent virtuous person means being an excellent family member at home first and then extending your treatment of your local family to your larger family (the community). Sometimes you can remember points like this more easily when they’re linked to language. In this case, it’s pretty cool to notice that in Mandarin Chinese when you see a group of people and greet

				 them, you can say “Da Jia Hao!” ([image: 591710-un0606.eps]) which just means “Hello, everyone!” Literally translated, though, it means “big” (Da) “family” (Jia) “good” (Hao). So what you’re really saying is, “Big family, you’re good?”

				According to Confucius, slowly you discover how to extend the virtue you have cultivated with your family at home to your close friends, and then to community members, and then to other citizens, and then to distant strangers, until the whole family (everyone) is the object of your care and virtue. In doing so, you’ve embraced the whole human world as related to you.

				[image: remember.eps] Confucius is showing something intuitive. Specifically, being virtuous must start at home because it’s only there that virtue comes naturally to you. You’re already inspired by your mother and father and your siblings. You naturally feel close to them. So by cultivating and developing those feelings into virtues, you can then more easily take the next step: extending that virtue out into the community of your larger family.

				Mirroring virtuous people

				In both the Confucian and Aristotelian versions of virtue ethics, a central component in embodying virtue is through exemplification. Another word for it may be mirroring. It involves identifying the people around you who genuinely inspire you to live a better life and then trying your best to model what they do. Those folks are exemplars of the virtuous life, and they motivate you to be virtuous simply by serving as examples of excellence.

				So how does mirroring work? Becoming more virtuous starts with you following these simple steps:

				1. Be inspired to take on this goal.

				 It all starts with a real burning desire to be a better person. You embrace this goal and are determined to reach it. Basically, you start off by being fired up about virtue itself.

				 2. Identify the individuals who provide you inspiration and who can guide you along your journey.

				The moral importance of looking up to exemplars is hardly new; people have done it for thousands of years. When you’re trying your best to become a practitioner of a particular way of life, you typically ask yourself, “What would the exemplar do?” People seek inspiration and guidance from others because exemplars are living embodiments of what they think is ethically wise or of what they take the virtues to be. When you see exemplars, they make you aware of something you lack — something you’re determined to have. In this case, it’s virtue and excellence.

				 Locating traditions that use exemplars as inspirational guides is easy. Christianity has Jesus. Buddhism follows Buddha’s example. And the nonviolent peace movement looks up to Martin Luther King, Jr. or Mahatma Gandhi. Of course, many times people personally identify much less public exemplars (see the nearby sidebar “Analyzing your exemplars”). Maybe your mom or one of your teachers is a moral exemplar to you. Everyone has them.

				 3. Copy your exemplar’s behavior.

				 Develop the kinds of habits that virtuous people perform until you can slowly transform into a virtuous person yourself.

				You also can consider how Confucius suggests you go about becoming more virtuous. In the Analects he’s always referred to as “Master” because he’s the exemplar for his disciples, who are inspired by and apprenticed to him and who are trying their best to use his example to become good people. Confucius calls exemplars polestars. In the Analects he says, “The rule of virtue can be compared to the polestar, which commands the homage of the multitude without ever leaving its place.”


				Analyzing your exemplars

				Almost all forms of virtue ethics recognize the importance of exemplars (people who serve as excellent examples of the virtuous life). If you’ve decided to get yourself onto the path of cultivating virtue (Confucius calls this the Way [image: 591710-fgsb0601.eps]), it’s your job to go out and identify the virtuous exemplars in your community and then pattern your way of living after theirs. Finding them shouldn’t be difficult. History is chock-full of them — Jesus, Buddha, Martin Luther King, Jr., and Gandhi. Of course, these are “big” exemplars. Most people tend to pattern themselves after less public — but just as influential! — exemplars.

				Give it a try. Stop for a second and make a list of the people in your life who you highly respect and look up to — those you strive to think and act more like. They’re your exemplars. Aristotle called such people phronimos (people who have “practical wisdom”), and Confucius called them junzi ([image: 591710-fgsb0602.eps], or exemplary persons). These people are the North Stars of your life — you strive to steer your ship using their examples as navigational guides that help you to ethically cross the sea of life.

				After you have a list of folks put together, think about who’s on it. Why those people? What virtues do they possess that you seek to mirror and copy? Try also to think of how these exemplars fit together into a kind of cohesive life navigational map. When you put together the kinds of virtues that they all highlight, what picture do you start to get of what a life worth living is for you? Lastly, ask yourself: How well do you live up to that notion of the good life? Would your exemplars be proud?



				[image: ponderthis.eps] His point is actually pretty cool. He’s suggesting that moral education is easy. If you want to be virtuous, just desire it. Be inspired by it. As a result, you’ll be pulled toward the people around you who are exemplars of virtue. Exemplars don’t need to find you — your desire for virtue and excellence pulls you toward them. They’re like “stars” with gravity, pulling you into their virtuous orbit. After you successfully start “orbiting” them (copying their behavior), you’ll start the long task of practicing virtuous conduct, a path that will eventually (with effort and commitment on your part) lead you to virtue.

				Practice, practice, and more practice

				If you want to be a virtuous person, you have to make a real commitment to it. Basically, you have to take on the constant work of shaping, reshaping, and pruning the character that you already have to make sure you participate in the right kinds of behaviors and as a result cultivate just the right habits of thinking and feeling. After doing so, the right habits can take root and the seeds of virtue will be formed. In a nutshell: Being virtuous is a lifelong task, and it requires practice, practice, and more practice.

				Basically, you need to embrace two points. First, no quick way exists to develop a settled habit of character in a way that doesn’t require constant practice and commitment. The second is the recognition that when you succeed in cultivating habits into your character, those habits will literally transform the ways in which you experience the world.

				Grasping the importance of practice

				Virtue ethics is known for a particular puzzle that concerns the task of becoming virtuous, a puzzle that seems to make the task impossible. The only way to solve the puzzle is through practicing the kinds of acts that virtuous people do.

				[image: wordsofwisdom.eps] Talking about how people can hope to become virtuous if they aren’t already virtuous, Aristotle, in the Nichomachean Ethics, makes a strange and startling claim. He says, “People acquire a particular quality by constantly acting a particular way . . . you become just by performing just actions, temperate by performing temperate actions, brave by performing brave actions.”

				Basically, Aristotle is saying that to be a virtuous person, you have to do virtuous things. But for an act to count as virtuous, a virtuous person must do it! That’s circular. To be one means you have to already be the other, and vice versa. If you’re struggling to become virtuous, you have a pretty big problem on your hands.

				Luckily, you can avoid getting caught up in this Catch-22. If you repeat the sorts of behaviors that virtuous exemplars do often enough, a slow transformation will occur, and the seeds of virtue will be planted in you. As Aristotle put it, “We are what we repeatedly do.” After all, as you’ve seen up to this point, for both Aristotle and Confucius, habits are essential to the right character, or to virtue.

				Examining the role of habits in virtue

				Virtue isn’t just a whim. A virtue is a part of who you are; it’s a habit. If you’re courageous, it’s not because you do courageous deeds when you feel like it. It’s because you have an internal drive or pull toward actions that are courageous. Courage in a courageous person is more like a powerful internal drive than anything else. Seeing what courage demands and not doing it would literally cause distress in a courageous person.

				[image: tip.eps] Remember that when a philosophical thought gets difficult, you can turn to common thinking, which usually supports it. In this case, just think about whether anyone has ever said to you: “Habits sure are hard to break!” It’s true, right? And why not? What a habit does is alter basic components of who and what you are at a fundamental level. A habit structures how you feel, how you see things, how and what you think, and it structures how you feel pleasure and pain toward certain things in the world. In other words, habits structure what you eventually tend to do behaviorally. A habit basically reprograms you to interact with the world in a particular way.

				For example, think of a habit that you recently developed, and which you had to work hard to establish. For Chris, it was doing a 20-mile bike ride every day. In the beginning, it was rough! When he dragged himself into the garage and saw the bicycle, he saw a device for bringing pain and discomfort. He felt a wave of nausea at the sight of it and at the thought of riding. He would think: Isn’t there something else I could do with my time right now? He’d usually wind up doing something else! However, Chris slowly succeeded in training himself to take on new habits. He started off with just a mile and then worked his way up to two, and three, and so on. Every day, it got easier to get onto that bike and go. Practice, practice, practice — before he knew it, he was doing 20 miles a day.

				What changed? Basically, Chris reprogrammed himself. By the time he implanted the new habit to ride, things were different. When he walked into the garage, he saw an inviting, shining instrument that brings pleasure and fun times. He felt an uplifting sense of excitement. A 20-mile ride? All he could think was “Let’s go!” And no surprise — he did.

				In training himself, Chris changed his relationship with the bike, and with the activity of exercising itself so that he experienced both in a healthier way. You can easily see how this same situation relates to becoming virtuous. When you seek to become virtuous, you aim to change your relationship with your own activity and with the world so that it’s properly aimed at and responsive to the right things. That’s the power of practice.

				So when you become aware of bad habits on your way to becoming virtuous, take on small actions to try to slowly build up better behaviors. As you start to feel more comfortable, increase the amount you do, and then keep repeating this process. Reprogramming yourself takes a while and isn’t easy, but sooner or later you’ll start to see and feel things differently.

				[image: remember.eps] You may wonder how you know when you’ve reached a point where you’re virtuous and can stop practicing your good habits. Well, you can’t. As Confucius puts it, the virtuous path ends only in death. Morbid? Not really. He’s just saying that being virtuous, and maintaining virtue, is a lifelong task. As long as you’re acting and doing things, everything you do counts — you’re either building or supporting good habits, or building on and supporting bad ones. When you die, you can’t do anything anymore, so you’re done!

				Assessing Criticisms of Virtue Ethics

				If ethical theories didn’t have problems, what would philosophers do? Continually churning through these problems and trying to fix them (and, well, coming up with new problems!) is what keeps us employed. This section looks at some common problems that have been advanced against virtue ethics.

				It’s difficult to know which virtues are right

				Virtue ethics has shown its face numerous times throughout history and still does today. Everything from Christianity to Homer’s description of Achilles and Hector can be read as reflective of virtue ethics. Confucius advances a virtue ethic and so do the fictional Klingons from Star Trek.

				Although these are all arguably virtue theories, they’re clearly different traditions with different notions about what a good life is. As a consequence, these theories don’t agree about the specific virtues a person should cultivate. So how do you know which set is the right one to pick?

				The following two specific concerns have emerged over the years regarding virtue:

				Which set of virtues is the right one? When comparing two virtue traditions, you can easily see the lists of virtues won’t be identical. So in some cases, one tradition includes a trait that the other doesn’t. When this happens, what do you do? Is the virtue that’s on one list and not on the other needed? Is the one that fails to appear on both lists necessary?

				Which version of any particular virtue is the right one? In some cases where you compare two traditions, their virtues will overlap. But this overlap isn’t proof that each tradition means the same thing. So when you do have overlap, which version of the virtue is the right one?

				[image: remember.eps] Answering these questions isn’t easy, because no scientific or objective method can determine which list of virtues is the right one. The problem is that the answers to these questions (if such answers are even possible) are heavily dependent on your historical and cultural position. You can’t step outside these traditions and in a disinterested way decide which set of virtues — or which version of a particular virtue — is right. In fact, it looks like the only way to say which tradition is “the best one” is to already be within some tradition. However, if you’re already within a tradition, the deck will be stacked toward that tradition.

				The question that remains, then, is this: Is virtue ethics really just relativistic? Is there no “right answer” as to which character traits are the real virtues that doesn’t rely on some particular cultural way of seeing things?

				Virtues can’t give exact guidance

				Lots of people think that a successful ethical theory gives you a solid procedure for determining exactly what the right thing to do is in a particular ethical situation. Virtue ethics, however, isn’t really set up to provide this. For some people, that’s a serious problem. So the second criticism argues that cultivating virtues doesn’t help you know how to act in a particular situation. Virtue ethicists don’t seem to agree. In fact, many think it’s a strength.

				What should a virtuous person do in a given situation, however? Clearly everyone ends up in these situations, so don’t they deserve a guide? Well, virtue ethics tells you to “do the virtuous thing” or to “do what the virtuous person would do.” This guidance doesn’t seem helpful to some, because it doesn’t sound as definite or specific as “do what doesn’t cause pain” or “follow the rule that says. . . .” In this way, following virtue can seem a bit, well, open ended and vague.

				People who follow virtue ethics don’t seem concerned by this dilemma. After all, it’s not that virtue ethics leaves you with no guidance at all. Virtue does point you in the right direction. If you think, for example, that you should strive to act in a way that courage demands, you’re getting at least some guidance and help. After all, certain acts are clearly cowardly or rash, so you should avoid them. As well, you can easily see that certain alternatives for you in a situation are attractive because they’re self-serving. Because selfishness is a vice, virtue ethics would guide you away from those options.

				[image: remember.eps] Some folks take the objection further. They acknowledge that virtue provides some guidance but suggest that the guidance isn’t specific enough. Virtue doesn’t tell you exactly what to do; it just provides general direction. At this point, the virtue ethicist should concede, because the theory isn’t set up to provide a mathematical procedure that yields the right answer in each case.

				Is this wishy-washiness a bad thing? Not necessarily, from the standpoint of virtue. For virtue ethics, morality is always a matter of a particular specific individual responding to a particular specific situation. So every situation is extremely specific and particular. In fact, situations are so particular that no rules can be used to cover them exactly. “Do the courageous thing” provides good guidance, but yielding the right ethical response must always involve some degree of on-the-spot judgment and creativity by the individual. Creativity can’t be boiled down into a formula. Just as an artist can’t know what to paint in a particular spot until she is in that situation, a person can’t know exactly what to do until she uses her own creative moral judgment guided by her virtues.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] If you think of it this way, the demand to know beforehand exactly what the right answer is ethically removes the role of creativity and personal judgment, effectively depersonalizing ethics in a way that virtue ethics is entirely opposed to.

				Virtue ethics is really self-centered

				A common attack on virtue ethics is that it’s self-centered and self-absorbed. Two reasons point out why:

				It leads people to be overly concerned with their own characters. Even the most committed virtue ethicist has to agree that virtue ethics sometimes seems to have a kind of obsession with perfectionism. People who pursue virtue can look like people frantically trying to perfect themselves by cultivating the right character traits. Like a person who’s obsessed with physical appearance, you can think of the pursuit of virtue as similar to looking at yourself in the mirror every few seconds, which sounds a bit narcissistic.

				It leads to a selfish concern with securing the well-being or happiness that comes with being virtuous. In practice, it may look something like this: Imagine that a virtuous person sees a small child in danger in a burning building. The virtuous person immediately decides to go and help because it’s important to cultivate courage and avoid vice. When described in this way, virtue ethics sounds somewhat icky. It sounds like the person is more concerned with cultivating courage than with helping the child.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] Virtue ethicists may respond with this reply: If people actually are saving children from buildings because it cultivates courage, then such a person really isn’t acting virtuously at all. To be virtuous is to act from virtue not because of it. A truly courageous person, seeing a child in such a situation, would think only this way: “This child must be saved, regardless of the risks to my own safety.”

				[image: remember.eps] What’s important is that the virtuous person act, think, feel, and see in terms of courage (or whatever other virtue they’re trying to embody), not that the person actually thinks about cultivating courage as a character trait. If you see it this way, courageous people are concerned not with courage itself, but with being the sort of people who, when they’re in critical situations, act from courage or respond in courageous ways. That doesn’t sound too bad. As a matter of fact, it sounds pretty virtuous.

				Being virtuous is a lucky crapshoot

				The fourth criticism highlights the role of luck in virtue ethics and argues that succeeding or failing at being virtuous may not be entirely in your hands. Although virtue ethics clearly puts a lot of emphasis on the importance of making the right choices in cultivating character, some virtue ethicists also stress the role that your environment plays. Basically, they say that if you’re in a bad community — one that lacks virtuous exemplars — you don’t have as great a chance at succeeding as a person who grows up in good, nurturing conditions and situations. If that’s right, it looks like the development of virtue is, to some degree, a matter of luck.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] Luck has never been a concept that’s easy to incorporate into ethics. Think through why: When you make ethical judgments, in this case about character, you want to be able to praise a person for having an admirable character, and you want to be able to blame a person for having a nonadmirable one. However, these concepts — praise and blame — seem to rely on the notion of responsibility. If a person is blameworthy, it looks like that person ought to be responsible for what she did or for what she failed to do.

				You no doubt see the problem now. If luck plays a role in the development of your virtuous (or vicious) character, it starts to look as if you aren’t entirely responsible for the content of your character. As a result, you’re not really entirely blameworthy or praiseworthy for being the person you are. Instead, if the environment plays a role, you’d have to praise or blame the individual and the environment as a unit. It also means that being a good person is, well, not entirely up to you.

				For some people, this objection is devastating. If you think being able to solely praise or blame people for every choice they make (or don’t make) is important, then virtue ethics can leave you unsatisfied. After all, you can only partially praise or blame the individual. For others this objection isn’t threatening, because this point about the presence of luck and the role of the environment is an important one to remember if you want to be virtuous. After you know that your environment matters to the formation of your own virtue, wherever possible you’ll make choices that assure that you surround yourself with good influences, realizing the powerful effects they have on you.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] That’s not it, though. Realizing that environment plays such an important role constantly reminds you that your own actions have strong effects on others. You, too, are a component in the environment for people around you. Basically, you have a big responsibility: You must be careful, realizing that part of being a virtuous person involves helping those around you to become virtuous themselves and not doing things that influence people toward vice.

				Basically, being aware of luck and the role of the environment makes the virtuous person more self-aware. It teaches you to minimize the role of luck wherever possible — both in your own virtue and in the virtue of those around you — by making good, virtuous choices.


				Studying the relationship between virtue and the good

				Although virtue ethics is an old theory, it has only recently become popular again. So theorists have a lot of disagreement about how the specifics of the theory should be understood. One disagreement concerns the relationship between virtue and the good. Theorists have proposed the following three main views to show the link (or lack of a link!):

				 Virtue consequentialism: According to this view, virtues are the means toward achieving some (independently specified) good. According to this view, it’s really the good that’s most valuable, and virtue is the independent instrument or tool that allows you to achieve it. Because this view sees virtues as independent of the good, and the good is the most valuable thing of all, some argue that this isn’t virtue ethics at all. Rather it’s a version of the ethics of consequences that just so happens to use virtues. (Chapter 7 discusses the ethics of consequences in more detail.)

				 Eudaimonic virtue theory: By this most popular view (the type represented in this chapter), virtue isn’t simply a tool to achieve the good (as it is with virtue consequentialism). Instead, virtue turns out to be as essential component of what the good actually is. So in this case, if living a true human life is the good, and living virtuously just is what it means to be human, then virtue and the human good are actually parts of one another.

				 Virtue intuitionism: According to this view, virtues aren’t necessarily a part of any good or purpose. Instead, the virtues are good because people intuitively embrace that they’re the most admirable things of all. In fact, according to some versions of this view, something is good only when virtues point to or prefer it!

			

			
			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 7

				Increasing the Good: Utilitarian Ethics

				In This Chapter

				Reviewing the basics of basing ethics on consequences

				Investigating what makes consequences good

				Using utilitarianism, the most popular consequentialist theory

				Understanding the different strategies a utilitarian can take advantage of

				Thinking about standard objections to utilitarian theories

				One set of ethical theories that has become extremely popular stresses the importance of focusing on the consequences of your actions. These theories are known as consequentialist theories. The most famous consequentialist theory is called utilitarianism.

				Utilitarianism is easy to understand. In its most basic form, it argues that if you can increase the overall happiness of the world in some way, then you should. By concentrating on happiness, utilitarians are making claims about what they think makes an outcome or consequence good. Not all consequentialists believe happiness is the only good thing, but utilitarianism is the most popular form of consequentialism.

				Besides being easy to understand, utilitarian ethics also is pretty appealing. Who would be opposed to creating more of what’s good? Not us! However, applying this theory in your daily life requires you to understand what it means to create the most good possible and have the commitment to being impartial in many of your daily actions. This chapter takes a closer look at consequential ethics, most specifically utilitarianism and its characteristics, applications to daily life, and challenges.

				Paying Close Attention to Results: Consequences Matter

				Consequentialist ethical theories separate right and wrong actions by focusing on the consequences of those actions. The better the consequences, the more consequentialism requires you to bring them about. The worse the consequences, the more consequentialism forbids you from bringing them about.

				For example, imagine you’re somewhere in Manhattan, and a time bomb is ticking. The clock beside you is counting down. When it detonates, millions of people will be killed and an untold number of others will be injured and will suffer. The only person who knows where the time bomb is — a confirmed terrorist — sits next to you in restraints, and he isn’t talking. Your team has tried everything: You’ve appealed to his human decency, bargained for a reduced sentence, promised massive amounts of money, and even made threats. Nothing works. You think about the one option left on the table: torturing the terrorist. Doing so provides some chance that the terrorist would give you the information you need to save millions of lives. But despite the grave consequences of not locating the bomb, torture is unethical isn’t it?

				So how should you react in this example? The following sections take a closer look at a couple characteristics of consequences and discuss how valuable consequences are to people.

				Consequences matter to everyone

				When you encounter an event that could cause suffering, you have an ethical imperative to prevent it from happening. If this idea seems to register strongly on your common sense meter, it’s because so many people share these same intuitions — that consequences matter to ethics.

				To revisit the previous time bomb example, what if torture were a reliable method of getting the truth from someone who doesn’t want to tell it? In such a case, would an act like torture really be wrong if it saved millions of people from needless suffering? Questions like this point to an important thought that everyone has about ethics: Maybe what really matters in ethics aren’t the actions themselves but the outcomes, or consequences, of those actions. After all, torture seems to be wrong because of the outrageous suffering that it inflicts without any real substantial benefit. Lots of unethical actions seem to get their “wrongness” from their bad consequences. For example, sometimes lying may seem to cause more happiness in the short term, but it often leads to pain and regret when the lie comes out.


				Does the end justify the means?

				The debate about whether consequences are the source of ethics is alive and well in today’s popular culture. In fact, it comes up every time people debate whether an end (a consequence) is justified by the means (actions) used to get there. See what you think about the following situations, and whether the end, or consequence, is good enough to justify the means used to get there:

				A woman having significant labor pains needs to get to a hospital. Her partner breaks several traffic laws — passing in no passing zones, speeding, and driving through red lights — in order to get her to the hospital before she gives birth to their baby.

				A student needs to pass one more class in order to get her civil engineering degree. She has a job waiting that’s contingent on her getting the degree. She can’t seem to grasp the material in the class, though, so she steals the answers to the final exam in order to pass.

				A medical researcher has a hunch about a treatment that will save many lives. In order to bring the treatment to market faster, she experiments on unsuspecting subjects. Though some of the test subjects die from the treatment’s harmful effects, it proves a success and goes on to save many people who would have died while the treatment was still in clinical trials.

				Each of these situations differs in important respects. If you find yourself saying “yes” or “no” to them, or “yes” to some and “no” to others, ask yourself why. Is it because in some cases the good consequences produced aren’t sufficient to make the action an ethical one? Or is it something else? These “intuition pumps” can really help you to take stock of your own ethical feelings and help you to get a feel for which theories appeal and don’t appeal to your sense of what’s right.



				So the consequences of an action can be understood as the effects caused by an action. And the quality of these consequences depend on how much good those consequences contain (we talk more about what good is later, but, for now, it’s fine to think of it as happiness, well-being, or pleasure). Notice how this method of thinking about ethics is entirely different from basing ethics on the principles and/or motives behind actions (for more on basing ethics on motives and principles, see Chapters 6 and 8, respectively). Motives cause actions, but consequences are produced by actions. A person who saves a child from being hit by a car causes a good outcome regardless of whether her motive was a self-serving one or an expression of true care for the child.

				[image: remember.eps] In fact, some ethicists — consequentialists — believe that the source of right and wrong is nothing more than the consequences of actions. This view of ethics is called consequentialism, because it focuses on outcomes or consequences of actions. If you have a choice between several options, and you choose the one that doesn’t create the best outcome, you could have done better, right?

				Consequences ethically trump principles and character

				From a consequentialist perspective, results are given all the ethical emphasis. Following principles and developing the appropriate character aren’t nearly as important to consequentialists. If a person could succeed in preventing suffering using self-serving motives or violating a principle against lying, for instance, it wouldn’t matter that much. Consequentialists care about increasing happiness and preventing suffering above all else.

				Think of it this way: Principles and character traits in ethical theories usually work like roadblocks. A particular road may be tempting to travel because it leads to good consequences for yourself or others. But because you want to be ethical, you don’t go down certain roads. The roads you don’t travel usually include those that require actions like inflicting harm on others, deceiving people, breaking promises, and even torturing terrorists who have important information.

				[image: remember.eps] In a consequentialist ethical theory (like utilitarianism, which we discuss in the next section), these forbidden roads aren’t necessarily off-limits. They’re only off-limits if they aren’t the road leading to the best consequences you can create at the time. In the ticking time bomb scenario we mention earlier in this section, perhaps torture could lead to the best consequences. As a result, a consequentialist would at least consider taking this road. In fact, he may even say you’re ethically required to take it.


				Mozi: The first consequentialist

				Although people tend to take Jeremy Bentham and John Stuart Mill to be the creators of consequentialism, the origins of this way of thinking about ethics actually trace back much further into ancient Chinese history. In the fifth century BCE, a thinker known as Mozi was already putting forth his doctrine of “impartial love” as a way of guaranteeing that people focus on what he called “the promotion of what is beneficial and the elimination of what is harmful.”

				For Mozi, the “good” had three parts, and when the parts were taken together, they constituted the “general good” of society. Those three parts were that people ought to:

				Strive to increase the population of society

				Increase its internal order

				Work to maximize its material wealth

				For Mozi, actions that worked against any promotion of these goals were wrong. For instance, he argued against the (then) contemporary Confucian practice of giving the dead ornate funerals that spanned over long periods of time. He argued that this practice made people too depressed to participate in mating (which would decrease population), wasted material resources (which wouldn’t maximize wealth), and led people not to devote their energies to their duties toward the living (which would decrease order). So excessive funeral practices were ethically suspect.

				Not surprisingly, the first serious criticism of consequentialism also comes from ancient China, from Mencius (who was a Confucian). Mencius took Mozi to task for his demand that people devote their energies toward promoting the good of everyone equally, resulting in “impartial love” (which also is a bedrock of Mill’s system). Mencius believed that the directive to “love everyone impartially” was unnatural. Instead, he thought that by nature people love their families and close relations more than they do strangers. As a result, Mencius believed that because ethics stems from following human nature, Mozi’s theory was flawed. (Head to Chapter 3 for more on Mencius.)



				Surveying What Makes Consequences Good

				Consequentialism tends to appeal to people pretty quickly. Try not to move too quickly, though. You need to hear more of the story. For example, how can you embrace an ethical theory based on consequences until you know what makes one consequence better than another?

				It’s a tough question to answer, but a good one to ask. Philosophers interested in this question generally put it this way: “What’s the good that we should be pursuing?” They think of consequences as associated with “goods.”

				Philosophers have strongly disagreed about what counts as a good consequence through the years. Some want to count how many people’s desires are satisfied in an outcome versus how many are frustrated. Others want to count how much beauty or knowledge is created in an outcome versus how much is destroyed. You could even count how many hamburgers are created in an outcome, but no one has seriously defended that theory.

				The following sections (and the rest of this chapter), focus on the first and most common consequentialist theory — utilitarianism. Utilitarianism is the form of consequentialism that evaluates consequences by how much happiness and suffering they contain. It’s currently the most popular form of consequentialism in ethical theory.

				Utilitarianism says: More pleasure, less pain (please!)

				The ethicist who introduced utilitarianism to the Western world was a British philosopher named Jeremy Bentham. Bentham wrote in the Principles of Morals and Legislation that what made consequences better or worse was how much happiness, pleasure, and/or benefit they produced on the one hand and how much pain, suffering, and struggle they produced on the other.

				So for Bentham, the good that humans should be pursuing is pleasure and happiness and the absence of pain and suffering. He called this view the principle of utility, because the amount of pleasure and pain (or happiness and suffering) an action produces was at the time called the action’s utility. In fact, he thought utility (happiness, pleasure, and well-being) was the highest good that human beings could aim for. Think of utilitarianism as the consequentialist theory in which good consequences are defined in terms of happiness and suffering.

				[image: remember.eps] You may think that Bentham is suggesting people should act in the way that produces the most good for themselves. However it’s crucial to note that Bentham actually means utility for everyone involved. And of course, you do the best thing you could possibly do for everyone when you create the most happiness and least suffering. Ethicists call creating the most possible happiness and least suffering maximizing utility, and it’s one of the most important pieces of Bentham’s ethical theory. Because Bentham thought utility consisted of happiness and suffering, ethicists call him a hedonistic utilitarian. (Hedonism is the view that the best life is one that maximizes pleasure.) Basically, the first step is to figure out what the good is. From that point on, deciding to maximize that good tells you how you should think about what to do in a given situation.


				Bentham’s hedonistic calculus

				Jeremy Bentham’s greatest contribution to ethics was the thought that counting the amount of pleasure and pain created by an action was a really good way of showing that some consequences are better or worse than others. And his system of counting these things was as intricate as it was powerful. He proposed that we could quantify the following aspects of actions:

				The intensity of pleasure or pain created by an action. For example, the pleasure created by eating a lettuce leaf is a lot less intense than the pleasure created by eating chocolate.

				The duration of pleasure or pain created by an action. For example, the pain created by stubbing one’s toe has a lot less duration than breaking one’s toe.

				The certainty or uncertainty of pleasure or pain following an action. For example, jumping from a two-story building to the concrete below is a lot more certain to cause someone a lot of pain than jumping from the same building onto a giant pillow.

				The propinquity, or remoteness, in time of pleasure or pain following an action. The word propinquity is just a fancy way of saying “nearness.” For example, the pleasure of eating an ice cream cone isn’t very remote at all. It happens when you’re eating the ice cream! The pleasures produced by exercise, on the other hand, are a little more remote. They take a little longer to show up after exercising.

				The fecundity of pleasure or pain following an action. Fecundity is a fancy word to mean how likely the action is to be followed by more pleasure (if doing the action is pleasurable) or more pain (if doing the action is painful). For example, having a good conversation with friends is likely to produce even more pleasure down the line. You would say that the conversation has high fecundity.

				The purity or impurity of pleasure or pain following an action. This aspect basically means the opposite of fecundity. It asks how likely the action is to be followed by the opposite feeling. For example, eating all the Halloween candy is very pleasurable at first, but it leads to a great deal of pain in the long run. You would say raiding the candy dish has a pretty high level of impurity (or a low level of purity).

				The extent of an action’s effects. This aspect simply refers to how wide of an effect an action has. Eating too much Halloween candy has an extent of one, because you’re the only person affected by it. But some actions can have an extent numbering in the millions, such as deciding whether to torture a terrorist for life-saving information.

				Thinking of rating every action in all these ways is a little dizzying, but Bentham never meant for people to go through this entire list for all their actions. It would be a little silly to use this list to decide what to eat for breakfast. It could, in principle, be used for individual actions, but he thought the best use would be to analyze the effects of bigger public policies.

				Think of a tough decision you’ve had to make in the past, and try to rate it according to Bentham’s calculus. Could quantifying effects in this way help you make better choices?



				Beethoven or beer: Recognizing why some pleasures are better than others

				If Bentham got the ball rolling for utilitarianism, British philosopher John Stuart Mill picked it up and ran with it. Like Bentham, Mill was a utilitarian who thought that the good was happiness, pleasure, and well-being. He defended this ethical theory in a book called Utilitarianism. That’s right: He literally wrote the book on the subject.

				[image: remember.eps] One of the problems Mill saw with Bentham’s way of quantifying utility was that different people seemed to get a lot of pleasure out of very different things. For instance, some people prefer the sophisticated music and sets of a tragic opera. Others seem to like much lighter things, such as the Three Stooges. Some people enjoy dining on caviar and a good cabernet sauvignon, while others like a double bacon cheeseburger and a beer. Drawing a distinction between these different things, Mill probably would have called caviar and tragic opera higher pleasures and cheeseburgers and the Stooges lower pleasures. (However, Chris disagrees and would reverse the two!)

				Mill’s line of thinking is a bit of a problem for Bentham. How can you compare the pleasures of a great opera with the laughs that result when Curly pokes Moe in the eye? People may clap politely at the end of a good opera, but they’re slapping their knees the whole time to the Three Stooges. Maybe Larry, Moe, and Curly give people more pleasure than La Bohème. Can you even compare the two?

				According to Mill, you can. He argues that it makes sense, even for the utilitarian, to explore the higher pleasures as well as the lower ones. Although the average person on the street may not know opera well enough to be acquainted with the details, you always can ask the person who knows both forms of entertainment — opera and slapstick comedy. (It’s important that the person has equal experiences with each.) And when you think about these people who have had experiences with both, they seem by and large to prefer the higher pleasures to the lower ones.

				Of course, Mill’s distinction doesn’t only apply to entertainment. For instance, many times older people, although they would love to have the body of a young person, wouldn’t care for the mind of a youngster. Although the young experience pleasures, many older people would find those pleasures to be less refined — and thus lower — than the ones experienced by the mature and seasoned.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] You may find yourself disagreeing with Mill’s distinction (many people do). However, Mill has a basic point. Consider this question to understand the gist of his point: If you could be transformed into a very, very, very happy pig (one who will never experience suffering but instead will experience constant joy) to escape from existing as a regular, sometimes dissatisfied human being, which would you choose? Most people say they would choose to be the person dissatisfied, even though the pig is happier more often in this example. Why? Clearly because you think the pleasures of a human count for more than the pleasures of the pig. They’re higher. As Mill says, it’s “Better to be Socrates dissatisfied than a fool satisfied.”

				Putting Utilitarianism into Action

				Consequentialists believe that what really matters about your actions are the kinds of consequences they produce. And utilitarians believe that what really matters about these consequences — or what’s good — is how much utility those consequences contain. The more utility, the better. So utilitarianism, the form of consequentialism we examine in this section, requires that you maximize well-being, happiness, and pleasure.

				[image: remember.eps] The following two important questions have been left out of the story, however:

				Whose happiness and suffering counts? Does everyone’s possible utility matter? Do they all matter equally? Or can a utilitarian give preference to one set of beings over another when trying to figure out how to best maximize utility?

				How do you calculate the most good in a situation? Although we’ve mentioned the importance of maximizing utility, or of creating the most good possible, we haven’t said much about how to actually calculate such a thing in any given situation. To be a successful utilitarian, it’s important to have a more detailed set of instructions that tell you how to proceed.

				The following sections answer these questions and explain how you can put utilitarianism into action.

				Whose happiness counts?

				Utilitarians like Bentham and Mill (who we discuss in the earlier section “Surveying What Makes Consequences Good”) have a simple answer to the question “Whose suffering counts?” Their answer: everyone’s! If your action is going to make you a little happier but cause great sadness to the person across the street, a utilitarian would take both people’s positions into account. In fact, utilitarians take everyone affected by an action into account. And here’s the kicker: Each person’s happiness or suffering matters equally to the utilitarian. So maximizing utility, or creating the best consequences, requires impartiality.

				[image: remember.eps] That each person’s happiness and suffering matters equally in judging consequences is called the equal consideration of interests (“interests” being a slightly broader term than “utility”). Everyone is to count for one and none for more than one. This concept may not seem too radical at first glance, but it has some surprising implications that you need to be aware of. What it basically means is that you can’t weight anyone’s happiness or suffering more or less than anyone else’s when you’re trying to figure out which option is the one that ethics requires you to undertake. The problem comes in when you must choose between a loved one and a stranger.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] Most folks probably are used to weighting people’s interests more than others in the case of loved ones. Think of the following ethical dilemma: Two people are dangling off the edge of a cliff. You’re the only one around, and you can only save one of them. Without any more details, the equal consideration of interests seems to require you to choose one of them at random. But wait. What if one of the danglers is your brother, and the other one is a stranger? Your brother may be a swell guy that you’ve known for years, but think about the equal consideration of interests: Everyone counts for one and none for more than one. If the other dangler is swell too (maybe you saw him save someone earlier), saving your brother just because he’s your brother would be counting his interests more than the stranger’s. It gets even more difficult if the stranger is more swell than your brother. This may lead to you being ethically required to save the stranger!

				The equal consideration of interests makes utilitarianism a deeply impartial theory, one that starts to take on a decidedly ethical appearance. Still, after you factor in the impartiality, the theory becomes more difficult for people to apply. After all, it may require that the person performing the act perform the option that won’t maximize utility for herself or her close relations. This fact can be challenging for some people to accept or perform in practice.

				How much happiness is enough?

				Sometimes you have to choose between actions with different consequences that all produce a lot of good. Which option should you choose in this case? Are they all acceptable? Both Bentham and Mill subscribed to what they called the greatest happiness principle. According to this principle, you’re ethically required to attempt to bring about the consequences that would lead to the greatest amount of happiness for everyone affected. In other words, if you can create more happiness and/or less suffering in a situation, you’re ethically obligated to do so. In contemporary ethics, this is called the requirement to maximize happiness.

				Peter Singer, a contemporary utilitarian, likes to apply the notion of maximizing happiness to charitable giving. You could spend $10 on some new music. That would give you and some friends a certain amount of happiness. You wouldn’t be harmed, though, if you didn’t buy the music. Life may seem bleaker (and quieter!), but you’ll make it. With this in mind, you could donate that $10 to an organization that helps combat disease and hunger in the developing world. A $10 donation in the developing world buys a lot more than music. It could buy a lot of food for someone who’s close to starvation. Surely feeding someone who’s starving will alleviate a lot more suffering than buying new music would. Sending the money to a charity is the pretty clear choice for someone who wants to maximize happiness.

				Focusing On Two Different Ways to Be a Successful Utilitarian

				Consequentialist theories — specifically, utilitarian theories — suggest that the best way to approach life in an ethical way is to make sure that you focus your attentions on maximizing what’s good (or on maximizing utility). When you think about the directive to maximize good, it sounds like common sense, right? After all, wouldn’t it be ethically preferable that the world have more of what’s good than of what’s bad? Moreover, if the actions of an individual person can bring about more good in the world (or bad!), then it seems that utilitarianism would demand that people focus their attentions on producing the most good that they can. Sounds like a pretty decent goal to us.

				So you’ve decided to maximize the good and so to create the most utility possible. But say you’re not exactly sure how to go about doing that. The devil’s in the details, so you need a clear strategy that helps you see how to go about bringing the most good in the most effective way. The following sections outline and take note of the different strategies that utilitarianism theories have offered as ways to maximize the good. Survey the different options and see which one makes the most sense to you.

				[image: tip.eps] Whenever you’re thinking in terms of strategies, it’s usually best to think of a motto or rallying cry that you can associate with that practice. Using a motto helps you reduce the theory to one main point that’s easy to remember. In this case, it’s going to be “Maximize the general good!” or “Increase happiness and reduce pain!” Pretty easy to remember!

				Directly increasing the good through your actions

				Consequence-based theorists tend to think that the right way to live is to seek to maximize the good through one’s actions. The most famous strategy for doing this is technically called act consequentialism, but we just call it the direct approach. Because the direct approach is also the easiest to understand, it’s a great place to begin. With the direct approach, you choose the alternative available to you that leads to the best consequences in the situation at hand for the people affected by your action.

				[image: remember.eps] In order to figure out what the right action for you is in a certain situation, you need to go through a series of three procedures, in order. In the following sections, we explain these procedures using this fictional example: Say that you’re driving to work, and on the way you pass by a person on the side of the road who has been hit by a car. No one has stopped to assist the victim, and this person is badly injured and in obvious agonizing pain. You don’t have your phone with you, so if you help you’ll have to stop and take the person to a nearby hospital. Where do you start? The following sections can help.

				Step 1: What are the options?

				First you need to determine what your options are. Doing so is important because you need to find the option that best maximizes the good. In the scenario where you see a hit-and-run victim, you have at least two options available. They are

				Option A: Stop the car and help the person get to a hospital, thereby arriving late for work.

				Option B: Continue driving, ignore the person, and get to work on time.

				Step 2: How much good or utility is produced by each option?

				After you identify the different alternatives, you need to make what are called direct calculations about the level of good associated with each option. You first identify who will likely experience good or bad effects as a result of your actions. From there, you see what good or bad consequences follow for those people depending on the option you choose to take.

				Options A and B both include the same people who are affected by your actions. Consider how each of them would be affected by your actions:

				You: You’re directly implicated because if you stop, you may be inconvenienced, frustrated, or even lose a promotion at work. If you continue on you may get that promotion, and you can continue to sing along to your favorite CD (though you’ll likely feel a lot of guilt).

				The bleeding victim: The bleeding victim is clearly implicated: If you stop, his pain will end quicker. If you don’t stop to help, the victim’s pain won’t end quicker. In fact it may actually grow much worse.

				Your work colleagues: Your work colleagues also may be affected. It could be that you were on the way to contribute to an important joint project. If you’re late and delay that project, your colleagues will be frustrated and annoyed, leading to a degree of unhappiness. If you continue on, the opposite may happen, leaving your work colleagues happy.

				[image: remember.eps] After you identify who will be affected by your actions, you must calculate how much utility to assign each of these possibilities in light of what you just figured out. Then you need to determine which option has the most good associated with it. Before you begin to figure out the values for each alternative, remember the important point: Your own interests count the same as everyone else’s. Just because you’re going to experience a good or bad result doesn’t mean it’s more important because it’s yours. You have to be impartial to get an accurate set of utility values for these options. Utility units allow you to get a rough idea of what kind of numbers to assign to each consequence in the situation. Some utility units will be positive (cause good) and some will be bad (cause pain). Obviously you want to pick the option with the most positive utility units.

				Look at Option B first. Say that if you drive on to work, this option ends up yielding you 25 positive utility units (ethicists jokingly call these hedons, as in “hedonism,” which means pleasure) because you can continue listening to your CD, you aren’t inconvenienced, and so on. In addition, however, the victim suffers. As a consequence of Option B, he winds up with a whopping 200 negative utility units (call these sadons, as in “sadistic,” or causing pain). Finally, your work colleagues are happy that you arrive on time, so they experience 25 positive utility units. All things considered, Option B brings negative 150 nasty units of bad into the world. Doesn’t sound good, at least on the surface.

				[image: warning_bomb.eps] Although Option B would produce 150 negative utility units, which sounds pretty bad, you can’t immediately assume that option is the wrong one to choose. Remember that the ethical option is the one that has the best consequences. So, if the other remaining options are worse, then Option B will be the right action to choose, because it minimizes bad consequences.

				According to Option A, you stop and help the victim. As a result, you suffer 25 negative utility units, the victim is helped and thus only suffers 10 negative utility units, and your work colleagues are upset, causing them to lose 25 negative utility units. In sum, Option A results in 60 negative utility units.

				Step 3: Choose the right option

				After making your direct calculations with utility units, you have to determine which option is the best one to choose — A or B? According to your direct calculation of the direct effects of your actions on the relevant beings in the situation, Option A is (thankfully!) the right thing to do. Both options result in negative utility, but Option A minimizes the harm the best, so it’s the best option. You should stop and help the victim even if it inconveniences you, and even if Option B would bring you more personal benefit.

				Of course, doing all these calculations — as we point out in the sidebar “Bentham’s hedonistic calculus” — isn’t an easy thing to do. Knowing precisely how many utility units, positive or negative, to assign this or that result is almost impossible. Still, coming up with rough estimates and using them as a good guide to figure out what to do seems plausible. You may not hit on things precisely, but your intuitions are more or less accurate.

				[image: remember.eps] It’s very important to notice that this strategy focuses on the utility values of the specific actions or alternatives that you can directly bring about in a given situation. This focus is what makes this method a direct approach. If you think about it, the direct approach is pretty straightforward and simple. It teaches you to be mindful of the direct effects that your actions have on others, and requires you to act in the ways that are maximally beneficial to everyone involved as a whole. To do otherwise, it may seem, would be downright insensitive!

				Indirectly increasing the good by following the rules

				Although all utilitarians favor the maximization of whatever is taken to be the “good” (for utilitarians, the good turns out to be utility), not all such thinkers use the direct approach. Instead, some turn to a different approach of maximizing the good, what we call the indirect approach (also called rule utilitarianism).

				The indirect approach departs from the idea that you must choose the option that directly maximizes the good in that specific situation. It instead focuses on thinking about the results that come about in general when — or if — people act according to certain rules.

				The indirect approach is a bit more complex, but it’s still pretty easy to grasp. Think of a specific situation in which your friend asks you a question, and you know that telling the truth in this specific situation will actually cause suffering and pain. You wonder whether the right thing to do is to lie and save your friend unnecessary grief.

				An indirect approach may say this: Even though lying would maximize the good in that given situation, lying isn’t a policy that leads to the best consequences in general and across the board. On the whole with respect to utility, telling the truth is a better policy than lying. As a result, using the indirect approach, you would tell the truth, realizing that the action you choose should be in accordance with the rule that itself maximizes the good in a more general (and perhaps hypothetical) sense. In this way, the rule — which over time does maximize utility — is strengthened and reinforced.

				[image: remember.eps] The following sections focus on the steps involved in the indirect approach. Use this example as you work through these steps: Suppose a police officer is asked whether he witnessed a particular person commit a crime. The officer knows that the person didn’t commit the crime, but he thinks that the person is a bad guy generally, so he figures it may be a good thing to lie in this circumstance to make sure the man winds up behind bars. Here are the steps that you follow to determine which option maximizes good:

				 1. Ask (a) what would happen if everyone acted in accordance with the rule of conduct and/or (b) what the effects in the past of following that rule have been.

				 2. Ask (a) what would happen if everyone acted in accordance with the opposite rule and/or (b) what the effects have been of following the opposite rule in the past.

				 3. Choose the option available to you that is in accordance with the rule that, if generally followed, would produce the best consequences.

				Step 1: Ascertain your general rule of conduct

				You first need to figure out what basic law or rule your proposed actions in a given situation would fall under. In the example we introduce earlier, the police officer’s rule would be “lying is acceptable” — or more specifically, “lying to help convict a bad, but innocent, person is acceptable.”

				Step 2: Ask what would happen if everyone followed this rule

				You next need to ask what would happen if everyone followed this rule and/or what has happened in the past when people did follow the rule. If everyone followed the rule in our example, humanity would be in big trouble. Consider the implications by asking these questions:

				What would happen if everyone agreed to follow the rule that people should lie? Well, clearly chaos would ensue, and that chaos would cause massive losses of the good and of utility.

				What would happen if everyone agreed that it was a good thing to lie to convict innocent people, when the person lying thought the person in question was bad? If you think about this question, it seems as if legal chaos would ensue. You’d start to worry that you may be a target of a setup and frame to put you in jail for a crime you didn’t commit. People would evolve a paranoia about the police, and rightfully so. Moreover, the lack of faith in the justice system to incarcerate only the guilty would erode. Together, the loss of utility would be monumental.

				Thinking in terms of the past, the indirect approach would require you to ask: In the past, has such behavior been adopted as a utility-maximizing approach? The answer is clearly no; if anything, history is full of proof that when societies don’t protect the innocent, they quickly collapse from the inside.

				Step 3: Ask about the opposite rule

				You now must ask yourself about the opposite rule, which in our example is to tell the truth and to tell the truth in such situations. What if everyone did it? Moreover, has history provided any advice on what happens when people generally follow this rule? Societies without law and order tend to fall apart. In fact, one of the primary structures put in place when setting up a government is workable police and justice systems. After these systems are in place, people know they can go about their lives, pursuing their plans and projects peaceably without interference. The systems assure them that those people who break the basic rules of society and threaten the peace will be put in jail.

				[image: remember.eps] Still, it’s important to note that if everyone did tell the truth, the loss of utility in specific situations may happen (some allegedly bad people really are bad people), but this would be hugely outweighed by the amount of utility created by renewed and reinforced faith in the justice system. People wouldn’t fear the police unless they were guilty, so they could go about their lives normally.

				Step 4: Choose the best alternative

				Finally, you want to select the alternative that follows the rule that itself leads to the best consequences. According to the analysis in the preceding sections, it looks like the indirect approach tells you not to lie (whereas the direct approach may tell you to lie), because the rule for truth telling has better general implications, both hypothetically (what if everyone did it?) and actually (in the past).

				Exploring Traditional Problems with Utilitarianism

				Every time you speak with Adam, he starts talking about how philosophers are getting closer and closer to finding an ethical theory that can address all of humanity’s questions and worries. Is he right? Probably not. No ethical theory is free of problems — utilitarianism included.

				Sometimes these problems are theoretical in nature: small technical issues that academics trapped in high ivory towers seek to solve in isolation from actual life. At other times, the problems appear to stem from the fact that people looking for theories to use in their lives simply have many conflicting intuitions about what’s right and wrong. As a result, no one ethical theory appears suited to capture all these intuitions. Still, because intuitions are so powerful, you can’t just toss them away. You have to try to figure out how to make the theory capture as many of them as you can. This section takes a look at a small set of some of the famous challenges against utilitarianism.

				Challenge 1: Justice and rights play second fiddle in utilitarianism

				If you hold to a consequentialist ethic, such as utilitarianism, the first and perhaps most famous objection is that the theory gives too little attention or weight to issues of justice or rights as those terms are typically understood. After all, the first utilitarian, Jeremy Bentham, famously called rights “nonsense on stilts.”

				[image: remember.eps] Why is this a problem? Well, the main goal of consequentialist theories is choosing the option with the best consequences. It seems pretty clear that a hypothetical scenario can be cooked up in which the best consequences are produced by ignoring justice and rights in specific cases. Incidentally, these scenarios make for great screenplays in Hollywood, where they can’t get enough of bending the rules.

				For example, imagine a society made up of two races, call them X and Y. If race X is sufficiently small, it may be plausible for Y to enslave X to do its bidding, allowing Y to reap the rewards of utility. Just imagine it: Race X does all the difficult and painful work, and group Y gets to sit around and have fun. Such a scenario seems unlikely to an ethicist, but if you’re a utilitarian, it just may be acceptable as long as the suffering of the minority is outweighed by the majority’s happiness.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] Of course most people recoil against such thinking. They have strong intuitions that limits must be put into place when determining the ways that people can treat one another — even if those ways of treating one another could lead to extremely good consequences. They think that the individual “has a right” to protection from certain kinds of behaviors by others (or by societies or governments), regardless of how much good would be produced.

				How can a utilitarian that’s focused on maximizing happiness say, in certain cases, “Although the world could be made even better in this case by violating a right, I won’t do so!” Oddly enough, it was this problem itself that plagued the direct approach (see the earlier section “Directly increasing the good through your actions”), and led to the creation of indirect strategies that were believed to solve the problem.

				For the most part, indirect approaches to maximizing good consequences seem to solve this initial problem because they tend to protect the kinds of practices people associate with rights. Generally speaking, most of what folks would consider staples of justice and rights would be protected by an indirect approach to maximizing utility.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] Even if rule strategies do model rights and justice, they aren’t necessarily committed to the concepts of rights and justice. After all, if regularly violating the rules that support basic rights and common sense justice — or any right, really — didn’t lead to a collapse of utility, it would again be possible, even under an indirect approach, to violate rights and justice given the right conditions. In a sense, indirect strategies give people the rights and practices of justice that their intuitions seem to demand, but not quite for the right reasons.

				Challenge 2: Utilitarianism is too demanding

				Utilitarianism requires you to use some particular approach in the aim to maximize the good. When you think about it, this requirement isn’t an occasional one. You’re always under an ethical obligation to maximize good. So every moment of your life must be analyzed in terms of the maximization of good consequences. Boy, that’s got to be exhausting.

				Most sensible people agree that they have ethical obligations to others, or that they’re obligated to bring good into the world. To step over a starving homeless person to get through the doorway of the Ferrari dealership is ethically insensitive at the very least. To be driven by extravagant wants and desires in the face of unrelenting poverty and suffering across the globe (or in your own backyard) seems highly problematic.

				So how do you fulfill the duty to maximize happiness? Is it enough to send a check every month to your favorite charity? Or should you sell all your possessions and give the money to the poor?

				[image: remember.eps] The over-demanding objection centers on the need in an ethical theory to preserve the common-sense distinction between required ethical conduct and supererogatory ethical conduct. The following can help clarify what these terms mean:

				Required ethical conduct stems from what one has a clear ethical duty to perform.

				Supererogatory ethical conduct is conduct that’s above and beyond one’s ethical duties.

				Stopping to help a child who has been hit by a car is ethically required because you have a duty to perform such an action when it’s possible to do so. If you didn’t do it, the fact that it’s a duty would mean that you would be ethically blameworthy. On the other hand, selling all your possessions, giving all the money to charity, and then moving to a third-world country to help the poor in the style of Mother Teresa seems to be supererogatory. It’s above and beyond what your duty requires (as a matter of fact, it’s way beyond what duty requires). As a result, if you don’t do it, you’re not blameworthy as a result.

				People’s typical intuitions about ethics suggest that the distinction between the required and the supererogatory is a real one. As a result, ethical theories — including utilitarian ones — try very hard to preserve that distinction. Here’s how:

				They follow the common-sense views of reasonable people. If you polled reasonable people, what would they think your ethical duties would be? Surely most reasonable people would agree that ethics expects a person to stop to help a wounded child, but doesn’t expect a person to move to a third-world country to work as Mother Teresa.

				They show that demanding supererogatory action would leave everyone in a situation of need themselves, thus defeating the point. If everyone gave away their money and possessions to the poor, everyone would be poor, and no one would be left to assist anyone. For example, imagine you’re working at a soup kitchen. If you work 24 hours a day, you’ll be totally exhausted and will likely become sick. As a result, over a longer period of time you’ll actually spend less time working in the soup kitchen. As a result, ethics actually requires you to take care of some of your own needs, if only to help others more effectively.

				Challenge 3: Utilitarianism may threaten your integrity

				Some famous critics, such as Bernard Williams, have argued that utilitarianism isolates people from what they truly are as ethical human beings. Most famously, he has argued that utilitarianism demands that people give up their own integrity as ethical beings. If he’s right, that’s a problem! (Head to Chapter 5 for different versions of these integrity-based arguments.)

				[image: ponderthis.eps] Williams used the following thought experiment to explain his criticism: Imagine a man, George, who’s an unemployed biochemist. George has had a lifelong commitment against biochemical weapons, so he has refused to ever use his knowledge and skills to help to build such devices. One day, he learns that a top job in government in charge of developing biochemical weapons opens in Las Vegas. Naturally, George is uninterested even though he’s unemployed. However, George learns that Greg, another biochemist, will get the job if he doesn’t. Unfortunately, Greg also is deeply sadistic and will surely be driven to work long hours to devise better ways of killing others. George has a dilemma before him. If he takes the job, he can develop weaponry at a slower rate than Greg, thus preventing the number of lives that would be lost if Greg took the job. However, taking the job requires that George go against his main commitment to never take part in such research. What should he do?

				Williams makes two points regarding this dilemma that are interesting to note:

				Utilitarianism requires detachment from your sense of self. Utilitarianism seems to require that George take the job, because doing so will clearly result in a better outcome for everyone. However, this answer also seems to require that George take a certain kind of attitude toward the deepest core of his own identity — namely, that he may have to discard his lifetime commitments at a moment’s notice, if the utilitarian calculation calls for it.

				Detaching from your sense of self is unhealthy. On the one hand, Williams thinks that it isn’t psychologically healthy to take an opposing view toward your own deep commitments. In a way, it requires treating yourself with a kind of disrespect; it means that you build into your life the willingness to go against everything that defines who you are if it means creating the best outcome. Williams thinks that taking such a position about the self would result in psychological sickness.

				 This requirement also seems to remove the very essence of what it means to be an ethical agent in the first place. Being an ethical person seems to require that you actually have deep commitments and that your ethical life and behavior flow seamlessly from those commitments. In this case, however, you can see that a utilitarian ethic may require you to have a very loose relationship to those commitments. It seems that in utilitarian ethics “the ethical action” and “your deepest life commitments” need not go together at all.

				Challenge 4: Knowing what produces the most good is impossible

				A frequent objection that’s raised against utilitarianism is this: Because you can’t accurately predict what will happen as a result of acting in a particular way, the whole project of utilitarianism — which relies on making calculations with these predictions in mind — is doomed. In the following sections, we explain the challenge and show you the responses from utilitarians.

				[image: remember.eps] If you can’t know with any reasonable degree of accuracy the consequences of your actions, then:

				You can’t know what alternative action (or rule) to choose in any given situation. No one is omniscient — it’s difficult to tell exactly what kinds of consequences will be caused by your different actions. For example, say that you see a man about to be hit by a car. Thinking quickly, you race over and save his life. Unbeknownst to you, he turns out to be the greatest serial killer in this history of the city and goes on to kill several more people. How, though, could you have foreseen this? As a result, it looks like no one can really know what actions are right.

				You may be praised for doing actions that are really wrong. You may perform an action that looks good initially, but has very bad (and unseen) consequences down the line. As it happens, not saving him would have actually led to the best consequences overall. So, it turns out that people are praising you for doing something wrong, which seems backward and strange.

				You may be blamed for doing actions that are really right. Reversing the last claim, you may perform an action that looks bad up front and initially, but which has long range and unforeseen good consequences. What if you hadn’t saved the man? Naturally, people will blame you for his death even though in the end (unbeknownst to you and everyone else) you saved the city from a serial killer and so guaranteed the best consequences! Should you be blamed? How, though, can you be blamed for doing what’s right?


				Pedro and the natives

				Famous ethics professor Bernard Williams (the same guy who came up with the integrity objection against utilitarianism) created a cool thought experiment to test people’s intuitions about utilitarianism. It goes like this: Imagine that you’re visiting a foreign country and you’re deep in the woods. You encounter a military officer named Pedro. Pedro is about to execute 20 natives that he argues are guilty of treason. However, Pedro offers you a choice: If you agree to kill one of the natives (with a pistol), Pedro will free the other 19 natives. If you refuse, Pedro will continue with his plan and execute all 20. Yipes. What do you do?

				Ask yourself a few questions to help make the decision:

				Would you shoot one of the natives?

				If you refused, would you feel ethically responsible for the deaths of the other 19 natives?

				Williams thinks that utilitarian theories try to get people to believe that they would be responsible, and that’s why they feel as if they must shoot one native in order to do what’s ethically right. However, Williams points out, this introduces an odd point. If you’re responsible, it looks as if you’re not only responsible for the acts that follow from your own plans, but you’re also responsible for the actions that follow from the plans of others that you don’t stop (in this case, Pedro’s). Williams calls this negative responsibility and wonders why it makes sense to argue that people are always negatively responsible for what someone else decides to do. Clearly, however, utilitarianism does consider people negatively responsible in just this way!



				Contemporary ethicists have responded to these problems by suggesting that a difference exists between utilitarianism focused on expected consequence and utilitarianism focused on actual consequences. The difference may be stated this way:

				Expected consequences: In order to be praised for what you do, you’re expected to choose the alternative among A, B, and C that’s perceived to lead — based on a reasonable analysis — to the best outcome.

				Actual consequences: In order to perform the right action, you must choose the alternative that actually results in the best possible outcome.

				The introduction of this distinction emphasizes the very real possibility of blind spots in a person’s ability to predict — especially far into the future — how good an outcome will turn out to be. On the other hand, whether you’re blameworthy or praiseworthy when you choose an alternative isn’t based on the actual consequences of those options. Instead, it’s based on how the actual consequences look to you, assuming that you’re a reasonably rational agent and have taken all the relevantly available information into consideration.

				If you use this distinction, utilitarianism seems to be saved from a rather large problem. After all, it does make sense that if you save that man from getting hit by the car, you should be praised. After all, you weren’t intending to save the future serial killer. You were just saving an anonymous person from suffering an injury or even death, and no utilitarian would think these sorts of dispositions are blameworthy. Still, unknown to you, this option actually doesn’t maximize the good. Far from it. So it’s still wrong.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] Dig more deeply into this response, however. If utilitarianism is truly, in the end, concerned only with actual consequences, why would it make any sense at all to praise a person for doing a wrong action and blame a person for doing a right one? The response to this line of questions is actually easy to pull together. A utilitarian — particularly one who uses a rule strategy — will think that a solid connection exists between doing certain types of actions (like saving people from being killed by cars) and good consequences.

				[image: remember.eps] And sure, sometimes actions result in saving evil, nasty people. Still, performing caring, generous, and honest actions typically, over the long run, contributes to creating the best consequences. So, even though in saving the future serial killer you did what was wrong, it’s still praiseworthy. After all, when people act in ways that seem to any reasonable person to maximize happiness, they tend to create happiness. So to be praised for doing something wrong in this sense is really a way of praising the kind of behaviors that you want people to exhibit.

			

			
		

	
		
			
				Chapter 8

				Doing Your Duty: The Ethics of Principle

				In This Chapter

				Looking at Kant’s ethics

				Reviewing the categorical imperative

				Understanding the three forms of the categorical imperative

				Seeing how the categorical imperative stands up to real-life dilemmas

				Checking out the challenges to Kant’s ethics

				Living by principles sounds like a noble goal, right? Well, it depends on what those principles are. So where should you get your principles? And how should you apply them? This chapter is dedicated to answering those and other questions about basing ethics on principles.

				The most influential answer comes from the towering philosophical figure of the 19th century: Immanuel Kant. He laid out the framework for an ethical theory arguing that all the answers to ethical questions can be found in principles determined by practical reason. Practical reason gives rise to the famous categorical imperative, which is an ethical principle that has fascinated and frustrated many students of ethics.

				So if you’re trying to get a firmer grasp on the ethics of principle, you’ve come to the right place. Even if you already have a basic understanding of ethics of principle, this chapter can help clear the sometimes muddy waters.

				Kant’s Ethics: Acting on Reasonable Principles

				Some people can’t help but think of ethics as essentially about the consequences of one’s actions. According to these folks, if you do something that people generally consider wrong, but it doesn’t make anyone (including you!) unhappy, what’s the big deal? In fact, if your action doesn’t harm anyone, why is it even seen as wrong? This way of thinking about ethics ignores something pretty important, though: principles. Living by principles that spring from your rational nature is a powerful way to live an ethical life.

				The following sections start you on laying out what is, for principle-oriented people, the most important ethical theory ever: Kantian ethics. We clarify what principles are and then draw a separation between principles and rules. From there, you see how Kant connects the importance of principles to the faculty of reason and examine how reason itself is seen as important due to its connection to another cool capacity — freedom.

				Defining principles

				No doubt you probably have a couple of principles that you strive to live by. Everyone does. But what are principles and how do they work? Think of principles as laws that you apply to yourself. They’re those things inside of you that you take so seriously that acting otherwise would be a big deal.

				Think of yourself as a mini-government composed of one person. Much like a government, you can decide on laws to follow, such as “I will not steal, even if I think I won’t get caught” or “I won’t break my promises, even if I no longer like the person I made them to.” Like a law made in a government, then, you see it as something that you can’t violate — even in cases where you feel like things would work out better. In fact, make a principle for yourself right now. Go ahead. Stand up and declare something like “I will no longer eat cookies in bed!” Of course, declaring a principle is a little easier than actually living by it. But in order to live by it, you first have to make it yours.

				[image: remember.eps] If ethics is going to be based on principles, it needs to answer the following questions:

				Which principles are actually worth living by? This is the most important ethical question to ask. There are an awful lot of choices on the menu, and not all of them are ethically acceptable. Kant’s ethics is about which principles are the best ones.

				How many principles does one need? As you’ll soon see, Kant believes that only one extremely important principle exists: the categorical imperative. Having a small number of foundation principles can be better than having lots of different principles, because principles can come into conflict with one another.

				Noting the difference between principles and rules

				Kant’s ethics is based on principles, but principles are very different from rules. Thus, in order to understand his ethical thought, you need to know how they differ. The following comparison shows you the most important differences:

				Rules: Essentially rules are a set of guidelines imposed on you by external authorities, such as God, priests, governments, parents, or even your ethics professor. Many people in the Judeo-Christian tradition get their first exposure to ethical rules through the Ten Commandments of the Old Testament. Most people think of the Ten Commandments as ten rules to live by. If you break any of the commandments (and you aren’t forgiven by God), the usual story is that you go to hell, lose a goat, or experience some other nasty punishment for your transgression. Whatever the punishment, the key point is that God is the enforcer of those rules. According to the book of Genesis, they’re God’s rules for all of humanity.

				Principles: As we note in the preceding section, principles are laws you apply to yourself. So the Ten Commandments aren’t principles all by themselves, because you may not have chosen to adopt them for yourself. Rather, principles are laws that you personally embrace and commit to following, which is significantly different from following a law so you don’t go to hell.

				[image: tip.eps] To figure out whether you’re following a rule or a principle, ask yourself why you’re following it. If you’re following it because you fear punishment or want a reward, it’s a rule. If you’re following it because you choose to make it part of yourself, it’s a principle. For example, not speeding because you don’t want to be caught and get a ticket: rule. Not speeding because you aren’t the kind of person who speeds: principle.

				We’re not saying that principles are better than rules. Principles and rules often work together. If God has commanded that you shall not steal, lest you burn in the fiery pit of pain and suffering, that’s a rule worth following. In fact, it’s so worth following that you may consider adopting it as one of your principles. You would then make a rule into a principle.

				Of course, you don’t always need to make rules into principles. Say your family has a rule that you always finish homework before watching television. It’s still optional for you to elevate that rule to a principle. You may be content to simply follow the rule so you don’t get in trouble rather than personally embracing it and making it one of your principles.

				Making sense of Kantian ethics: The struggle between nature and reason

				Kant, an 18th century philosopher, noticed the importance of principles in ethics as opposed to mere rules, and he turned that insight into one of the world’s great ethical systems. Kant thought that one single, supreme underlying principle — which he called the categorical imperative — gave rise to all other ethically important principles. He thought this underlying principle was accessible to everyone by the use of something called practical reason, and he thought that the binding force of that principle had little to do with either the consequences of one’s actions or divine commandments. Although large amounts of philosophers are still trying to hammer out the specific form that an ethics of principle should take, to this day philosophers call it Kantian Ethics.

				[image: remember.eps] At the root of Kantian ethics is the value of practical reason, or rationality, which Kant believed separates humanity from animals. This faculty gives humans a special kind of dignity that’s not present in the rest of the animal kingdom. Very simply, practical reason is the ability to set ends for yourself. Practical reason makes Kant’s theory different from ethical theories like utilitarianism (which you can read about in Chapter 7), which aims at making other people — and animals — as happy as possible. Kant wasn’t just a grumpy old man. He wanted people to be happy; he just thought happiness shouldn’t be the last word on ethics. Instead, he thought ethics was about living a life guided by reason.

				Kant believed that the principles you live by should be those forged by your very own practical reason. So the defining struggle in an ethical life is the battle between two forces that motivate human actions:

				Inclination: Acting from inclination is when you’re motivated by what you naturally want to do. Inclinations are your natural habits.

				Duty: Acting from duty is when you’re motivated by the principles forged by practical reason. Duties are principles given by practical reason.

				The following sections explain these two forces in greater detail.

				[image: warning_bomb.eps] Deciphering and understanding Kantian Ethics can be a daunting task, because Kant isn’t exactly the most accessible writer in the history of philosophy. His sentences are long and cumbersome, and he uses lots (and lots!) of technical terms that sound hopelessly pretentious and frustrating to the modern ear. Translators have struggled to communicate his thoughts in English as best as possible, but it’s still an uphill battle. So you shouldn’t feel guilty about getting lost and confused when reading his work.

				Acting on inclination: Doing what nature wants you to do

				Every human being does certain things, such as breathing, without conscious thought. You also have lots of other urges: urges to eat tasty food, urges to lash out against people who try to hurt you, urges to have sex, urges to show love for your family, and so on. You have these basic urges, like everyone else, because human beings need to react to things in order to survive and reproduce. These ways of reacting are largely hard-wired into you by nature. So by default, everyone follows nature’s laws. But to the extent that you follow your urges without thinking about them, you’re letting nature rule your life. Kant calls this acting from inclination.

				[image: tip.eps] Think of acting from inclination as doing what you were naturally inclined to do anyway. Surely you know a lot of people who don’t try too hard to fight these natural urges. It’s kind of like they’re falling down a hill (or incline) due to the law of gravity. Different creatures have different inclinations.

				[image: warning_bomb.eps] Kant didn’t think acting from inclination was wrong. In his view, inclinations aren’t bad. Feelings are an important class of inclinations, so there’s nothing wrong with loving your family or having fun with your friends. But he also didn’t think that feelings and inclinations were terribly impressive. According to Kant, if you’re not in control, then nature is and the acts that you do lack ethical value. When humans act from inclination, they basically do what any other animal would do. So for your acts to acquire ethical value, they have to spring from something other than natural inclinations.

				Acting from the motive of duty: Taking charge of your actions

				Even though humans are naturally inclined to do what nature gives them the urge to do, Kant thinks reason gives them the ability to step back and reflect. When your own rationality provides the source of a motivation to act, you’re doing something for the simple reason that it’s the right thing to do. Kant calls this acting from the motive of duty. And this special motivation gives your action actual ethical value.

				In addition to doing your duty, you have to make duty your motive for acting. Helping others may be one of your duties, but helping others because it benefits you doesn’t make your actions ethical. For your actions to have ethical value, you need to help others because it’s your duty.

				But even acting from the motive of duty doesn’t yet make your actions right. Think of acting from the motive of duty as the price of admission just to play in the ethical realm. If you’re letting your inclinations determine your actions, you’re not yet in the ethical ballpark. Your actions may turn out to be prudent or imprudent (that is, good for you or bad for you) but not actually right or wrong. After you’ve started letting your duty dictate your actions, though, you have a ticket to the major leagues of decision-making where your actions can actually be right or wrong.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] Acting from the motive of duty may seem a little strange at first glance. Couldn’t you just decide to start acting from inclinations and do whatever you want: lie, steal, and kill people without it being unethical? Absolutely not. In fact, Kant said this is the worst thing you could possibly do. He went so far as to call this behavior radically evil. Why? Because if you use your rational nature to give up on ethics, then you’ve undermined it from within. It’s one thing for an animal to be an animal. Animals can’t reason. It’s another thing altogether for a human to use reason to decide to become an animal.

				Adam’s cat Phileas, for example, likes to hunt and kill mice despite the fact that he’s well fed. He can’t help it. He’s an animal with natural inclinations. Nothing evil about that, even if it does leave a mess. Adam, on the other hand, is human. He can reason through his actions. So he may decide the following: “I want to kill Chris, but I don’t want to do anything immoral. In order to escape the demands of morality, I just won’t think about being moral. I’ll listen to my most animal urges and bite off his head.” Essentially Adam wants to turn himself into his cat here. You can probably see that Adam is making a reasoned decision to stop reasoning.

				If you decide to start reflecting on your actions and acting from the motive of duty, it can still be difficult to see what particular duties you have. Determining your duties is a pretty complicated process, so we discuss it later in the “Living by the Categorical Imperative: Reasonable Principles” section in this chapter.


				Mixed motives: Kant’s shopkeeper example

				Think of a local business in your hometown. If the business is any good, the business owner probably doesn’t cheat customers. Doing so is just bad business! But does this mean that the owner actually is doing business ethically? Kantian ethics has lots to say about this question.

				One of the most famous ways Kant illustrates his distinction between duty and inclination is an example of a shopkeeper. You agree that it would be wise for a shopkeeper to avoid ripping off his customers. After all, if they find out they’re getting ripped off, they probably won’t shop there anymore! This keeps most shopkeepers honest and fair. But according to Kant, if a shopkeeper doesn’t rip people off because it would be bad business, his actions wouldn’t be considered ethical.

				Contrast the shopkeeper who’s only honest because it’s good business with the shopkeeper who’s honest because he thinks it’s his duty. The latter shopkeeper would be acting ethically in his dealings with customers. He enjoys the benefits of not cheating his customers, but the principle behind his action (in this case, not to cheat his customers when they wouldn’t notice and he would make more money) makes his actions ethical.

				It may not seem to matter much what motive is behind the shopkeeper’s actions, as long as his actions are honest. You get the same result whether he’s after good business or duty, right? At first glance, yes. But what happens if the first shopkeeper does figure out a way to rip off his customers without losing business? His motive seems to imply that this option wouldn’t be out of bounds. Merely acting in accord with duty is too fragile to be ethical. You need to act from the motive of duty, like the second shopkeeper.



				Autonomy: Being a law unto yourself

				[image: remember.eps] Ethics and freedom are intimately connected. Most people think freedom is a necessary condition of behaving ethically: You can’t be blamed or praised for something unless you were free to choose it. Kant believed this too. In fact, he thought it was something a lot of other ethical theories got wrong. Many ethicists before Kant tried to base ethics in what you now know as human inclinations. For example:

				Aristotle thought ethics was about natural human flourishing (see Chapter 6).

				David Hume thought ethical behavior arose from natural human sympathy (see Chapter 18).

				Utilitarians think ethics comes from bringing about happiness (see Chapter 7).

				But Kant thought human beings couldn’t be free if they simply followed whatever the laws of nature urged them to do. He called letting the laws of nature dictate one’s actions heteronomy. Humans were special to Kant. They have an ability that no other animal seems to have: rationality. And with their rationality, they can overcome the laws of nature by giving laws to themselves to follow. Kant’s key insight about freedom was that human beings become free by giving themselves laws to follow that trump those of nature. He called the action of giving laws to oneself autonomy.

				For example, you probably know how good chocolate cake tastes. It’s almost irresistible to anyone with a sweet tooth. That’s because your ancestors had to consume lots of calories to survive, and sugar has lots of calories. So nature draws you to sweet foods. But you don’t have to listen to nature! You can give yourself a different law to follow: You will avoid sweet foods in order to live a healthier lifestyle. By following this law, you do a lot more than avoid unnecessary calories. You act independently of the laws of nature. Now you know how to be free.

				Most people have another belief about ethics and freedom: Ethics limits your freedom. To be ethical, according to these people, makes you less free to do what you want. This is where things really get wild. Problems occur with a lot of things people want: Their desires can be base. For all the good things nature draws you toward, it also draws you to money that’s not yours, cheap pleasures, and violence to people you don’t like. By overcoming these natural urges, many people would say that you do what’s right. And Kant would agree. Thus, by overcoming the laws of nature, you’re not only becoming free, but you’re also living up to your ethical obligations.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] So doing what’s right makes you free. Furthermore, it’s the only way to be free. Ethics actually comes from autonomy. Kant figured out a way to show how universal, freely chosen ethical principles could come from your very own law-giving faculty of reason.

				Living by the Categorical Imperative: Reasonable Principles

				Forming principles and figuring out which ones constitute your ethical duty isn’t easy. To do so, you need to get comfortable with two of Kant’s more obscure notions: maxims and imperatives. Maxims are the principles behind actions, and imperatives are principles that you have to follow.

				The following sections examine Kant’s concept of a maxim and the special principle you can use to evaluate maxims and sort out which ones are ethical to act on and which aren’t. We also provide a section to better explain imperatives. Evaluating maxims gets you to the heart of what Kant calls the categorical imperative, the command that all rational beings are morally required to give themselves. The categorical imperative is not only the foundation of Kant’s ethics but also the part of Kant’s ethics that people have the most trouble understanding.

				[image: remember.eps] In order to know why the categorical imperative is so important to Kant, you have to keep in mind the narrow path Kant is trying to walk in ethics. He thinks a principle that serves as the source of all ethical action has to be one that:

				Is universal, or applies to everyone

				Is formal, or is general enough to apply to all actions

				Is one that people give to themselves

				A categorical imperative seems to be the one thing that meets all three criteria.

				Looking behind actions: Maxims are principles

				The idea of a maxim won’t be unfamiliar to you at this point, because a maxim is really just a principle. In fact, in the interests of keeping things simple, we’re going to use the word “principle” from here on out instead of “maxim.”

				In particular, a maxim is a subjective principle, or a principle that you decide to develop for yourself to fit your own special circumstances and perspective. This notion is incredibly important to Kant’s ethics, because he argues that whether or not your actions are ethical depends on the maxims behind them. (Check out the section “Defining principles” earlier in this chapter for more details about principles.)

				[image: warning_bomb.eps] You may have heard people say that they try to live their lives by Biblical principles, for instance, or by the principles associated with some other code. This way of using the word isn’t what Kant had in mind. Principles don’t come from external sources; they’re laws that are internal to you.

				Intentions are more important than consequences

				A principle behind an action is a kind of law that moves a person to act, and it also can serve as an explanation for what the person does. For Kant, a principle can go either way: The principle behind someone’s action may be good or it may be horrible and unethical. Or it may be neither. Until the principle behind an action is evaluated, you don’t know whether it will lead to a good action or a bad one.

				[image: remember.eps] According to Kant, whether your action is ethical or not doesn’t depend on what its consequences are but rather on the nature of the principle that lurks behind it. Compare the two following cases:

				Cindy teaches her classes well because she knows that her salary, tenure, and lifestyle depend on her teaching successful classes.

				Rebecca teaches her classes well because she thinks that it’s her duty to teach successful classes.

				In both cases you have classes being taught well, so you get the same result. The consequences are identical in both cases, but the principles behind these instructors’ actions — what motivates, explains, and causes their actions — couldn’t be more different. Cindy’s principles really are just incentives and are considerably more self-centered than Rebecca’s. Based on Kant’s theory, Cindy’s principles likely have no moral worth at all. Rebecca, on the other hand, is acting on principles that definitely trace their motivation back to duty.

				This focus on principles is what makes Kantian ethics so different from consequentialist ethics (which you can read more about in Chapter 7). The consequentialist minimizes the importance of what intention is behind an action as long as the action produces a good result. Kant, on the other hand, couldn’t care more about the intentions. In fact, generally speaking, he couldn’t care much less about the consequences of one’s actions as long as they’re done with good intentions or principles behind them.

				Some people believe Kant unwisely ignored the idea of consequences in thinking about what’s ethical. But, in Kant’s defense, consider this important point: Although good consequences often result from people acting on good principles, the reverse isn’t necessarily true. The best intentions and plans don’t always lead to the best consequences. In fact, the best intentions can lead to some pretty mediocre consequences. Sometimes this happens because people aren’t good at putting their intentions into action. But other times, even the best of intentions could lead to bad consequences through no fault of the person with the good intentions.

				Say, for example, that Jo and Rachel are both trolley drivers on separate tracks. Both are careful about their jobs and take extra precautions to make sure nothing goes wrong. In separate instances, they move toward pedestrian crossings. Both drivers see a pedestrian trapped on the tracks, so they each apply the brakes. Jo manages to stop in time, but unbeknownst to Rachel, a large rock gets kicked up into the brakes, causing the train to derail, slide into a crowd, and injure hundreds. You’d probably agree that Rachel didn’t do anything wrong here. Both she and Jo had noble intentions. The world just seriously got in the way of Rachel’s intentions. Surely she shouldn’t be blamed for this tragic event.

				[image: remember.eps] You aren’t always in control of the consequences of your actions the way you’re in control of your intentions. And because it seems rather bizarre to require you to do things that you have no control over, Kant’s emphasis on principles rather than consequences makes a lot of sense.

				Identifying your principles correctly

				Kant wants to focus ethical analysis on the individual reasons behind actions: the principles that guide your behavior. Specifically, knowing whether a principle is ethical requires looking at what it contains. So you need to know how to identify the content of the principles behind your acts. Any good principle should include not only what you’re planning to do, but the motivation behind it as well.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] Identifying the content of principles isn’t easy because actions are pretty complicated. To make the task easier, think about what it means to do something for a reason. If Kant is right, practical reason is all about setting ends — or purposes — for yourself. These purposes are your motivation — literally what moves you to act and serve as the principles behind actions. The ability to set ends separates human beings from animals. Animals can’t help but act on a kind of autopilot, but human beings can take control by setting ends that motivate them. Principles behind actions, then, should reflect what motivates your action.

				But what about the many motives in people’s minds when contemplating one single action? How do you know which motives to include in the principle that you want to subject to ethical scrutiny? Kant thought that even though someone could have many reasons for acting in a certain way, one reason in particular would be the one that pushed a person over the top. When you find that reason, you’ve found what truly motivated someone’s action.

				[image: tip.eps] Think about your basic, everyday actions, such as what happens when lunchtime rolls around. It starts with a powerful hunger pang in your stomach that overwhelms your ability to work. For most people, satisfying this hunger is what pushes them over the top to eat lunch. In this case, the principle of the action of eating lunch would be:

				“When I am overwhelmed with hunger and there is food in the refrigerator that I bought, I will eat it.”

				But hunger may not be the only reason to eat lunch. Sometimes hunger is only a secondary concern. For instance, maybe you had a big breakfast, so when lunchtime rolls around you aren’t all that hungry. But maybe also you remember that leftovers from the delicious pizza you ordered last night are in the refrigerator, and you want to enjoy the pizza again. In this case, it’s not really hunger that pushes you over the top to act. Instead, your principles may be as follows:

				“When I crave delicious food and there is delicious food in the refrigerator that I bought, I will eat it.”

				Neither of these are bad principles for eating lunch, so it probably won’t matter — from an ethical standpoint — which of these motivates your trip to the refrigerator. But it’s possible to imagine a principle behind eating lunch that may be ethically suspicious. Say that you know Ned, a person who you really hate and want to suffer, brought a particularly delicious-looking piece of apple pie to work for lunch today. You may try to eat the pie before he gets around to it. In this case your principle for eating lunch may be different:

				“When I want to cause someone pain and his delicious food is in the refrigerator, I will eat it for lunch before he can.”

				We hope you see that it makes a big difference whether you include your revenge on Ned in your principle for acting. After all, you may very well want to get revenge on him at the same time you’re hungry and crave delicious food. So the fact that your revenge on Ned is what pushes you over the top is what really matters to the ethics of your action.

				Examining imperatives

				For Kant, being human is all about setting ends, or goals, for yourself. But what does it really mean to set a goal or give yourself an end? Well, in a sense, it means that you’re commanding yourself to do something. Setting a goal isn’t just saying, “Yeah, I’ll do that when I get around to it.” It’s actually imposing certain requirements on yourself. Kant called these requirements imperatives.

				[image: tip.eps] If you’re having trouble remembering what an imperative is, think about an imperative sentence, which is a command like “Stand up straight!” or “Stop playing with that nuclear warhead!” Imperatives sometimes end with exclamation points because they stress the importance of what’s being demanded. According to Kant, imperatives are commands too, but they exist in the form of thoughts that make demands on you (not in the form of sentences on a piece of paper).

				Kant recognized two kinds of imperatives, and understanding his ethical system requires that you see the difference between the two. Here’s a look at each:

				Hypothetical imperatives: A hypothetical imperative is a command that you give yourself if you have a certain goal. Say that you want Chinese takeout for dinner. If this is an end you set for yourself, you’re going to have to do a couple of things. You have to call the local Chinese restaurant, make an order, and go pick up your Chinese food. Setting the goal of having Chinese takeout for dinner imposes certain requirements on you.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] What’s important to note is that not all of humanity wants the same things, so a different set of commands applies to everyone. A hypothetical imperative only applies to you if you’re in the situation of having that particular end. For instance, not everyone wants Chinese food for dinner, so the commands for this goal only apply to people who want Chinese takeout. In other words, they’re only commands for you in the hypothetical situation where you want Chinese food. If you don’t hold the goal of having Chinese food for dinner, you’re free of all the demands and requirements that come along with having that end as a goal.

				Categorical imperatives: The categorical imperative, which applies to everyone regardless of their particular goals, is the central point of Kant’s ethics. Whereas hypothetical imperatives make demands on you if you want certain things (and if you don’t they’re silent), a categorical imperative would apply to you no matter what you want.

				 Why would someone use the word “categorical” to mean “no matter what” when the word itself looks like the word “category”? We think that the term comes from a small leap in meaning. If some principle applies to you no matter what, it applies to you no matter what “category” you fall into. Even if this isn’t true, it’s a great way to remember it.

				[image: remember.eps] According to Kant, if ethics makes any demands on humans, those demands must be universal. So if you’re talking about ethics, you’re talking about something more than hypothetical imperatives. Kant’s ethics gets at the commands that apply to you just because you’re a rational being who can set goals for yourself. Because this imperative applies to everyone, or at least to everyone who’s a rational being, a categorical imperative will place the same demands on all rational beings.

				Surveying the Forms of the Categorical Imperative

				In the struggle to understand Kantian ethics, you need to understand the categorical imperative, which we introduce in the earlier section “Examining imperatives.” In order to do so, you have to realize that only one categorical imperative exists, but it actually takes different forms, or formulas. The following sections outline two of these forms in greater depth and detail.

				Kant noted that all forms of the categorical imperative are formulations of one and the same law. We know what you’re thinking: Why in the world would Kant create different formulations of the same thing? This question isn’t an easy one to answer. In fact, scholars who interpret Kant’s writings on ethics have a number of explanations of Kant’s remarks.

				[image: remember.eps] You can do some additional reading if you want to delve into the details, but suffice it to say that all the forms have the same implications for telling you what you should do. The first form doesn’t tell you to do anything differently than the second. Because each focuses on a different but essential aspect of Kant’s thinking, however, it’s important to understand each one.

				Form 1: Living by universal principles

				Pretty much everyone, when they think of the categorical imperative, thinks of the universal law formulation. It’s the most widely known, and Kant thinks it’s the most important. This form, which is formally called the Formula of Universal Law, says:

				Act only on that maxim which you can at the same time will to become a universal law of nature.

				In other words, you should only act on any principle that everyone else could act on as well. (As we note earlier in the chapter, we’re using the term “principle” rather than “maxim” to make things easier. Head to the section “Looking behind actions: Maxims are principles” to see our explanation on this word swap.)

				[image: remember.eps] This formula gives lots of ethics students nightmares. Heck, it gives lots of philosophy graduate students nightmares. Sometimes it even trips us up! But Kant thinks that this formula is at the root of his ethical thought, so you have to understand it cold. It’s meant to be a formula that anyone can use to evaluate the morality of her actions. But it’s important to note that Kant doesn’t think you should be trotting it out for every single decision you make. With a principle this complex, using it for every decision would be a pain in the butt. Rather, this formula should be a principle you aspire to live by. So, in other words, you should aim to live a life where you only act on principles that everyone else could also act on.

				The next two sections address the questions you should have about this formula. We provide easy-to-understand answers to help you get a better grasp of this formula.

				What does a universal law of nature have to do with ethics?

				For Kant, the rightness or wrongness of an action is related to the idea of a universal law. Remember that, according to Kant, practical reason is the source of all value, and thus of all ethical action. As a result, an action couldn’t be ethical if it didn’t spring forth from practical reason.

				Here’s the key: All human beings share the same capacity to reason. Having reason is a little bit like owning a book. It’s yours. You can do with it what you want. But lots of other people also have the same book. But reason is a lot more central to life than some book. So if a command really does come from your faculty of practical reason, it would be a command that everyone else would encounter as well. It would have to be a law that could be universal. It would be like a law of nature, but instead of applying to all things, it would apply to all rational beings.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] The genius of the first formula of the categorical imperative is that it uses the universal idea of a law of nature to evaluate whether individual principles could really be the commands of practical reason. If a principle really did come from practical reason, it would have to be possible for everyone to act on it — at the same time. In a way, this is overkill — an acid test. It’s hardly realistic for everyone to act on the same principle all the time. But knowing such a thing is possible — that a law could work like a universal law of nature — would ensure that the principle is really and truly respectful of all rational beings.

				How do you use the formula as a test of a principle?

				Although grasping the Formula of Universal Law isn’t easy, what’s cool about it is that looking at the law gives you a step-by-step procedure for how to check whether a proposed action is ethical. Think of the formula as creating a kind of ethical checklist for an action.

				[image: remember.eps] This list is a test of whether a principle could become a universal law, something that holds always and everywhere. If a world with such a law couldn’t exist, you can be pretty darn sure that the principle couldn’t be a universal law. Acting on such a principle just wouldn’t be ethical. The checklist includes the following tasks:

				1. Figure out what the principle behind your action is.

				 Academic folks call this specifying your principle. For example, say you make a false promise to return loaned money. You probably have a principle in mind like “When I need to borrow money, but can’t pay it back, I will make a promise to pay it back anyway.” That’s the law you give yourself.

				 2. Try to think of a world in which everyone lived by that principle.

				 In philosopher-speak, this task is called universalizing your principle. This task isn’t too terribly difficult. Just imagine everyone who doesn’t have money constantly asking people for money and promising to pay it back even though they have no intention of keeping that promise.

				 3. Ask yourself whether a world could exist in which everyone lived by that principle.

				 This task is called the universalizabilty test. In the case of false promises, it may seem like the fact that you can imagine such dishonesty constantly going on as implying that such a world could exist. But ask yourself what promising in general would amount to in that kind of world. If everyone blew off their promises, wouldn’t that undermine the very basis for promise-making in the first place? No one would agree to accept a person’s promise in a world in which everyone is committed to lying. In fact, not only would no one accept a promise, but no one would make any promises either. Promising itself wouldn’t exist in such a world.

				 As a result, you’re stuck imagining a world where both everyone is making false promises and promising doesn’t exist. That can’t be right. This revelation that no one would make any promises in such a world seems to show that such a world couldn’t exist. The conditions necessary for the practice of promising to evolve wouldn’t exist, so promising wouldn’t either.

				4. Ask yourself whether you could rationally will to act on that principle in a world where everyone lived by it.

				 Assuming the principle passes the third step in the checklist, ask whether a rational person could act on it without defeating his or her own ends. Check out the “Imperfect duties: Promoting self-improvement and charity” section later in this chapter for more explanation on this step.


				Kant’s categorical imperative: Not just the Golden Rule

				According to Kant, the categorical imperative requires you to think of a world in which everyone was doing what you were doing. This thinking sounds an awful lot like another ethical principle to most people: “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.” You may recognize that principle from your childhood, from a religious text, or from Chapter 10. But remember that the categorical imperative and the Golden Rule are two very different principles.

				Kant highlighted two important differences that the Golden Rule has when compared to the categorical imperative:

				The Golden Rule doesn’t seem to account for people’s duties to themselves. It says what you should do “unto others” but not what you should do “unto yourself!” So Kant thought that the Golden Rule is too silent on whether it’s ethical to sit around and be lazy.

				The Golden Rule may seem to emphasize what someone wants a little bit too much. Remember, Kant believed that ethics is based on reason. And sometimes you don’t want others acting on you in reasonable ways. Think of the judge who sentences a criminal that has been found guilty of a crime. If that judge uses the Golden Rule, she should be thinking about what the criminal wants. But the criminal wants to be set free. That’s not justice. Justice requires more than sympathy for another person’s perspective. It requires handing down the law.



				Form 2: Respecting everyone’s humanity

				The second formulation of the categorical imperative is a little less famous than the first, but it usually sounds a little more reasonable to people. However, remember that it’s not supposed to tell you anything different from the first formulation. The second formulation, which is referred to as the Formula of Humanity, goes like this:

				So act that you use humanity, whether in your own person or in the person of any other, always at the same time as an end, never merely as a means.

				In other words, don’t use people in ways that they would never agree to, even when that person is yourself.

				[image: remember.eps] Kant believed that human beings have a special dignity because of their rational natures. This fact about humanity — that people can use reason to move them to action — is what makes humans superior to mere animals. Because humanity has this special kind of value, it also deserves a special kind of respect. So the second formula is about always acting toward other rational beings with respect for their goals.

				If you think of most of the traditionally immoral things people do to one another, they usually involve some form of treating people as if their capacity for choosing ends didn’t exist. The most extreme (and depressingly common) example is rape. In rape, someone tries to dominate another person using violent sexual means. The person raped would never agree under any circumstances to be raped. That’s why the crime is such an egregious assault on that person’s humanity. It treats the person as if he or she is nothing more than an object.

				The second formula of the categorical imperative requires you not to use people as mere means. In other words, you can’t completely ignore their own goals. Using others as a means may still be acceptable, however. Think about getting a cup of coffee at the coffee shop. You’re technically using the person behind the counter as a means of getting your daily coffee. But you aren’t using the clerk merely as a means, because you’re paying the clerk for the coffee. The clerk makes it a goal to give people good coffee for money. So in using the clerk as a means to get coffee, you aren’t treating that person as a mere object. The difference between using someone as a means and a mere means is that the other person consents (or would consent, if asked) to being used as a means. If you threatened to hit the clerk if he didn’t give you free coffee — something not out of the question on some mornings — that would be immoral.


				Kantian utopias: The kingdom of ends

				There’s one other main formulation of the categorical imperative known as the Formula of the Kingdom of Ends. It says:

				 Act in accordance with the maxims of a member giving universal laws for a merely possible kingdom of ends.

				Unlike the other two formulations covered in this chapter, this third formulation focuses on getting someone to think about the social and political aspects of the categorical imperative. According to this formulation, every time you act on a principle, it’s as if you’re legislating that principle for everyone in society — but not just any society, a kingdom of ends. Such a society, if it existed, would be a kingdom in which all the citizens respect the goals of all their other fellow citizens.

				Think of this third formulation as a way to integrate the principles behind your actions with the principles of every other rational person. The kingdom of ends would be a remarkable place if it actually existed. No one would decide on any course of action that interfered with anyone else’s chosen actions. Essentially, you would be part of a gigantic set of people all moving and acting in harmony with one another.



				Applying the Categorical Imperative to Real-Life Dilemmas

				The categorical imperative can be pretty difficult to understand, but after you understand it you’re ready to start applying it to real-life ethical dilemmas. Fortunately Kant offered some applications in his ethical writing. After all, Kant wasn’t only interested in expounding complicated philosophical views. He also thought that you should apply these views in your own life in order to see what happens when you really try to let practical reason guide the way. The following sections show you how you can apply this concept to the real world.

				Using the Formula of Universal Law to distinguish imperfect from perfect duties

				When relating the categorical imperative to the real world, you first need to understand the difference between the two types of duties. According to Kant, the categorical imperative gives you two kinds of duties: perfect ones and imperfect ones. But don’t be confused, these terms really don’t have anything to do with perfection as you normally understand it. (Philosophers like using old terms that haven’t kept their meanings over the years, even if it confuses the heck out of everyone around them.)

				Think of perfect duties as those duties that admit of no exceptions. You have to act on them if you want to live a moral life. Kant’s two examples of perfect duties are the duty not to commit suicide and the duty not to make false promises. Imperfect duties, as you may expect, do admit of some exceptions. They’re duties that are required of you at some times but not at all times to live a moral life. His two examples of imperfect duties are the duty to exercise your talents and the duty to help others.

				The following sections spell out these two kinds of duties in greater detail.

				Perfect duties: Rejecting suicide and false promises

				Perfect duties are those that admit no exceptions. You have a perfect duty to not do anything that doesn’t pass the categorical imperative’s test of being able to become a universal law. (See the section earlier on “Surveying the Forms of the Categorical Imperative.”) Kant’s two examples of perfect duties are the duty not to commit suicide and the duty not to make false promises. Both are good examples of how he intended the categorical imperative to actually be used. Follow along as we explain each example.

				Committing suicide

				Suicide has traditionally been a pretty thorny ethical topic. Many people are sad when someone young commits suicide with so much life ahead of her. But a growing number of people actually believe that suicide can occasionally be ethically permissible, such as when a terminally ill person decides that a life of agonizing pain isn’t worth living any more (see Chapter 12 for more discussion of euthanasia).

				[image: remember.eps] But Kant believed a suicidal principle wouldn’t pass the categorical imperative’s test, so suicide is never ethically permissible. To argue for this point, he used the first formula of the categorical imperative. (Flip to the earlier section “Form 1: Living by universal principles” to bone up on this formula.)

				To figure out whether suicide is unethical, recall that Kant said you first must figure out what the principle behind committing suicide would be. Kant suggested that a person who commits suicide has the following thought behind his or her action:

				“From self-love I make as my principle to shorten my life when its continued duration threatens more evil than it promises satisfaction.”

				In other words, someone contemplating suicide is actually acting out of love of oneself. A person loves oneself so much that one can’t stand the evil (or pain) and suffering. After you see the suicide’s motivation, you have to apply the categorical imperative and see whether that subjective principle could be a law that everyone could act on.

				[image: warning_bomb.eps] Kant believed that you couldn’t actually imagine a world in which everyone could act on this principle. If you could, he said, nature itself would be destroying life “by means of the very same feeling” that it uses to get people to want life to go on. Basically, self-love, which motivates a person’s natural will to live, would also in this case motivate the person to commit suicide. But this would mean that nature’s laws were contradictory. Self-love would motivate both life and suicide. And a contradictory world isn’t possible. (After all, you could hardly have a world where gravity caused things to be both pushed and pulled toward one another with the same force!)

				Because it’s impossible to imagine a world where everyone acts on the suicide’s principle, it doesn’t pass the categorical imperative’s test (to see whether the principle could be willed as a law for everyone). Furthermore, this kind of principle will never pass the test, so it will never be acceptable to act on this principle.

				[image: remember.eps] This is the essence of a perfect duty: There won’t be any exceptions if the principle would never pass the test. Thus, the opposite of your principle becomes a perfect duty.

				Making false promises

				Kant used the same kind of reasoning that he used for suicide to show that making false promises is unethical. He described the case of someone who finds himself in need of borrowing money that he can’t pay back. The borrower knows that no one will give him money unless he falsely promises to pay back the loan. Kant first determined what the man’s principle for action may be. In this case, he suggested the following principle:

				“When I believe myself to be in need of money, I will borrow money and promise to pay it back, although I know that I can never do so.”

				According to Kant, it’s impossible for everyone to hold this principle. He reasoned that if people made this their principle whenever they needed to borrow money, no one would lend anyone else money. So, in order to imagine a world in which the principle was a universal law, you would have to imagine a world in which everyone made promises but no one trusted promises. That doesn’t make sense, so promising itself would be impossible! As long as this principle is behind your false promise (and it’s difficult to see how it couldn’t be!), you could never, under any circumstances, act from this principle. The opposite of it becomes your perfect duty.

				Imperfect duties: Promoting self-improvement and charity

				Imperfect duties, as you may expect, do admit some exceptions. They’re duties that are required of you at some times but not all the time. According to Kant, you discover these duties when something slightly different goes wrong with the categorical imperative test. These duties arise from principles that pass the test of being laws for everyone, but still cause problems. In this case, the problem is that it would be impossible to will them to be laws for everyone.

				[image: remember.eps] If a principle for action passes the first test (it could be a universal law) but fails the second test (you couldn’t rationally will it to be a universal law), the opposite of the principle becomes an imperfect duty that you must follow at least some of the time.

				Kant’s two examples of imperfect duties aren’t unconditional like avoiding suicide and false promises. In fact, they’re ethical dilemmas that you probably face every day. We delve here into greater detail about these two examples.

				Developing your talents

				Kant’s first example was about developing your talents. He wondered whether it could be unethical simply to be lazy and do nothing with your life.

				To see why developing your talents is an imperfect duty, Kant again said that you need to see what the categorical imperative’s first formula would tell you to do. He argued that you actually could imagine a world in which no one developed their talents.

				To see how, think about the principles that guide this type of conduct. The principle that you would be using to permit you to let your talents rust would be something like:

				“When I have a useful talent but prefer to indulge in pleasures rather than develop it, I will devote myself to enjoyment.”

				According to Kant, the principles aren’t ethical ones if you can’t imagine a world in which everyone wills them. So if you can imagine such a world, but it’s an unpleasant one, that’s not enough to rule them out. As it turns out, you can imagine a world in which everyone let their talents rust. Lots more people watch daytime TV and play video games, but there’s nothing unimaginable about that.

				But wait — doesn’t that mean that not developing your talents would be ethically permissible? Not so fast. Even though Kant believed that you could imagine a world in which everyone lived by these principles, it still wouldn’t be reasonable to will that these principles be universal laws. Kant thought this kind of principle would be self-defeating for a rational being.

				In a world where everyone had the principle of being lazy, you would be lazy too. So if you had any real goals, you wouldn’t be able to accomplish them. By willing that everyone avoid developing their talents, you’d include yourself and defeat your own goals. That’s not a very rational thing to do, is it?

				So refusing to develop one’s talents is self-defeating for any rational being, because every rational being has goals. But then why isn’t it a perfect duty to always develop your talents? Quite simply, you couldn’t always be developing your talents. You’d never accomplish your goals. It’s as self-defeating to will that everyone always develops their talents as it is to will that everyone never develop their talents. So, at best, you have a duty to make sure you spend some serious time developing your talents. But don’t let this end rule your life.

				Helping others

				The second example Kant used is about helping out other people. He tried to find out whether you have a duty to lend assistance to others in difficult times. Here the principle behind not helping others in their time of need would be as follows:

				“I shall take nothing from my fellow human beings, but also not contribute to their well-being or assistance in time of need.”

				[image: remember.eps] As with the example of developing talents, a world where no one ever helps anyone else is possible even though it’s not a very desirable world. Imagine being someone who sets ends in a world where everyone acts on these principles. It’s a fact that you couldn’t get much done without the help of others. So if you have goals you want to accomplish, you need people’s help. But in a world where no one had the principle of helping others in their time of need, no one would help. By willing that everyone had this principle, you’d be sabotaging your very own goals! Again, not a rational move.

				If refraining from helping others passes the first test (it could be a universal law) but fails the second test (you couldn’t rationally will it to be a universal law), the opposite of the principle becomes an imperfect duty. Because refraining from helping others fails the second test, helping others becomes a duty that you must act on at least some of the time.

				Applying the Formula of Humanity to ethical topics

				Applying the second formula of the categorical imperative — “Always treat humanity in yourself or another as an end in itself and never merely as a means” — is so easy to wield that it totally rocks. You can be an ethical rock star just by using Kant’s so-called Formula of Humanity. (Head to the earlier section “Form 2: Respecting everyone’s humanity” for more on this imperative.)

				So how do you use this second formula in life? You can break it down into two parts. The first part to consider says that you shouldn’t use other people as a means to your ends without their consent.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] To understand how it’s applied, think of anything that typically gets branded “unethical” or “immoral.” Reflect on how these actions treat other people. Don’t these actions usually in some way involve treating someone as a mere means? Here are some serious examples to help you understand:

				Adultery: The breaking of a promise within the bounds of marriage.

				Breaking a contract or promise: Treats someone else’s trust as a mere means to get what you want.

				Bribery: Urges someone with power to treat her duty as a mere means to financial ends.

				Cheating on someone: The breaking of a promise outside the bounds of marriage.

				Cheating on a test: Using the teacher (who wants you to learn) as a means to your own ends (getting an A in the class) by misusing an exam.

				Forgery: Using society as a mere means to your own ends by going around its institutions for personal gain.

				Murder: Takes someone out of the world without her consent.

				Rape: Dominates someone using sexual means without her consent.

				Stealing: Violates someone’s ends by co-opting her property to your own ends.

				Torture: Subjects people to pain and humiliation without their consent.

				You can easily see in these examples whether someone is using someone as a mere means. The second formula doesn’t bother with imagining possible worlds. It just asks one simple question. And it gets very little wrong. (To see some areas that it does seem to get wrong, check out the next section “Scrutinizing Kant’s Ethics.”) But really the second formulation is the most powerful and user-friendly part of Kant’s ethical theory.

				The second formula also says you should respect the humanity in yourself as well. So Kant’s point about letting your talents go to waste makes a whole lot of sense even without the business of being unable to will it to be a universal law. Letting your talents go to waste would be treating yourself as a mere means.

				[image: remember.eps] Couldn’t you just consent to letting your talents rust and be done with it? Not exactly. When it comes to others, you must gain their consent. And that means gaining their real consent, not just getting them to say “okay.” You know that one friend you have who will agree to anything you want even if she doesn’t want it? Yeah, well with regards to yourself, you’re that friend. So just like your agreeable friend, you should take some time to figure out what you really want. If you do, you may find that it’s tempting to treat yourself as a mere means as well.

				Scrutinizing Kant’s Ethics

				Kantian ethics may be the best ethical theory ever (according to Adam), but don’t think that it doesn’t have its detractors as well (Chris is one of them). Existentialist philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche said that Kant’s categorical imperative “stinks of cruelty.” Because Kant was after an ethical theory that made obligations unconditional and founded on practical reason, his theory is vulnerable to attack from both sides.

				So the following sections examine these two different and important objections to Kant’s way of seeing ethics. Both share the same form, though. The objections consist of testing Kant’s theory against common-sense thoughts about ethics (philosophers call these thoughts ethical intuitions).

				You also get a look at how Kant’s theory apparently fails to account for beings that aren’t rational. Because Kant believes that ethics revolves around respect for one’s rational nature, his theory leaves out some important things, like animals and the environment.

				Unconditional duty: Can you lie to a murderer?

				Kant believes that your ethical duties are unconditional — they don’t admit of exceptions. If the categorical imperative rules something out, it rules it out period. Killing, lying, breaking promises, and lots of other things are always immoral, according to Kant. But barring exceptions also introduces a serious weakness in Kant’s ethical theory: Unconditional duties are awfully hard to swallow. You can find exceptions to almost every ethical rule you could come up with.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] Say, for example, that a known murderer comes to your door and asks whether your friend is home. You know she’s home, and if it all possible you would like to keep her safe from the murderer. Do you think it’s ethically permissible to lie and tell the murderer she’s away?

				Most people say that the answer is obvious: Of course you should lie to the murderer! What sane — or better yet, rational — person could say otherwise? Well Kant, that’s who. Kant didn’t think this loophole was a bug in his theory either. In fact, he thought it was a feature. He thinks all human beings should be treated with respect simply because they’re rational beings, and the murderer is a rational being. The murderer may not be acting terribly rationally at the moment, but you also probably go through your less rational moments. For Kant, ethical value comes from having the capacity for reason, not whether someone is using it at the moment.

				For a lot of people this criticism is a deal breaker for Kant’s ethics. They can’t imagine why it would be unethical to make an exception to an otherwise good principle (in this case the perfect duty you have not to lie) when the results of not doing so would clearly be disastrous. But think about what would happen if Kant did make an exception in this one case. He’d basically be saying that you should respect people unless the consequences of respecting them would be bad. But then doing the right thing would be based on what happens in the world rather than reason. And in the end you can’t control what happens in the world; you can only control what happens in your own head.

				[image: remember.eps] So it’s not like Kant didn’t realize what his theory entailed. He just thought that allowing lying, even to a known murderer, would compromise the whole ethical system.

				Making enough room for feelings

				Kant’s ethical theory puts a lot of stress on reason. In fact, according to Kant, reason is what gives humanity its special ethical status. But some people are concerned that Kant’s ethical theory puts too much stress on reason. They think that all the stress on reason can distract from one of the most important parts of human life: feeling and emotion.

				In the following sections, we show you the problem that some folks see in Kantian ethics by providing an example, and then we explain how Kantians respond.

				Setting up the problem

				Kant believed that the moral worth of an action came from the fact that it was done from the motive of duty rather than from the motive of inclination (or feeling). But this seems wrongheaded in lots of cases. To take an example from philosopher Michael Stocker, say that Ben falls ill and has to check in to the hospital. Furthermore, say Ben has two friends: Ethan and Jack. Ethan is really concerned for his friend and rushes to the hospital to make sure he’s all right. Jack doesn’t really want to visit Ben, but he drags himself to the hospital anyway.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] Who would Kant say had the right motive? It seems like he would have to say that only Jack did something ethically praiseworthy in this case, because only Jack acted from the motive of duty. This seems pretty darn backward to most people. Surely it’s better to act out of love for your sick friend rather than act from a grudging duty! Kant’s critics think that situations like this show that he places too much emphasis on reason as opposed to the emotions.

				[image: remember.eps] Just to be clear: Those concerned about Kant’s stress on reason don’t necessarily think that Kant’s theory will tell you to do the wrong thing. (Ethan and Jack both end up going to see Ben at the hospital.) Sometimes it may. But even when it doesn’t, they think Kant’s theory can tell you to do the right thing with the wrong justification. These people argue that emotions really should be in the driver’s seat at times.

				Looking at the Kantian response

				Can Kant respond to the criticism we lay out in the preceding section while still maintaining his stress on reason? Kantians certainly think so. Emotions are a part of a balanced life, and Kant wouldn’t disagree. The key is in understanding how emotions work in Kant’s system of ethics. The essence of Kant’s response is that ethics and emotions both have their place in a good life. But you shouldn’t confuse ethical duty with the path to the good life. Duty is like the guard rails on either side of the path.

				For Kant, acting in accordance with one’s feelings — like Ethan does when he hears that Ben is in the hospital — isn’t wrong. Far from it. Kant just thought feelings were something that ethics shouldn’t be particularly concerned about. Ethan’s actions would be neither right nor wrong in Kant’s system. After all, he’s only doing what he naturally desires to do. Jack, on the other hand, has entered the ethical realm. He naturally desires to blow off seeing Ben in the hospital, but he fights off this urge in favor of doing the right thing.

				[image: tip.eps] In order to really understand the Kantian response in this case, you have to separate the idea of who would be the better friend (obviously Ethan!) from who is actually performing an action with ethical value (Jack, according to Kant). As a result, what most people look for in a friend is part of the emotional dimension of human lives, not the ethical one. After all, you can’t really control who you want to become friends with. Ben may be a good guy, but it’s pretty weird to say that you should be ethically required to want to be his friend.

				Accounting for beings with no reason

				One more big criticism is made of Kantian ethics, and oddly enough it also has to do with Kant’s system of ethics revolving around reason. The second formula of the categorical imperative states that people should never use other human beings as a mere means to their own ends. However, it doesn’t say anything about animals, or trees, or other parts of the environment. Presumably, then, it’s okay to use them in any way human beings see fit.

				So why is this a problem? After all, people use animals as means to their own ends all the time: as beasts of burden in the fields, as experimental subjects in laboratories, and even as dinner. The fact is that humans don’t give a lot of respect to most animals. So why would this be a criticism of Kant’s ethics?

				The fact is that although many people use animals as means to their own ends, they still believe that animals deserve a certain amount of ethical respect. Picture yourself coming across three kids in an alley who are mercilessly torturing a small stray cat just for the fun of it. Despite the fact that you may eat meat and wear leather, you would probably be pretty upset. It’s difficult to think that the kids aren’t doing something wrong. But Kantian ethics holds that the only element that gives something value is its capacity for rational thought, and cats don’t have that. So technically the kids weren’t doing anything wrong.

				[image: remember.eps] Kant’s theory doesn’t entail that torturing animals (or destroying the environment) is always acceptable, however. For instance, Chris couldn’t go over to your house and torture your pet cat, Fluffy, all the while claiming he was doing nothing wrong. The reason his actions would be wrong in this case have nothing to do with Fluffy though. Rather, the problem is that you value your pet cat. By harming Fluffy, he’s actually using your property without your consent. For Kant that would be seriously wrong. Even though Fluffy doesn’t have value in and of itself (what philosophers call intrinsic value), it still belongs to something that does have value. Torturing Fluffy is wrong because it doesn’t respect you: the rational being who owns Fluffy.

				So some animals should be treated with respect because they’re owned and valued by people. It’s some consolation but not enough for those who believe that animals (and the environment) have intrinsic value themselves. It also still doesn’t do anything for the stray cat tortured in the alley by the kids. Fortunately, those developing ethical systems based on Kant’s system are still hard at work on this problem. But it seems difficult to account for animal rights on a system that only gives intrinsic value to rational beings. If you’re interested in reading more about environmental and animals rights, take a look at Chapters 13 and 17, respectively.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 9

				Signing on the Dotted Line: Ethics as Contract

				In This Chapter

				Examining the connection between ethics and contracts

				Checking out Rawls’s original position

				Surveying the challenges to contract theory

				If you’ve ever haggled over the price of an item before, you know what it’s like to negotiate an agreement. No “right” price existed for the item you bought. Rather, your haggling with the seller created the right price somehow. You both agreed that the price of the item was worth the shopkeeper parting with it and you parting with a certain amount of your money.

				The same logic may work for a lot more than just haggling over prices. Maybe simple agreements between people also can be the basis for ethics as a whole. This chapter looks at a type of ethical theory called contract theory, which attempts to base ethics on actual or hypothetical agreements between human beings. We examine the contract-based thinking of Thomas Hobbes, who was the originator of modern social contract theory. You can see how he explains the usefulness of contracts using the metaphor of the “state of nature” and how ethics emerges from humanity’s attempt to escape from it. We also touch on John Rawls’s arguments that society can come to agree about the concept of justice and just social institutions using a thought experiment he calls the original position.

				Creating Ethics with Contracts

				What if the right thing to do didn’t depend on consequences, principles, or virtues but instead on agreements between people? If Ed agrees not to hit Brad and Brad agrees not to hit Ed, then hitting each other would be wrong. If Ed and Brad don’t agree to this arrangement and decide to get into a boxing match instead, no one has done anything wrong.

				In other words, ethics literally doesn’t exist until people enter into certain agreements about what one person can do to another person. These agreements essentially are contracts between two people. This way of thinking about ethics is called contractarianism or contractualism. Both of these words are pretty ugly, so for our discussion, we simply call this type of ethics contract theory.

				[image: remember.eps] The word “contract” can confuse people, because what immediately enters people’s minds is signing a piece of paper on a dotted line. But written contracts aren’t the only contracts out there. You can use verbal contracts, contracts you seal with a handshake, and so on. Contract theorists take implicit contracts more as models than written contracts. And really, at their essence, contracts are just agreements between people to act in certain ways.

				Of course, people could make some pretty screwy contracts with one another. As a result, most contract theorists don’t want to model ethics on the contracts people do make, because those contracts may be exploitative. Rather, they focus on the contracts people would make if they were thinking rationally. Ethics thus depends on the best contracts people could possibly make with one another.

				This way of thinking brings ethics down to earth in a way that lots of ethical theories don’t. That’s because contract theory bases ethics on things people are more familiar with from real life. When you figure out what kind of agreements people would make in real life, you have the basics of a contract theory about ethics. You can’t say contract theory makes unrealistic demands of people, because people in the real world seem to have already agreed about some basic facts about how to treat each other.

				In the following sections, you look at the thought of the first person to think about ethics in terms of contracts — Thomas Hobbes — and how his theories have been adapted to modern society.

				Reviewing Hobbes’s state of nature: The war of all against all

				Contract theory got its start in the philosophy of Thomas Hobbes, who was a 17th century English philosopher who wrote a hugely influential book called Leviathan. He laid out the principles for one of the first nonreligious attempts to create an ethical theory. For Hobbes, the beginning of ethics all starts in the state of nature.

				The state of nature, according to Hobbes, wouldn’t have been a very nice state in which to live. It’s the time, real or imaginary, before humanity decided to draw up a social contract and live according to ethical rules. In the state of nature, Hobbes says that humanity is in a “war of all against all,” because no one can trust anyone else without a social contract. You couldn’t have many possessions, because someone would track you down and steal them while you slept. You couldn’t even sleep well for fear someone would eat you for dinner like an animal. The life of a human being in the state of nature would be, according to Hobbes, “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.”

				[image: remember.eps] The problem with the state of nature isn’t just the fact that human beings haven’t invented contracts; instead, the problem is that you wouldn’t be able to rely on the other person to keep up her end of whatever contract you made. In modern economic terms, everyone is caught up in what’s called a prisoner’s dilemma, where it wouldn’t be rational to cooperate with other human beings. Getting a glimpse of how prisoner’s dilemmas work gives you a sense of just how difficult it would be for people to escape from the state of nature.

				The prisoner’s dilemma is a thought experiment in something called game theory, an area of applied mathematics that studies competitive strategies. It seems to explain, among other things, failures to cooperate. Here’s how a simple version of the prisoner’s dilemma works: Imagine that two people, say Maya and Erin, are arrested for a crime and held as prisoners in the local police station for questioning. They’re isolated from one another, they can’t talk to one another, and they’ve made no prior arrangements as to what their story will be. They may not even know one another. Each has a choice: She can remain silent or she can blame the other prisoner for the crime. The results, each knows, would be as follows:

				If Erin blames Maya and Maya remains silent, Erin will go free and Maya will do ten years of hard time.

				If Maya blames Erin and Erin remains silent, Maya will go free and Erin will get sent up the river for ten years.

				If both of them blame each other, each will get five years in the slammer.

				If both of them remain silent, each will get six months in jail for some other minor crime.

				The best outcome would be for them both to remain silent. That way they only get six months in prison. But think of it from the perspective of being locked in a prison cell: If Erin believes that Maya is a no-good, rotten snitch, Erin has to look out for herself because she doesn’t want to do the whole ten years. But if Erin believes Maya will keep silent, the best thing for her to do would be to blame Maya for the crime. That way Erin doesn’t get any prison time at all. But of course Maya will be evaluating Erin’s options in exactly the same way! Here’s the problem with a prisoner’s dilemma: It’s always rational from the individual prisoner’s perspective to blame the other prisoner. And if both of them do what’s rational, look at what happens: Each gets five years in prison.


				Prisoner’s dilemmas are everywhere!

				After you know what a prisoner’s dilemma is (see the section “Reviewing Hobbes’s state of nature: The war of all against all” for more information), you may start to see them everywhere. Don’t be surprised. Social scientists do think they’re everywhere. Here are just a couple of examples where social scientists think that people find themselves trapped in prisoner’s dilemmas:

				Countries fighting an arms race: If one country stops building weapons, the other gains the advantage. But if both keep building weapons, both countries wind up bankrupt and armed to the teeth.

				Merging from two lanes to one in heavy traffic: If you fall in line with the other cars in a merging zone, some jerk inevitably will ride up to the merge point and get ahead. But if everyone tries to ride in both lanes up until the merge point, traffic slows to a crawl.

				Price wars: If Mark’s Doughnuts-R-Us thinks Stephanie’s Donut Palace may start selling cheaper donuts, his store has to sell cheaper doughnuts to make sure it doesn’t lose business. But if he thinks Stephanie’s shop won’t sell cheaper doughnuts, he may lower his prices to steal her customers. Of course, she’s thinking the same thing, so they both go bankrupt trying to undersell each other.

				Look into the competitions you find yourself in. Can you spot any prisoner’s dilemmas in the world around you?



				[image: remember.eps] Hobbes’s state of nature is exactly like the situation faced by these prisoners. If one party to a contract believes the other won’t follow through on her part of the bargain, it doesn’t make sense to honor the contract. But if she does think the other party will follow through, then she knows she can get something for nothing! As long as no one is forcing both parties to follow through on their ends of the deal, it’s not rational for either to keep the terms of the contract. You’re back to the “war of all on all,” and no one can get anything done. You can see why life in the state of nature stinks.

				Escaping the state of nature: Enter the sovereign!

				The fruitless competition in the state of nature makes it clear that something has to change. But how do you escape from a prisoner’s dilemma and get people to cooperate? (The preceding section provides more information on the state of nature and the prisoner’s dilemma.) Hobbes thought society had only the following option: choose a sovereign who has the power to settle these disputes all by himself. When two parties enter into a contract in the state of nature, neither can count on the other to keep his end of the bargain. But, in that same situation, the sovereign could take it upon himself to severely punish any party who doesn’t fulfill his contract obligations. With the assurance that the sovereign would step in on behalf of a wronged party, people would no longer fear entering into contracts with one another.

				[image: remember.eps] In Hobbes’s system, the sovereign is protecting the interests of his people. He’s helping people to cooperate and escape the mutually assured destruction of a prisoner’s dilemma. But if you think about it, he’s also doing something else: If agreement is the only component to ethical rules, the sovereign is also creating the conditions necessary for ethical behavior! By giving people an interest in keeping their commitments, he’s actually underwriting agreements. With the sovereign laying down the law, layers of agreement can start to take root. By judging disputes, the sovereign actually creates the difference between what’s right and what’s wrong.

				However the sovereign can only broker disputes as long as he’s alive to broker them. And, sadly, someone who loses out in a dispute may very well come gunning for the king. That gets you back to the state of nature pretty quickly. In order to counter this sorry state of affairs, Hobbes believed that people had to alienate to the king their natural right to open up a can of whoop-ass on another human being. (To alienate a right means to give it away and not get it back.) Alienating this right may seem like a pretty big price, but remember that the alternative is to go back to a state where no one is happy — where life is “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.” You basically trade your natural rights for an escape from the state of nature. And because a lot more is possible outside the state of nature, it looks like a pretty good deal.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] Who plays the role of the sovereign in modern societies? Most Western democracies don’t have a king laying down the law; people make the law themselves through their elected representatives. Essentially, the whole government plays the role of the sovereign. It makes laws about contracts and runs a judicial system that punishes people who don’t keep up their ends of bargains. So it looks like a solitary sovereign being wasn’t really as important as Hobbes thought it was. (Hobbes was standing up for the side of the king during the English civil war, so it makes a lot of sense for him to have a blind spot for strong sovereigns.) Rather, in democratic republics the rule of law underwrites agreements between people.

				Moving to the modern form of social contracts

				When people come together in a democratic society to establish a government to enforce their agreements, they’re entering into something pretty big: a social contract. The contract forms the backbone of almost all modern societies, and some people believe it creates ethical standards as well. Many of the common ethical restrictions people are used to — theft, murder, dishonesty, and so on — are all made to be off-limits with a social contract.

				The key to a social contract is being able to rely on others to keep up their ends of the bargain. You’re probably a decent person who tries to avoid killing people. But if people keep coming at you with knives and guns and such, you’ll probably say, “This isn’t what I signed up for!” and start defending yourself. Luckily society has a group of people hired to enforce the social contract: the police. Law enforcement makes it possible for people to conduct business, drive safely on roads, and walk down the street without getting mugged (or worse). When combined with a judicial system, law enforcement essentially is doing the job that Hobbes imagined for the sovereign way back in the 17th century.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] However one of Hobbes’s key points — asking people to alienate their natural rights to the king — isn’t ideal in today’s democratic societies. If you give away your rights to the government, odds are you’re not getting them back. Plus, democratic societies don’t rely on just one person who’s in charge of government. Rather, they elect presidents (or they elect parliaments who then appoint prime ministers). So what’s going on here? How can people alienate their rights to the president and then keep electing different presidents?

				[image: remember.eps] John Locke, an English philosopher, came up with the missing piece of the puzzle. The secret is a different layer between the chief executive and what Locke called civil society. According to Locke (who had a tremendous impact on the thinkers behind the American Revolution), the monarch — or in the case of the United States, the president — didn’t get his right to kick butt alienated to him from individuals. Instead, he got his power to enforce laws and contracts on loan from civil society. Civil society, then, gets its power to act from the individuals who make it up. (A bit of a dispute still exists about whether individuals loan or alienate their rights to civil society. Both options have their problems, but most thinkers come down on the side of alienation. If not, you would only have to follow laws when people you liked won elections.)

				This turn of events is really cool because if the head of the government only has power on loan, then civil society — if it doesn’t like the job he’s doing — can yank the power back. Hence the theory behind elections. Elections are decisions by civil societies to continue granting power to the head of government or kick him out and give it to someone else.

				Restructuring Social Institutions According to Rawls’s Theory of Justice

				Contract theory received a bit of an upgrade from a philosopher named John Rawls about 300 years after Thomas Hobbes. As we note earlier in the chapter, Hobbes defended a model of contract theory that required a king (the sovereign) to make sure everyone lived up to the terms of their contracts. But this way of thinking is fundamentally unsatisfying for people living in modern democracies where the most popular kings are Burger King, Sofa King, and Elvis Presley. So Rawls attempted to merge Hobbes’s social contract theory with the stress on reason from the ethics of Immanuel Kant (see Chapter 8).

				Rawls’s combination of these two theories was presented in a (rather large) book called A Theory of Justice, and it reignited philosophers’ interests in contract theory and political philosophy. Rawls had an ambitious project: He had to show that people could rationally agree to principals of justice for ordering not just individual lives but all of society. These principles form the core of A Theory of Justice.

				In the following sections, you see how Rawls sets up a situation called the original position and how he believes it leads to principles of justice that are far different from what’s considered just in today’s society.

				[image: warning_bomb.eps] Before you go diving into the following sections, you should know that Rawls’s theory is a little different from the other ethical theories in this book. In particular, Rawls isn’t arguing that you should use his theory to make decisions about how to run your life. Rather, his theory applies to social institutions, and for an individual’s purpose, governmental institutions. This is no small problem in ethics. It’s one thing to say that one’s own actions are ethical or unethical. It’s another to say that a government’s actions are just or that a certain law is just. Governments and nations are much larger and more complex than individuals. So keep in mind that Rawls wants to focus your attention on things like how taxes should be spent and what the Department of Education should be doing, rather than on whether it’s morally okay to eat your pet cat.

				Taking stock of the original position and its veil of ignorance

				Getting everyone to agree on how social institutions should be organized can seem impossible. After all, many different people want many different things from their government. Some want government to help out everyone as much as possible, and others are interested only in themselves.

				Rawls thinks he has a way of bringing people together that will end up making both sides happy. He calls this way the original position. The original position is a hypothetical scenario where people of all different walks of life come together to start a society. (Rawls doesn’t want to start a new society; he’s just using the original position as a thought experiment.) In this scenario, he asks, “What kind of society would people choose if they had to start over again from ground zero?”

				Rawls thinks it would be difficult for people to come to any kind of agreement about what society should be like. Business leaders would argue that society should minimize taxes. Men may argue that they should get more rights than women. Women may argue that they should get more rights than men. Racists may argue that ethnic minorities deserve worse treatment. Ethnic minorities may argue that they should be more empowered than they are in today’s society. It would be a big ol’ mess to try to re-create society this way.

				But Rawls had a brilliant idea: What if these people getting together to restructure society didn’t know whether they were going to be business leaders, beggars, women, men, ethnic minorities, rich, or poor in this new society? If this were the case, they would try to structure the society from behind what Rawls called the veil of ignorance. The only things these people would know are that they’re rational and mutually disinterested. Behind this veil of ignorance, everyone is completely ignorant of their particular social roles. All that’s left of people’s lives is their ends as rational creatures.

				[image: remember.eps] Rawls doesn’t mean that people would literally forget who they are. He just thinks the original position would be a good thought experiment to get things going. Because if people don’t know what kind of roles they would have to fill in the new society, they may make a new society that tries to make everybody’s roles better.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] Imagine that you’re one of these people constructing a new society behind Rawls’s veil of ignorance and that you don’t know whether you’re going to be a man or a woman in this new society. What kinds of policies about sex and gender would you choose? Rawls thinks you would avoid some kinds of policies. You wouldn’t, for instance, choose a policy that gives men all the rights and denies women the right to vote. You wouldn’t choose this policy because, well, you may turn out to be a woman in the new society. Rawls thinks you’d choose a society in which men and women are treated equally and have equal opportunities to get all the valuable things in life. He thinks that people in the original position would naturally choose a maximin strategy: one that maximized the benefit to people in the worst social roles. In other words, you don’t know who you’ll be in the new society, so you want to make sure the worst-case scenario will be as good as possible.

				This whole setup is supposed to ensure that the outcomes in the new society are fair for everyone — hence Rawls’s name for his view: Justice as fairness. Rawls believes his position is a form of contract theory because the people in the original position would actually agree to structure society in a certain way, thereby constituting principles of justice. And he doesn’t stop at saying that the principles of a just society would hold for this imaginary society people would create. Because the original position models people’s ideal rational selves, the principles of justice would hold for institutions in the real world as well. Thus, the original position becomes a yardstick by which people can measure the justice of actual social institutions, not just imaginary ones.

				Arriving at the liberty and difference principles

				The original position is supposed to be the framework in which people would agree on how to structure a just society. So what kinds of structures would be chosen? Rawls believes that people behind the veil of ignorance in the original position would choose to found a just society on two principles: the liberty principle and the difference principle. Because the original position is rational, Rawls thinks people also can use these principles to evaluate existing institutions.

				Rawls thinks that people would choose these two principles because folks behind the veil of ignorance don’t know what social group they’ll be a part of in the new society. If they aren’t privy to this information, they’ll want to choose principles according to a maximin strategy that gives them the best possible life even if they wind up in the worst possible group (refer to the earlier section “Taking stock of the original position and its veil of ignorance” for more information on this strategy). The following sections take a more detailed look at these two principles Rawls thinks people would choose.

				The liberty principle: Maximizing freedom

				The liberty principle goes like this:

				Each person has the same indefeasible claim to a fully adequate scheme of equal basic liberties, which scheme is compatible with the same scheme of liberties for all.

				That sounds pretty complicated, so think of the liberty principle in this way:

				Everyone should have the maximum number of freedoms as long as everyone else has those freedoms too.

				The liberty principle captures something fundamental about people’s interests in society: that by and large they like doing what they want. Freedom allows people to exercise control over their own lives and make their own decisions. Naturally, people seem to want as much freedom as possible.

				But society can’t just let people do whatever they want. Some people want to do evil things like kill others and steal candy from children. If society allowed people to do these things, these actions would infringe on other people’s freedoms. If you kill someone, that person is no longer free to do what she wants. If you steal candy from a child, that child is no longer free to enjoy her property. So Rawls is arguing that people should be allowed to do whatever they want to do as long as they aren’t freer than everyone else.

				Consider this neat parenting trick that helps explain why people would choose equal liberties. Say that half a pie is in the refrigerator and that Erika and Jakob are siblings fighting over who gets more of it. If their parents are on their toes, they may present the following compromise: Erika gets to cut the pie into two pieces, but Jakob gets to choose which piece he wants. In this case, Erika’s best strategy for getting the most pie possible is to cut the pie into two equal pieces. That way she’s assured of getting at least as much pie as Jakob.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] If you had to start a new society and didn’t know who you would be, would you choose the liberty principle to help you make decisions? It’s difficult to say that you wouldn’t. If you didn’t, you may end up in a group that had less liberty than everyone else. Equal liberty looks like it’s in your best interests.

				The difference principle: Fixing unfair inequalities

				It’s fair to say that the difference principle is a little bit more complicated than the liberty principle. It has two parts and goes like this:

				Social and economic inequalities are to satisfy two conditions: first, they are to be attached to offices and positions open to all under conditions of fair equality of opportunity; and second, they are to be the greatest benefit of the least-advantaged members of society.

				You can get most of its meaning from rephrasing the principle in the following way:

				Any social or economic inequalities in society should be attached to positions that anyone can hold and should be to the benefit of the least well off in society.

				[image: remember.eps] This rephrasing still is a little bit of a mouthful, so explaining it piece by piece is a good idea. Break it down as such:

				Rawls acknowledged that although people in the original position would choose equal liberties, they may not choose to give everyone an equal share of society’s primary goods. They may choose this way because equal shares may put a damper on how many goods society can create. (Head to the earlier section “Taking stock of the original position and its veil of ignorance” for more information.) For example, if Michael has $1 million to invest and can choose any way of investing it in two companies — say, his wife Carrie’s marketing business or his 5-year old son Sam’s lemonade stand — it would pretty silly to give each $500,000. The return on the investment would be a lot better if Michael gave the lion’s share of the money to Carrie’s business. It would make their family as a whole a lot more money!

				Any inequalities have to be attached to positions open to all. Here, Rawls is talking about political power. As times change, so do inequalities. It won’t do to have the same people in charge of those inequalities forever. As new challenges arise, it won’t do to have political power concentrated in one class. Thus, everyone should have an equal opportunity to serve in these offices. Without this principle, leaders could grow out of touch with the conditions among their followers.

				Any inequalities have to benefit the least well off. In other words, social policies can only treat people unequally if that treatment ends up helping the worst-off people the most. This is the most important part of the difference principle and would cause the greatest changes to current social institutions.

				All kinds of factors and systems in society can create inequalities. Probably the biggest factor is that if you have rich parents, you’ll likely be rich yourself. In fact, most countries allow rich parents to pass on almost all their wealth to their children after they die. After all, your parents have the right to do what they want with their money. But rightful as this may seem, the policy of allowing parents to pass on large inheritances does lead to significant inequalities in society. The children of parents with lots of money don’t have to work as hard to create their fortune in life. They can go to better schools, drive better cars, and start businesses more easily than people whose parents are poor.

				Rawls’s difference principle calls out such a policy as unjust. This type of system should only be permitted if it somehow benefits poorer people the most. As it stands, passing down inheritances to one’s children looks to benefit the most advantaged much more than the least advantaged. So according to the difference principle, unlimited, unrestricted inheritance is unjust. However, this doesn’t mean that inheritance has to be stopped. Rather, it could be taxed (as it is in virtually every Western nation). If these taxes were then used to establish schools, hospitals, and playgrounds for the poorest children — who are among the least advantaged in society — then inheritance with a modest tax would be a more just institution.

				[image: tip.eps] Some of the radical changes that the difference principle would recommend may seem strange, especially given that its justification comes from a thought experiment involving the veil of ignorance. But you can justify this principle in a way that makes a lot more sense: Instead of people forgetting everything they know and making social policy, think of your starting place in society. Whatever your starting place, you didn’t do anything that made you particularly deserving of it. Oh sure, maybe later you worked harder in school or at your job, but if you were born into a wealthy family, you were very lucky from the start. On the other hand, a child born to a meth addict is (probably) very unlucky.

				Making social policies that reward luck and punish bad luck don’t make much sense. Ideally you want policies that reward hard work, or merit. It only makes sense to reward and punish people for things they actually have control over. If you were born into a very poor family, society certainly shouldn’t make policies that hold you back. Why not, then, redirect resources from people who were very lucky in their starting places to people who were unlucky in theirs?

				[image: ponderthis.eps] In a way, you can think of the people in the original position as people who are about to be born into a society without any choice about where they go. Justice seems to require that society not let luck determine too much of someone’s destiny, and the only way to minimize the effects of luck is to redirect resources from the lucky to the extremely unlucky.

				Beyond the Dotted Line: Criticizing Contract Theory

				John Rawls and Thomas Hobbes have very different contractarian theories (we describe both men’s theories earlier in this chapter). For one thing, the Hobbesian social contract is oriented more toward everyday life, whereas the Rawls theory is more interested in evaluating social institutions. Also, both make extensive use of the idea of rational thought, but they do so in different ways. With this in mind, the following criticisms focus on one contract theory or the other rather than both.

				But I never signed on the dotted line!

				Basing ethics on agreements like social contracts sounds promising. It describes ethics without using divine beings and utility calculations, and it doesn’t look like it’s any more demanding than you want it to be. But here’s one problem with basing ethics on a social contract: No one ever seems to have explicitly agreed to the social contract. How much of an agreement can something be if no one has ever agreed to it?

				[image: ponderthis.eps] When you consider contract theory, you have to ask, “Where’s the list of terms that everyone is supposed to agree to?” The answer is that this list doesn’t actually exist. It’s a hypothetical contract as opposed to an actual contract. As you can imagine, a hypothetical contract can be problematic because you have to wonder how you agree to it. One possible way is to invoke the notion of implicit agreement. Perhaps you don’t have to actually agree to the terms of the contract. Acting in certain ways may commit you to the terms of a contract instead.

				Implicit agreements to social contracts seem to be the norm for living in a society. If you aren’t an immigrant who had to pass a citizenship exam, it’s doubtful that anyone ever asked you whether you agreed to be bound by society’s laws. It’s just assumed that if you continue to enjoy society’s benefits that you agree to sanctions when you run afoul of the laws. “Ah,” contract theorists say, “but it doesn’t matter whether you agreed to the terms of the social contract. It matters whether you would agree to its terms if you were fully rational.”

				But it’s not entirely clear that contracts should work this way. Consider this example: Say Sarah is running along a trail she exercises on every day. One day, a rich man starts running along beside her and tries to give her money. Thinking this is strange, but not wanting to be rude, she keeps running. The next day, he shows up again, and again the day after that. Finally Sarah decides to run a different trail. What if the rich man showed up at her new trail and said, “Where were you the other day? I thought we were running buddies!” She could easily respond, “No, you just came up and ran beside me and tried to give me money.” Even if he counters with, “Yes, but you would be a lot happier if you were my running buddy, and you ran with me a couple of times,” you’d probably say that Sarah has no standing obligation to keep running with this strange man.

				Isn’t this exactly the kind of commitment that an implied hypothetical contract theorist wants to hold people responsible for? The problem seems to be that contract theorists equate the motivational force associated with an actual agreement with the motivational force of acting in your best interests. “You’d agree to be my friend if you knew what was good for you” isn’t the moral equivalent of “You agreed to be my friend.”

				Libertarianism: Contracts make people lose too much liberty

				Libertarian philosopher Robert Nozick questioned just how much of a change Rawls’s difference principle would bring about, and the answer may be a little shocking to you. Libertarians believe that the government shouldn’t be in the business of redistributing society’s goods. Instead, libertarians favor small governments that protect citizens from harming one another but that otherwise leave people alone. The idea is that freedom is the only way to respect someone’s basic dignity. If a person has made a living with her own two hands and hasn’t harmed anyone else in the process, what right does anyone else have to her livelihood?

				[image: ponderthis.eps] One of Nozick’s most famous examples that makes the libertarian point while simultaneously criticizing Rawls is a thought experiment about Wilt Chamberlain. The goal is to ask just how radically something like the difference principle would change society. Nozick asks you to imagine a city where everyone likes basketball legend Wilt Chamberlain. They like him so much that everyone in the town contributes a quarter to a large pool to get him to come to their town to play basketball. If the town consists of a million people, they would offer Wilt $250,000 to come play.

				But remember what Rawls’s difference principle says. It says that any inequalities in society have to give the most benefit to the least well off. Well that certainly isn’t the case here. Giving Wilt Chamberlain $250,000 is a huge inequality compared to what an average person makes. The person who benefits most from this inequality is Wilt Chamberlain himself. So according to the difference principle, this scheme of taking voluntary donations from people is unjust. It creates an inequality that doesn’t give the greatest benefit to the least well off.

				[image: remember.eps] This thought experiment strikes many people as crazy and enough of a reason to doubt the difference principle. Nozick points out that this experiment doesn’t just cause a problem for the difference principle. It also causes problems for any system that tries to regulate inequalities. For Nozick, the only solution is to return to the principle that people should be able to do whatever they want with the resources they have. It may occasionally result in inequalities, but that’s the only possible just arrangement.

				Communitarianism: Challenging the veil of ignorance

				Strangely, communitarians are completely opposed to libertarian ways of thinking, but they oppose Rawls just as much. Communitarians believe that what makes life valuable is building strong relationships with other people, not the right to do whatever you want with your body and resources.

				Communitarian thought has been active in the world for a long time — at least since the time of Confucius in early Chinese philosophy (see Chapter 6 for more info) — but recent Communitarian thought starts with a beef about Rawls’s original position. Communitarians don’t think that it’s conceivable to step outside of your social roles and choose principles from the point of view of a purely rational individual and nothing more. Human beings don’t work that way. And if they don’t work that way, any deduction that Rawls makes about what kinds of decisions people would make from that deduction would be invalid. (Communitarians aren’t the only ones worried about this. Check out similar feminist objections in Chapter 11.)

				[image: ponderthis.eps] You can easily get the gist of the communitarians’ point here. Take a minute and try to imagine being neither male nor female nor anything in between, not rich, not poor, and, well, not anything but rational. Doing so is a fairly difficult task. For instance, your ethnicity isn’t like a set of clothes you can put on and take off at will. It’s basic to who you are. Without one’s culture, you can hardly make sense of basic, everyday experiences. Some people have a little bit of trouble imagining this point if they’ve been part of the majority culture in an area for their whole lives. Take a quick flight to a country halfway around the globe and see how quickly you figure out that your culture is basic to who you are.

				[image: remember.eps] If communitarians are right about this criticism, ethics can’t just be based on contracts between purely rational individuals. Rather, ethics comes about from the traditions and rituals people engage in when they come together in communities. Those kinds of things can’t just be bargained away for a better deal.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 10

				The Golden Rule: Common Sense Ethics

				In This Chapter

				Seeing how and why the Golden Rule spans history and culture

				Examining how the Golden Rule demands putting yourself in another’s shoes

				Comparing the negative and positive forms of the Golden Rule

				Evaluating how the Golden Rule is embedded within Christianity and Confucianism

				The Golden Rule, which advises you to do unto others as you’d want others to do unto you, is widely known. Many people subscribe to Golden Rule thinking, citing not only its common sense foundation but also the fact that if more people took it to heart the world would be a nicer, more peaceful place. This chapter takes a look at how this ethical approach works and provides the essential information you need to fully understand the Golden Rule.

				Assessing the Golden Rule’s Popularity

				A simply amazing variety of cultures across history have embraced versions of the Golden Rule. So many in fact that you may actually find it difficult to discover a culture or historical period that didn’t have its own version.

				In this section, we briefly scan some of the historical and cultural occurrences of the Golden Rule in order to show you just how widespread and popular it really is. Looking at the cross-cultural nature of this rule is important to show you that although cultures and different historical periods diverge greatly, they still have the Golden Rule in common. The following sections answer why the Golden Rule has been used for years and explains how different cultures have used it and still use it today.

				Understanding why the Golden Rule endures

				Naturally you want to know why the Golden Rule has such endurance. It’s actually really easy to explain. After all, the Golden Rule has many redeeming qualities, including the following:

				It appeals to common sense.

				It’s short, clear, and simple.

				It builds on motivations and feelings that people already have.

				It has an obvious and immediate practical importance.

				Why wouldn’t millions upon millions of people choose to follow this rule?

				[image: remember.eps] More specifically, the Golden Rule has endured for thousands of years because of the following reasons, which are based on the rule’s redeeming qualities:

				It’s easy to learn and understand. If you’ve ever engaged in moral education with children, you know that teaching a child ethics can be particularly challenging because you feel the need to explain why this or that is right or wrong. Unfortunately, ethics often can involve complicated reasoning, so explaining “why” can be challenging when a child is young. The Golden Rule, however, is easy to understand. When your kid is fussing about sharing candy, a simple reminder of how it felt when the other kid refused to share makes the point.

				It makes sense. The Golden Rule has the advantage of being truly commonsensical to people regardless of their particular cultural or historical contexts. Both the nonreligious and the religious can appreciate its reasoning. The rich and the poor both get it. Caucasians, African Americans, Westerners, Easterners, and 5th century and 21st century people — they all get it. The motto of “doing unto others” just has basic human appeal and makes common sense.

				It motivates people. Successful ethical approaches tend to succeed in building onto motivational structures and desires that people already have. In terms of the Golden Rule, finding that existing motivation is pretty easy because it starts with a belief that people basically love themselves and want to care for themselves. It’s okay to admit it — self-love isn’t bad.

				 Just think of Jesus’s command to “love thy neighbor as thyself” (yep — that’s a version of the Golden Rule!). Jesus assumes that people already love themselves, so he says that you simply need to extend that love to others. Extending your love is easy if you can come to see that others are morally no different from you (that’s the harder part). If your moral worth as a person makes you deserving of your own love, then your neighbors, who are morally the same as you, also deserve to have your love extended to them.

				It helps maintain civilized society. If you want to live in an efficient and orderly society, widespread use of the Golden Rule is crucial. In fact, most actions leading to social unrest, chaos, or fear spring from a rejection of the rule’s way of thinking. If most people could learn to behave according to the Golden Rule, societies would function pretty darn effectively. If everyone has an interest in living in a civilized society, then everyone has strong reasons to teach that rule to others and follow it themselves.

				Making an appearance over the ages

				The Golden Rule suggests that you test your proposed actions toward others by seeing how that action would look if you were on the receiving end. If you really start digging, you quickly see that the prevalence of this thinking is widespread across different cultures and time periods.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] A full accounting of all the occurrences of the Golden Rule just isn’t possible to gather (the list would be enormous!), but the following list gives you an idea of how the Golden Rule has been popular in many cultures throughout time. In each case, think about how the rule tells the reader to test her actions by thinking about how it would feel to be on the receiving end:

				“This is the sum of duty: do not do to others what would cause pain if done to you.” (Hinduism)

				“All people tremble at the rod, all people fear death. Putting oneself in the place of others, kill not nor cause to kill.” (Buddhism)

				“No one of you is a believer until he loves for his sibling what he loves for himself.” (Islam)

				“To those who are good (to me), I am good. And to those who are not good (to me), I am also good. And thus all get to be good.” (Taoism)

				“What I do not wish others to do to me, I also do not wish to do to others.” (Confucianism)

				“May I do to others as I would that they should do to me.” (Plato’s philosophy)

				“Whatsoever you would that people should not do to you, do not do that to them.” (Judaism)

				“This is then, the sum and substance of my advice: Treat your inferior as you would be treated by your superiors.” (Roman stoicism)

				“Do not that to another, which you would not have done to yourself.” (Thomas Hobbes’s philosophy)

				Pretty amazing, isn’t it? Given the fact that the Golden Rule is so heavily used by parents to morally educate their children, you can just imagine Hindu parents, Buddhist parents, Confucian parents, and Christian parents (just to name a few!) all joining together in the common exercise of pointing out this truly timeless wisdom to their children. No doubt they’ll be teaching the same principle in the year 3015 as those in the fifth century did! Who knows? If there’s life on Mars, maybe Martian parents use the Golden Rule to educate their little alien children too!

				Applying the Golden Rule Requires Seeing Yourself in Another’s Shoes

				Ethical theories can get really complicated. Luckily, the Golden Rule is pretty easy. With the Golden Rule, all you need to do is view the situation from how someone else would see it before you act. This section covers the nuts and bolts of using this rule in your life, including looking closer at the kind of thinking the rule requires and at how you need to be aware of some common problems that can arise when applying the Golden Rule.

				Eyeing the Golden Rule’s basic tenets

				Because applying the Golden Rule as a test of whether your actions are appropriate requires putting yourself in the shoes of another person, you need to consider two basic requirements to fully grasp the Golden Rule:

				You must be able to see the other person’s interests as not only basically similar to yours but also worth taking into consideration in the first place. So if you find your own interests worthy of consideration, you have every reason to think that the interests of others also are worthy of consideration. If your interest in avoiding red-hot pokers is important, you should consider other beings’ interests in the same things.

				 Think about cases where this requirement doesn’t exist. When deciding to hammer a nail into a wall, you probably don’t think of how hammering that nail would seem to you if you were the hammer. After all, if you were a hammer, you wouldn’t care if you were used to nail something. After all, hammers don’t even have a point of view. So if you want to use a hammer to pound in a nail, that’s fine. Applying the Golden Rule to interactions with a hammer makes no sense, because they have no interests to consider in the first place.

				 Now think about your interactions with other people. Unlike hammers, other people do have interests. Moreover, you tend to think that because you’re similar types of beings, your interests are more or less the same. Being stabbed with a red-hot poker hurts you, so odds are it hurts other people too. Seeing the basic fundamental interests of others as similar to your own reminds you that you’re really not that special!

				You need to recognize that in terms of moral status or worth, people are all basically the same or equal. At the core, the Golden Rule also requires seeing the holders of those interests as fundamentally the same, morally considered. So your moral status and the status of others isn’t different.

				[image: remember.eps] Unfortunately, people don’t always embrace these two requirements when they should. In the past, for example, some slave owners thought it was actually in the slaves’ basic interests to be enslaved, whereas slave owners had a basic interest in being free. Sometimes slave owners recognized that slaves had an interest in being free, but they didn’t see the slaves as moral equals. As a result, they figured the slaves’ interests just didn’t matter all that much. Either way, the two basic requirements for using the Golden Rule to test actions for appropriateness — similarity of interests and moral equality — weren’t embraced at the same time, and as a result, slave owners never used the procedure of the Golden Rule. Slave owners didn’t put themselves in the position of the slaves to see whether their actions toward the slaves were acceptable.

				Reversibility: Flipping your perspective

				After you understand the basic requirements of the Golden Rule, you’re ready to use the method to start testing out some proposed actions. What you need to do is put yourself in the shoes of the person your action will affect and ask whether you’d be willing to be on the receiving end of that action. This method of testing proposed actions is called reversibility because it’s based on flipping your perspective and position from that of the actor to that of the recipient.

				To understand how reversibility works, consider this example: You probably had a parent who at some point yelled, “Do you really think you should have done that? What if someone did that to you?” What your parent was trying to get you to see was the importance of the method of reversibility. Laid out structurally, here’s what mom or dad was trying to help you understand:

				 1. You and the person who’s the object of your action have similar basic interests and each have equal moral status, which means that each of your interests are owed consideration.

				 2. Because Statement 1 is true, when you’re thinking of doing some action X to person Y, you first need to learn to put yourself in the place of person Y to see things from their shoes.

				 3. As soon as you’re in person Y’s shoes, you have to see whether X is an action that you would embrace if you were Y (and on the receiving end).

				 4. If the answer is “No, I don’t embrace action X,” then X isn’t acceptable as an action. If the answer is “Yes, I embrace action X,” then it’s acceptable.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] Thieves don’t want anyone stealing anything from them. So if they were committed to the methodology of reversibility, they would never steal from their prospective victims. Likewise, when wondering whether you should care for or give to a person in need, all you need to do is ask whether you would want others to care for or give to you if you were in need.

				[image: tip.eps] Some theorists suggest thinking of reversibility like a consistency test. The rule is you can’t be inconsistent. If you want X done to you, you must be willing to do X for others. If you aren’t willing to have X done to you, then you must be willing to refrain from doing X to others. Reversibility rules out double standards by not allowing you to think of yourself or your interests as special. After all, you’re morally the same, and your interests, which are the same on a fundamental level, have the same status. So it’s difficult to see what would justify that double standard.


				Try this: Using the Golden Rule in real life

				The Golden Rule is as ancient as it is commonplace. However with your busy life, you can easily forget about the rule, so try this experiment. Get a small pad of paper and put it in your pocket. For a whole day, pay close attention to your conduct. Every time you interact with someone, ask yourself these questions afterward:

				Did I keep in mind that everyone has similar basic interests and is morally equal and so owed equal moral consideration of those interests?

				Did I think about whether my action toward that person would be acceptable to me if I reversed positions with her and was now the recipient of the action?

				Be hard on yourself. If you answered “no” to either question, ask whether that failure seemed to cause morally regrettable behaviors. Stretch your thinking to regrettable actions in your past. Same problem? If you’d kept faithful to these aspects of Golden Rule thinking, what things would have changed for the better? Finally, ask yourself: Why was it so difficult for me to live up to the standards of Golden Rule thinking? Which of the preceding two questions did you find most difficult to follow through on? Or were both equally difficult?



				Reviewing the core criticisms of reversibility

				Though the method of reversibility seems plain enough, a number of ways exist to interpret how to put yourself in another’s shoes. Some of these methods hide some big problems you need to avoid. We explain these problems in the following sections.

				Problem 1: Using the Golden Rule to dominate others

				If you tend to think that your own specific interests are good, and that all other people should share them, you may end up using the Golden Rule in a way that is paternalistic. What that means is that you see your perspective as special, and you try to use your situation or your position to dictate to others how to live.

				For example, imagine two people — Tom and Joe. Tom is trying to figure out the right way to treat Joe in a given situation. Tom is a dedicated follower of the Golden Rule, so he always tests his proposed actions through reversibility. He first puts himself in Joe’s shoes and then treats Joe only in ways that he himself would want to be treated (if he were in Joe’s position).

				Tom’s a stand-up guy. But what does Tom do, specifically, when he sees things from Joe’s point of view? Tom sort of possesses Joe’s body, and in doing so ignores Joe’s own personality, beliefs, desires, hopes, and so on. Instead, Tom just tries to think of what Tom (thinking as Tom) would do or how he would feel if he were in Joe’s particular situation.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] You must determine whether this method has any problems. Assume that Joe is trying to figure out how to fill out the forms to get admitted to art school. Joe asks Tom’s help (say Tom is Joe’s dad). Tom thinks about what it would be like to be in Joe’s situation. Tom hates art and thinks it’s a total waste of time. So Tom thinks that if he were in Joe’s situation, he wouldn’t want to be given good advice. So Tom gives Joe bad advice that will make his application fail, and then on the side Tom gives Joe advice about getting into a good business school instead.

				[image: remember.eps] Seeing Tom’s actions as highly unethical isn’t difficult. If Tom uses this approach when applying the Golden Rule, he’ll always use his own tastes and preferences to dictate to other people how to live. Essentially, the problem here is one of extreme paternalism — assuming you know what’s best for another person in every case. Instead, Tom should want to know how Joe would feel as Joe, if he were treated in this sort of way. Clearly, Joe himself wouldn’t want to be given bad advice. So just possessing a person’s body and looking at that person’s situation only from the standpoint of your own beliefs, desires, and values isn’t the right way to put yourself in the other’s shoes.

				Problem 2: When the Golden Rule turns you into a slave

				Another problem emerges when you look at things from another’s point of view, but you don’t use any of your own beliefs and desires at all. When you put yourself in another’s shoes, you of course want to take into consideration that person’s beliefs and desires. At the same time, however, you need to be able to critique or assess them with your own, or you simply wind up being a slave to what the other person wants.

				Assume that Joe’s spouse has died, and he’s horribly depressed and entertaining serious suicidal thoughts. When trying to decide whether he should have Joe temporarily put into medical care against his will, Tom thinks about the situation from Joe’s point of view. In doing so, Tom sees the world as just as depressing and deserving of suicide as Joe does. In addition, he realizes that from Joe’s point of view, forced medical attention wouldn’t be welcomed by Joe at all.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] Now what? Well, seeing the action from Joe’s point of view reveals that Tom wouldn’t like having medical attention forced upon himself (if he were actually Joe). So, by this procedure, the Golden Rule test would say that advocating help isn’t acceptable. But that can’t be right; would a good ethical theory really lead Tom to open the door to Joe’s suicide?

				You can likely see the problem here: Some of Joe’s beliefs, desires, and values are possibly faulty or inappropriate. Joe believes that life will always be hopeless. But that’s not true. His spouse has died, so he’s seeing things through the cloud of this dark situation. Eventually that cloud will pass. So will his suicidal thoughts. As a consequence, doesn’t Tom have a responsibility to factor these things into the test?

				What these problems should reveal to you

				These two problem cases reveal a centrally important fact about the procedure of putting yourself in the shoes of another. On the one hand, you need to make sure you don’t ignore the actual beliefs and desires of the other person and rely solely on your own. On the other hand, you need to make sure that you don’t uncritically rely simply on the beliefs and desires of the other person. Instead, you must apply sensitivity and try to use your beliefs and desires to assess those of the other person.

				[image: remember.eps] Some of your own beliefs and desires will turn out to be mere tastes — as such, you shouldn’t use them to assess the other’s viewpoint. Other beliefs and desires that you have may seem to rise above taste and subjective preference. The more that they seem to do so, the more you can bring them with you when you see the world from the other’s viewpoint. Obviously, drawing this distinction isn’t easy, so using the procedure properly relies on a heavy dose of self-criticism and humility.


				Hare’s fanatic: Nazis who can pass the Golden Rule

				One of the cool features of common-sense Golden Rule ethics is that it rules out clearly unethical or immoral behavior once the person wanting to take part in that behavior puts herself in the place of the recipient that the action is being acted on. This feature isn’t surprising; it’s difficult to affirm poisoning another person after you realize that you wouldn’t want to be the person poisoned.

				However, this feature doesn’t always seem to work. R. M. Hare, a famous ethicist of the mid-20th century, wondered whether it was possible for a person to follow through on clearly unethical behavior even if one was also on the receiving end. Hare’s example is a Nazi who fanatically hates the Jewish race and believes and desires strongly that they should be exterminated. Could such a Nazi use the common sense approach to justify his own behavior? Hare thinks so: If the Nazi is sufficiently committed to the goal, he may think: “If I turned out to be a Jew, then I should wish to be exterminated.” Thus under the Golden Rule thinking of “doing unto others” he may actually wind up embracing the extermination of Jews.

				There doesn’t seem to be any principled reason to suspect that this line of thinking couldn’t be engaged in by a person who was sufficiently fanatical about their beliefs, thinking that they were fully rational in reaching their conclusions. In fact, examples like this one have led some people to think that the common-sense Golden Rule approach needs to be supported by a stronger ethical theory that rules out just this sort of possibility for evil behavior.



				Fixing the problems with reversibility

				To solve the problems of reversibility, you need a standard that stops you from inflicting your tastes on others and that shows you which preferences of the recipient of your action can be dismissed without concern. What would such a standard look like? A number of different standards have been proposed, and the following sections take a closer look at them.

				Proposal 1: Think only of general needs and interests

				With this viewpoint, you can argue that what counts as the real standard is general biological and psychological needs. So you may suggest that everyone needs to eat, needs to be free from unnecessary pain, and needs to be able to pursue basic plans and projects of their own to maintain a sense of psychological stability.

				Sticking with our original example from earlier in this chapter, with this approach, if Tom sees that Joe is starving, he’ll realize that he should bring Joe something to eat. After all, that’s what Tom would want, given his own biological need for food. Volunteering food to Joe isn’t forcing Tom’s tastes on Joe. At the same time, if Joe is a vegetarian, Tom should realize that he shouldn’t bring Joe a hamburger, given the fact that Tom’s preferences for meat aren’t human biological needs (like the need for food in general is). However, if Joe starves himself in the belief that humans shouldn’t eat food, Tom can dismiss this false belief.

				In the earlier section “Problem 1: Using the Golden Rule to dominate others,” Joe asks Tom for his advice on how to fill out applications for art school. With this proposal, it doesn’t matter that Tom dislikes art. If Tom considers giving Joe bad advice, thinking of himself as Joe will have to include Joe’s love of art, because this preference doesn’t violate any basic human need. In fact, it contributes to another one — the need to set basic plans and projects of one’s own. As a result, Tom’s use of the Golden Rule reveals the need to positively help Joe with the applications.

				Proposal 2: Think in terms of reason

				To find a standard that can be used to analyze the preferences and beliefs of the actor and the recipient, you can appeal your own rationality. Instead of thinking of biological or psychological needs, you can use the standard of what a reasonable person would think, believe, or do. In the case of Joe’s love of art in the previous example, you may ask yourself whether everyone in society would agree, if put in your situation, that Joe’s specific preferences should be rejected. Clearly they would not be, and that’s good reason to think that dismissing them is likely a subjective bias of your own.

				You may even go a step further and suggest that the desires and preferences that all rational beings would have are the ones that could be used to determine how to critique the other person’s preferences. So Tom wouldn’t be allowed to inflict on Joe any of his own preferences that aren’t shared by all rational beings. (This sounds like Kant, right? Go to Chapter 8 to figure out what “all rational beings” believe and want.) Simultaneously, if Joe has preferences that are in conflict with what rational beings would have, they can be critiqued or dismissed.

				Another version of this approach may appeal not to what a person does think, but to what a person would think, believe, or value if he had full knowledge of the facts. Recall the earlier situation of Joe, whose spouse had just died. Joe is convinced that life will always be hopeless, and is overwhelmed with depression and wants to commit suicide. Tom wants to help find Joe a doctor, but when he uses reversibility to think of how this action would seem from Joe’s point of view, he realizes that Joe wouldn’t want the help.

				However, by this proposed method of reversibility, Tom can instead appeal to a hypothetical Joe who has the facts about his situation that the actual Joe doesn’t have. The hypothetical Joe realizes that depression is temporary and that grief one day becomes manageable. To the rational, fully informed Joe, suicide wouldn’t be his preference, and so Tom’s proposed action of getting a doctor is permissible, allowing Tom to use the Golden Rule to prevent Joe from committing suicide.

				Proposal 3: Start off with a strong theory of what’s good

				A third proposal to fix these problems with the method of reversibility is to simply admit that the Golden Rule isn’t an ethical theory but an ethical test. As a result, the Golden Rule on its own isn’t seen as capable of ruling out all unethical things. If you or the people around you start off believing or valuing things that are unethical, the Golden Rule just makes sure that you’re all acting consistently toward one another (whether or not you’re acting morally).

				To get around this problem, you need to embed the Golden Rule within a preexisting moral tradition, one that already has a solid idea of what good is. That notion of goodness can then be used as the standard with which preferences, beliefs, and desires can be analyzed from the start.

				[image: remember.eps] Some scholars have called this problem the incompleteness objection against the Golden Rule. In order to assure that the Golden Rule doesn’t authorize slavery, thievery, or other immoral actions, it needs to be used within a tradition that rules out those sorts of preferences as illegitimate. In fact, some scholars think that this proposal is the most promising use of the Golden Rule. When used inside such a tradition, the Golden Rule can be used to generate a person’s obligations and duties toward other people. In fact, you can read how the Golden Rule was embedded into two very different traditions — Christianity and Confucianism — with developed concepts of what’s good later in this chapter.

				Surveying the Two Types of the Golden Rule

				Throughout history people have used the Golden Rule in two main ways. You can see these two goals in the two different forms of the rule, which are as follows:

				To help others, which also is called the positive form.

				To assure that others aren’t harmed, which commonly is referred to as the negative form.

				The following sections give you the lowdown on each of these forms of the Golden Rule.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] As you read the following sections, take a second and think through these two forms of the Golden Rule. Which one seems more intuitive to you? Which one seems to pull more strongly on your own behavior and values? Of course, it could be that you like both (which is perfectly fine). Whatever your intuitions on this question, think through why you have the position that you have.

				The positive form of the Golden Rule: Promoting the good

				People tend to think that the Golden Rule has just one form, when it actually has two. It’s important to be clear about what each form is actually saying. The positive form, which focuses on advancing what’s taken to be good for others, says:

				Do unto others what you yourself would want them to do unto you.

				[image: warning_bomb.eps] Just because this form is referred to as positive doesn’t mean it’s better or preferred. Although some scholars prefer the positive form, they have suggested the positive form presupposes a commitment to advancing something that’s seen as good for people. That assumption of what’s good can be pretty thick (have lots of assumptions about what’s good), but it also can be pretty thin (having few assumptions about what’s good).

				[image: wordsofwisdom.eps] Many times the Golden Rule is embedded within certain cultural or religious traditions that already have notions (of varying thickness) of what’s good. Inside such traditions, the positive Golden Rule generates certain obligations for people sharing those beliefs about what’s good. For instance, think of the Islamic Golden Rule, which states, “None of you truly believes until you wish for your brother what you wish for yourself.”

				In this context, it’s likely that as a Muslim you start off believing that being enlightened and achieving salvation is a basic good (what you wish for). If so, the positive Golden Rule, which demands consistency in what you want for yourself and what you provide for others, suggests that you’re obligated to actively help others to achieve those very same goods. So, if you recognize (wish for) a good for yourself, you must promote it (wish it) for others.

				[image: remember.eps] Although some scholars like this feature of the positive Golden Rule, others dislike it simply because it seems to imply the ability to know, to various degrees, what the good is for others. As it turns out, that’s a pretty controversial thing to imply; some prefer a more humble or skeptical approach that’s hesitant to prescribe what turns out to be in a person’s good. For such folks, the positive Golden Rule is too pushy, arrogant, intrusive, and presumptuous. In addition, it also introduces the danger of making mistakes and wrongly dictating to others how to live (think of the earlier discussion in the section “Problem 1: Using the Golden Rule to dominate others”).

				The negative form of the Golden Rule: Preventing harm

				The negative form of the Golden Rule, sometimes called the Silver Rule, protects people from what would harm them. This version states:

				Do not do unto others what you would not want them to do unto you.

				This form tells you to refrain from certain actions, specifically those that may cause harm to others. In the most basic sense, the negative version focuses on the need to avoid hurting or harming others.

				Understanding the negative form of the Golden Rule and how it differs from the positive form is important because they prescribe very different kinds of behavior, and so they make very different kinds of demands on you. Some scholars have thought of a couple different ways to understand the negative form:

				Think of the negative form as composing a kind of protection ethics. The negative form tells you not to hurt people, and apart from that it seems to accept just leaving other people alone. If you see a person lying in the street needing medical attention, an ethics that focuses on helping (one like the positive version of the Golden Rule) may tell you to stop and drive her to the hospital to promote her health. Protection ethics may simply argue that you can’t run that person over with your car and cause more harm. Big difference!

				Think of the negative form in terms of its potential political implications. After all, just as much as the negative form can be applied to the actions and obligations of individuals, it also can be extended to social policy. Americans, for example, have the right to free education up to a certain age, and everyone in the United States is taxed to provide for that system. How would that be viewed under the negative form of the Golden Rule? Using the negative form, you may argue that you shouldn’t be taxed to provide for public education, because the negative Golden Rule only tells you that you’re obligated not to harm people. So you would agree to rights and social policies that ensure that no one be harmed. The law would simply put into a legal code what the negative Golden Rule reveals.

				[image: remember.eps] Some scholars feel more comfortable with the negative Golden Rule, because it’s more humble. Instead of arguing about what’s good for people, it seems to focus more on what can harm them. By limiting itself in this way, this form seems to leave the pursuit of the good up to individuals themselves. At the same time, other scholars find the negative form of the Golden Rule to be not demanding enough. These critics argue that robust ethical interaction with others demands more than simply refraining from doing them harm. A strong ethics, they argue, also must include promoting the good. Of course, for such people, they’ll gravitate toward the positive Golden Rule. Though they also may suggest that the negative form be followed too — it’s important to see that they can work together.

				Comparing the Christian and Confucian Common-Sense Approach

				Many scholars believe that the Golden Rule works best when it’s embedded within a tradition that starts off with a notion of what’s good. In order to understand why this is so, we take a closer look at how the Golden Rule has been embedded within specific traditions in unique ways. In this section, you specifically see the different ways that the Golden Rule is embedded within the Christian and Confucian traditions.

				Christianity’s Golden Rule: Loving your neighbor and enemy

				Christianity’s connection to the Golden Rule is found in the Gospels of Luke and Matthew in the New Testament. As many scholars have shown, what makes Christianity’s adaptation of the Golden Rule special lies in two things:

				It derives its justification and motivation from a transcendent source: God.

				It specifically uses the Golden Rule in a positive manner.

				According to Christianity’s Golden Rule, you should love others in the same way that you want and receive God’s love. In Christianity this way of loving others as a recognition that you want and receive God’s love is referred to as agape love, or neighborly universal love. In a way, you can see agape love as a mission you have of extending the goodness and care that you receive from God to others. As a result, the way in which you express your Christian love is a living testament of your faith in the divine.

				In the following sections, we explain Christianity’s Golden Rule and its connection to love by showing how God’s love works and how human love should work.

				Determining how God’s love works

				The Bible states: “Love the Lord your God with all your soul . . . that is the greatest commandment. It comes first. The second is like it: Love your neighbor as yourself.”

				[image: remember.eps] If you think about it, then, denying that love is central to the Christian tradition is difficult. In fact, the Christian Golden Rule commandment to love your neighbor as you love yourself is second only to the more basic command — love God. So, loving God is the starting block in the Christian tradition. As a result, you should expect that the way Christians interpret the Golden Rule will be determined by how they understand that more important and prior relationship to the divine.

				So stop for a second and think about love. Specifically, think of God’s love of his creatures, which includes you. Why does God have that love? Does God need something from you? Well, no. God doesn’t need anything. Of course, God would like you to return the love. But many Christian scholars have suggested that God’s actual love is more accurately understood as a kind of gift. To use a silly analogy, God sort of bundles up an infinite number of love-packages and continually leaves them at people’s doors. Some people pick them up and do things with them to show gratitude to the gift-giver (God). Some don’t. Either way, God keeps leaving those love care-packages.

				Looking at how your love works

				So how does your love work? Well, for the Christian, loving God is a way of responding to God’s grace and gifts to you in the right way. That means loving your neighbor, who’s an object of God’s love. So in a sense, part of what it means to love God is to love God’s creatures in just the kind of way that God loves them. In other words, you must love them continually and without any expectation of reward. Think of the words of Jesus in the Gospel of Luke:

				Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, bless those who curse you, pray for those who abuse you . . . Do to others as you would have them do to you.

				In Jesus’s sermon, he hammers away at a pretty important message. Not only does he suggest, as do typical versions of the Golden Rule, that you should treat others as you want to be treated, but you must even return love for hate and goodness for evil.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] As many scholars have argued, what Jesus seems worried about here is that a person may apply the Golden Rule only toward certain people. In other words, one may think that it’s a perfectly good rule to follow with one’s friends, family, loved ones, or those people who have treated you well. After all, they give you what you want. But Luke points out that the Christian Golden Rule demands more: You have to love those who share no relationship with you — even those who hate you and do you evil.

				Notice here the subtle point at work. If you only use the Golden Rule to respond to your family, your loved ones, and your friends, then what you’re saying is, “I will return love to those who give me things.” You’re saying, “If love is given, love will be returned.” If what you say is true, then the Golden Rule becomes an ethics of reciprocity.

				Is this type of love particularly Christian? Remember that the Golden Rule in Christianity is presented within the context of God’s love (see the preceding section to see how God’s love works). So the Golden Rule in Christianity needs to be seen in that light as well. With this in mind, remember that God’s love to you isn’t predicated on any sort of repayment. God loves you regardless of what you do. So God’s love is a different and more powerful kind of love than the one motivated by reciprocity. God’s love is divine. Seriously — it’s a tough demand to love even those who hate you! Starting with that notion of what’s good — loving God as God loves you — you can see how the Christian Golden Rule works. It means loving your neighbor the same way God loves you: without expectation of reward.

				[image: remember.eps] Note that the Christian Golden Rule is positive. This means that loving your neighbors requires not just to avoid harm, but to do things for them that will make them better. It means perpetually reaching out to help others without thought of reward, because this is what God does for you (and for everyone). Take a look at the earlier section “The positive form of the Golden Rule: Promoting the good” for more information.

				Try thinking of it like this: Seeing that God’s love is a kind of gift-giving, you need to become a gift-giver yourself. In a way, God has tossed you a hot potato (of love!), and you need to immediately toss it to whomever is near you. Of course, as soon as you spread that love, you find that God has tossed you another love potato. And another. And another. The only way to properly respond is to keep spreading the love around yourself.

				Confucianism’s Golden Rule: Developing others as social persons

				Confucianism’s Golden Rule is found in the Analects, which predates Jesus by 500 years. Unlike Christianity, Confucianism actively incorporates both forms (positive and negative) of the Golden Rule. The reason for this dual use is that Confucius thought that human beings couldn’t achieve what’s good, or fulfill themselves, unless they lived within specific kinds of ordered social relationships. In other words, as a Confucian you’re required, in the positive sense of the Golden Rule, to promote the social rituals that form the basis for those roles. At the same time, in the negative sense of the Golden Rule, Confucius thought humans needed to be flexible in their ritualistic demands on others in situations where another individual (for various reasons) would be harmed by too rigid an approach.

				In the following sections, we start by explaining the importance of social role relationships in Confucianism. Then we move on to show you both the positive and negative forms of the Confucian Golden Rule.

				Social role relationships: What’s good in Confucianism

				Confucius started with an obvious assumption about what’s good for people. As he saw it, to be good you must attain harmony within the social roles that you share with those people. For Confucius, the five most basic relationships in society were these:

				Ruler and subject

				Parent and child

				Husband and wife

				Older sibling and younger sibling

				Friend and friend

				Of course, feel free to add other relationships (Confucius did), but the central insight here is basic: What you are, as a human being, is constituted by the human relationships that you find yourself in. Without relationships, you’re nothing as a human. To be the best you can be, you have to play a social role to the best of your ability, which means being a good husband, a good daughter, or a good citizen.

				[image: remember.eps] For the Confucian, harmony is what occurs when people in a relationship act and respond toward another in a way that expresses their role in that situation and that makes it possible for the other to play their role as best they can as well.

				Harmony in a relationship has two requirements:

				An understanding of each other’s roles: In a family relationship, for example, mothers and fathers and sons and daughters all need to understand how one behaves as a mother or father or son or daughter. Each must learn about and be committed to the language of his specific role.

				Equal contribution: Each person must seek to contribute his own unique differences and talents to the interactions he has. After all, although many girls share the fact that they’re daughters, they aren’t the same types of daughters.

				Having established this social notion of what is good, you can easily see how the different forms of the Golden Rule are embedded in Confucianism. For the family and its individuals to flourish, loyalty and flexibility must be in place. When both of these conditions are obtained, a relationship can be said to be in harmony. When one or both of them fail, harmony doesn’t result, and the human good isn’t realized.

				[image: remember.eps] As a whole, harmonious Confucian relationships are difficult to achieve. This difficulty shouldn’t be a reason to not try to achieve harmony. However, it’s a reason to see how, in this embedded tradition, wielding both versions of the Golden Rule is pretty demanding.

				Confucian loyalty (zhong): The positive Golden Rule

				Confucius thought that every person wanted to live a full human life within meaningful social relationships. Because you want this for yourself, you seek to create the conditions for it to exist for others as well (because you expect that from them too). Confucius called this kind of commitment to establish and strengthen the foundation of social relationships zhong, which means “loyalty” in Chinese. This commitment refers to the positive Golden Rule.

				Zhong means a lot of things, including the following:

				It means a strong dedication to learning, practicing, and engaging in the customs, behaviors, rituals, and responsibilities that constitute one’s role.

				It requires participating in those behaviors with feeling and with passion.

				It means being the most excellent social human being you can be, internalizing the rituals and obligations of each of your roles.

				[image: wordsofwisdom.eps] It’s indicated in the Analects in this excerpted passage:

				Authoritative persons establish others in seeking to establish themselves and promote others in seeking to get there themselves.

				For example, for the family as a unit to function and flourish, both parents and children must be dedicated to learning and living out the kinds of behaviors that are expected of good fathers, mothers, daughters, and sons. When a mother acts properly as a mother, she contributes to the stability of the family structure — something that’s needed for her children to respond properly as daughters and sons. Moreover, playing one’s role with determination and passion sets a good example for others to follow. So, acting in a socially proper way not only contributes to one’s own good; it also helps to establish the conditions for others to attain their own good.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] Many people have a difficult time understanding zhong, so think of it this way: If you’re in a romantic relationship, there are certain ways of acting in particular situations that say “I am playing my romantic role properly.” For instance, you may say “I love you” or “I think about you often” to indicate your feelings. Rejecting these actions signals dissatisfaction, rudeness, or even callous insensitivity. Confucius’s point is this: Being a certain kind of person requires rituals. If you want to be a good son, a good parent, or a good boyfriend, you need to know how to perform those rituals. You can’t express yourself as a good anything in society without them. You can’t just wing it! Rituals are like a social language — to be a good human being, you need to be fluent in that language.

				Confucian flexibility (shu): The negative Golden Rule

				Confucius called the aspect of flexibility in relationships shu. Being flexible in harmonious relationships is important because it allows you to recognize the fact that individual persons have differences that they bring to these roles, and also to recognize that situational factors can sometimes call for a less rigid approach with respect to rituals. After all, differences in temperament, personality, and talent can make specific relationships richer and more meaningful. People can share roles but differ in their particularity and in the situations in which they find themselves. A caring person needs to be aware of these things when trying to assess how strictly to apply rituals in specific cases, or even if a time is right for an appropriate bending of a particular ritual, or perhaps even the creation of a new one.

				[image: remember.eps] Being shu requires being self-critical about your own reasons for interfering with another person’s goals. According to the Confucian, you must leave ego out of it, because you wouldn’t want someone else’s ego dictating their treatment of you.

				Confucius understood the need for shu to be specifically the obligation of the person in power in a relationship. For example, in a family, the parents are responsible for being shu (flexible) toward their children. Essentially, a mother shouldn’t treat her child in a way that she wouldn’t have wanted her own mother to treat her. So not only do parents have the responsibility of reinforcing rituals and behaviors, they also have the added responsibility of bending those rules when the unique situations they’re in require it for some reason.

				In fact, you may be wondering what happens if one person in a relationship has more power than another. In such a situation, Confucius thinks, great power comes with great responsibility. People in power must train themselves to be very attentive to the specific needs and differences in those beneath them. Clearly, such a situation creates a possibility for abuse — such people can allow their ego to take over, and ignore the particular individuality of those individuals below them. Confucius was aware of these problems, and this is why flexibility played a key role in his moral philosophy.

				[image: warning_bomb.eps] Of course, it would be a mistake to think that parents should allow all differences expressed by their children to come out into the light. Some differences don’t contribute to the enriching of the family. Some differences may even be harmful. But that’s just it: The parent in this case is asked to truly assess, using the negative Golden Rule, whether suppressing a specific difference in a given case is harmful. This is tough stuff.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] Think of the modern controversy over accepting gay and lesbian children. From the Confucian standpoint, in the situation that your child tells you he’s gay, you should ask yourself these questions: Does this difference harm the family? Could its acceptance enrich the family relationship? Will suppressing it significantly harm the child? These are difficult questions that we provide no answers to. To answer them, however, the Confucian will say that at the very least the parent must become skilled at overcoming her own selfish nature, one that seeks to impress on the child a rigid notion of what family life must look like. Sometimes rigidity is called for, but sometimes it isn’t. Basically, because parents decide when to apply and not apply rigidity, they have lots of power. So harmonious relationships demand that they use that power benevolently, being loving and never seeking to do harm.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 11

				Turning Down the Testosterone: Feminist Care Ethics

				In This Chapter

				Looking at the feminist challenge that traditional ethics is male biased

				Analyzing Kohlberg’s ethical development scale as a case study in bias

				Reviewing Carol Gilligan’s feminist criticism of Kohlberg

				Constructing a robust feminist ethics of care

				Analyzing the criticism of care ethics

				Some feminists have argued that traditional ethics is male biased. Male-biased ethics, they argue, favors certain kinds of thinking or reasoning and also tends to unfairly value the interests and ways of life males typically choose over those embraced by many women. To see this and understand the feminists’ argument about traditional ethics, you need to first think about feminism itself and about what it means for an institution, practice, or interpersonal understanding to be biased. We provide this background information before delving into the bulk of feminist thinking.

				This chapter explains feminist ideas in plain English and takes a closer look at how women and men may think differently. A discussion on the feminist approach isn’t complete without an understanding of care ethics, the system of ethical reasoning that many of today’s feminists are putting together. This chapter shows you how care ethics focuses on so-called female ways of thinking: an emphasis on relationships, using emotions, and paying close attention to particulars in ethical situations (which are all in contrast to traditional male ethical thinking). We also introduce some of the typical criticisms of care ethics.

				The Feminist Challenge: Traditional Ethics Is Biased toward Men

				When you heard the term “ethics,” you immediately assume that it is universal and objective, which means that what it suggests should apply to everyone equally and fairly. However, what if ethics is biased and so reflects the interests and ways of thinking typical of certain groups like men? Well, in such a case, you may want to investigate this assertion and if possible add the point of ethical view of the groups who have been ignored. This is what feminists in ethics seek to do.

				With these goals in mind, it’s important to see that grasping feminism requires you to see how naturally forming perspectives based on one’s own experiences can sometimes turn into hurtful and unjust biases. It also involves seeing how the male perspective, which itself is perfectly normal, can oppress women by taking root as a bias — even in ethics. The following sections take a closer look at this bias and why it’s important.

				Getting a grasp on the feminist approach

				Understanding the feminist challenge against traditional ethics requires you to first define feminism. Think of feminism as the attempt to find, describe, and oppose the various ways that male bias has caused women to be marginalized in society.

				[image: remember.eps] Feminism is one of the single most misunderstood words in the English language, but it’s important for our discussion in this chapter. So to clarify, we break down the term into its two simple goals:

				To highlight the ways that women have been marginalized politically, economically, and socially: Feminists try to analyze the current (or historical) situation of women. This means examining social institutions, interpersonal practices, economics, and politics to see whether women have been marginalized or pushed to the side. One of their tasks includes looking to see whether women have been put in positions of lesser importance, power, wealth, or status.

				 Feminists have argued that women have been marginalized in a number of ways. For example, only recently have women gained the right to vote or be legally recognized as more than just property (mostly due to early feminists leading the charge). More recent studies also show that women generally earn less than men while doing the same jobs. Men also control more offices of economic and political power and are expected to have careers and economic independence. Women, on the other hand, are expected to stay home to raise families, remaining economically dependent on their husbands. Moreover, most single parents turn out to be women, so a disproportionate amount of child rearing and economic difficulty in such situations usually falls on the shoulders of women.

				When bias is found, to advance solutions to marginalization in order to get women an equal seat at the political, economic, and social tables: Many feminists also aim to offer solutions to the marginalization they see. This process is called prescriptive analysis because it prescribes (like a doctor) alternative practices (medicine) that may fix the problems they see. Some solutions include women and men sharing housework and both having careers. Efforts also could be made to pay women and men equal salaries for doing equal work. And perhaps less social emphasis could be placed on telling women that they belong in the home, allowing women to feel more confident about taking positions of economic and political power.


				Reliving girl power throughout history

				Historically, feminism has been understood as a succession of waves, each representing different times and aims. Here’s a description of each wave:

				The first wave: Ranging from the 1800s to the early 20th century, the first wave focused on securing women’s basic legal rights. Feminists during this wave made efforts to repeal laws that treated women as property, and they also helped women gain the right to vote.

				The second wave: Spanning from the 1940s to the 1980s, the second wave built on the successes of the first wave. The second-wave feminists focused on the social (as opposed to legal) causes of women’s oppression, including sexism and how it infected many of the institutions, interpersonal practices, and overall behaviors that organized society.

				The third wave: This wave began in the 1990s and is still in progress. The third wave focuses on the contemporary backlash against the successes of earlier feminists, including how to protect feminism from that backlash. In addition, third-wave feminists aim to be even more inclusive of the divergent experiences of women, suspicious that any one general definition of “woman” — assumed by some first and second wave feminists — can’t in truth be identified and laid out.



				Seeing how bias seeps into your life

				Feminists admit and accept that everyone understands the world through the lens of their experiences. Still, feminists fight notoriously against bias. But how can they accept one and reject the other? Doing so requires seeing the difference between having a perspective and institutionalizing that point of view as a bias. The first (perspective) is natural, and the second (bias) is unjust. We give a rundown of each in the following list:

				Perspective: Two people growing up in vastly different places having vastly different experiences will, if put into the same exact situations, understand things (and so behave) differently. Think of it this way: The mind simplifies the experiences you encounter by packaging them partially with concepts and ideas developed in processing your older experiences. Doing so helps you focus on the new elements in your experience while assuming the meaning of the elements that seem like repeats from before. In fact, groups of people who have had similar sorts of experiences often simplify experiences in the same way. As a result, people who grow up in the same places at the same times tend to think in similar ways because their shared experiences have led to similar types of mental “packaging.” Basically location strongly influences beliefs.

				Bias: Bias occurs when a person’s naturally developed perspectives are seen as special insights into the way the world is, or should be. In other words, people with biases ignore the fact that their mind prepackages experiences in terms of their uniquely experienced past, and the mental simplifications are taken to apply to locations and persons with different types of experiences. This bias — not perspective — is what worries feminists. When bias emerges, people start making dogmatic assertions about how things are, and should be, for everyone, regardless of their different experiences. They start thinking that their way of understanding things is really a keen insight into the way the world really is, as opposed to a reflection of their own experiences.

				Exploring how bias infects ethics

				Ethics centers on discussions about how people should think about and interact with others. Because a person’s (or group’s) experiences can heavily influence the ways that person (or group) thinks, some feminists argue that given the general differences in the life experiences of men and women, it’s not surprising that their ways of thinking diverge. As a result, their ways of understanding ethics should be different as well.

				[image: remember.eps] We know what you’re thinking. If women and men as a whole think differently about ethics, then both have historically contributed equally to a composite portrait of how to understand human ethics. A composite portrait may have actually happened if not for one itsy-bitsy detail: Over history, the world has seen virtually no women writers. Remember that women were taking care of the babies fathered by the book writers, not writing books on ethics themselves. So it’s not surprising that one side — the men’s perspective — has been given decided prominence in terming what ethical thinking is or should look like. Moreover, with no women contributing to the conversation, no critical voice rigorously challenged the ethical theories men produced as springing from the common experiences of only men. As a consequence, men took their own views not to be a perspective shared by men but really the truth about ethics plain and simple, shared by everyone. In short, their ways of thinking about ethics turned from a natural perspective to a problematic bias.

				A Case Study of Male Bias: Kohlberg’s Theory of Moral Development

				Lawrence Kohlberg did groundbreaking work from the 1960s to the 1980s and is remembered today for his work in what he called the six stages of moral development — a hierarchy that tracked how people can move from lesser to more sophisticated ethical reasoning. Another reason people tend to remember Kohlberg is because he was famously criticized by a feminist psychologist named Carol Gilligan. Gilligan argued that Kohlberg’s way of understanding how ethics and ethical reasoning worked was strongly biased by male thinking.

				The following sections break down Kohlberg’s argument. You can see that his six developmental stages move from a high degree of concern with one’s own wants and desires upward toward genuine concern for others using cultural and social notions as guides. At the very highest levels, the scale represents thinking of ethical duties as culture-free and sees duties in terms of abstract, universal, and impartial rules. In the later section, “Considering Gilligan’s Criticism of Kohlberg’s Model,” you see how feminists attacked Kohlberg’s hierarchy as male biased.

				Examining Kohlberg’s six stages of moral development

				Kohlberg’s interest as a psychologist was in seeing how children’s ethical thinking can mature and develop over time. He claimed to find six distinct stages of moral development. As you move through the stages, you become less self-interested and more impartial in how you assess and respond to ethical situations.

				Kohlberg’s scale has three major levels and six smaller stages (two for each level). The three levels are called (from the bottom up) pre-conventional, conventional, and post-conventional levels. The following sections take a look at the actual levels and show how they’re understood.

				The pre-conventional level

				The pre-conventional level of the scale is the lowest rung on the ladder, and it’s mostly oriented toward selfishness and a lack of concern for others. The pre-conventional level has two stages:

				Stage 1 – Punishment and Reward: Stage 1 thinking is animalistic. People in this stage act in ways that anticipate reward and avoid punishment. For example, when your dog does “good” things and avoids “bad” things, his behavior really is the result of how you’ve trained him through punishment and reward. People can act in very similar ways, making Stage 1 thinking a “carrot and stick” type of ethics.

				Stage 2 – Egoism and Exchange Relationships: Stage 2 thinking is based on self interest and how it can be achieved within relationships. You can see this thinking in some small children. When they share, they do so thinking, “I’ll share with you because it means you’ll share with me later.” Although children act in the appropriate way, they’re really selfish. They have simply learned that quasi-altruistic behavior pays off.

				The conventional level

				The conventional level departs from the selfish orientation of the pre-conventional level and moves upward toward a genuine care for others. What Kohlberg wants to point out, however, is that although the conventional level does move upward from selfishness to genuine altruistic care for others, that caring for others is also understood in terms of conventional family, societal, or cultural terms (whereas the post-conventional tries to rise above those factors). The two stages of the conventional level are as follows:

				Stage 3 – Fostering Good Interpersonal Relationships: Stage 3 thinking takes the needs and interests of others into account. Such thinkers believe that it’s important to make others happy by being a good friend, a good daughter, a good parent, and so on. So they emphasize the kinds of behaviors needed to maintain good interpersonal relationships and the general well-being of the people within those relationships.

				Stage 4 – Respect for the Rules of the Group: Stage 4 thinking moves beyond a concern with the happiness of those to whom one is related and focuses on what’s necessary to promote the cohesiveness of society. Such a person may think more abstractly in terms of laws and rules of the group and how those laws and rules are needed to promote societal functioning. At this stage, breaking the law would be seen as a primary instance of unethical behavior.

				The post-conventional level

				The post-conventional level is the icing on the proverbial cake. It’s the Head Honcho Division of ethical thinking for Kohlberg. At this point on the scale, people think of their duties toward others in terms of abstract rules that transcend the particular cultures or historical situations that specific people find themselves in. The two stages of this level are

				Stage 5 – Social Contracts: Stage 5 people think in terms of laws that are potentially revocable because they’re seen as expressions of majority agreements. So it’s possible to violate laws if doing so leads to a further good or if they don’t serve the majority.

				Stage 6 – Rights and Justice: Stage 6 thinking takes place at the top of the scale. This final level of Kohlberg’s scale is concerned mostly with justice. It suggests that being an ideal ethical thinker requires you to distance yourself from a situation to assess it clearly. Here, you think that people — as people — have certain kinds of human rights that are guaranteed by universal laws that can be revealed to you through logical reasoning. Agreements, relationships, individual needs, and culture are all transcended in order to reach the rational principles and rules that rational beings — as rational beings — would endorse. Actions that conform to those rules promote justice, whereas actions that violate those rules promote injustice.

				Understanding how ideal ethical reasoning is more abstract

				Feminists call the sixth stage of Kohlberg’s scale the justice perspective because it emphasizes justice and its related traits of universality and impartiality when dealing with others. Concentrating on justice reveals that Kohlberg’s scale heavily favors abstraction — which means thinking in highly general terms — in moral reasoning.

				Within this stage, all your relative and situation-specific factors — your relationships to others, your cultural norms, and your feelings — are put to the side. Instead, you think in terms of abstract categories like “human being” or “rational agent.” Getting too wrapped up in who is involved, what the particulars are in a situation, whether you’re related to the people involved, or what the cultural norms are means losing focus and making mistakes. In other words, emphasizing your connection to the situation makes good ethical thinking difficult. As a result, you need to maintain your distance.

				[image: remember.eps] Feminists have pointed out that Kohlberg’s scale clearly correlates with some key historical ethical theories. For example, if you think universal rules and reason are important, just think of Kant (Chapter 8). If you think impartiality is important, check out Mill (Chapter 7). If you believe that agreements and contracts formed by people are essential to ethics, jump to Rawls (Chapter 9). It’s pretty clear that Kohlberg’s scale, if it’s biased, isn’t just biased in terms of his own preferences. Just about all traditional (male) ethical theories say pretty much the same things: That ethics is like math — it’s abstract, universal, and impartial.

				Considering Gilligan’s Criticism of Kohlberg’s Model

				Carol Gilligan was Kohlberg’s student, so she was very well acquainted with his thinking. Gilligan detected a hidden male bias within Kohlberg’s hierarchical moral scale and responded swiftly to it. She argued that this bias not only prized the kind of thinking typically associated with men, but it also treated women’s ways of approaching ethical situations as immature. In fact, she said that his scale essentially marginalized women’s ways of thinking. The following sections focus closer on Gilligan’s criticism of Kohlberg’s model from a feminist approach.

				Viewing the differences in how women and men think

				To understand Gilligan’s feminist criticism, you first need to consider whether men and women think differently, and if so how. Studies have shown that gender differences range from male-based preferences for abstract thinking to female-based emotive and care-based thinking, so you also have to think about whether these differences emerge from biology or socialization — or both.

				[image: remember.eps] So what do studies show about how women and men think? Men and women do, statistically (not universally) seem to think differently. Studies suggest the following:

				Women: They form attachments faster and are partial to those closer to them. They also use emotions such as empathy and sympathy in their reasoning. Women also are hesitant to think in highly abstract terms that require them to ignore their particular relationships and the specifics of the situations they’re in when trying to analyze and decide what to do.

				Men: Men appear to emphasize autonomy and separation from others and from situations in their reasoning. They’re also far less likely to think about care and more likely to think in terms of rules and principles that can be impartially and universally applied to everyone equally. Men tend to value the use of highly abstract reasoning when analyzing situations, strongly discount the usefulness of emotions such as empathy and sympathy, and ignore how those emotions are particularly related to the situations they’re in. They view feelings and relationships as a bias and a distraction that gets in the way of clear-headed ethical thinking.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] Perhaps these stereotypical differences sound pretty commonplace to you. If they do, you still need to think a bit about what causes them. Do they possibly spring from nature or nurture? Of course, it’s always easy to explain these things too simply as either one or the other — either it’s nature or its nurture. But who knows? Perhaps it’s possible that the statistical differences between women’s and men’s typical ways of thinking turn out to be due to the effects of both. To be clear about the distinction between the two, check out the comparison in the following sections.

				Nature’s view

				If a difference between X and Y is natural, then it’s inborn, or a matter of biology. In other words, the nature view focuses on evolution. Women have it built into their genes to give birth to and care for children. Men, on the other hand, are stronger, so they were made to be hunters and gatherers.

				Biologically, you may argue it makes more sense that women are more attachment oriented, care based, and would incorporate emotions as a part of reasoning and thinking. Those ways of thinking suit the care-based female role. At the same time, maybe it makes more sense biologically for men to develop detached and abstract ways of thinking. This type of thinking does seem more suited to the kind of problem-solving needed for the man’s role. After all, abstract reasoning doesn’t seem to help nurture in the home, and thinking in nurturing terms doesn’t help you catch the bison you want to eat.

				Nurture’s view

				If the difference between two people is due to nurture, then you say that difference is a result of how they were differently raised in society. This view focuses on the ways that women and men are socialized.

				Just think: Girls are stuffed into dainty pink outfits, and boys are put in tough blue ones. Right from birth, we color-code human beings for others. When a person sees a child in pink, hushed talking about how cute the girl is ensues. When a person sees a child in blue, rougher, louder tones result, and you may even get remarks about how strong the boy looks. Although people tend to think they’re responding to the actual sex of the kid, most times it’s the color-coding that tells people how to act. In fact, some people get upset when color codes don’t “match” the kid’s gender.


				You be the judge: Nature or nurture?

				The debate continues on about whether differences exist between men and women in terms of thinking. The debate over the origin (biological or social) of those differences wages on as well. Think for a minute about some of these differences, and then check off whether you think they’re caused by biology (nature) or social upbringing (nurture):

				 Nature Nurture

				Girls are weaker than men. _____ _____

				Girls are more emotional and moody than men. _____ _____

				Guys are natural problem solvers. _____ _____

				Guys think in black and white, girls see complexity. _____ _____

				Girls like dolls, guys like trucks and tools. _____ _____

				Girls like the color pink, guys like blue. _____ _____

				Guys are more risk adverse than girls. _____ _____

				Girls are more likely to be elementary school teachers. _____ _____

				Guys are more likely to be stock brokers. _____ _____

				Can you add more differences to the list? Find a friend (preferably one of the opposite gender) and see how much longer you can make this list. After you’re finished, figure out whether you think the difference is due to nature or nurture. Then talk about your answers.



				The nurture view sees the effects of pink-blue socialization elsewhere as well. Just think about how girls and boys often are pushed toward (and away from) different activities that are considered to be gender specific. For instance, girls are pushed toward (and boys away from) dolls and home-oriented toys like ovens, and they’re praised when they adopt the “appropriate” feminine hobbies. Clearly, the message is that girls are good when they think in terms of their relationships with others.

				On the other hand, boys are pushed toward (and girls away from) toy trucks and construction equipment. The role of boys is to build things and to solve difficult practical problems. So whereas emotional attachment is essential for female children (girls’ emotions are nurtured and boys are often scolded for showing too much feeling), abstract thinking and detachment from the world is emphasized in boys.

				Highlighting male bias in Kohlberg’s thinking

				Recognizing the gender differences we discuss in the earlier section “Viewing the differences in how women and men think” makes it easier to see how masculine bias pervades Kohlberg’s developmental ethical scale. The type of reasoning men typically engage in is prized at the uppermost portion of Kohlberg’s scale, whereas the type of care-based reasoning women tend to engage in occupies a lower and less-sophisticated portion. Gilligan argues that the fact that the scale fails to simply acknowledge these differences in approach but rather favors abstraction and detachment over care and attachment is evidence that male bias is underway. After realizing this bias, feminists have investigated how the ways of thinking associated with women may produce a viable and valid ethics of their own. (Refer to the later section “Surveying a New Feminist Ethics of Care” for more information on their new thinking.)

				Kohlberg interviewed children and presented them with moral dilemmas in order to record their reactions to them. After he did so, he noticed some gender differences that emerged in how children reacted to those ethical dilemmas. The data showed girls typically “got stuck” around Stages 3 and 4 of Kohlberg’s six stages. Girls typically reasoned through ethical situations by thinking about protecting relationships and assuring that people (or a group of people) weren’t harmed. On the other hand, boys’ answers tended to fall within Stages 5 and 6, because they focused on the need to neatly apply impartial universal rules and principles in order to generate the right ethical answer.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] Simply to say that girls and boys thought differently about moral situations would be descriptive — it would accurately point to the fact that women and men approach ethical situations differently. However, as Gilligan notes, Kohlberg’s scale is prescriptive; as you go through the moral stages you go up, and your reasoning supposedly gets better. So Kohlberg’s hierarchy arranges the data to suggest that the form of thinking employed by most boys is morally superior to the kind of moral reasoning employed by most girls. To Gilligan, that was wrong. She wanted to know what evidence suggested to Kohlberg that he should structure his stages in this way. Why is the post-conventional stage, shared by most boys, morally superior to the conventional stage, which was shared by most girls?

				Surely Kohlberg’s view here isn’t unusual. Some men tend to argue that women mess things up when they try to get involved in tough moral situations. The problem? They can’t detach from the situation, and then they get too attached to the people involved and can’t see the big picture. Their emotions and emphasized connections to what’s going on make it impossible for them to be impartial. Think: Is this cultural bias of men unconsciously guiding Kohlberg’s project (and most traditional ethics)?

				[image: remember.eps] Feminists say it is. It’s not surprising that as a man, Kohlberg thinks that the type of reasoning that favors detachment and abstraction is better. Given that most of ethics was written by men, it’s not surprising that the tradition agrees with that approach. However, remember that biases are formed when a group forgets that its perspective on a subject is just a perspective and mistakes it for a description of the way things truly are. In organizing his stages into a hierarchy, Kohlberg turns a perspective difference into a bias. In doing so, the caring attachment orientation typical of women’s ethical thinking turns into a deviation from normal ethical thinking (men’s). That means women’s thinking gets marginalized!

				Discovering the importance of hearing women’s voices

				In Gilligan’s book, In a Different Voice (Harvard University Press), she outlines her attack on Kohlberg’s theory and stresses that women’s perspectives and voices need to be heard. Feminists argue that when women’s voices and perspectives about ethics aren’t heard, men’s ways of thinking about the subject become legislated as good ethical thinking, and women’s thinking becomes a deviation of that good thinking. In fact, because being a complete human being typically is taken to include being an ethical person, Kohlberg’s theory actually seems to imply that in order to be a fully developed human being, a woman needs to think more like a man, which is oppressive.

				[image: remember.eps] According to Gilligan, now that people see that prizing abstract rules and the impartial application of universal principles when studying ethics is just one way to view ethics, women are free to develop new thinking about different ethical perspectives. Neither perspective would be better than the other, but taken together they may enrich notions of the human experience. The only way to get this project moving is to fully develop women’s ethical perspectives to see what kind of ethics they may lead to. We talk about this new form of moral reasoning, called care ethics, in the following section.

				Surveying a New Feminist Ethics of Care

				Unlike traditional ethics, which puts issues of justice, rights, and impartiality at the forefront of moral consideration, care ethics puts the focus on the protection of close relationships. One way to understand this difference in emphasis is to investigate how men and women tend to think of the self. To men, selves are separate and independent, whereas for women, they’re relationally connected and highly interdependent. The following sections outline care ethics in more depth.

				Putting relationships first

				Care ethics stresses the importance of developing feelings and emotions, such as empathy and sympathy, and a heightened focus on the particular features of moral situations. What matters ethically in care ethics is how people respond to those individuals with which they find themselves in close relationships. Empathizing with others’ particular needs and interests and taking on their well-being as a burden becomes paramount.

				One way to frame this new way of thinking is to see it as linked to the ways women, as opposed to men, tend to think about the nature of the self. Men tend to follow what’s called the atomic model of selfhood, and women tend to follow a relational view of selfhood. We explain both in the following sections.

				The male model: The self as atom

				According to feminists, masculine thinking tends to favor the atomic model, in which each self is naturally self-contained and separate from all other selves. Selves can come into contact with one another and form relationships, but being a self isn’t dependent in any way on forming those connections.

				From this view, you may see other selves as potential threats. Because each self is independent from the others, it decides for itself how to live and who to be. Other selves have other plans on how things should be, and because those other plans aren’t yours, they’re potential competitors. According to feminists, this model leads to a peculiar way of understanding not just the self, but human interaction. Because each self is independent, each self is seen as autonomous, or self-ruling. As a result, relationships must be viewed carefully, because they’re potentially threatening to one’s self-rule.

				[image: remember.eps] By this view, coming together and forming relationships can still be important, but those relationships should be guided by rules and principles meant to respect and maintain the independence and autonomy of the individual selves within them. (Note the connection of this thinking to the top of Kohlberg’s scale!) To play fairly and interact nicely with other selves is seen as paramount with the atomic model. Such rules will be universal, applying equally and impartially to any individual self, and usually will tend to center on talk of rights and justice.

				The feminine model: The self as relational

				Women tend to view the self differently than men, seeing it as intrinsically connected to others. Instead of thinking of selves as independent and autonomous atoms, women tend to think of the self as relational. So part of the nature of being a self is closely tied to being connected to other selves.

				According to the feminine relational model, selves are joined together at the start, and interconnection is an essential part of what it means to be a self. As a result, autonomy and separation and their corresponding values of justice and rights aren’t paramount or focused. Instead, human interdependence is emphasized as what is primarily important. As a result, ethics involves fostering and protecting relationships. As a person motivated by care, you think in terms of helping others close to you. You help them satisfy basic needs and fulfill specific projects or hopes and dreams.

				Letting feelings count: Cultivating care

				Care ethics sees relationships as primary, which means ethical life demands that you respond to the needs of those close to you in the right ways. As a result, care ethics requires that a person be responsive to others in ways that draw them close; on the other hand, ways of thinking that put a distance between you and others will be deemphasized. In short, ways of thinking that emphasize closeness are valued highly, and ways of thinking that emphasize abstraction and detachment play a supporting secondary role.

				The foundation of care ethics — that your primary human existence is defined by close relationships — is no doubt intuitive. As a parent, you’re drawn close to your child, wanting to help that child grow. As a son or daughter, you’re drawn to assure that your parents are happy. Being married, you want to nurture the growth of your spouse as a person. As a person motivated by care, you’re naturally pulled toward being empathetic and sympathetic to persons within your relationships, and you’re drawn to minimize their harms. You embrace the dependency of your own flourishing on being connected to, and thus to responding rightly to, the needs of those around you.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] Think of Spock, the pointy-eared Vulcan from Star Trek. Vulcans avoid emotion and emphasize detached ways of thinking as the preferred way of reasoning through situations. Imagine that Spock told his human friends that he helped them make it through some terribly difficult life period because that’s what logic and reason dictated. The friends would be really disturbed. The friends may appreciate that Spock listened, but they would have a difficult time thinking that Spock was really a caring Vulcan. They would question whether they were really in a close relationship with Spock. After all, this way of thinking doesn’t draw a person close to you. If anything, it puts a person at a distance, and caring relationships require closeness.

				Feminists think that the same type of situation happens in traditional masculine ethics with its overemphasis on a particular kind of reason, impartiality, and universal rule-following. In other words, when you think of how to treat others well, traditional ethics tends to say you should treat them the way Spock would. You respond to ethical situations as puzzles instead of concrete situations that call for an emotional investment of empathy. Traditional ethics introduces a distance between people that care ethics wants to diminish.

				[image: remember.eps] Detaching reasoning and consideration of rules or principles aren’t banned from use in care ethics. They’re a part of care ethics, but the ways of thinking that emphasize feelings, closeness, and empathetic connection are in the driver’s seat. Nel Noddings, a famous care ethicist, cites three ways that a caring person should emotionally feel connected with another:

				You should feel a desire or inclination toward another specific person.

				That desire should include a felt regard for that person’s interests.

				You should experience that felt regard as a burdening.

				[image: tip.eps] When you think of care ethics, think of the way things run in the family. When one member upsets another, the family doesn’t place an emphasis on justice or rights. Instead, it focuses on the damage done to a valuable relationship (brother to sister, son to father, and so on). As such, family members focus on how to bring those members back together again in order to reconcile, heal, restore, and protect the family itself. So when you think of care ethics, think of it as a way of extending that way of thinking to nonfamily relationships.


				How care ethics works in the real world

				Kohlberg uses the following example to assess how children respond to moral dilemmas. By studying this example, you can see how care ethics and traditional ethics would handle the situation differently. If a husband steals a drug he needs for his dying wife from a druggist who charges too much for the drug, care ethics would see the husband’s striving to fulfill the needs of his wife as morally relevant. He experiences his wife’s distress, is drawn to lessen it, and treats his wife’s interests as a burden he must fulfill because he’s a husband and must prevent his wife from experiencing harm.

				In traditional masculine ethics, such considerations may be understandable; however, cool, rational ethical thinking may override the considerations because the application of universal impartial reasoning may come to a different conclusion about what to do. For instance, a typical traditional ethics may focus on whether stealing someone’s property was right, whether a person has a right to life, or whether a right to life as a rule overrides the right to one’s property.

				In fact, traditional ethics (masculine) and the ethics of care (feminine) may disagree on what to do after the man steals the drug. In traditional ethics, the druggist has been wronged, and the scales of justice need to be put back into equilibrium. Perhaps the husband goes to jail or suffers some other consequence. The care ethicist may turn away from the focus on the druggist’s property and rights and instead think about reconciling the relationship. Perhaps the druggist and the husband need to talk things out. They both need to acknowledge the hurt each has caused. By focusing on such things, they may save their relationship.



				Embracing partiality

				Because care ethics focuses on the maintenance and protection of relationships and promoting the well-being of those within them, it argues that ethical obligations are greater to those you’re closer to. As a result, care ethics is an ethics of partiality; on the other hand, traditional ethics puts a high premium on impartiality.

				[image: remember.eps] According to traditional ethics, if you act one way toward one person, you should be willing — if you’re ethical! — to act the same way toward another person. Care ethics disagrees: If what we are as selves includes our interconnections with others, we’ll naturally have greater obligations to those that we’re in closer relationships with.

				For example, say your mother and a stranger are drowning, and you only have the time and capacity to save one of them. Ethically, what should you do? In traditional ethics, this situation would be a tragically unfortunate one, but ethically the relationship you have to your mom doesn’t matter to your decision of whom to save. What matters is that life is precious (think of Kant, who we discuss in Chapter 8) or that one person has a greater chance of causing happiness for more people (think of Mill, who we discuss in Chapter 7). You have to save one, but your bond to one isn’t ethically relevant.

				Care ethics strongly disagrees with traditional ethics in this situation. Your mom nurtured you and protected you. She cultivated you as a person. You’re close to her. Saving the stranger would cause the severing of a central and key relationship in your life and in your mom’s. Because you share no such close relationship to the stranger, you’re under a lesser obligation to that person. In this situation, care ethics agrees with the average person’s normal intuitions, which would be to save mom.

				Care avoids abstraction

				Care ethics wants to make ethical thinking as non-abstract as possible. Because you must properly respond to the specific needs of people in your close relationships, you need to be tuned into the particular aspects of your relationships with those individuals. Because traditional ethics’ abstraction ignores those specific features, abstraction kills care. The focus of care ethics on the particulars of a relationship allows for that care to grow and flourish.

				[image: remember.eps] Because of its focus on the specifics of a situation, you can call care ethics particularistic. Being attuned to such particulars is essential to solid moral thinking. The more you abstract out detail, the more you distance yourself from the situation, which is exactly what care ethics says not to do.

				Imagine your mom is drowning in the ocean. Seeing the situation in an abstract way, you think of it as “a woman in a life-threatening situation.” And then, perhaps even more abstractly, you see it as “a person in a life-threatening situation.” Each time your thinking grows more and more abstract, your closeness to your mom is further and further diminished. If ethics were about relationships between abstract people (like “a person in distress”), that may be okay. However, if ethics is a relationship between actual particular people who stand in particular relationships of closeness with one another, all that abstraction seems to be losing something important.

				Reviewing Criticisms of Care Ethics

				Like all ethical theories, care ethics has received its share of criticism. In this final section, you get the chance to think through three of the many criticisms that have been lodged against it.

				Care ethics and public life: An uneasy fit

				The first criticism asks how care ethics deals with concerns that emerge in the more impersonal public realm, where impartial considerations of justice have so far been effective. The public realm is filled with people who aren’t in close relationships, so it’s difficult to see how care ethics would function in that sphere. This has led to the objection that perhaps care ethics isn’t meant to be applied to all situations. Instead, it should be restricted to situations within the private sphere of life.

				This objection is a strong one. Think of a professor who gives out good grades in partial ways to family and friends. This behavior just seems wrong, and appears to be a good argument for thinking that such situations should be governed by impartiality and codes of fairness and justice.

				Feminists have split in response over this objection. Here are the two sides:

				Care ethics doesn’t apply to all situations. These folks have conceded that care ethics isn’t complete in the sense of being meant to apply across the board to all ethical situations. As a result, some feminists have suggested that the private and the public realms may require different types of ethics: one devoted to care, and the other not.

				The challenge can be met and overcome by seeing that care and justice are not actually opposed. Taking the example of the professor again, the care ethicist may argue that grades should be given out with respect to merit, but not because of considerations of justice or concerns of impartiality. Instead, care may actually demand such behavior.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] Is giving friends a good grade they didn’t earn really caring? It seems not — it likely does your friends more harm than good in many ways. So care may demand that the professor hand out some bad grades! Starting from this kind of example, a care ethicist may argue that with some extra argumentative work, many cases that seem to emphasize justice can actually be adapted by a care ethic.

				Do some relationships really deserve care?

				The second criticism asks whether care ethics demands that people maintain relationships that are bad, or that people care for malicious or abusive individuals that may be within those relationships. Care ethics argues that you should focus yourself ethically on promoting the well-being of your close relationships and furthering the interests of the individuals within them. But what if a relationship is abusive? What if the other person is evil? Does care ethics demand that people remain within such relationships with such folks?

				[image: remember.eps] This objection to care ethics has been responded to by a variety of care theorists. The two main responses that are important to remember are

				The tough love response: This response is used when the other person isn’t treating you in a caring or loving way, and you’re wondering whether care allows you to respond to that maltreatment in a harsh way.

				 According to this view, caring permits or even requires that at times you must be harsh with another person. To see this as plausible, you simply need to see care in a wider way. It would be naïve to suspect that caring means doing whatever the other person wants, even when he’s abusive or simply uncaring himself. The tough love response suggests that being harsh with a loved one or refusing to talk with him or see to his needs can be a way of caring itself — if the aim is to try to cause a change in the person who’s cared for. A child, for instance, may misbehave, and may not see a timeout as particularly caring, but in reality the timeout can help the child develop in a healthy way.

				The integrity response: This response is used for more extreme cases. Perhaps the time comes when you must literally remove yourself from a harmful relationship that’s beyond repair. To maintain your integrity as a caring person, you may be required to remove yourself from the situation.

				 To see how this response can be permissible requires recognizing that caring individuals also must care for themselves as caring persons. Becoming psychologically or physically abused in a relationship may lead to a failure to be able to continue to successfully care for others. As a result, that person’s integrity as a caring person is damaged and his or her own flourishing will be harmed. So, in such situations, it’s ethically permissible to remove yourself from such a relationship, even though the undertaking would be taken with great seriousness and trepidation.

				Could care ethics harm women?

				The third criticism asks whether an ethics that reinforces traditional stereotypes about how women think works against the most basic intuitions of feminism. For years, women have been fighting against the stereotype that they’re soft, loving, and emotional. And now, here comes care ethics, claiming that women really do think this way. As a result of this contradiction, one may question whether care ethics is harmful to women, because it may contribute to their marginalization.

				Seen from this perspective, two main problems with care ethics are

				Not all women think alike. Women are a diverse group with experiences wildly differing on the basis of gender, class, race, and culture. So to say that women think in terms of care suppresses the importance of those enriching differences. At the very least, care ethics provides a foundation for sexist claims about how women think.

				How will women be treated institutionally and interpersonally if it’s assumed that women do think in terms of care? If women do think in terms of care, some may argue that it makes sense to encourage women to take up the kinds of traditional social roles that are aligned with that sort of thinking.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] If you think about it, however, those are the very roles that have traditionally been associated with the political, social, and economic marginalization of women. As a result, in freeing up the voices of women to contribute to ways of thinking about the world, feminists may wind up strengthening the very connection to the oppression they sought to avoid.

				A feminist response to such concerns focuses on reducing the tight association between women and care ethics. Many feminists resist thinking that the association between care-based thinking and women, although strong, is innate, or due to nature. Instead, they argue for a societal explanation of the connection. Doing so allows feminists to resist the claim that women should be coerced into the sorts of roles indicative of care-based thinking. This would open the door to making care-based thinking more generally acceptable for men and women together. Feminists want to see care-based thinking as an approach to ethics, or an approach to how to live life, as opposed to a way of thinking that is naturally associated with this person or that, or with this gender or that one.

			

		

	
		
			
				Part IV

				Applying Ethics to Real Life

				
				[image: 591710-pp0401.eps]
			
In this part . . .

				Ethics isn’t just armchair speculation about general ideas: It’s also meant to be applied to real-life issues and to give people specific advice. Sometimes that means applying the theories from Part III, but when you start to investigate real-life ethical issues, you may come across new questions as well.

				Whole subfields of ethics have sprung up to try to answer these new questions. You could spend a lifetime trying to answer one ethical question — and some philosophers have. This part looks at ethical questions about medical care and biotechnology, the environment, professional life, human rights, sexuality, and nonhuman animals.

			

			
			
		

	
		
			
				Chapter 12

				Dealing with Mad Scientists: Biomedical Ethics

				In This Chapter

				Getting the scoop on principles of biomedical ethics

				Examining the ethical issues surrounding abortion

				Analyzing cloning and its morality

				Realizing the ethical impact of new genetic technologies

				Discussing the positions on euthanasia

				How human beings deal with their bodies and the bodies of others has always been a huge concern in ethics. This chapter is home to two of the most intractable disputes in societies across the globe: abortion and euthanasia. You won’t solve these problems here, but you can see why getting to the bottom of these difficult debates isn’t easy.

				With the exception of the Internet, in recent years no sector of business and society has grown as fast as biotechnology. Some experts even speculate that the Information Age will quickly be followed by the Age of Biology, wherein humanity will take charge of the human genome and dramatically improve everyone’s quality of life.

				But with such great power comes an unfathomable responsibility. Advances in biotechnology, such as stem cell research, cloning, and in vitro fertilization, challenge centuries of entrenched thinking about the place and possibilities of reproduction in society. These new technologies are coming fast — and each comes with its own Pandora’s Box of ethical problems.

				Whatever your position on these issues, you (and anyone who lives and votes in the 21st century) must be informed about how all these new technologies work. But it’s even more important that you become familiar with the ethical debates accompanying these new technologies, and this chapter gives you just the information you need.

				Examining Some Principles of Biomedical Ethics

				Biomedical ethics is the application of ethical principles to medicine and biotechnology. Applying ethics to medicine is generally thought to be a good thing, because it promises to cut down on the number of mad scientists and evil doctors out there. Doctors do a lot of good in the world, but you don’t need to watch too many episodes of your favorite hospital TV drama to notice that situations can get out of hand pretty quickly. All professions need principles, and the medical field is no different.

				In this section, we look at three views that have governed physician-patient relationships and examine how they have evolved over the years. Although these principles are staples of what’s considered ethically appropriate patient-physician interaction, keep in mind that the values that underlie them also flow through many other issues in biomedical ethics. In subsequent sections, you can see how they apply to other issues as well.

				Paternalism: Getting rid of the old model of medicine

				Substituting one’s own judgment about what’s best for someone else without her consent is called paternalism, which comes from the Latin word pater meaning “father.” This name comes from the fact that in the past fathers often made family decisions for their children based on what they thought would be best, regardless of what the child (and sometimes even the mother) thought.

				People are generally in awe of doctors, so they tend to get the idea that doctors always know best. In fact, doctors themselves sometimes have this idea; in the past doctors regularly treated patients in whatever way they thought was best, often without asking for the patient’s input. Patients often expected this kind of treatment and typically submitted to the doctor’s authority without question. After all, the patient didn’t go to medical school; the doctor did.

				[image: remember.eps] If you think in terms of good outcomes, paternalistic practices work as long as the doctor really does know what’s best for a patient and can successfully act on it. But many high-profile cases have shown that an essential component of knowing what’s best for a patient comes from the patient! Patients can have very different values from the doctors treating them. As a result, what a patient needs is a doctor who properly informs her about her medical situation and options so she can make an informed choice.

				Purely paternalistic practices in medicine are now considered quite unethical because they directly bypass a patient’s own decisions and thus her values. Despite glorious TV depictions of doctors tricking patients into doing what they think is right for the patients, in real life that kind of doctor would be broke and bankrupt from patient lawsuits — if not languishing in jail. And more importantly, these doctors probably would have unethically forced some patients to do things they really didn’t want to do.

				Autonomy: Being in the driver’s seat for your own healthcare decisions

				The new model of medicine encourages something very different from paternalism (the old model we discuss in the preceding section): autonomy. If paternalism can be described as the doctor-knows-best method, then focusing on patient autonomy can be described as the informed-patient-knows-best approach.

				[image: remember.eps] Autonomy means having control over your own life. Most people in the Western world see autonomy as an absolutely necessary component to living a good life. (In fact, people have built whole ethical systems around the idea of autonomy. For an example, see Chapter 9.) The key to giving people autonomy in a medical setting is asking their permission before you do anything to them.

				However, note that consent doesn’t always imply autonomy all by itself. You may agree to a hemispherectomy if the right doctor told you it was necessary. But before the surgeon scrubs in, you should at least be told that the procedure requires cutting out half your brain. So, medical professionals don’t just have a duty to convince their patients to agree to procedures. Ideally, they also should give them enough information to make a good decision.

				In response to this problem, bioethicists and medical professionals have developed the notion of informed consent. Informed consent can’t be achieved by simply convincing a patient to sign a consent form. In addition, the burden is on the physician to make the reasons clear about why some treatment is the right option. Being informed means fully understanding the situation, the various options, and the possible consequences that come with each option. Informed consent is a two-way street. Doctors talk to patients, but sometimes patients also need to ask many questions, think things through, and talk to family or friends before providing informed consent.

				Informed consent is necessary to protect patient autonomy because sometimes patients have values or know things about their lives that a physician couldn’t reasonably anticipate. Essentially, the modern stress on autonomy sees the aim of good, ethical medical care as the combination of actual treatment and the values of the patient. In contrast, the past emphasis on paternalism saw good medical care as solely a function of what the doctor thought was best, potentially disregarding the patient’s values.


				The curious case of elective cosmetic surgery

				Many plastic surgery procedures are reconstructive, meaning that the patients need them in order to lead good lives. But not all of them are. Elective cosmetic surgery — to do things like reduce wrinkles, straighten one’s nose, or enhance lips — has become a very profitable industry.

				But elective cosmetic surgery does raise some interesting ethical questions. Surely people have the right to do what they want with their bodies, but if physicians are expected to also abide by principles like beneficence or nonmaleficence (see the section “Beneficence and nonmaleficence: Doing no harm” for more information), then cosmetic surgery will be trickier to justify in some cases. Sometimes, for example, a physician may come to think that a certain procedure won’t actually provide a benefit to a person’s life; but after his reasoning is made clear, the patient may still desire the surgery. At this point the cosmetic surgeon can refuse to perform the surgery, but his denial will almost certainly result in the patient simply getting the procedure done somewhere else. Many doctors make a good living supplying medically unnecessary procedures.

				One response may be to kick these doctors out of the profession, but doing so could have some serious risks. Elective cosmetic surgery procedures may simply go underground, resulting in many more people suffering from botched or unsafe elective cosmetic surgeries. No one wants that to happen either, so elective cosmetic surgery remains a troubling but important part of medical practice.



				Beneficence and nonmaleficence: Doing no harm

				Even if you think that autonomy is important, medical professionals also have to respect other important values. Enter beneficence and nonmaleficence. Don’t be scared by these big words. They’re two very simple concepts: valuing beneficence means you try to help people, and valuing nonmaleficence means you try to avoid harming people.

				[image: remember.eps] If you watch enough medical dramas on TV, you may have heard of something called the Hippocratic Oath. The core principle of the oath is that one should “first, do no harm.” That’s the nonmaleficence principle.

				In a way, the duty of nonmaleficence comes before the duty to respect a patient’s autonomy, because even if a patient gives informed consent to a treatment, a medical professional still has to make sure the procedure wouldn’t be worse for the patient in the long run. For example, say that you had a daredevil patient who gave informed consent to a procedure for a minor condition that had very little chance of success and a high probability of leaving her in severe pain for the rest of her life. Surely doing such a procedure would be wrong, even if the daredevil wants and accepts it.

				Still, even when taken together, nonmaleficence and autonomy can’t take care of all biomedical ethics by themselves. Sometimes a patient may give informed consent and the treatment won’t hurt her, but it may fail a further test: It doesn’t do anything to make her better. It sounds pretty commonsensical to say doctors have a duty to make people better, but they need to be reminded of this in some cases. Most bioethicists agree that prescribing a treatment, even one that does no real harm and with informed consent, would be unethical if there’s no chance it will benefit the patient. Doing good — the principle of benevolence — can be as powerful a motive as preventing harm in many cases.

				Taking a Closer Look at the Intractable Issue of Abortion

				Abortion, the termination of a pregnancy, has been one of the more polarizing ethical and political issues in the past 40 years in the United States. When a woman intentionally terminates a pregnancy, people tend to have strong emotional reactions about the ethics of it, and these emotions can lead to sometimes less-than-reasonable confrontations among even the most rational of people.

				The following sections don’t provide any final answer whether abortion is right or wrong, but they do examine the basic arguments presented by each side. We hope this information can help you navigate your own way through this thorny issue.

				[image: remember.eps] Before you jump in, notice that two different levels of disagreement about abortion exist. You need to keep these levels straight because otherwise you’ll get lost in lots of arguments about abortion. The first is whether (and under what conditions) it’s ethically permissible for a woman to terminate her own pregnancy. The second is whether it would be ethical for society to make laws about whether (and when) a woman can terminate a pregnancy. These are separate ethical questions! Just think about it: It may be unethical for a woman to have an abortion, but it also may be unethical for society to have a law against it.

				Deciding who is and isn’t a person

				Much of the debate over abortion revolves around what ethicists call personhood. To be a person is to possess a certain number of rights, in particular the right not to be killed. (For other examples of human rights, see Chapter 15.) If you’re reading this book, you’re a person, and you have rights.

				No one’s really sure when this mysterious personhood starts. Before you were conceived (when you were no more than a twinkle in your mom’s eye, as they say), you clearly weren’t a person. At some point you became one. But putting a finger on when exactly the magical moment of becoming a person takes place is notoriously difficult.

				[image: remember.eps] Generally, philosophers have tried to argue that something achieves personhood when it meets certain criteria, like consciousness, self-consciousness, the ability to reason, and so on. But, sadly, people even disagree about what these criteria are, so you can expect debates about abortion to be tough from the very start.

				Given the uncertainty about what is and isn’t a person, people try to avoid the issue altogether in two important ways:

				You can admit that no one’s certain when personhood begins, so someone considering an abortion (or considering social policy) should err on the side of caution. If you’re not sure whether something hiding in the brush is a person or a deer, you don’t shoot at it. Perhaps the same kind of caution is warranted in the case of a fetus.

				 The problem with this point is that it’s not clear whether it’s always wrong to kill persons. Killing in self-defense or when someone is trespassing on your property (and won’t leave) is often viewed as ethically permissible. Some people defend abortion under exactly those terms.

				You can admit that embryos or fetuses aren’t full-fledged persons but they’re at least potential persons. With the right treatment and a little luck, embryos and fetuses will become persons and enjoy the rights associated with personhood.

				[image: warning_bomb.eps] The problem with this latter point is that generally being a potential X doesn’t entitle something to the rights of an actual X. Being a potential employee of a company doesn’t entitle you to the rights of an actual employee, for instance. So supporters of rights for potential persons would have to show that somehow the potential to be a person entitles one to rights.

				A right to life from the beginning: Being pro-life

				People who think abortion is unethical in one way or another tend to label themselves pro-life. The thought that drives the pro-life argument is that an embryo or fetus is a person with a right to life. This thought motivates the conclusion that even if a woman has a right to say what happens to her own body, she still shouldn’t be allowed to terminate a pregnancy.

				Some pro-lifers believe abortion is never ethically permissible; others think that abortion is generally impermissible but may be permissible in cases of rape, incest, or a danger to the life of the mother. Sometimes the former group doesn’t think the latter group is sufficiently pro-life, and the latter group doesn’t think the former group is being reasonable. Here we focus on the most popular pro-life argument: that fetuses are persons who have rights.

				The pro-life argument that abortion is (generally or always) ethically forbidden and that society should pass laws prohibiting it actually turns out to be quite simple. It goes like this: Persons have the right not to be killed unjustly, and fetuses are persons. Therefore, fetuses have the right (as persons) not to be killed unjustly. Societies generally don’t condone murder. Abortion is unjust killing, so it’s unethical and should be illegal. Not killing a fetus may make a woman’s life terribly difficult (to the point of death in some pregnancies), but lots of variables in life make things terribly difficult. If one of those variables involves persons, you don’t have the right to kill them in order to remove the difficulty.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] One consequence of the strict pro-lifer’s argument can rub people the wrong way: If fetuses are persons, then all fetuses are persons — even those that come about because of rape. Rape is one of the most devastating things that can happen to a woman. To ask her to surrender her body to a pregnancy resulting from rape risks taking this devastation to a whole new level. Yet if fetuses are persons with a full right to life, it hardly matters how they came about. A right to life is a right to life. Yet given this argument, saying ethics requires a woman to carry her rapist’s baby seems to go too far for many people.

				The freedom to control one’s body: Being pro-choice

				People who think abortion may in some circumstances be ethically permissible tend to label themselves as pro-choice. The thought that motivates the pro-choice position is that a woman has a right to say what happens to her own body. The centrality of this right to all human life drives the conclusion that even if a fetus or embryo is a person, a woman still has the right to terminate a pregnancy in defense of her rights.

				Some in this camp believe that abortion is always permissible; some believe it’s rarely permissible; and others believe that even if abortion is always unethical, society still shouldn’t have laws against it. And as with pro-life groups, people with these different pro-choice viewpoints don’t always see eye to eye.

				Although pro-choice advocates offer a number of different arguments, their primary argument is fairly simple: Women, like men, have a right to say what happens within their bodies. (This is the right to autonomy, which we discuss in the earlier section “Autonomy: Being in the driver’s seat for your own healthcare decisions.”) The way nature works, fetuses are carried within women’s bodies, so women have a right to say whether a fetus stays in her body or is removed. An unintended pregnancy can be devastating to a woman with plans for her future that don’t involve nine months of pregnancy and the expenses that go with it. It’s her choice, and no one else can make it. To allow anything less by law would seriously compromise a woman’s autonomy. Of course, not all women will choose to have an abortion when pregnant, because many want a baby or can live with having a baby. But some don’t, and they have a right to take the action to end a pregnancy.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] As with the pro-life position on abortion, many people see the pro-choice position as having a large flaw. Saying that a woman has the right to her own body is all well and good, but if defending that right involves killing a person, perhaps this right is being taken too far. Many pro-choice advocates respond by denying that embryos and fetuses are persons, suggesting that they have no right to life. But still others believe that even if an embryo or fetus is a person, a woman’s right to control her own body can trump a person’s right to life.

				A 21st Century Problem: Attack of the Clones

				Clones are exact genetic copies of another organism. In other words, they’re beings with exactly the same DNA. Clones were the stuff of bad science fiction until the end of the 20th century, when all of a sudden they were everywhere in the news. The most famous clone of all time is Dolly, the world’s first cloned sheep. But people really aren’t worried about the ethics of cloning animals (and if they are, they aren’t making much headway in adopting new policy; lots of people clone animals nowadays).

				The big ethical question (and controversy) comes when people start thinking of cloning human beings. People are tempted to clone humans for two reasons:

				Stem cells from cloned human embryos could be used to grow genetically compatible organs for use in transplants and biotechnology.

				Cloning may allow infertile couples to have children that are genetically related to one of them.

				The following sections examine these two reasons in greater depth.

				[image: remember.eps] You need to know that no one (unless you live in a bad prequel in a galaxy far, far away) is going to be able to create a whole army of clones of the same person any time soon. Even if you could get a human clone started, you would need to bring it to term in the womb and raise it like any other child. That’s a lot of work — just ask your mother. If you’re 30 years old and want a 30-year-old clone of yourself, it’s going to take at least 30 years to do it. That’s not a very efficient way of making an army!

				Understanding the growing use of cloning in medicine

				Cloning sounds like something only a mad scientist would attempt, but a great deal of legitimate research could benefit from human cloning. In reality, scientists want to clone human embryos so they can extract stem cells from them. They can then use those stem cells to grow organs for transplants or research.

				So what exactly are stem cells and how can scientists use them in cloning? Stem cells are special cells that can become other kinds of cells. Some stem cells can be coaxed into becoming blood, bone marrow, heart wall cells, or even whole kidneys and livers. Having extra blood and livers laying around can be really useful when people need them in transplants. But most normal transplants have a downside: Because the organs come from other people, the recipient’s immune system tends to attack them. So getting the body to accept a transplant can require the use of drugs that suppress the immune system. Unfortunately, a suppressed immune system opens the transplant recipient up to all kinds of nasty diseases. Not good.

				With cloning, doctors may be able to take one of your skin cells and use it to make an embryonic clone of you. One day they could then extract stem cells from the clone to grow organs and tissues that your body wouldn’t reject. You wouldn’t need organ donors or immune suppressants, and you’d have a vastly higher chance of organ acceptance.

				[image: remember.eps] This kind of cloning wouldn’t result in copies of whole human beings, but it still has one ethical problem with it: You would have to destroy the embryos you grow in order to get at the stem cells. And some people have major issues with destroying embryos (for more information, see the section on abortion earlier in this chapter). Interestingly, though, the destruction of embryos isn’t a problem with cloning per se so much as what happens after the cloning. So if some enterprising scientist finds a way around destroying the embryos, it’s difficult to see what ethical objection people would have to cloning for medical purposes. You can read more about the morality of stem cell research in the later section, “Finding cures for diseases with stem cell research.”

				Determining whether cloning endangers individuality

				Although creating an exact duplicate of a grownup from a single cell isn’t plausible unless you actually have many years to wait around for it to develop, some people see the value in bringing a cloned embryo to term. Some parents, for instance, may believe cloning is a viable option for these reasons:

				A couple may want children but be unable to conceive a child on their own. The general response to this problem in the past has been adoption, but adoption can be a long, drawn-out process and also doesn’t result in children who are genetically related to their parents. So instead of choosing adoption, infertile couples could opt to make a cloned embryo from one of their cells and implant it just as one would implant any other embryo from a fertility treatment.

				A couple may suffer the tragic loss of a child and be unable to conceive another. If they saved cells from the lost child, scientists may be able to make a cloned embryo of that child for implantation.

				Both scenarios can freak out people. In the first scenario, the parents are raising a clone of one of the parents. In the second scenario, the parents are raising a clone of a child who has already lived. Welcome to the 21st century! Admittedly, both situations are pretty strange. But strange doesn’t mean unethical. So the question becomes, are there any actual ethical problems with these situations?

				At least one problem occurs to most people rather quickly: What happens when clones grow and discover they are cloned? If you thought the “you’re adopted” speech was awkward, the “you’re a clone” conversation should be a real winner. The worry most people have is that clones may be deeply harmed when they find out. Of course, the harm isn’t physical, but rather psychological. Clones may believe that they have been raised to be a copy of someone else rather than a unique individual. As one philosopher says, that genome has already “been lived.” In a sense, part of what gives people their own sense of dignity and worth may derive in part from the fact that they’re in some ways different from everyone else. The clone would be robbed of that sense of individual dignity.

				[image: remember.eps] But perhaps a reply to these kinds of worries exists. A human clone is an exact genetic copy of another human being. But being an exact genetic copy doesn’t guarantee that someone will be an exact copy in other ways. Genetics are only one part of who you are. Even if you’re an exact genetic duplicate of your father, your experiences would be entirely different from his. You would have grown up in different houses, had different friends, used different technologies, and so on. Experience has as much of an effect on who you are as genetics, and maybe even more. So it seems appropriate to say that your genetic makeup is only part of what makes you who you are. Your experiences, and your way of responding to them, make up the other component. From this point of view, clones still would have a great deal of individuality and so still would have a healthy basis upon which to ground their own dignity.

				People who are genetic copies of one another actually are walking around all over today. We’re talking about sets of identical twins. These twins have the same genetic material, and no one believes that one twin challenges the other’s dignity just by existing. (Quite the contrary, in fact, identical twins seem to be just as psychologically healthy as anyone else and tend to have close relationships with one another.)

				[image: ponderthis.eps] So would it matter that a clone is essentially the much younger identical twin of its father, mother, or deceased sibling? The answer seems mixed. It certainly could be a problem if the parents attempted to force their cloned child to be just like the person who donated the genetic material. But then again, it’s not as if parents don’t do such things with normally conceived children as well. All parents shape their children in their own image to some degree. The fact that parents may do this doesn’t seem like an ethical problem when raising normally conceived children, so why should it be a good reason not to have cloned children?

				Anticipating Ethical Problems with Genetic Technologies

				Discovering how genetic material works and its potential applications is sort of like discovering fire. Scientists didn’t even know what DNA was 75 years ago, and today it’s at the center of biomedical research. The implications of genetic research for the future are staggering. Understanding genetics may one day allow scientists to discover cures for cancer, diabetes, heart disease, and maybe even aging itself. But with this tremendous potential comes a host of ethical concerns. Like fire, genetics can be used for bad purposes as well as good ones. Check out the following sections for an overview.

				Testing to avoid abnormalities

				Advances in genetic technologies allow scientists to examine someone’s DNA for genes that can lead to terrible conditions later on. Unfortunately, once someone is grown, these conditions usually can’t be cured. Thus, preventative genetic testing has to be done slightly after conception and in the confines of a laboratory. After embryos with genes for diseases have been identified, though, ethical problems set in: Should these embryos really be denied a chance at life? Asking this question leads to a virtual jungle of ethical concerns.

[image: ponderthis.eps]
				Determining your baby’s sex

				How far do you think trait selection should go? Knowledge of modern genetics allows doctors to screen for certain genetic diseases, but doctors also now believe they can discover the sex of an embryo before it’s implanted in the womb. This isn’t too far in the future. Some companies already offer the service!

				Of course, the process of conceiving a baby of a certain sex is quite complicated and requires much medical supervision. First doctors have to extract eggs from the mother, and then they have to fertilize them with the father’s sperm. After the doctors have created several embryos, they have to genetically test them for markers common to boys or girls. Several are then implanted back into the mother’s uterus to grow. If the couple is lucky, one embryo of the desired sex will come to term. Traditional methods are definitely a lot more fun!

				Say that a couple already has a girl and wants a boy for their next child. Would it be ethical for the couple to use such a service? What if they had leftover embryos that weren’t implanted? Are there aspects of reproduction that should be left to chance, or is this just the next step in human evolution?



				Say, for example, that your parents had some terrible genetic disease that you don’t want to pass on to your kids. Conceiving a child in the traditional way makes screening for that genetic disease difficult. But if the child is conceived by the union of a sperm and egg outside the womb, the resulting embryo can be screened for the disease. This screening is done by looking for genetic markers associated with the disease. Genetic markers are genes that are almost always found in people with certain genetic diseases. As soon as an embryo without the genetic marker is identified, it can be implanted in the womb to grow to term without fear of the genetic disease. This process is called preimplantation genetic diagnosis, or PGD.

				[image: warning_bomb.eps] Yay for modern medicine! Right? Well, not so fast. Although genetic testing does identify abnormal genes, it also introduces two new problems:

				What do you do with the embryos that have the defective gene? According to some people, embryos (as persons or potential persons) have rights, including the right to live. If the embryos are destroyed, some folks see this as an unethical abortion (for more discussion of this topic, see the earlier section on abortion).

				What counts as an abnormality that could rightfully be screened out? If people begin to screen out embryos to avoid awful diseases, should they also be allowed to screen out embryos with traits that are simply less desirable, such as short stature or a predisposition to obesity? We discuss these issues more in the context of genetic enhancement. (See the later section “Manipulating the genome to create designer people.”)

				Finding cures for diseases with stem cell research

				Because scientists now know more about genetics, they’ve been able to get a better grasp on how cells create other cells. As it turns out, certain kinds of cells can create many different other kinds of cells; these very creative cells are called stem cells. As we mention in the earlier section “Understanding the growing use of cloning in medicine,” scientists would love to be able to harness the power of stem cells. If you can create cells, you can create tissues and organs, which are terribly useful when people need new ones (or when researchers need to conduct experiments).

				Scientists have a number of different classifications for stem cells, but to understand the ethical issues, you really just need to know two. We explain the two and their ethical problems in the following list:

				Embryonic stem cells: These are stem cells that can create any kind of cell you find in the body, so the medical possibilities are greater. They’re called embryonic cells because they come from embryos, which can develop into full-fledged people (who need all the different kinds of cells in the body!).

				As we note in earlier sections, despite their usefulness, ethical issues arise with embryonic stem cells. Here’s the problem: With today’s biotechnology, researchers must destroy embryos in order to obtain the stem cells. Some people consider this abortion, which is a difficult ethical issue of its own. (Refer to the section “Taking a Closer Look at the Intractable Issue of Abortion” earlier in the chapter for more information.)

				[image: ponderthis.eps] Should the destruction of potential human life be used for research that may save actual human lives? This situation creates a potential trade-off. The overall benefits of lives saved may be greater than the potential lives destroyed. However, some people believe that you shouldn’t make ethical judgments this way (unless you’re a consequentialist; head to Chapter 7 to find out more about these folks). If embryos have a right to life, it shouldn’t matter how many people can be saved by using them. Rights are rights, plain and simple.

				Adult stem cells: These are stem cells that replenish cells needed for proper functioning of a body. They’re found in all human beings and can produce many different cell types, such as blood cells, muscle cells, and skin cells — though not as many as embryonic stem cells.

				 Using adult stem cells is relatively unproblematic from an ethical standpoint. They seem very useful and, unless you count surgery as ethically problematic, it’s ethically unproblematic to acquire them. But as many scientists point out, limiting our research to adult stem cells would mean bypassing many potential avenues for curing people with intractable diseases.

				[image: remember.eps] While using adult stem cells is unproblematic, limiting scientists’ usage to them creates a problem of good not done. And when people are dying from treatable conditions, you face an ethical problem. After all, it would appear that human suffering is preventable but humanity as a whole has chosen not to pursue the research required.

				Considering genetic privacy concerns

				If modern genetics has made anything abundantly clear, it’s that no one is perfect. Every person has a long genetic past that has left risks for all sorts of conditions. Scientists recognize particular elements of the genetic code by looking for genetic markers. In recent years, scientists have discovered genetic markers for everything from Huntington’s disease to high blood pressure. Genetic markers also are used to solve crimes through DNA evidence. In the future, however, some people are worried that identifying genetic markers could get out of hand and be used to violate people’s privacy.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] Consider the possibilities of how genetic testing could be used:

				When you apply for a new job: Employers want the best employees, of course, so they’ll be tempted to choose those people without genetic predispositions to high blood pressure, heart disease, and other chronic conditions.

				When you apply to college: If intelligence or one’s work ethic turn out to have a genetic link, one could imagine schools denying admission to people without good genes or tailoring scholarships to attract those with genetic advantages.

				When you buy health insurance: Maybe the price of your health insurance will one day depend on how many bad genetic markers you have. Talk about preexisting conditions!

				The use of such information in these instances has the potential to make life difficult for people who didn’t exactly win the genetic lottery. (And life is probably already difficult for them given their genetic predispositions!) This worry has led many bioethicists to recommend that discrimination based on genetic conditions be outlawed. Furthermore, they’ve provided considerable pressure to make genetic information private, or solely under one’s own control. These measures will be a staple of emerging rights in the 21st century.

				Manipulating the genome to create designer people

				The final issue to discuss in terms of genetic technology is the one with the most potential for making bad science-fiction movies: genetic enhancement. Genetic enhancement is basically tinkering with DNA to bring about advantageous traits. Although scientists aren’t doing much genetic enhancement on human beings now (that your humble authors know about), with growing understanding of the genome and how to manipulate it, this type of genetic engineering is inevitable.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] Imagine parents being able to not only screen embryos for traits they don’t like, but also being able to order off a menu of desirable traits for their children. Want little Sally to be as tall as an NBA forward? Want Tyrone to possess innate musical abilities like perfect pitch? In the future, parents may be able to select elements of their children’s genetic code for optimal performance. The potential for such practices has some people very concerned.

				On one hand, genetic enhancement is just a better way of doing something that human beings have done for millennia: making life better for their children. If you want your kid to grow up to be a basketball star, your odds are much better if you mate with someone tall. Some parents also spend all kinds of money to give their kids the best education, music lessons, and healthcare they can. Selecting certain genetic traits could simply be the next level of giving children the best chance possible by assuring that they have just the right genes.

				[image: warning_bomb.eps] As with education and healthcare, genetic enhancement brings up serious ethical issues for society, including the following:

				Inequality: Getting a specialist to help genetically enhance your child will no doubt be a pretty expensive endeavor — just like sending the child to the best schools. Thus, at least initially, only the rich and powerful will be able to afford genetic enhancements. This limitation creates an ethical problem of inequality that threatens to snowball over time. The children of the rich already have tremendous advantages as it is. To give them genetic advantages on top of this could leave the poor and middle class hopelessly behind, perhaps intractably so. If such technologies were ever safe enough to be useful, equality would seem to require their availability to all income levels. And that equality would be mighty expensive.

				Unintended consequences: Setting your child’s genes for her could rule out other life plans the child may desire. For example, although being 7 feet tall is great for aspiring basketball players, it eliminates other life plans like being a gymnast or a jockey. (Seeing over crowds at concerts, on the other hand, becomes a whole lot easier.) This has led some ethicists to advocate for a child’s right to an open genetic future, or having no life plans ruled out by one’s genetics. Unlike typical overbearing parenting, choices parents make about their child’s genetics could be much more difficult for the child to overcome in adulthood. At some point, you have to ask whether parents are crossing an important ethical line.

				Dying and Dignity: Debating Euthanasia

				The issues discussed earlier in this chapter tend to emphasize the beginning of life and the medical issues that come up throughout a normal lifespan. However, ethical issues exist at the end of life too. Euthanasia is the practice of intentionally ending the life of someone who’s suffering from an incurable illness or is in an irreversible coma. In the last stages of a terminal illness, for instance, patients who don’t want to live the rest of life in agonizing pain may ask a doctor or family member to help them end their lives.

				This kind of request has a number of ethical issues associated with it. The following sections examine these issues in more detail.

				Dealing with controversy at the end of life

				Two important distinctions are at the center of the debate over the ethics of euthanasia:

				Euthanasia may be active or passive. With active euthanasia, a person physically helps a person end her life. For example, it may involve a doctor taking steps to end a patient’s life, such as prescribing a lethal dose of morphine. With passive euthanasia, on the other hand, a person has no active role in ending life. A doctor, for instance, won’t provide a means to end a patient’s life, but she may order the end of life-sustaining treatments.

				Euthanasia may be voluntary, nonvoluntary, or involuntary. Voluntary euthanasia denotes that a patient has actively consented to ending his or her life. Nonvoluntary euthanasia means that a person’s life is ended without knowledge of his or her wishes. And involuntary euthanasia happens when a terminally ill person’s life is ended against that person’s wishes.

				Table 12-1 compares these two different combinations of distinctions and what people generally think of them.

				
					
						
								
								Table 12-1 The Different Euthanasia Positions

							
						

						
								
							
								
								Voluntary

							
								
								Nonvoluntary

							
								
								Involuntary

							
						

						
								
								Active

							
								
								Patient choosing physician-assisted suicide (what everyone gets worked up about)

							
								
								Physician-assisted suicide (according to the wishes of a person’s family)

							
								
								Involuntary ending of life (pretty much murder)

							
						

						
						
								
								Passive

							
								
								Patient deciding to end life-support (which happens every day in hospitals and hospice)

							
								
								The doctor deciding to end life-support (according to the wishes of a person’s family)

							
								
								Deciding to end life-support against a patient’s wishes (also pretty much murder)

							
						

					
				

				[image: remember.eps] Stopping life-support is something many families have to deal with at some point or another. Although some people still believe this kind of intervention requires a person to “play God,” most believe that passive voluntary or nonvoluntary euthanasia generally is ethically permissible. Ethical problems with nonvoluntary euthanasia can be avoided to a great extent by the presence of an advanced directive, which details what kind of medical treatments should be given if one is incapacitated.

				The following sections focus on the debate over active, voluntary euthanasia, where a patient — usually in the last stages of a terminal disease — elects to take steps to end her life with the help of a medical professional.

				Making autonomous choices about death

				Death is difficult for many people to deal with, but sometimes life itself can be pretty rough too. In the final stages of a terminal illness, a patient can be in so much pain that he may come to see ending the pain as preferable to living on for a short period of time. To deprive someone of this wish seems unusually cruel to many people. After all, most of society says it’s okay (and often better) to put animals out of their misery when they’re suffering. Surely such a person should be allowed to die with dignity rather than be forced to stay alive to the bitter end.

				In normal circumstances, someone seeking to commit suicide would be seen as mentally ill and in need of help. But typically it can be shown that someone contemplating suicide is making an irrational decision with regard to his future life. When contemplating suicide, a person often can believe that he’ll never be happy again, when in reality pain often subsides. This means the person contemplating suicide often discounts the worth of the future compared to the present. Such discounting is irrational, because the future will be worth more than the person currently believes.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] The terminally ill patient often has much more specific information than the typical suicide, however. He can be assured that the future is indeed short and that the pain won’t subside. In this case, the two obstacles to seeing his behavior as irrational go away, and then he can again see his decision as potentially autonomous. (The earlier section “Autonomy: Being in the driver’s seat for your own healthcare decisions” discusses autonomy in greater detail.)

				[image: remember.eps] The decision becomes even more difficult, however, when the patient asks for a physician’s assistance in ending his life. Physicians are obligated not to harm their patients, and death is certainly a harm. But compared to living the rest of a short life in significant pain, death can sometimes seem like the considerably lesser of two evils. (Check out the earlier section “Beneficence and nonmaleficence: Doing no harm” for more information on a physician’s obligations.)

				Recently, a number of countries have begun to legalize euthanasia under very strict conditions. Patients must go through multiple checks with mental health professionals and other physicians. They also must sign several waivers indicating that no one is pressuring them to die, and they must wait a period of time in order to ensure that the desire for euthanasia isn’t the result of a passing depression.

				Killing the most vulnerable

				Some view suicide as a serious moral wrong that’s akin to murder. After all, with suicide one is killing someone. That person just happens to be oneself. With this view in mind, not existing is always worse than being alive, so killing oneself can’t result in a gain in well-being — despite appearances — to a terminally ill patient. If a day spent in agonizing pain is indeed preferable to a day without existence (or worse, being punished eternally in an afterlife of some kind), the opponent of euthanasia has an important argument to make.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] But active euthanasia isn’t just suicide — it’s enlisting another person to help hasten one’s death. According to opponents of euthanasia, active euthanasia has another name: murder. In regular life, one can’t justify murder even if the person wants to die. (You’d be far better off checking the person into a mental hospital.) So why should it be any different when the person is terminally ill?

				Furthermore, it’s not just anyone doing the killing in cases of active euthanasia. The person writing the prescription for lethal drugs must be a physician. This behavior is a dramatic departure from a physician’s usual professional duty to cause no harm. (See the earlier section “Beneficence and nonmaleficence: Doing no harm.”) Opponents of euthanasia worry that physicians who help patients commit suicide will tarnish the medical profession and make people more afraid of doctors.

				Opponents of active euthanasia need not oppose passive euthanasia as well. They defend the practice of passive euthanasia by distinguishing between killing a patient and merely letting him or her die. It’s ethically permissible, they believe, to let a patient die (essentially letting the disease kill the patient). But killing the patient is much more ethically problematic, because another human being (rather than natural circumstances) brings about death.

			

			
				
			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 13

				Protecting the Habitat: Environmental Ethics

				In This Chapter

				Looking at the aim of environmental ethics

				Thinking about whose interests matter ethically

				Contrasting the specific approaches of environmental ethics

				Understanding the criticisms of environmental ethics

				Today’s world is facing plenty of environmental problems. Recognizing those problems may make you wonder: What’s the role of ethics in trying to solve them? Should moral considerations extend to animals, plants, and trees or just to the environment in general? Central to thinking in moral terms about environmental problems are questions about value. Specifically, you need to think about the kind of value that the nonhuman world has and whether that type of value demands moral recognition.

				Asking why environmental problems exist in the first place also is important. How did the world end up in this sorry state? This chapter addresses three answers to that question: conservationism, social ecology, and deep ecology, each of which sees the origin of environmental problems as being in a different place. We also survey some of the standard criticisms of environmental ethics.

				Canvassing Environmental Ethics

				Environmental ethics recognizes that the world faces a large number of ethical problems that don’t involve direct human-to-human interaction. So, recognizing environmental issues as moral problems means expanding your notion of ethics beyond direct human-to-human contact. Doing so usually means that environmental ethics attributes moral status or value to nonhuman things such as animals, plants, or even whole ecosystems. As a result, your direct interactions with those entities morally matter.

				In other cases, seeing environmental issues as having a moral dimension means recognizing the interaction with the environment can hurt or harm other humans. As a result, indirect human-to-human encounters by means of your relationships with the environment become morally relevant. The following sections provide you with a foundation of environmental ethics to help you better understand this issue.

				Recognizing environmental problems

				Whether or not you think that the nonhuman world has an independent moral status of its own, denying that the world faces pressing environmental concerns isn’t easy. At the very least, you can’t deny that these problems will grow more significant as time goes on. As a consequence, focusing on these problems and thinking more about what obligations you have to solving them makes sense.

				[image: remember.eps] Sadly, the list of environmental problems seems endless. Consider the following most important issues affecting the environment:

				Climate change: If the world’s temperature rises and the polar ice caps melt, the global ecosystem may experience devastating changes.

				Population growth: The world’s population is growing, and the Earth isn’t growing bigger to accommodate it. Humans use up a lot of natural resources, and feeding the population and providing basic energy needs may eventually lead to drastic forms of environmental damage as people aggressively strip the planet of those resources. If the population swings out of control, pollution and waste control will inevitably become more and more of a problem.

				Rainforest desecration: Studies show that the Amazon rainforest may end up 75 percent smaller within 40 years. The effects on the world’s ecosystem and the living beings within it would be grim, as local soil is horribly damaged and excess carbon dioxide fails to be absorbed by lost trees, contributing to climate change.

				This list of problems goes on and on. So what do you need to do with this list of problems? You need to assess the moral relevance of each of them. In other words, what exactly is your moral relationship to the environment?

				Expanding care past human beings

				In order for the environment to be morally relevant, you have to expand your idea of traditional ethics of governing simply direct human-to-human interaction to a more expansive notion of ethics that includes interactions with nonhuman beings. For instance, denying that something unethical is going on when someone beats a dog in the middle of the street is difficult. If you agree, you need to know how to understand human-to-animal interaction as having an ethical dimension. Maybe polluting a stream or destroying a landscape also has ethical dimensions. In such cases, human-to-environment interaction is ethically charged. Only by thinking in such ways will questions like “how big should I build my house?” or “how much energy should my new appliance use?” become ethical questions as opposed to just affordability or lifestyle questions.

				[image: remember.eps] You can go about seeing the environment as having moral status in two ways:

				By recognizing that you have an obligation to treat the nonhuman world better because mistreating it negatively affects human life. Viewing environmental issues as ethically charged involves seeing how your treatment of the environment involves indirect effects on human beings, and humans do have ethical responsibilities to other humans. If your environmental behaviors make it more difficult for others to breathe and have clean water or if they lead to the starvation of others due to poisoning of the soil, you’re indirectly harming other human beings. That’s morally charged.

				 In fact, your way of treating the environment also affects the well-being of future generations of humans. It may turn out that you have obligations to them, basically to make the world safe for them to live in. Seeing things in that way would mean that acid rain, climate change, and deforestation are ethical concerns for all of humanity. By this approach, environmental ethics asks you to extend your care beyond human beings; you are asked to care for the environment as a way to respond appropriately to your moral duties to other humans.

				By recognizing that you have an obligation to treat the nonhuman world better regardless of whether or how this in turn affects humans. Eyeing environmental issues as ethically charged involves seeing how entities within the environment (or the environment itself as a whole) have an independent moral status that demands recognition. If that’s true, then environmental ethics requires you to extend your care beyond human beings in a direct sense. In other words, your ethical responsibilities to the environment have nothing to do with whether your environmental behaviors affect (future or present) human beings. Instead it’s a question of whether your treatment properly respects the independent moral status of the environment.

				Either way, environmental ethics suggests that ethical concerns should stretch beyond direct human-to-human interaction. To figure out which approach to environmental ethics strikes you as the right one, however, you first have to take a closer look at different notions of value so you can try to figure out how you value (or ought to value) the environment itself. The next two sections examine these two main ways environmental ethics categorizes the world’s value.

				Instrumentalism: The environment is just a valuable tool

				To say that something has instrumental value means that its value is determined by how it serves as a tool for something else (this notion of value springs from consequentialist thinking about ethics, check out Chapter 7 for more details). Seeing the environment as instrumentally valuable doesn’t mean that you’re off the hook as to ethical responsibilities with regard to your treatment of the environment, however. Instead, it means you understand those responsibilities in terms of the interests of other people. Because your behavior toward the environment can impact other people’s interests, you must be morally conscientious in how you treat the nonhuman world.

				Think for a second about how you value a tool in your garage. For example, a hammer is a tool. How do you value a hammer? You likely think that its value lies in its capacity to do the job you want it to do. A hammer has little value if you have no projects to use it for or if it’s broken; after all, in such situations the hammer can’t help to complete the projects or satisfy the interests that you have.

				[image: tip.eps] When you think of instrumental value, consider it as a kind of paint that gets applied to something by another thing that has interests. If you want to build a house, you paint the forest and hammers as valuable because they’re needed in order to complete your project. Without your interests, there’s no paint to express those things as valuable. With this example in mind, remember that people who think of the environment solely as instrumentally valuable also think that — apart from humans — it has no value at all. It’s just a tool used to satisfy human interests.

				For example, if pollution got so bad that you started having problems breathing, you’d probably start talking angrily about the value of air quality. What type of value? Well, it’s instrumental value. Polluted air is broken air; when it’s fresh, it works to fulfill your interests. So from this view, apart from the things breathing it in, air has no real value whether fresh or unpolluted. After all, air has no interests of its own, right?

				Inherent value: The environment has worth of its own

				Seeing the nonhuman world as having inherent value means that the nonhuman world has value all on its own, whether or not it serves your (human) interests. This view is more radical than the view that the environment is a valuable tool.

				In philosophy, having inherent value can actually take on a variety of meanings. For our purposes in this chapter, we focus on one central meaning: A thing has inherent value when its value doesn’t derive from being a tool that serves another’s needs or interests. When a thing has interests of its own, it has value in itself. From this view, you actually have direct moral duties to nonhuman beings such as animals, plants, or even ecosystems as a result of their inherent value!


				How other cultures respect the environment

				Although maintaining a healthy ethical regard for the environment is a relatively new development in Western European ethics, it’s an old concept in many cultures and traditions across the globe. Consider the following groups of people and their respect for the environment:

				Native Americans: They don’t presuppose a separation between human beings and the environment. Instead of seeing the land as something to be dominated or controlled, Native American traditions stress a kind of ethical and religious reverential connection between humans and earth.

				Buddhists: They’re famous for their respect of living creatures, believing that to cause harm to any in any way is immoral. Consequently, Buddhist monks typically are vegetarians. In fact, some Buddhists believe that each living being — no matter how small — has a soul, and they take steps to assure that they don’t, intentionally or unintentionally, harm any life forms.

				Taoists: The Chinese tradition of Taoism stresses a basic interconnection between people and nature, thinking that the best way to interact with the world around you is in a wu-wei manner. Wu-wei basically requires you not to act in a forceful, aggressive, or controlling way. Acting rightly means acting in a way that takes into full account the nature of what’s around you and factoring a respect for it into your decisions about what to do.



				This approach to value can be seen as an offshoot of Kant’s deontological approach to ethics (see Chapter 8 for more). Kant talked about rational agents as having inherent value. Because of this value, he thought humans (as rational agents) possessed a special moral status. Even if a human being was completely useless to other entities (had no instrumental value), it would still maintain its value because as a rational agent this capacity must be morally respected by others.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] If the nonhuman world (or components of it) has inherent value, then the moral need to face up to environmental problems stems from a completely different set of reasons than simply meeting the needs of humans. For instance, if animals have inherent value, you can’t mistreat them simply because it suits you. If an ecosystem has inherent value, you need to respect that. As a result, you have to take their interests into consideration.

				Determining Whose Interests Count

				If you have significant interests as a being, then you have inherent value. In other words, you have an independent moral status that others need to respect. Environmentalists have used different theories to stake out their positions regarding who or what has those interests. The following sections outline these theories in greater detail.

				Starting with the 4-1-1 on interests

				Interests matter in ethics, because having real interests of your own is one way to argue that a being has independent moral status. If you have moral status, you’re a citizen of the moral world, and that requires other beings to balance their interests against yours. However, philosophers bicker about how to tell if and when something has interests. To make things simpler, the following sections answer some important questions about interests, including why they’re important and who or what has them.

				Why are interests important?

				When something has independent moral status, you can say it has a card that says that it is a member of the moral community. After it has that gold card, it can make powerful claims against you because you’re under a moral obligation to take that being’s interests into consideration when deciding how to act toward it. Imagine, for example, you want to cut down a tree, and it whips out that membership card on you (okay, well, figuratively), demanding to know whether this decision was really the result of your balancing your interests against the tree’s interests not to be cut down. Such demands certainly will lead to changes in what you consider to be acceptable behavior. As a result, you want to be careful when you’re distributing those moral membership cards: You must make sure you don’t ascribe interests to things that don’t have any.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] Typically, when an entity is said to have interests of its own, it’s understood that the entity in question is capable of some form of well-being. In other words, independent of the interests of other creatures, certain states are known to be good for that entity and others are known to be bad for it. Because it’s always in the interests of a thing that has well-being to maintain that well-being, frustrating another entity’s well-being always requires a very strong moral justification.

				To understand this talk of interests further, think about this book. We think it’s valuable — heck, it took a lot of effort for us to write it! But you don’t think of balancing the book’s interests against your own interests when reading it. The reason is clear: You don’t think the book is a kind of entity with interests. After all, you can’t associate well-being with a book. If books have no well-being or interests, they also have no independent moral status — and so they aren’t members of the moral community. Read them, lend them, sell them, burn them, or use them as stools or plant stands. It doesn’t matter what you do with them, because it’s not like your treatment of the book matters to the book itself.

				On the other hand, what you do to the authors who wrote the book does matter. Morally you can throw this book off a bridge without thinking twice (please do think hard about instead donating it to a worthy cause, though). But throwing one of us off the bridge would matter, because such an action would certainly cause a dramatic drop in our well-being. We (thankfully) are members of the moral community and can whip out our membership cards in such cases. So at the very least, you would need to take our interests into serious consideration before doing such a thing to us.

				[image: remember.eps] When considering interests, keep in mind these two points:

				Don’t think that if an entity has independent moral status, its interests can never be overridden. On the contrary; they can. However, those interests must be given due consideration, and overriding them — or doing something that frustrates some or all of those interests — requires morally compelling reasons. So, if you have to throw Chris into the river because he’s trying to murder your friend, by all means do it! But if you just have a bone to pick with him because he likes the New York Yankees, you have no right to push him over the edge.

				Don’t think that the interests of all creatures with independent moral status must be treated as having equal weight. Although a moral argument would need to be advanced to say why one set has greater weight, it’s perfectly plausible that the interests of some entities with independent moral status are weighted lower or higher than the interests of others.

				Who or what has interests?

				You know what important interests are (see the preceding section for details), but the big question now is: Who or what has them? This question isn’t easy to answer. How would you know? Of course, some entities can just tell you: “Ouch! Don’t stab me with that pencil — I have interests, buddy!” But that raises a great question: Does having interests require being able to tell others that you have them? Does a baby have interests? A person in a coma? A tree? In all three cases you have the same situation and the same question: Could an entity without the capacity to inform anyone of anything have interests or have states that are associated with its well-being?

				The next four sections look at answering these questions; each section covers a different theory that ends up giving out very different numbers of moral membership cards to different sets of entities. In each case you may notice that the question “what or who has interests?” is answered by pointing to the existence of certain capacities on the part of the entities being investigated. For instance, you may argue that language capacity is a sign that an entity has interest and well-being, and lack of that same capacity means that an entity doesn’t have them.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] Ask yourself this question: Does having interests really require this particular capacity? Start asking whether capacities are being used arbitrarily to decide who has or lacks interests or well-being (and thus moral status). After all, being arbitrary is no good. For instance, you can’t fairly decide that only people with red shirts have moral status. Clearly, deciding that people without red shirts have no interests is a lousy reason to deny someone membership into the moral community. Instead, the criteria that decide who has interests (or the capacities that highlight them) need to be nonarbitrary (and non-biased). So as you read on, push your thinking and ask yourself: In each case, is the reason given to restrict moral membership to certain entities arbitrary or biased? If so, you should be skeptical.

				Anthropocentrism: Only humans matter!

				Anthropocentrism argues that only human beings have interests. Most people are anthropocentric, which means they’re “human-centered.” As a result, if you’re anthropocentric, your way of thinking about environmental issues focuses on only human interests and concerns.

				Why are so many people anthropocentric? For some, perhaps religion does the trick; religions often suggest that the natural world really exists just to serve the interests of human beings. In such cases, humans tend to get a central and preferred position in the universe. Others turn to evolution, which doesn’t say that any one species is more important but does explain why it’s natural for members of one species to give preference to its own kind.

				[image: remember.eps] What you need for anthropocentrism to be true is a justification of the position that only humans have interests and only they matter morally. As it turns out, philosophers have been churning out these arguments for years. Most of those arguments center on two different capacities that some philosophers say only humans have and are necessary in order to have interests, well-being, and independent moral status:

				Reasoning: The capacity to reason makes human aims and preferences real in a way that distinguishes them from mere instinctual body movements.

				Self-consciousness: The ability to represent yourself, think for yourself, and ponder aims is needed for a creature to have interests.

				Using either of these capacities has the singular effect of ruling out any entity other than humans as candidates for having interests. For instance, many people eat meat, and some even abuse animals or treat them in cruel ways. In defending these actions, they just reject the possibility that animals have well-being or interests by saying things like “But animals can’t think! They can’t reason. They’re just resources for us.” Others, thinking in terms of self-consciousness, may ask, “But how can an animal have an interest that it doesn’t consciously know about?”

				[image: ponderthis.eps] You may be used to this way of thinking, but that doesn’t make it right. Why would reason and self-consciousness really determine whether an entity has interests and an independent moral status? Why are they so special? Do these two capacities seem arbitrary to you? Can you imagine an entity that could have interests but yet lack these capacities? With these questions in mind, you can move on to the next positions, which challenge anthropocentrism’s assumptions.


				Descartes: Animals are machines

				Renè Descartes was an anthropocentric French philosopher from the 1500s famous for saying “I think, therefore I am.” According to Descartes, when a being can move around but lacks thinking, it doesn’t have interests because it’s just a programmed machine. As Descartes put it: “These natural automata are the animals . . . we have no reason to believe that thought always companies the disposition of organs which we find in animals.” To Descartes, animals are no better than complicated toasters that move around. And you don’t ask whether your toaster has an interest in being heated up, do you?

				People have used Descartes’s views as a justification for experimenting on animals in cruel ways. After all, if an animal acts as if it’s in agony, real pain isn’t necessarily being experienced because animals don’t actually experience anything like that. So you can morally ignore all that screaming and clawing. Some environmental ethicists have argued that general human insensitivity to the ways that many animals are raised for food and then cruelly slaughtered springs from ways of thinking close to Descartes’s own anthropocentric view. After all, if they don’t have any interests at all, why does it matter how animals are treated? Check out Chapter 17 for more details on the treatment of animals.



				Sentientism: Don’t forget animals

				Sentientists — who take their name from the word sentience, meaning the capacity for experience — challenge the view of anthropocentrism that merely recognizes interests, well being, and moral status of humans. As the name suggests, sentientists argue that having interests and moral status relies on the capacity for subjective experiences — the capacity to actually have an insider’s point of view on the world. Rocks don’t actually experience from the inside what it’s like to roll down a hill, or what it’s like to be smashed. Animals and humans do have such experiences. If the sentientists are right, the capacity for this type of experience is what gets you moral membership. Because animals have subjective experiences, they get membership.

				[image: remember.eps] The sentientists challenge the anthropocentric claim that having interests and real moral status requires the capacity for reason and/or self consciousness by pointing to two facts about animals:

				Animals are capable of suffering pain and experiencing pleasure. Animals actually experience, from the inside, what pain and pleasure are like. They feel both of them from the inside.

				Animals avoid pain and pursue pleasure. When animals feel pain, they seek to behave in ways that avoid the cause of that pain; when they experience pleasure, they seek to repeat what is seen as its cause.

				Descartes thought that animals’ avoidance of pain was explained by the fact that animals were complicated machines programmed to act that way (see the nearby sidebar “Descartes: Animals are machines” for more on Descartes’s views). But that’s a bit hard to swallow, isn’t it? The sentientist has an easier explanation: Animals, just as you do, experience pain and pleasure from the inside, actually feeling both in the same way that you do. If that’s true, and animals avoid pain and pursue pleasure, then it must be that they don’t like pain and instead prefer pleasure.

				After you start talking this way — about what animals like or prefer — it sure does sound as if you’re talking about well-being and interests, doesn’t it? If you try to cause a dog pain, it will try to avoid pain and do its best to get the heck out of that situation, just like you would. Some have argued that if a dog escaping a painful situation isn’t an interest being acted upon, it’s hard to know what would be.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] Test your intuitions about sentientism by asking yourself this question: If all humans ceased to exist but other animals continued to live on, would it be ethically preferable that animals didn’t suffer needlessly? For example, if no humans existed and Bambi accidentally fell — breaking all four legs — and then waited in agony to slowly die, would you say the world be a morally better place if this didn’t happen? Here’s the lowdown on your answer:

				If you say “no,” then you’re decidedly anthropocentric. You feel that if humans don’t exist, nothing has moral status of its own because only human beings have real interests.

				If you say “yes,” you probably have some sentientist tendencies. You think Bambi’s suffering is morally objectionable, goes against its interests, and clearly doesn’t contribute to its well-being.

				[image: remember.eps] If you’re leaning toward sentientism, just remember that giving animals moral membership comes with demands, because their interests make legitimate claims on your behavior. What does this mean? It may mean that you can’t eat animals or experiment on them without some serious moral justification. So, coming to the conclusion that anthropocentrism is too arbitrary forces you to rethink how you relate to animals. In other words, don’t let your desire for a tasty Big Kahuna burger determine whether you’re an anthropocentrist — the question of interests should be sorted out before questions of what you should eat!

				Biocentrism: Please don’t pick on life

				Some environmental ethicists go further than the sentientists. Some, like the biocentrists, focus on the capacity for life (which is what “bio” means). These theorists argue that anything alive has an interest in staying alive, being healthy, and growing in a way that’s proper to its biological type. If so, this means that living things have moral status and that you’ll be allowing a lot more entities into the moral community.

				[image: remember.eps] Biocentrists appreciate the fact that sentientists see the human-centered view as unfairly biased toward the capacities of humans. However, the biocentrists think that even the sentientists are being arbitrary in deciding who gets into the moral community. Why draw the line at having experiences and preferring pleasure to suffering? Instead, the biocentrists argue that interests can be understood in a broader way. To see how, you first need to know that their arguments are teleological. Breaking this word down into two easier pieces can help you glean the meaning: telos means “aim” and logical means “reasoning and thinking.” So, biocentrists think that anything that’s alive is directed toward certain aims or things (some virtue ethicists use this type of reasoning, check out Chapter 6).

				Like what? Well, think of a plant. It’s always engaged in photosynthesis, taking in water and nutrients and directing those materials to cells and root systems that need them. As a result, plants seem to be oriented naturally toward staying alive and maintaining their own health. In addition, the plants grow naturally toward becoming a mature specimen of their own species. Plant a certain type of seed, add sun, water, and nutrients, and, voilà, you get a beautiful rosebush.

				The biocentrists think these facts reveal that plants and all forms of life are naturally directed toward what keeps them alive, healthy, and toward what will maintain proper form. In other words, living things have states that correspond to their well-being, which means they have interests in maintaining that well-being. Burning a book doesn’t harm its well-being (because it doesn’t have any), but burning a rosebush harms that plant’s well-being because it’s naturally oriented toward living and maintaining its proper form. If this way of thinking appeals to you, you can easily see how the plant has interests even if it has no subjective experiences and doesn’t even know that it has interests.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] To test your intuitions, use the often cited story of the last man. Imagine that the last man is also the last animal on earth, and he’ll die soon. He has decided that just for fun he’ll light fire to forests, destroy all plant life around him, poison rivers, and do his best to snuff out the (non-animal) biotic community. Would this be morally deplorable? If you say “no” then you’re either an anthropocentrist or a sentientist. If you say “yes” you’re creeping (or leaping!) into biocentrism.

				A biocentrist thinks about how to morally relate to all forms of life. Staying alive requires you to eat, which means eating plants and possibly even animals. But do you have to cut down trees in order to place your barbeque grill in a specific location? Is it really morally okay for you to support a company that pollutes rivers, killing most of the life in the waters? As a biocentrist, you have to seriously think about these kinds of issues.

				Eco-centrism: The land itself is alive

				The last and most radical position of environmental ethics changes the rules, claiming that individual things shouldn’t be the primary concern. Instead, this position, called eco-centrism, says you should be concerned with the land, the soil, water, and the very ways that physical and biological components in a specific location contribute mutually to the maintenance of that overall local environment as a whole. In other words, you should be concerned with ecosystems. Eco-centrism can be difficult to wrap your head around, because it’s such a radical departure from the typical arguments and thinking in environmental ethics. To make the job of explaining it easier, the following three sections address three important questions.

				What’s an ecosystem?

				Imagine that you’re standing out in the middle of a big forest. Where’s the ecosystem? Well, you’re standing in it. Think of the whole area as a kind of self-sustaining system composed of many individual living creatures plus a number of nonliving physical things such as soil and rivers. All those components are interdependent, working together in a unique way that contributes to the stability and viability of the overall environment. Each component seems to contribute something to the functioning of the whole, and that integrated and interconnected environment is the ecosystem.

				How can an ecosystem be a thing itself?

				The second question to ask when considering eco-centrism is how eco-centrists can consider an ecosystem a unique thing. Many eco-centrists actually consider the whole ecosystem to be alive. Taken together, all the parts compose a living environmental system, so it’s no surprise that they see the environment as having moral standing.

				Eco-centrists think that the ecosystem isn’t just something that people refer to when they consider lots of individual things thrown together. For example, think of a pizza pie. Eight pieces of pizza make up a whole pie, but do you think of the whole pie as something that has existence in the way that you may think the individual pieces do? Probably not. According to eco-centrists, ecosystems aren’t like whole pizzas. Rather the ecosystem is a whole greater than the sum of its parts (see the nearby sidebar “Aldo Leopold’s land ethic” for more information on this type of theory).

				What does it mean to say that ecosystems are more valuable?

				Of course, the key question regarding eco-centrism that you want an answer to is this: How can it make sense to morally value the whole ecosystem more than the specific individual things that make it up?


				Aldo Leopold’s land ethic

				Aldo Leopold (1887–1948) was an American environmentalist considered by many to be one of the founders of holistic ecological ethics. Leopold’s most famous work is called A Sand County Almanac. It outlines what he takes to be his new ecological approach, called land ethic.

				Leopold’s main argument is that human beings can’t think of themselves as dominators of nature. Instead, they should consider themselves citizens in a larger biotic community that includes “soils, waters, plants, and animals.” This kind of thinking would lead to conceptualizing the biotic natural community as a sort of living organism. This new way of thinking would produce a radical shift in understanding the land’s value. Not surprisingly, Leopold saw the land as having an intrinsic, as opposed to merely instrumental, value.

				Like most eco-centrists, Leopold didn’t oppose land management or hunting. Instead, he believed that humans must interact with the land in ways guided and tempered by communal responsibilities to the land as biotic citizens. He thought that humans must interact in ways that enhance (as opposed to detract from) the land’s richness, stability, and beauty.



				If you think of the ecosystem as self-sustaining — which requires that the ecosystem be internally stable and have inner integrity (both of which contribute to its beauty) — thinking of this feature as contributing to the ecosystem’s good isn’t difficult. After you can accept this point, you can easily see what the interests of the ecosystem turn out to be: maintaining its integrity and stability. Consequently, for an individual within the ecosystem to harm the interests of the ecosystem is morally wrong, and for one to benefit the ecosystem is right.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] Think of an individual human being. From one perspective, you can argue that the being is really just a collection of parts — cells, muscles, bones, organs, and skin — that interact with one another. All these parts contribute to the good of the whole, so they have equal value. Moreover, you may think that a whole human being exists that’s separate from and greater than those parts in value. This may lead you to think of the human being as a kind of system, one that’s actually greater than the sum of its individual parts.

				Using that analogy, imagine that your arm became cancerous and the cancer is threatening to spread to the rest of the body. What would you do? You’d reluctantly have your arm amputated. Your thinking would be something like the eco-centrist’s: Actions that lead to the stability and integrity of the whole are good. So although your arm has value, its value is subordinate to the value of the whole being. When you amputate it, the arm “takes one for the team” in a way.

				Eco-centrism thinks the same way about the environment as you may about a cancerous arm. In other words, the environment is a biotic body that has living and nonliving components that interact in a way that’s analogous to the way that parts of the human being interact. No one of those parts is more valuable than any other, because they all contribute to the regulation of the whole, but the whole is more valuable than any specific part.

				[image: remember.eps] You can easily see that an ecocentrist may argue that humans have an ethical duty to preserve endangered plant and animal species. After all, it could be that a certain species contributes importantly to the stability or integrity of the overall system. It could mean that human beings would have to, in a given situation, drastically change the way they interact with the land around them. Human interests may have to be curtailed for the good of the whole — to “take one for the team” as it were.

				Turning to Environmental Approaches

				Today’s environment faces numerous challenges and issues. As a result, you must answer this important question: What causes the very problems that environmentalists are worried about in the first place? Perhaps, if those causes can be addressed, the problems themselves can be averted in the future. We address this question in the following sections by discussing three approaches that each seek to explain why people tend to wind up mistreating the environment in the first place. By addressing the causes of our mistreatment, each provides a particular kind of solution to the overall environmental problem.

				Conservationism: Keeping an eye on costs

				Conservationism argues from a basic anthropocentric, or human-centered, orientation and tends to argue that the cause of most environmental problems lies in the inability to think through the costs that behaviors and policies have on human interests. (Refer to the earlier section “Anthropocentrism: Only humans matter!” for more on this view.) Conservationism urges humans to be less short-sighted and to think through in a more mindful manner their treatment of the nonhuman world if they don’t want to end up harming themselves.

				[image: remember.eps] Conservationism means forming policies that recognize that protecting the nonhuman world is an important human interest. However, it also means recognizing that this protection is just one human interest, so humans must balance all the interests in the way that makes the most sense in the long run. However, remember that from the conservation approach, the environment is valued only instrumentally, insofar as it serves human needs.

				The basic thinking behind the conservationist approach is easy to understand because it’s commonly used and is intuitive. Conservationism deals with

				Human interests and needs: From this perspective, humanity needs nature to be cared for because humans can’t do without it. Fulfilling human interests, after all, depends on a well-maintained nonhuman world. If humans ruin the soil, they can’t farm on it or use it for cattle grazing. If they pollute the rivers, they destroy their drinking supply. If they pollute the air, they get sick. Conserving and preserving the environment helps humanity protect its biological needs like food, water, air, or habitat.

				Aesthetics: If you’ve ever been to the Grand Canyon or to Yellowstone National Park, you’ve likely noticed that humans have aesthetic needs too. Humans are sustained and nourished by beauty. As a consequence of this human need, a conservation ethic can protect and conserve nature through the support of the National Park Service (in the United States).

				[image: remember.eps] Conservationists look at the environment and land management that focuses on cost-benefit analysis. They calculate and assess the benefits of the land in terms of their contribution to human interests, and then they weigh that assessment against the mistreatment of the land, which is seen in terms of how it can frustrate human interests.

				According to conservationists, humans need to preserve the environment, but doing so means regulating and restricting behaviors, which costs money and jobs. So, for example, they weigh the employment interests of humans against the possibility that certain behaviors will harm their interests in the long run. Similarly, they would weigh the protected spaces needed to experience the beauty of Yellowstone or another park against the need for logging in that region of the United States.

				Deep ecology: Viewing interconnection as the key

				According to deep ecology, the root of environmental problems stems from the very deep and basic misunderstanding that humans have about their connections with nature. The problem is that humans tend to think that they’re fundamentally independent from nature. However, humans are actually, according to deep ecology, essentially interconnected components of larger ecosystems and the biotic world. Until humans recognize this very deep and fundamental interconnection, they’ll continue to dominate and control the nonhuman world and strip its resources to satisfy human interests. The following sections explain the deep ecological view of the nature of that interconnection, and what you need to do to understand your connection to the environment in the right (or “deep”) way.

				Everyone is connected

				One of the central notions of deep ecology is that all members of the biotic community, as well as the ecosystem itself, are valuable. Deep ecology has two main founders: Arne Naess (writing in the early 1970s) and Aldo Leopold (writing in the 1950s). Although they differ on some points, they’re united in believing that a valid environmental strategy requires the following to understand deep ecology:

				Seeing the world and value in holistic, not individualistic, terms: If the whole environment has inherent value, humans should really think in terms of what benefits the whole when deciding how to act. This is called holistic thinking. When you think in terms of individualism, you value specific individual entities and see the environment as a kind of neutral “arena” in which individual things competitively pursue their separate interests, which are valued as paramount. Quite the opposite, deep ecology actually sees this view as the main problem.

				Recognizing that human beings are components of the environment, not separate from or outside of it: If humans are components of the environment, it’s wrong to think that they live in the environment. Instead, they’re an element of it. This recognition, deep ecologists think, would lead to a strong identification with the needs and interests of the whole as opposed to a privileging of the interests of this or that human individual. Just as you identify with the needs of your entire body, you would identify with the needs of your larger “body” — the environment.

				 Part of this re-identification with the environment also would transform humanity’s relationship to other forms of life. If all elements of the biotic world are components of the whole, then humanity’s relationship to other elements of the biosphere isn’t determined or driven by a competition for resources. Only individualism, a false self-conception, leads to this view.

				Imagine a true transformation of your way of understanding what you are. If you could see your own good, or self-realization, as being connected to the well-being of those things around you in the biotic world, could you maintain a relationship of domination and control over the world? Surely not: It would be self-defeating — like trying to dominate your own self. As a result, deep ecology sees this kind of radical transformation of self-understanding as vital to environmental change.

				[image: remember.eps] Of course, this transformation doesn’t require you to always avoid causing damage to other things or even to refuse to advance your interests. It simply means trying to minimize damage, or perhaps even acting in ways that coordinate your own aims and good with the good of what’s around you.

				Be deep, not shallow!

				Seeing the world only in terms of what’s in it for you is shallow because it’s based on a superficial understanding of the true relationship between humans and the biotic community. Instead, deep ecology stresses that people need to become deep.

				So what exactly does deep thinking entail? Consider the following:

				At the most basic level, it means thinking beyond the effects of certain kinds of behaviors on the affluent humans who currently exist and thinking more about poverty-immersed people and future generations of humans.

				It ideally moves beyond thinking about poverty-stricken people and future generations and includes the interests of plants, animals, and all biotic life.

				It causes you to realize that the whole is more valuable than its parts. This means that humans actually may have to sacrifice some of their own interests in order to secure the interests of the overall ecosystem, which is overall more valuable.

				Social ecology: Blaming domination

				According to social ecology (and its founders such as Murray Bookchin), the real origin of the world’s environmental problems is all-too-human: Humans have a habit of structuring their relationships in terms of hierarchies, domination, and control, and these factors taint their environmental behaviors. If people can change these basic social habits of domination that tend to govern our human-to-human interaction, eco-friendly policies and behaviors will result.

				In this section, we talk about how to understand how such thinkers view the basic problem of domination, and also about how they think those habits may get engrained in larger patterns of social interaction.

				Grasping the basic problem of domination

				Social ecologists argue that human interaction has long been rooted in hierarchy and domination. Humans organize societies, institutions, and practices in ways that benefit the powerful and exploit the weak, encouraging those on the top to see those at the bottom as tools or resources. Eventually, this domination spills over into people’s behaviors and policies toward the environment.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] To see social ecology’s message, think of the tale of the boss who mistreats her worker, who in turn comes home to mistreat her spouse, who in turn abuses his children, who then in turn abuse the family dog. This logic of domination rolls downhill, infecting more and more people and spreading like a cancer to everything it touches. Whether you’re high or low in human hierarchies doesn’t matter anymore: Everyone’s thinking is structured by domination and control. It’s little surprise then that human interaction with nature is exploitative and domineering.

				What should you do? Well, social ecologists think that to try to focus too much on directly solving environmental problems themselves would be like treating the symptoms of a disease and forgetting to attack the real problem — the sickness itself. In this case, the sickness or cancer is the logic of domination itself. To get rid of this way of thinking, social ecologists believe you can take steps to transform your personal relationships and work hard to transform the social and political frameworks around you so that you spread and promote radically egalitarian approaches (where participants are seen as equal) to human social interaction. Only by taking an active stance toward promoting these egalitarian interactions can humanity remove the cancer of dominating hierarchies. If collectively humans can commit to these goals, humanity’s stance toward the environment will quickly change in a wholesale manner for the better.

				The real problems spring from men: Looking at eco-feminism

				Eco-feminism agrees with social ecology that the cause of humanity’s environmental problems lies in an internalization of the logic of domination, but eco-feminists think that the main or primary pattern of domination in society is by men over women, a system called patriarchy. The eco-feminists believe that the primary focus should thus be on challenging and eliminating any traces of patriarchy in social and personal interactions. If society can do this, we can effectively pull out the bottom level of a house of cards; the whole logic of human domination will tumble as a consequence. Eco-friendly behavior will result.

				[image: remember.eps] The eco-feminists have an interesting argument tying patriarchy to the mistreatment of the environment. They argue that human beings often conceptualize the world in terms of dichotomies, or opposing elements. Consider these dichotomies, which some eco-feminists tend to think flow together to form the argument:

				Woman versus man: Eco-feminists argue that dualities such as this one are always valued in lopsided hierarchical ways, with the result that women are seen as less valuable than men. As a result, in a patriarchy men seek to dominate and control women through practices and policies (see Chapter 11 if this topic interests you). What’s the reason that men use to justify their domination?

				Emotion versus reason: Reason as a way of thinking and responding is seen in a patriarchy as more valuable than emotion. So reason is supposed to control and dominate the passions to assure that rationality is always in the driver’s seat. According to eco-feminists, women often are associated culturally with emotion, and men are associated with cool reason. This thinking justifies the preceding dichotomy. Like reason, men need to keep women (emotion) in line.

				Wild versus structured: This dichotomy is similar to talking about chaos versus order. What has been pulled together and organized through rational purposes is seen as good. What’s wild or chaotic is potentially dangerous. What’s wild has potential, but it needs to be shaped up (by reason!) in order to reach its full potential. Here’s how the previous dichotomy — emotion versus reason — can be applied to this one: Reason rules emotion, and in turn men rule women, because reason (which is structured and ordered) is better than emotion (which is wild and chaotic).

				Nature versus civilization: The logic of domination now brings you to the source of environmental problems. Here, the natural is seen as inferior to civilization, because civilized societies are ordered and structured in accordance with reason. Nature is wild and chaotic and has yet to live up to its potential, so it needs to be ordered and structured in terms of rational purposes that in the end wind up being men’s.

				Following through the logic of domination, starting with the domination of women by men, ends with the domination of nature. Pretty cool, huh? Well, the result isn’t cool, but the logic is! According to eco-feminists, if society can overcome the male domination of women, the chain of logic collapses, and nature is eventually freed from the bad effects of humanity’s own social cancer.

				Examining Criticisms of Environmental Ethics

				All theories, no matter how strong you may think they are, have their weaknesses and critics. The following sections look at two critical arguments: one against the specific position of deep ecology, and the other a more general criticism of nonhuman-centered approaches to environmental ethics.

				Eco-fascism: Pushing humans out of the picture

				Critics challenge the eco-centric approach favored by deep ecology by saying that it’s fascist. (See the earlier section “Deep ecology: Viewing interconnection as the key” for more on this eco-centric view.) They criticize it as being fascist because it places too much power in the hands of the whole (and by extension, in the hands of those organizations or groups in charge of overseeing the interests of the whole), which ends up oppressing the individuals within it. This criticism is understandable. If, as deep ecologists argue, the way to solve environmental problems requires valuing the whole environment above individual entities within it, what stops eco-centric policies from violating the rights of individual entities? (You can read more about human rights arguments in Chapter 15.)

				Interestingly, this criticism didn’t originate from outside environmental ethics, but instead it comes from within it — from Tom Regan, a proponent of animal rights theory. Regan is bothered by environmentalists moving from an individualistic ethics to a holistic ethics (in other words, moving from an ethic centering on the inherent value of individual beings to an ethic that centers on the intrinsic value of a whole). According to Regan, as soon as humans take this action, inevitably they start thinking that “right” actions benefit the whole and “wrong” actions hurt the whole. Sounds innocuous, perhaps, but is it?

				[image: ponderthis.eps] Imagine that human rights weren’t accorded to individual people, but to society. Maybe society has a right to flourish and remain stable. Such a way of understanding rights could have disastrous consequences for actual individuals in society, because situations are bound to arise where the well-being of an individual will conflict with the rights of society. In such a case, society’s rights trump, thus violating the rights of the individual.

				This problem comes into plain view if you think of a young boy dying of a disease that only can be cured by a rare and exotic orchid — the last of its kind. If the orchid is used, the small ecosystem it supports (insects, other plants, fungi, and so on) may suffer and die. Perhaps saving the entire ecosystem surrounding this orchid is actually more valuable than saving the boy. But still, it seems wrong not to save the boy. By Regan’s lights, the same will happen if humanity follows through on the holism advocated by deep ecologists. Perhaps the stability of the ecosystem would require policies that respect the rights of the ecosystem by controlling population growth through forced sterilizations.

				[image: remember.eps] As a response to the critics, some deep ecologists have argued for a weaker version of deep ecology. They argue that humans can be given a primary place of value, but not in a dictatorial sense. Instead, the interests of other members of the biotic community, as well as the ecosystem as a whole, need to be taken into moral consideration when planning actions or behaviors or setting social policy. In this way, these deep ecologists avoid the kind of fascism Regan is worried about and replace it with a system of obligation to the entities deep ecology concerns itself with.

				Valuing things in a nonhuman-centered way: Is it possible?

				A great deal of environmental ethics relies on seeing (some or all of) the nonhuman world as having inherent value. Some have argued that this isn’t coherent. Even if humans see things as having inherent value apart from themselves, this is still the way humans see it! Thus, in the end, all values are really human-centered, even if differences exist as to how anthropocentric people value things in the nonhuman world.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] Imagine that there’s a planet in a distant galaxy that has no human life on it, but the planet is otherwise full of various kinds of animal and biotic life. Taken on its own, as if there were no humans to ever lay eyes on this planet, does the life there have value? Think about this last position — that biotic and animal life have a kind of value that’s independent of human beings. Is this a justifiable position? Some have argued that all this position shows is that some human beings project inherent value onto things that they really care about. So even though you’ll never see this planet, you are thinking about it, and projecting onto it your own human notions of value (even inherent value). If that’s right, then perhaps when environmentalists say that the environment (or its components) has inherent value, they’re simply reacting to their own human intuitions about beauty or something similar. If so, it wouldn’t be that the forest really has its own value apart from human beings. Just as a thing can have instrumental value because of human interests, a thing can be seen to have inherent value for much the same reasons.

				If this argument against nonhuman-centered ethics is valid, then some of the foundation for many environmental ethics positions seems weakened, because it makes human beings the center of value all over again — a position that many environmental ethicists think is essential to avoid in order for most environmental ethics approaches to work.

				Perhaps one could accept the criticism as valid, and then argue that differences exist between the human-centered approaches that see nature only instrumentally and the human-centered approaches that see nature as having inherent value. By exploiting such a difference, one could argue that serious differences in environmental practices would still result. For instance, arguing that the environment has inherent value — even if inevitably because humans see it that way —still requires care for the environment beyond what serves humanity’s more clearly instrumental interests. For example, even if the inherent value of a species originates in human intuitions about value, it still demands protecting such species even though it adds nothing to human enjoyment or needs.

				[image: remember.eps] Still, in the end, a nagging question does indeed remain: If the environment doesn’t really have value on its own apart from humans, couldn’t humans just change their minds about its value and see it as a mere tool again? If so, then ultimately protections of the environment do seem weak, and one can imagine that a true environmental ethic requires something stronger.


				The Endangered Species Act: Deep ecology’s success story

				In the 1970s, the United States passed the Endangered Species Act (ESA). It’s actually a very radical piece of legislation. It aims to protect species that have the potential for becoming extinct. In particular cases, such as that of the spotted owl, protection of a species can mean that logging companies (which threaten the owl’s habitat) must work under very restricted rules and maintain a certain percentage of forest around any located spotted owl’s home.

				One way to view the ESA is to see it as a success of the deep ecology movement. In this case, the law embraces the argument that humans have no right to harm the ecosystem and its basic stability and richness (which includes the species that live in and contribute to it), even if the ecosystem or its components have no direct value to human beings.

			


		

	
		
			
				Chapter 14

				Serving the Public: Professional Ethics

				In This Chapter

				Connecting work and ethics

				Looking at ethics in different professions

				Professional ethics has never been safe from the pen of critics. Early on, Shakespeare famously joked, “The first thing we do, let’s kill all the lawyers.” Today journalists are ridiculed for their failure to present “fair and balanced” reporting, and business ethics is most people’s first acquaintance with the term “oxymoron.”

				But despite the bad rap, most professionals have at least some ethical grounding. After all, can you imagine a society in which lawyers, doctors, engineers, and journalists lacked even a minimal respect for ethics? It wouldn’t be a very pretty picture, would it?

				This chapter starts by laying out the foundations for the kind of ethics that apply to all professions as a whole. We then take a closer look at how these foundations work out in specific professions, such as law, journalism, engineering, accounting, advertising, and medicine.

				Exploring the Ethics of Work

				By and large, ethical responsibilities at work are a lot like ethical responsibilities in the rest of life. After all, deception, coercion, and harm are just as wrong in the workplace as they are in your home or community. When people enter the workplace, they don’t step into a magical portal where anything goes. In fact, in the professional workplace, some jobs require even more of you from an ethical standpoint. What these additional responsibilities are depends on your job or profession.

				Some people even choose lives where they’re called to use their professional skills on their days off. For example, doctors may receive patient care questions in the middle of the night, lawyers unexpectedly may have to go to court to oppose motions, journalists may have to drop everything to cover a story when it occurs, and so on. You never really “go home” from work in some professions.

				In addition to living up to standards in your personal life, professional ethics may require you to go above and beyond the call of duty. So as a professional, your job may require you to follow more specific and difficult ethical standards. The takeaway point here is clear: Don’t make the mistake of thinking professionals can live outside of ethics. Professional work can actually be a lot more ethically demanding than the rest of life. The following sections explore the relationship between society and professions and outline some basic duties of professional ethics.

				Knowing the difference between jobs and professions

				Sometimes work is just work — it simply pays the bills. This is often the case when one’s job doesn’t have a lot of effect on other people’s lives. But, of course, there is no job that has no effect on people’s lives. Even the video store clerk can cause some damage by recommending Debbie Does Dallas to a person looking for an informational travel film about Texas.

				But in some jobs, society expects more care from the people who take them on, and this is where professional ethics take the stage. A doctor, for instance, must operate with much more meticulous standards than a grocery store checkout clerk. This assessment isn’t meant to patronize grocery store clerks, but it’s clearly a slightly less demanding job than being, say, a brain surgeon. Making a bad decision involving broccoli won’t likely leave someone paralyzed from the waist down.

				The jobs that require higher standards of conduct generally are called professions as opposed to simply jobs or slightly more complicated trades. But defining a profession as simply “not a job or a trade” isn’t enough. The definition needs to explain what it is about professions that make them so special.

				[image: remember.eps] Here are some of the principal characteristics that make professions unique from jobs and trades:

				Professions require significant amounts of training.

				The training generally requires some significant intellectual component.

				Professional work provides an important service to society.

				Professionals have a great deal of latitude to exercise their skills to protect the public.

				Often a profession fosters the networking of large groups of other professionals in the field, leading to the creation of professional societies (like the American Medical Association for doctors). These societies usually are in charge of fashioning the profession’s ethics code and credentialing newcomers to the field.

				Professions aren’t inherently better, more difficult, or nobler than other jobs. But the necessary place professions occupy in society allows professionals to cause much more harm than the average job or profession. This risk means any reasonably complex society just wouldn’t function very well without professionals acting ethically.

				Exploring the relationship between professions and society

				Professionals tend to have higher ethical expectations than individuals who work in trades or some other kinds of jobs for a couple important reasons, which we discuss in the following two sections.

				Professionals tend to earn higher salaries and status levels

				Societies tend to pay professionals the big bucks because it’s quite expensive to become a professional in the first place. (The many years of schooling and training aren’t cheap.) They also receive a fair amount of status when becoming professionals — people in a society look up to and trust the people who hold these positions. They even tend to be played by attractive actors on TV. However, in return for these benefits, society expects competence and ethical behavior on the part of professionals.

				Professionals tend to have more power and need more scrutiny

				Because of the higher salaries, professionals are expected to exercise their roles responsibly. For example, you probably wouldn’t want your artist friend, David, cutting up random people with knives. But if David happens to have gone to medical school (after getting his art degree) to become a surgeon and uses those knives in a sterile environment to treat people, then all of a sudden his actions are alright! That’s because David has become a member of a special class with extra responsibilities, and society can assume he takes those responsibilities seriously.

				In addition to responsibilities, professionals often gain rights and privileges to do what no one else in society can do. Try getting a permit with a couple of your buddies to build a skyscraper in lower Manhattan. Not gonna happen. And no matter how well you can argue his case in your living room, you’re not allowed to legally defend your friend in a court of law without a license to practice.

				In other words, professionals experience a higher level of regulation in their work, because their potential impact on society is so great. But for all the societal hurdles professionals jump, they need society just as much as society needs them.

				[image: remember.eps] Some practices can be regulated by law, but the law can’t be in every professional’s office. As a result, the professions have a duty to police themselves and hold their members accountable for unethical behavior.

				Walking the line: What professionals are required to do

				Professional work can be a bit daunting because of the tremendous power and responsibility society gives to a professional. And with these extra responsibilities and rights come difficult ethical decisions.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] Sometimes ethics requires professionals to do things that would be considered ethically wrong for nonprofessionals. In the U.S. justice system, for instance, a defendant is innocent until proven guilty and has the right to representation. This right holds even if the person is obviously guilty (even if hundreds of people saw the crime). Professional defense attorneys are ethically obligated to present the best possible case for their client — even if this defense is flying in the face of well-established facts. Furthermore, prosecutors in legal cases are required to share evidence with the defense even if it would strengthen the defense’s overall case. Outside of those professions, such codes of appropriate behavior may seem a little odd.

				Even when they aren’t required to do things that breach traditional ethical standards, professionals often are required to go above and beyond what nonprofessionals would do. When building infrastructure, for example, this requirement is put in terms of a “safety factor” that exceeds what the project needs in order to do its job. Engineers building bridges, for instance, can’t just build a bridge that will get a car from one side of a river to the other. They have to account for hundreds of thousands of cars over many years with all sorts of different weather conditions. If you can build a shed in your backyard that can withstand an earthquake, good job. But engineers regularly have to worry about the worst earthquake ever to hit an area and design something that can withstand twice that kind of force.

				Examining two general problems in professional ethics

				Although different professions have different professional responsibilities, all professions share a commitment to some general points of ethics. The following sections cover two of the more important ones.

				Working for two masters: Conflicts of interest

				Professionals often find themselves in situations where they can enjoy benefits not available to the regular public. When someone’s work stands to serve an interest in conflict with their obligations as a professional, that person is experiencing a conflict of interest.

				[image: remember.eps] Conflicts of interest are problematic for professionals because they threaten to undermine the impartial, trained judgments that make professions so beneficial to society. The most common type of conflict of interest is when a professional is offered gifts or monetary bribes to sway her expert judgment. Professionals are better off by avoiding conflicts of interest because they must maintain the integrity of their professional judgment.

				Not all conflicts of interest are quite as evident as accepting money or gifts as a bribe. Some conflicts are more subtle. Say, for instance, that Lisa is a counselor who does individual therapy. One of her clients is James, whom she has been seeing every week for the last few years. Over time, Lisa has to make sure that she doesn’t grow too friendly or romantic with James. If she does, her impartial judgment about what is best for him may come to conflict with her friendly or romantic feelings for him. Even if she believes she could manage to keep her professional judgment separate from her personal feelings, she has a duty to recuse herself and refer him to another counselor.

				Of course, in certain cases a professional may experience a conflict of interest and still behave ethically. Sometimes engineers, for instance, work in such extremely specialized areas that they really may be the best people to design and police the safety of a project. This situation occurs a good deal in the defense industry where contractors and the government work closely on carefully guarded secrets, and the government just doesn’t have enough knowledgeable people to go around.

				[image: remember.eps] Even when a conflict of interest won’t necessarily lead to compromised professional judgment, professionals always should disclose the conflict to both interests. A conflict of interest itself may not always be the death of professional judgment, but hiding conflicts almost always signifies that something dubious is going on. At least when conflicts are disclosed, the people to whom they’re disclosed can monitor a professional’s judgment for any sign of corruption. Simply informing the right parties in such a case that you may need to be watched a bit more carefully is the ethical thing for a professional to do.

				Whistle-blowing: Tattling or protecting?

				Professionals rarely are lone wolves. Doctors work in groups or for hospitals. Lawyers can practice individually, but usually work alongside one another in firms. So when the organization a professional works for does something unethical that needs to come to light, plenty of people may feel an obliga-tion to disclose the information to outside sources. When people bring these bad practices to light without the company’s permission, it’s called whistle-blowing.

				Imagine that John is a lawyer working for a large car company. He comes across documents that show that a model sold by the company fails far more crash tests than is allowable under federal law. Furthermore, John takes the documents to his supervisor, who dismissively tells him not to worry about it and tucks the documents under his desk. After seeing this, John goes to his supervisor’s boss, but she also declines to take any action. If you were John, what do you think your ethical responsibilities are? If the danger to the public is serious enough and the company really is acting illegally, John’s duties as a professional may require him to disclose the information outside the company’s chain of command. His duty to the public and his profession can outweigh his duty to his employer.

				[image: remember.eps] Disclosing information about unethical activity may sound fairly easy, but in real life, the decision to blow the whistle is anything but simple. Generally, a professional is obligated to blow the whistle when

				The harm or ethical wrongdoing is serious in nature and will continue if not made public

				The professional has exhausted all reasonable procedures for solving the problem within the organization

				The professional has enough evidence to make a plausible case to the public

				Whistle-blowing can be noble and ethically necessary, but that doesn’t mean that whistle-blowers always are celebrated as heroes. Although the public may be thankful, whistle-blowers often are met with anger and silence from their colleagues and the industry. They’re seen as violating a bond of loyalty and a duty of confidentiality to one’s team. Even though the law protects whistle-blowers in most cases, they often find it difficult to work in the same organization or industry after blowing the whistle. Professional ethics suggests that a duty to public safety comes first, but it can be difficult for organizations to appreciate disloyalty, even when it happens for the public good. Hey, no one ever said professional ethics was the easy road.

				Analyzing the Diversity of Professional Ethics

				Professionals share in common many duties, but each also has its own specialized set of ethical concerns. Each profession has a different role to play, and with those different roles come different responsibilities. For example, doctors and engineers share a commitment to preventing harm, but they fulfill that commitment in different ways.

				With these differences in mind, in this section you can see some (but by no means all) of the important ethical responsibilities in the professions of journalism, engineering, law, accounting, and medicine.

				Journalism: Accurately informing the public

				Journalism, the profession dealing with the collection and editing of news for communication through media, is much more than a job. Journalists attempt to connect the public with what’s going on in the world. Good journalists dig into stories, verify facts and positions, and ultimately write up or film the stories for mass consumption. Their profession is based on getting facts and reactions that society needs in order to make good decisions.

				[image: remember.eps] By far the highest ethical duty that a journalist has is producing an accurate story. Without accuracy, the story doesn’t do anything to inform the public. In order to ensure accuracy, journalists must consult many sources, check their facts, write from a neutral point of view, and try to eliminate as much bias as possible.

				One frequent way of avoiding bias in journalistic pieces is to have both sides weigh in on the points of an argument. This balance sounds fair, at first take, and for some debates it works very well. But in some cases, this balanced kind of reporting does no good because covering both sides to every story can confuse people when two legitimate sides don’t exist. Objective reporting sometimes involves evaluating people’s claims as well as reporting them. It also can include educating one’s audience on difficult topics.

				Suppose, for example, that Beth is covering the latest political scandal in her town for the local paper: A politician running for office was caught with a suitcase of money given to him by a local business owner. Several witnesses without any political affiliation have come forward to support this story. But the politician claims that the witnesses are all members of an alien conspiracy to keep him out of office. Should she cover both sides of this story given that one side has no evidence for its claim other than crazy conspiracy theories? Definitely not. While covering both sides of some disagreements helps prevent biased reporting, this is a case where treating both sides as equally reasonable could be misleading.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] Attempting to remain objective and avoid bias can mean that a journalist’s life is restricted in ways that an ordinary citizen’s behavior may not be. Consider Mark, a reporter covering a political campaign in his own community. Despite the fact that Mark’s a member of the community and gets a vote, he could call into question his objectivity as a reporter if he openly supports one candidate by, say, putting a sign out in his yard. Just because Mark has a preference doesn’t automatically mean he’ll be biased in his reporting. But if he expresses his preference — even in his personal life — he may be perceived as biased, which may cause the public to discount his information. Because Mark has a professional duty to inform the public, he should refrain from expressing his opinion in a way that would lead to accusations of bias.

				Engineering: Solving technological problems safely

				No matter where you are, you’re surrounded by the work of engineers. Engineers design everything from the car you drive to the roads you drive on to the machinery used to manufacture the radio in your dashboard. They even design the materials that all these things are constructed from. And the crazy part? By and large, most of them function and work properly.

				Solving design problems with such amazing reliability and innovation takes a lot more than just technical expertise. It also takes ethics. Behind every good design is the virtue of competence and the value of safety. Something as tiny as a hairline fracture in a window can bring down a passenger plane and all its passengers. When engineers check and recheck their stress calculations on designs, they reinforce one of the most important ethical considerations that guides their design: Keeping people free from harm.

				[image: remember.eps] Engineering ethics places one value above all else: safety and the protection of the public. But it’s important to note that no design can be 100 percent safe in the sense of never causing harm. There’s no such thing as a fool-proof design. Fools are just too darned persistent. Safety, then, has to be defined in terms of acceptable risk. As long as a design’s risk of causing harm is agreeable to rational people who use the product and are affected by it, the design can be considered safe.

				For example, cars could be a lot harder to wreck if they were built out of solid steel (imagine driving a tank). They also would be extremely heavy and expensive. But that doesn’t mean today’s cars aren’t comparatively safe. Rather, people judge the current crop of automobiles as having acceptable risks regarding crashes and the injuries that come along with crashing. Society’s tolerance for harm coming from poorly built bridges, on the other hand, is much lower. People won’t accept bridges that collapse and kill people every so often, so engineers build bridges that can withstand twice or three times the amount of stress that a bridge is actually expected to endure.

				Recently the notion of safety has been expanded in some engineering codes of ethics to include environmental protection as well. Designing plastic water bottles may not seem like it involves a safety angle, but if those water bottles don’t biodegrade and end up getting stuck in landfills for all eternity, the space and health of future generations could be at risk. As a consequence, engineering ethics recommends that engineers make designs that minimize both future harms and present ones. After all, harm to future generations still counts as harm even though you aren’t around to see it. In some ways, this view of ethics is similar to the Native American philosophy that one should make plans with the 7th generation in the future in mind. (If you’re interested in environmental ethics, check out Chapter 13.)

				[image: ponderthis.eps] If all this sounds a bit commonsensical, don’t forget that most engineers aren’t public servants but employees or contractors for private companies that expect to make money. Safety, especially long-term safety, is one of the first things on the chopping block when companies need to cut costs. This puts an enormous amount of pressure on a safety- and environmentally-conscious engineer who’s trying to keep people from being harmed by bad designs. So it’s necessary for engineers to refer to their professional responsibilities and ethical duties when working for private companies.

				Legal work: Honorably practicing law

				Many people consider legal ethics a contradiction in terms. However imagining society without attorneys is difficult because of the important jobs they do. Respecting the law and having strong advocacy for one’s clients can be a difficult balancing act. Not all lawyers get it right. But the ethical ones make some of the most under-appreciated contributions to society of all the professions.

				Lawyers have to keep up with all the laws and regulations and then use that knowledge to defend innocent people or put guilty people behind bars. Representing a high-profile client, whom everyone believes is guilty, isn’t easy, but the law of the land says he deserves a full-throated defense nonetheless. Justice demands that defense, and an ethical lawyer is the only way to make sure it doesn’t get out of control.

				There are many issues in legal ethics, but the most difficult thing for most people to relate to in legal ethics is the obligation that lawyers must advocate for their clients. Society wants to see guilty people punished and fined, but guilty people aren’t the only people arraigned on charges. In order to make sure innocent people don’t get punished and fined, someone with knowledge of the law and legal proceedings needs to mount a spirited defense on their behalf.

				Lawyers can’t mount a proper defense, however, without being advocates for their clients. So they must keep their clients’ confidence and not yield to pressure from prosecutors unless required by law. The same thing can be said for prosecutors, who have an ethical duty to make a strong case for the charges brought by the state against a defendant. If they don’t, guilty people slip through the system. This can be confusing to people because the ethical duty to be an advocate sometimes entails defending guilty people and prosecuting innocent people.


				William LeMessurier: A real engineering hero

				The Citicorp building in New York City was a towering achievement for architect and engineer William LeMessurier. At 59 stories tall, it was built on four stilts to accommodate a preexisting church on the corner of the block. To stabilize the design, LeMessurier designed a system that would displace weight to a system of chevron braces throughout the building.

				All looked good when the building was completed in 1977, but appearances were deceiving. After receiving a question about the construction of the building from a graduate student, LeMessurier found something frightening: Instead of welding the braces to the rest of the building as his design called for, the braces had been secured using bolts. A design that was supposed to be able to withstand gale-force winds could in fact only withstand 70 mph winds — and it was hurricane season.

				LeMessurier weighed his options and the risk to the people of New York City. Admitting to the flaw could be devastating to his career, but the disaster was too great for him to fathom. Fixing the design would be incredibly costly, and going public threatened to throw people into a panic. With all this in mind, LeMessurier immediately started to make plans to get the braces strengthened. He convinced Citicorp and the city of New York to allow the fixes to occur in secret, and hundreds of welders worked around the clock to install patches that would make the building safe. The building was fixed and New Yorkers went safely about their days.

				In a lesson to professionals everywhere, LeMessurier didn’t stubbornly refuse to see the flaws in his work or cross his fingers in hope that his worst fears wouldn’t materialize. As a result, his humility, skill, and courage are now celebrated in engineering textbooks and ethics textbooks alike. Professionals can’t always avoid making mistakes, but the story of the Citicorp building shows that they can make ethical, honorable, and even heroic responses to those mistakes.



				[image: remember.eps] Of course, this duty of advocacy can be taken too far. Prosecutors who hide evidence from the defense, or defense attorneys who knowingly allow their clients to lie on the stand are just as guilty of ethics violations as those who don’t advocate for their clients.

				Accounting: Managing people’s money honestly

				Creativity is vital when you’re an artist, but when you’re an accountant ingenuity tends to make people a little nervous, and for good reason: Creative financial storytelling can be disastrous for a business.

				Accurate financial records are vital for a business to function, but many people other than business owners depend on an accountant’s good ethics. Shareholders in a business also rely on accountants’ statements to make sound investment decisions. A false quarterly statement can cause undue optimism about a company’s prospects or send investors running for the hills. Accountants may believe that they’re helping a business by inflating quarterly earnings estimates, but often making such misrepresentations not only misleads investors but also stops businesses from addressing key weaknesses in their business models.

				[image: remember.eps] Because accountants keep tabs on company finances, they also tend to have information about a company’s activities far in advance of the ordinary public (or even other divisions within a company). That insider information puts accountants in a tempting situation, because it’s potentially valuable to people who are looking to get a jump on the rest of the market. Sharing this information with players in the market, which is called insider trading, isn’t only illegal; it’s also potentially unethical and dangerous to society. Professional obligations usually have to trump personal interests if an accountant is going to be ethical.

				To see why insider trading can be dangerous to a society, consider that the two necessary parts of a free market are the absence of fraud and the availability of information to everyone. Investors can’t make informed decisions about where to invest their money if the reports a company makes are fraudulent, but they also can’t invest wisely if people with privileged information always come out ahead. That’s not capitalism — that’s a scam. Such fraudulent activity threatens to make information an expensive commodity in and of itself, and if people are spending all their money on information it doesn’t go into the rest of the economy.

				Like journalists, accountants have a duty to keep not only accurate records but confidences as well. Unlike keeping sources confidential, though, an accountant’s main duty of confidence is to her employer.

				Medicine: Doing no harm

				In real life, the results of unethical behavior rarely work out as well as they do on TV dramas. Rushed, unorthodox decisions lead to far worse patient care in the long run, which is why medical ethics exists. Chapter 12 focuses on biomedical ethics and how it works, so here we briefly cover some of the ethical rules physicians must adhere to:

				Professional ethics requires that medical professionals do no harm. Severe sanctions can be imposed on doctors who impose unnecessary and harmful treatments on their patients without their consent.

				Physicians have a bond of confidentiality to their patients. If a family member wants to know something the patient hasn’t authorized the doctor to tell that family member, the physician has a duty to keep that information confidential (despite any good that it may cause).

				Professional ethics requires doctors to allow people to control their medical decisions. As a result, physicians must get their patients’ consent before performing medical procedures. Consent isn’t always enough, though. If your doctor comes into your room and asks you if you’d consent to a procedure that would make you all better, you’d probably say yes. But if that procedure turns out to be an experimental brain transplant, you want to make sure you’re given enough information.


				Enron and Arthur Andersen: The End of the Big Five in Accounting

				If you look up “bad business ethics” in the dictionary, it says see Enron (and Arthur Andersen, its accountants). This company certainly could have benefited from reading a few chapters in Ethics For Dummies. But it wasn’t always that way. In the late 1990s, Enron was a company that could do no wrong according to Wall Street. It expanded an oil and gas pipeline business into one of the most financially innovative companies in the business world. After successfully turning natural gas into a publicly-traded commodity, it sought to expand its trading business to include energy in general and Internet bandwidth. But even though these innovations looked good on paper, Enron turned out to be very bad at putting those innovations into practice. The company was so obsessed with coming up with new ideas that it neglected to follow through on them and lost massive amounts of money. Enter the accountants.

				Many people acted irresponsibly in the Enron collapse, but Enron’s accounting firm, Arthur Andersen L.L.P. — one of the Big Five accounting firms — should have known better. All that Enron’s top executives cared about was its stock price, and they exerted tremendous pressure on accountants and analysts to give Enron favorable ratings. But in reality the company was losing money left and right. Some top Enron executives hatched a plan to stash these huge losses in fake companies that didn’t appear on Enron’s official books. These companies, however, were backed by Enron stock. While they lost money and went further into debt, Enron looked like it was making money hand over fist because its losses weren’t on its own books.

				Arthur Andersen was initially hesitant to sign off on Enron’s crazy plan to push its losses off the books, but Enron offered to pay them huge sums of money to look the other way in their audits. Huge investment banks (some of the same banks responsible for the near financial collapse of 2009) also were complicit in helping Enron hide unprofitable assets.

				Eventually, financial journalists like Bethany McLean of Fortune magazine started to question the unrealistic numbers coming out of Enron. Investor doubt set in and the stock price started to fall, revealing that Enron was a house of financial cards and that Arthur Andersen had been a major part of letting it happen. As if its infamous place in accounting history weren’t already secure, it then tried to cover up the questionable deals by shredding massive amounts of company documents.

				Shortly thereafter, Enron went into bankruptcy and its top executives were arraigned on charges. Arthur Andersen was convicted of tampering with evidence and was forced to surrender its license in shame. Had the accountants exercised some ethical courage, Enron (and Arthur Andersen) may have gone on to be a strong, solid company. But Arthur Andersen had no reputation left on which to do business, and the Big Five accounting firms became the Big Four.

			


		

	
		
			
				Chapter 15

				Keeping the Peace: Ethics and Human Rights

				In This Chapter

				Examining the nuts and bolts of human rights

				Thinking about two different kinds of human rights

				Seeing how human rights are seen by different moral traditions

				Surveying two criticisms of human rights

				At the very foundation of many modern discussions about ethics is a belief in and a commitment to human rights, a set of basic entitlements that human beings are said to possess as members of the human species. Because these basic rights capture a key sense of what people see as the most basic moral obligations toward others, we see value in examining this topic. This chapter takes a look at the nuts and bolts of human rights.

				Taking Stock: Human Rights 101

				In order to get a firm grasp of what human rights are, you have to start with the basics. Understanding these basics can give you a good foundation for moving forward. The following sections first look at who has human rights, and then they turn to the features that human rights all share (such as being absolute). We then ask you to think about the basic difference between being right and having a right and to consider the strong relationship between duties and rights. By considering this information, you can see how human rights differ from or compare to legal rights and moral rights. From this information, you can wonder what justifies a human right.

				Eyeing what human rights are

				Human rights are basic protections and benefits possessed by individuals against others or — more typically — against the state. Human rights are held by each human being, regardless of status or role, and serve as threshold rules that human rights advocates believe should never be ignored, even in cases where society stands to benefit. In fact, you can easily see how thinking of rights in this way — as belonging to humans as humans — is similar to Kant’s point (see Chapter 8) that rational beings as rational beings have an inherent worth and value that must be respected.

				The precise history of human rights is controversial, but most agree that specific human rights language didn’t emerge until the 17th and 18th centuries. A quick survey of political documents of the time — such as the English Bill of Rights (1689), the French Rights of Man (1789), the Declaration of Independence (1776), and the U.S. Bill of Rights (1789) — reveal how rights talk emerged as a way of checking the power of the state (or a monarch).

				Although such documents mark the beginnings of human rights language, reading the fine print is important. A constitution may state the right not to be enslaved, but it may turn out that this right belongs only to citizens, to males, or to property owners. If so, it’s not presented as a human right. After all, if you aren’t in those protected groups, you lack the right! On the contrary, human rights are owned by members of the human race, so they’re universal in character. If your birth certificate shows that you’re a human being, you have human rights!

				[image: ponderthis.eps] Universality arguments can get heated. For example, many people ask whether fetuses are human beings. If so, they have all the human rights you have. If they aren’t human beings (at least yet), they don’t (yet). Moreover, people often ask whether the phrase “human being” covers actual human beings only or whether potential future human beings count. If potential humans count, you have to be more careful in your actions. For instance, you may have to care for the environment more as a way to respect the rights of future humans to live in an unpolluted world (in fact, we cover this very topic in Chapter 13).

				Many human rights scholars have suggested that human rights have a number of features (other than universality). Human rights are

				Inalienable: No human right can be taken, given, or traded away. Go ahead; try to put up your human rights as collateral in a poker game. People will look at you funny, because they know you can’t give human rights away or lose them to a bad hand in Texas Hold’em. (Though some people argue that some rights can be temporarily suspended, as when your right to liberty is suspended when you’re put in jail.)

				Political impositions: Human rights, in general, serve as impositions on the ways that states interact with individuals. Individuals can violate each other’s human rights, but usually the use of human rights language and discourse is restricted to government-to-individual interaction. It says what the state can’t — or must — do.

				Powerful trumps: Human rights hold in all circumstances, and they serve as the highest priority moral norms and requirements. Human rights theorists say that these rights are powerful trumps. Just as a king trumps a jack, whipping out the human rights card and saying “you can’t do that to me!” is a powerful trump over whatever good or benefit the state can secure by mistreating you. The high-trumping nature of human rights is tied to the basic ways people see humanity itself. That’s why human rights abuses always are the most egregious and shocking. Human rights may not always trump other concerns (some think they never do), but it’s agreed that ignoring them in a given case requires extremely powerful moral justification. As a result, human rights language is taken with the utmost seriousness.

				Having rights and being in the right

				When trying to figure out human rights, some people get messed up at the start and make an important mistake. Many human rights scholars argue that one distinction that’s commonly confused is having rights and being right. If you mix them, you may think that you have fewer rights than you actually do possess, and you may think that you have the authority to do all sorts of questionable things. Think of the difference between the two in this particular way:

				Having a right means possessing a claim or power to an entitlement against someone/something that needs to be respected. So having a right means being entitled to something — sort of like having property. If you’re denied your rights, a basic injustice has occurred that demands immediate redress. If you have a right to vote, the government must assure that you can exercise that right. If it doesn’t, call an attorney and bring the government to court, because it owes you some recompense given that it has unjustly taken away something that rightfully belongs to you.

				Being right means aligning with morality, truth, or legal or social conventions. As a consequence, being right means that your behavior is appropriate. For instance, say you’re in a relationship and your partner isn’t faithful to you. Your partner’s behavior isn’t right, in the sense of moral correctness. But your partner didn’t violate the rights that you have as a human being. Being right and having a right are different; lots of things are morally right that don’t create entitlements.

				[image: remember.eps] Having a right isn’t even dependent on being right. No matter how bad a person is, she retains her basic human rights because she’s still human (and that’s all you need in order to have the rights). In some cases, society suspends this notion and incarcerates people. But this suspension can only go so far. To torture people in prison is still considered a violation of human rights, no matter how bad the person is. Morally repugnant people are humans too, whether you like it or not.

				Comparing rights, duties, and laws

				Talk of human rights can get technical at times. As a result, you need to have a firm understanding of how rights function. In order to do so, you should clarify some further relationships and distinctions that human rights scholars find important, such as how rights and duties are related and about how human rights compare and contrast with legal and moral rights. We guide you in this thinking in the following sections.

				Duties and rights

				Thinking of human rights as entitlements or powers has important implications. Thinking this way means that something or someone has a duty to provide what that entitlement provides. It looks like this:

				If you have a (human) right to X, then some person(s) or institution(s) B has a duty to respect that right in the appropriate way.

				For example, if you have a right to a fair trial, the government must respect that right and provide fair trials for anyone who is arrested. If you have a right to vote, the state has a duty to provide the infrastructure that makes voting possible (setting up booths, counting your vote, and so on). If you have a right to free speech, the government has a duty to step aside and allow you to speak.

				[image: warning_bomb.eps] Don’t mistakenly think that this formula is reversible for people. If Parker has a duty toward Paige, that doesn’t mean that Paige has a right against Parker. For instance, you may have an ethical duty to give to charity, but that doesn’t mean that the charity has a corresponding right to your money, which can confuse being right (donating to charity) with having a right (to the money). As we mention in the earlier section “Having rights and being in the right,” this distinction doesn’t necessarily hold.

				Human rights and legal rights

				Some people make sure they break no laws. But if you succeeded in following every legal code (or if the government did), would that guarantee that no one’s human rights were violated? Most people’s intuitions tell them no — they feel strongly that although it would be great for human rights to be recognized by law, legal frameworks often ignore those rights. Sometimes they even conflict. Basically if human rights are independent of the law, you can use them as a basis for criticizing unjust laws.

				For example, think of the system of apartheid in South Africa before 1994. The human rights of black South Africans were suppressed so that the white minority could continue to rule. Legally, nothing was improper at all. However, just about everyone would say the system clearly violated the human rights of the black population.

				[image: remember.eps] Even though saying some legal rights exist that aren’t encoded in the law is bizarre, saying that there are some human rights not on the books isn’t at all strange. Although some individuals resist this notion (as you can read more about in the later section “Criticizing Human Rights”), most human rights advocates tend to insist that human rights exist, and are justified independently of the law itself. In fact, human rights advocates usually see this distinction as a strength.

				Moral rights and human rights

				As many human rights theorists will point out, seeing human rights as moral rights gives human rights powerful authority because their claims are then guaranteed by the moral nature of humanity. After all, human rights are entitlements that human beings ought to have just because they’re humans. Thinking about human rights as moral rights means seeing the protections or benefits they demand as ways to respect the moral value and moral status of human beings themselves.

				Just think of how you react to human rights abuses in the news: It’s not just that that some legal or societal code or ritual has been broken (although this also may be true). Instead, you’re deeply disturbed because you feel that something fundamental to basic human dignity has been violated.

				Determining what justifies human rights

				At some point, human rights need to be justified. After all, advocates of human rights don’t want to be caught simply suggesting that they made up the notion out of thin air. What you want is a more secure foundation upon which you can argue for human rights and for the demand that they be taken seriously.

				In general, justification of human rights mostly rests on moral intuitions about the need to recognize and respect human dignity. As the International Bill of Rights (assembled by the United Nations) suggests, “All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights.” Human dignity is a way of possessing an intrinsic value, a value that demands recognition. Of course, the ways in which that dignity is understood (or is translated into rights and duties) differs from one theorist to the next. The following sections look at a few different ways in which the moral rights we understand as human rights are justified.

				Human rights as justified by God or by the nature of things

				The easiest way to justify human rights and appeals to human dignity is through religion. In most religions, God made human beings special — they’re dignified among all creatures — and so they get special rights. This notion is easy to see, but it leads to lots of pesky questions — such as “How do you know?” and “Which God?” — so it would be nice to have some other arguments to fall back on.

				Many political theorists of the 17th and 18th centuries argued that the intrinsic worth of a human being was “self-evident,” meaning obvious or not requiring complicated argument. The dignity of people was written into the natural order of things. In a way, seeing that humans have basic rights is just like seeing that 2 + 2 = 4. If you deny it, you’re just being irrational!

				In fact, the claim that rights are self-evident or obvious is typical of the 17th and 18th centuries. At that time, that claim played a role in the philosophy of John Locke (and it also wormed its way into documents like the Declaration of Independence). Locke thought that man’s nature and position in the order of things granted him “natural rights” to life, liberty, and property. Sound familiar? (You can read more about the role natural rights played in the Declaration of Independence in the nearby sidebar “Looking at natural rights in the Declaration of Independence.”)

				[image: remember.eps] Because these basic rights were seen as self-evident, most of these thinkers believed that your basic rights could be revealed to you through reason. Just tap into reason and think, and the basic value and rights of human beings will become clearer to you.

				Human rights as justified by basic human needs and interests

				Justifying human rights through claims to the self-evident (see the preceding section for details) leaves some people dissatisfied. After all, saying it’s just obvious isn’t exactly a logical slam dunk. As a result some folks argue that respecting intrinsic human value means assuring that the basic needs and interests required in order to live a minimally decent human life are met. So, for example, if being tortured drops a person below the threshold of a minimally decent human life, then not being tortured is a fundamental human interest. The need to respect this interest means that freedom from torture is a human right placing others under a duty not to engage in such practices.

[image: wordsofwisdom.eps]
				Looking at natural rights in the Declaration of Independence

				The earliest documents of the United States of America — such as the Declaration of Independence (1776), the Constitution (1789), and the Bill of Rights (1789) — refer to the self-evident nature of the status and value of humans (well, actually women and slaves weren’t included), positing natural rights ultimately guaranteed by God but revealed through reason as self-evident. In the Declaration of Independence, Jefferson states:

				 “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights, that among these are life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness. That to secure these rights, governments are instituted among men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed. That whenever any form of government becomes destructive to these ends, it is the right of the people to alter or to abolish it, and to institute new government.”

				Note Jefferson’s revolutionary claim: The legitimacy of a state is judged in part by how well it protects the human rights of its citizens. This thinking is common sense to people today, but it was radical for Jefferson and his peers.



				[image: ponderthis.eps] Of course, the $64,000 question is: What is the complete list of such basic human interests? A right to life is surely on it, as may be a right to a fair trial and a right not to be enslaved. But what else? Do humans also have basic material needs to food, education, or health care? Heck, you likely need love, but are you entitled to it? (If so, it’ll be difficult to secure it through rights and duties!)

				Even if you can’t agree immediately to what the basic human interests are, this way of understanding human rights provides a framework: Basic human dignity is associated with a minimum conception of the good life for humans, which humans have a basic interest in living. If something is needed to secure that good life, you have rights to it — and the state (or indirectly, others) are duty-bound to respond appropriately.

				Human rights are justified by capacity for liberty and choice

				Some theorists suggest that the intrinsic dignity of humans is tied to the human capacity to create one’s own life through free choices. For these theorists, autonomy is front and center, making rights a sort of fortress around each individual, assuring or protecting their capacity for free choice. So, to have rights at all, you need to be capable of making choices. Sounds great, right? Well, some folks think not: Justifying rights this way may rule out fetuses and babies who can’t (yet) make meaningful choices.


				The United Nation’s Declaration of Human Rights

				The United Nation’s Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) is a remarkable document in the history of human rights. Emerging from a desire to take a strong united stand against Nazi atrocities, the UDHR sought to declare a consensus about the minimum standards of decent treatment of humans. Ratified in 1948, the UDHR contains 30 articles, all of which can be viewed at www.un.org/en/documents/udhr.

				Generally, the UDHR contains the following rights:

				Civil and political rights (such as free speech or the right to a fair trial)

				Societal and economic rights (such as a right to healthcare or food)

				A set of rights dealing with issues ranging from participation in one’s culture to self-determination or a healthy environment

				Although people have strong agreement about political and civil rights, the rest of these rights are controversial. The United States sees “social and economic” claims as aspirations, not claim-rights. In fact, Ronald Reagan’s ambassador to the UN, Jeanne Kirkpatrick, once called these claims a “wish list to Santa Claus.” Moreover, some folks also have disagreement over the status of cultural and self-determination rights as well as group rights, because such rights often are seen as belonging to groups, as opposed to individual humans. The argument against this is that only individuals can possess or have human rights.

				Even though the UDHR is controversial, it has altered the substance of international conversation so that it’s fully immersed in the language of human rights. Some countries have even cited the UDHR when writing their own constitutions. All member nations embrace the priority of human rights discussions, even if they disagree about the justification or implementation of those rights. The UDHR’s modern rights age seems as if it’s here to stay.



				[image: ponderthis.eps] Once again, the complete list of rights under such a view is controversial. Some recognize only the right to liberty. Some recognize other rights, but they see them as connected to and based on the right to liberty. For example, some include a right to property, suggesting that a right to material possessions is required to secure freedom. Others say that autonomous choice requires some minimal training in the use of reason, so a right to education may follow from the right to liberty.

				Grappling with Two Different Notions of Human Rights

				When you have an idea of what human rights are, you can categorize those rights in two basic ways. The first category is called negative rights, and the second is called positive rights. The following sections overview these two categories.

				Negative rights: Protecting the individual from harm

				The first of the two major types of rights are called negative rights. Negative rights tend to focus on the need for the state (or other institutions) to avoid doing you harm. They assume a kind of sovereignty over the individual’s affairs and are meant to assure that each person’s liberty, life, and property are protected at the most basic level.

				Some people also have called these freedoms from, meaning that they’re freedoms “from” things (say, mistreatment or coercion) as opposed to a freedoms “to” things (like benefits from others). More recently, negative rights also have been called first-generation rights for the simple reason that they were the first set of rights found in political documents regarding the basic protections of individuals.

				Negative rights are typically understood to be political and civil rights. To Americans, these are the most common rights. In fact, for many (particularly libertarians) they’re the only rights. These rights include (but aren’t limited to) the following:

				Right to speech, religion, assembly, and property: What unites all these rights is that violations of them prevent you from doing things you want to do. For instance, the state violates your rights if it stops you from speaking, from practicing your religion, or from assembling with others.

				Right to life and right to not be tortured: These rights aren’t protecting liberty as much as protecting you from direct egregious harm.

				[image: remember.eps] It’s important to see that calling these rights negative doesn’t mean they’re used to complain or be pessimistic. It means that they don’t require anyone to do anything. Instead they create a duty on the part of others not to do certain things. The basic structure of a negative right would look like this:

				Parker has a negative right to do X against Paige only if Paige has a duty not to interfere with Parker’s ability to participate in X.

				Think of free speech. If Parker wants to yell, at the top of her lungs, “I want to eat cookies in bed!” then she has a right to say this. Paige, or the government or state, has a duty not to stop her. Paige (and the state) has to respect Parker’s liberty to say what she wants. (Paige could kick her out of the apartment, though.) If Parker has a right to life, then others can’t act in such a way that would prevent her from enjoying that right. In other words, she should be protected from the mafia and other violent gangs. Her right to happiness would guarantee her the right to exercise her choices as long as they don’t harm anyone else.


				Torture: A contemporary dilemma

				Before the horrific attacks of September 11, 2001, most Americans were united in their opposition to torture. After all, it was a central plank in human rights principles and thought. Since the attacks, however, the public has become more divided. Instead of supporting an absolute freedom from torture, people worry about situations in which a terrorist has knowledge of a weapon of mass destruction located in a major U.S. city. If authorities had a worry that the device would go off, should the right against torture be outweighed?

				This debate reveals that intuitions about human rights have shifted from absolutist thinking (where torture is never permissible) to conditional thinking (where the door to torture is open in certain circumstances). Absolutists also worry that allowing torture opens up the possibility for further erosion of human rights. You start with ticking-time-bomb scenarios but soon enough it will be actionable intelligence and then something even weaker. What are your thoughts? Can the common good trump human rights in such cases? If so, where do you draw the line?



				Negative rights are pretty easy to guarantee — just ignore people! To respect your right to speech, life, and happiness, a person can just move to another town. Because your negative rights don’t require anything tangible from that person, she can just move away and fulfill her duties toward you. That’s pretty easy to do! (Some have complicated this thought, however, arguing that making sure the institutions that protect and facilitate the use of negative rights exist costs money. So, you can’t entirely ignore people and respect these rights. For example, your right to vote requires pretty expensive machinery, and everyone has to make income tax contributions to pay for that.)

				Positive rights: Contributing to the good of others

				Positive rights tend to focus on the need for the government (or others) to provide you with certain benefits or goods. They’re referred to as such because they point not to restrictions on behavior but rather to what the state (and perhaps indirectly, individuals) must actually provide for others. Because when clarified and put into political documents historically after the emergence of the first-generation rights of the previous section, they’re also often called second-generation rights.

				[image: remember.eps] Positive rights focus on claims that others have to a share of resources, whether those resources are time, material, or money from others or the state. Whereas respecting the negative rights of others can be fulfilled simply be ignoring them, a positive right creates a duty to do something tangible for the rights holder. These rights are controversial, because they can make significant demands on the resources of others and so create a tension between negative rights to liberty and positive rights to equality (because they assure that everyone is guaranteed the same basic share of resources with respect to fundamental human interests).

				In the United Nation’s Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), the positive rights are referred to as social and economic rights. (You can read more about the UDHR in the sidebar “The United Nation’s Declaration of Human Rights.”) A few of these social and economic rights are

				Right to work

				Right to affordable healthcare and education

				Right to social security

				Positive rights concentrate on assuring basic equality among persons in the socioeconomic realm. Instead of beginning with liberty as the basis of human dignity (like negative rights do), positive rights start by assuming a minimum threshold of human needs required to live a decent life and seek to provide an equal share in the goods needed to meet that threshold. Positive rights have this form:

				If someone has a positive right to X, then the state (or indirectly, others) has a positive duty to contribute to providing what makes X possible.

				For example, if a country recognizes the right to basic healthcare for all, it will do so because that basic allotment of resources is required to meet basic human needs. As a consequence, all citizens take on the duty to help provide it for those who can’t afford it (likely through higher tax rates).

				Positive rights are seen as legitimate in much of Europe and Asia; however, in the United States, which focuses strongly on negative rights, positive rights are far more controversial. Some folks deny the positive rights, arguing that they’re aspirations or hopes, but not entitlements.

				Clearly, the institution of a positive right carries with it a kind of abridgement of negative rights. If you’re taxed to fund schools, then you don’t have an absolute right to all your property. This abridgement has led many strong advocates of negative rights to see positive rights as a kind of institutionalized slavery — you’re forced to yield the results of your work to benefit others for free. So it isn’t surprising that modern debates (particularly in America) often focus on whether individuals should be forced to fund social programs.

				Understanding Human Rights through the Ethical Traditions

				Surprisingly, the responses to human rights by ethical theories are divided. Utilitarian theory, for example, is ambivalent, having strong reasons against and for rights. Deontology is favorable to rights talk, because it provides a foundational language for rights theorists to use. Virtue ethics, while not hostile to human rights, is marginally negative, because virtue ethicists worry that the prevalence of rights language in a society can actually be corrosive to the cultivation of virtue. Check out the following sections for more details how these “big three” ethical theories look at human rights.

				Ambivalence about rights: Utilitarianism

				The theory of utilitarianism (refer to Chapter 7) is strongly ambivalent — or deeply divided — about human rights. These sections outline the main reasons why.

				Reviewing the tension with rights theory

				The main reason that utilitarianism is in conflict with rights springs from the main claim of the theory, which suggests that the right action is always the one that creates the greatest happiness for the greatest number. It’s not difficult to see how rights can get in the way of such a claim — in some cases, respecting a person’s rights may not be the alternative that maximizes the general good.

				[image: remember.eps] Many governments make this argument all the time, arguing that rights trade-offs are required to quickly grow a developing economy and bring millions out of poverty. In fact, this argument reveals the hard aspect of respecting rights: You have to agree on some level that simply increasing the general good isn’t a sufficient argument to disregard those rights. For this reason, utilitarianism finds itself in strong tension with (human) rights, because general utility — not respecting dignity — is the ground floor of their moral theory.

				Seeing the acceptance of rights theory

				Utilitarianism’s tension with human rights has long been a source of embarrassment for the theory. But some utilitarian theorists think that their theory can both guarantee human rights and maintain a commitment to maximizing the general good.

				The solution is provided by rule utilitarianism, which states that the moral action is the one that aligns with the rule that produces the most general utility or good overall (see Chapter 7 for more). With this approach, maximizing the best outcome isn’t restricted to calculations about maximizing the good in the immediate situation you’re in. Instead, in a given situation, you need to ask: “Of the options available, which follows the rule that would maximize utility best over time, if everyone followed it?” For instance, although lying may maximize utility in a particular situation, the general rule of lying (over time, if practiced by all) doesn’t increase utility better than truth-telling. So rule utilitarianism says you have to tell the truth.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] Using rule utilitarianism, think about human rights. Although violating rights in a given situation may advance utility, it’s unlikely that a policy of violating human rights maximizes utility over time. Many authors have argued that human rights protect a person’s vital needs or freedoms, so if you live in a rights-oriented society, you’re likely to feel stable and secure in your social, economic, and psychological life. As a consequence, societies with human rights policies are, they argue, empirically happier than those that lack them. If so, a (rule) utilitarian justification for human rights is consistent with maximizing the general good, leaving (rule) utilitarianism open to the practice of respecting human rights.

				A close tie to rights: Deontology

				When it comes to human rights, the sun comes out to shine with deontology (Kant’s theory in Chapter 8). Deontology basically says individuals have strong duties to respect what follows from a recognition of the inherent dignity and value of rational beings. In fact, the language of human rights is often linked to deontological thinking about the value of rational human beings.

				[image: remember.eps] Recall that at the most fundamental level, theories of human rights seem to rest on two intuitions:

				Rights holders possess an intrinsic value that demands recognition (however that inherent value is understood by a particular theory).

				A rights holder’s inherent value, and the rights that stem from it, are absolute or at least incredibly powerful.

				Deontology provides you with a framework for talking about both of these intuitions:

				Deontologists believe that any being capable of rationality has a value that’s intrinsic and limitless. That means such beings possess a dignity that demands recognition from others. Regardless of the different ways in which human rights understand human dignity, deontology goes a long way toward providing human rights with this ground floor of value.

				Deontologists see the principles of morality — which spring from the very rationality that gives rational beings their worth — as absolutes. In this way, deontological approaches often are contrasted with utilitarian ones: No situations, according to deontology, exist in which you can ignore another being’s inherent dignity, because basic dignity always outweighs whatever utility could be secured in a given situation. Although the absolute nature of human rights principles is sometimes debated, at the very least they’re always seen as having an incredibly high priority. The deontological path provides a way to understand how you may have strong duties to obeying principles (or respecting rights) that outweigh considerations about increasing the good of others or of society as a whole.

				Worried about rights: Virtue ethics

				Virtue ethics has some concerns about rights and about rights talk. Virtue ethicists worry that rights talk presupposes a conception of personhood and human relationships that can be destructive to the very kinds of communities that are necessary in order for virtue to flourish.

				[image: remember.eps] Virtue ethics asks you to consider the project of becoming a good person, of seeking to acquire the right virtues (like deference, courage, wisdom, and filial piety), and of ridding yourself of the wrong vices (like cowardice, pettiness, or arrogance). Central to having virtues is the capacity to have the appropriate emotional, cognitive, and behavioral responses to those around you. To be a good person, it’s necessary to respond to others around you in benevolent (virtuous) ways. Many virtue ethicists argue that responding to others in virtuous benevolent ways presupposes a way of seeing one’s own nature as connected to others through relations of caring. Without embodying that care, virtue is impossible. (You can read more about virtue ethics in Chapter 6, but also note the strong connection to feminist ethics in Chapter 11.)

				[image: ponderthis.eps] Now think of rights talk. Although positive rights (those focused on helping others) are more virtue-friendly than negative ones (which are based on protecting the individual), both focus on claims of entitlements. But being a virtuous person involves a lot more than respecting what people have rights to. If human rights are central to social discourse, then virtue ethicists worry that virtue and community will wind up playing second fiddle to entitlement.

				Virtue ethicists worry that entitlement thinking is selfish and individualistic. They have a point: Entitlement directs you to what people owe you. On the other hand, when you think about duty (which virtue embraces), you think of what you should do for others. Think about John F. Kennedy’s famous claim: “Ask not what your country can do for you, but what you can do for your country.” In a way, he’s saying “Forget thinking just in terms of your rights, and start concentrating on what you owe other citizens.” In other words, perhaps rights talk is corrosive to cultivating virtue because it encourages selfishness. It’s at least worth a thought!

				Criticizing Human Rights

				Human rights currently are the cool kid on the international scene. They provide basic entitlements for the people who appear to be the most vulnerable, so from a moral point of view it looks like a no-brainer to embrace the language of human rights. Who could possibly be against rights? Still, a growing number of thinkers are opposed to the tradition of human rights. This section surveys two typical arguments that have been used (and that differ from some of the tensions you read about in the preceding section).

				Considering human rights as imperialistic

				One of the problems that plague human rights theories and language reveals a concern about imperialism. Here’s what these critics are concerned about: In trying to spread the language and practice of human rights around the globe, they worry that a Western model (or way of looking at things) is being foisted on the world.

				[image: remember.eps] The case for Western bias in human rights thinking seems at least plausible. Historically, human rights theories emerged from the (modern) Western world. Human rights tend to assume the primacy of the individual over the group or society, which some people think betrays a Western outlook — after all, perhaps human rights could be understood in ways that respect the value of the group as well (which is more Eastern). In fact, if you think just about negative rights, the focus is on protecting the sovereign individual’s dignity and freedom to choose, which to some eyes looks like a particularly modern, Western, and liberal conception of human life. Human rights give that view a concrete moral form and a strong rhetorical language.

				However, some other cultures and historical time periods reveal rival values. In some Asian cultures, for example, harmony of the group or society is seen as primary. In fact, in the 1990s some Asian nations resisted the Western focus on human rights as an affront to what they called “Asian Values.” (Though some argued that this resistance was an attempt to provide cover for their own oppressive practices.) In any event, some cultures do value authority and harmony and de-emphasize the importance of the kinds of liberty valued in places like the United States. So it seems reasonable that human rights activists should be sensitive to these differences.

				Even if cultural differences exist, simply suggesting that some cultures get a free pass on human rights (as if the concept applies just to the West) is unwise, given that it would permit or at least look the other way while massive abuses take place. As a result, you need to think through the following counter-objections to this line of reasoning:

				The origin of a concept and its justification aren’t necessarily linked. It may in fact be true (though some resist it) that the concept of human rights emerged historically from the Western tradition. But does this mean that the justification of that concept is tied to the West? After all, the concept of the triangle may have emerged in Culture X, but that doesn’t mean that the justification for the geometry of triangles only applies there.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] Using human rights language doesn’t require an agreement about the philosophical foundations about selfhood or about what values should support a belief in human rights. Many theorists have argued that a practical (not theoretical) approach to human rights allows for cultural disagreements about justification while maintaining the capacity for criticism of practices. In addition, the practical approach allows for cultural differences about implementation.

				 For instance, two cultures may agree in practice that citizens should be allowed to speak their minds, but they may disagree about why that practice should be supported and practiced. How two cultures decide to put free speech into practice may differ, even if they don’t disagree about the importance of free speech in general. If folks agree to allow divergence about justification or implementation (reasonably construed), concerns about imperialism tend to be less worrisome.

				Understanding why human rights aren’t what they seem

				No doubt the biggest argument against human rights theory goes directly for the jugular: It argues that human rights either don’t exist or are motivated by oppressive frameworks. This section takes a closer look at these two claims.

				Legal positivism: Human rights don’t exist

				The argument that human rights don’t exist stems from what’s called legal positivism. Positivists typically believe that in order for something to be true or meaningful, it has to be verifiable. So when you comment that the weather is cold, this statement is meaningful because it can be tested or verified. From a positivist point of view, then, you have to wonder how human rights claims are meaningful. After all, can a right to public education be verified?

				According to the legal positivist, only those rights that are encoded into law and enforced by institutions and courts are verifiable. So the only human rights that can exist are actual legal rights. You can check to see whether “X is a human right” makes sense by seeing whether it’s encoded in law.

				In the words of Jeremy Bentham, a pioneering utilitarian, to talk about a realm of human rights outside of the law and society is “nonsense on stilts.” In fact, according to Bentham, it’s dangerous, because it seems to invite anarchy. If the positivists are right, then talk of human rights outside the law is just empty, highfalutin talk.

				Marx: Human rights are egoist

				Karl “the Communist Manifesto” Marx has his own argument against human rights. He believed that human rights were masquerading as something they were not. According to Marx, the concept of human rights is inherently individualistic and egoistic. It leads people to think of themselves as competitors who need to be protected from one another, as opposed to citizens naturally living in community and integrally related to one another.

				Marx’s argument is like the criticism of the virtue ethicist in the previous section, but he takes the argument further. Marx thinks that a right to life, liberty, and property essentially protects the system of privilege for those who are best served by the economic status quo — capitalism. Those in power, or those who control the system, benefit when those underneath view themselves as self-interested individualistic entities in competition. After all, think about it: If you’re poor and you buy into the belief that humans are intrinsically self-interested and competitive, as long as your rights are protected, you won’t challenge the system itself in which you’re poor. You’ll just think you need to work harder in order to become like the fat-cat rich folks.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] If the central rights are negative ones and so seek to only protect the individual’s right to choose, or to interact economically with others, then there will be a thin notion of what’s morally problematic. As a result, massive inequities in goods, services, resources, or levels of income will be morally justified because no one’s right to choose is violated as a consequence. You want more? Work harder! This is just what the ruling class wants, according to Marx. As long as people are convinced that their freedom to choose is all that morally matters, they won’t have anything to complain about in a capitalist system. If the people at the bottom buy into this, so much the better for them! More hard-working drones for capitalist factories!

				Is Marx right? It’s difficult to say. At the very least, Marx’s argument is interesting. In fact, the positive rights that are most controversial in the world today — the ones that guarantee a right to goods and services — are the very ones that most capitalistic societies today tend to resist. If you buy into the need for exclusively negative freedoms that only protect liberty, is it possible that human rights talk (particularly of the negative rights variety) are simply frameworks invented by your capitalist overlords to hoodwink you?

			

			
		

	
		
			
				Chapter 16

				Getting It On: The Ethics of Sex

				In This Chapter

				Looking at the moral concerns of sex

				Discussing homosexuality

				Understanding the ethics of pornography

				Reviewing the morality of prostitution

				Probably no topic causes more moral debate than sex. Have you ever wondered why that is? Next time you’re in a public place, take a quick look around. Every person you see is a result of two people having done it. A lot of sex is going on, and without it the human species wouldn’t continue.

				But you don’t need to be a sex therapist to know that just because sex is common doesn’t mean it comes without ethical issues. In fact, when some people think about ethics and morality, the only thing they think about is sex. Some believe these issues are just relics of repressive religions or the long-past Victorian era — and some of them may be. But sex is central to relationships of all kinds, and whenever you have relationships between people, ethical issues are going to pop up. So everyone, including the church-going crowd or the old-fashioned prudes, can benefit from thinking through the ethics of sex.

				We start off this chapter with an overview of why sex has ethical issues. We then delve into some of the traditionally hot topics that arise when sex meets ethics.

				Focusing on Sexual Ethics: The High Stakes of Intercourse

				People really like having sex: It brings them closer together (literally and otherwise), it feels good, and, heck, it’s just darn good exercise. When so many benefits come together, who wouldn’t see it as something desirable? On one level, if you concentrate on these three benefits, the ethics of sex don’t seem that much different from the ethics of taking a good hike in the woods with friends.

				However, having sex and taking a hike in the woods do have some important differences. With hiking, you can’t catch life-changing diseases from your friend. Furthermore, most people feel they have a right to keep sex relatively private, and with that right to privacy comes ethical concerns not present with hiking. Finally, at least for sex, not hiking, is the first step to making babies. With baby-making comes pregnancy and a lot of (ethical and moral) responsibility. So it makes sense that people take sex a little more seriously than other kinds of leisure activities. In this section, we look at a couple of these general concerns with sexual activity.

				Explaining the standard view of sexual morality

				People who are obsessed with common-sense notions of morality love to talk about sex. The general view seems to be that while sex is morally permissible inside committed relationships (particularly married, monogamous, heterosexual relationships), it shows a lack of moral fiber to engage in sexual activity outside these relationships. Call this the standard view of sexual morality. Indeed, if someone describes you as having “loose morals,” they’re more than likely commenting on your sex life.

				[image: remember.eps] The view that most sexual activity is confined to married, heterosexual relationships is almost certainly false. Just turn on your television. But you have to remember that the standard view isn’t a view of the way things actually are. It’s an ethical view; Chapter 1 discusses that ethical views are views about the way the world should be rather than the way it currently is.

				Some people think that advocates of the standard view of sexual morality are just out to keep people from having a good time. Although some may be acting as fun police, this criticism ignores the important parts of their view that you really ought to consider. By and large, the worries about sex stem from the fact that people are strongly driven to follow their sexual urges, and the consequences of following these urges can actually be pretty dramatic. After all, how many other highly pleasurable things result in the creation of other human beings that need to be taken care of for many years in the future? People who subscribe to the standard view primarily worry about the following three risks.

				Getting knocked up

				The primary consequence of sex that the standard view centers on is pregnancy. Sex sometimes leads to pregnancy, which usually leads to babies. And babies are a lot of work. If sex resulted in being awarded a new car, you could just leave the car in the garage until someone you knew needed one. But babies require much more. They must be gestated for nine months, during which time it becomes more difficult (occasionally much more difficult) for a woman to go about her daily life. You also must consider the painful and frequently costly act of childbirth. Finally, after all that, life becomes even harder when you consider the tiny, fragile being that must be fed, clothed, and sheltered for many years.

				Babies bring a great deal of joy to people’s lives as well, but the point of drawing this out is to show that sex can lead to a lot of work after the fun. When the couple isn’t in a committed relationship, the work threatens to fall on only one person — generally one woman. The standard view of sexual morality exists to some degree because in the heat of the moment, no one is likely to think about these powerful moral responsibilities down the road.

				Of course, some ways are available to stop sex from leading to these responsibilities. Contraception, condoms, and abortion all put up barriers between sex and babies. Those alternatives aren’t all 100 percent effective, and they aren’t without their ethical detractors (particularly abortion, which you can read about in Chapter 12). But the standard view attempts to do an end run around those alternatives and prevent people from having to deal with them in the first place.

				Contracting an STD

				Another consequence that motivates the standard view of sexual morality is the possibility of catching sexually transmitted diseases (STDs). Some of these diseases can be cured with a quick dose of antibiotics, but others, like HIV/AIDS, have no known cure and can lead to death. Sexual urges can distract people from thinking about these diseases in the heat of the moment, so passing on STDs can be a particularly poignant example of something very pleasurable hiding a painful consequence.

				Of course, one can take precautions to avoid catching diseases from sex. Condoms in particular dramatically reduce the chances of getting most diseases, but they don’t eliminate the chances. A committed monogamous relationship is an even more effective way to avoid STDs (assuming partners actually are committed, monogamous, and disease free), and the standard view makes good use of that fact.

				Dealing with hurt feelings

				Another not-so-minor consequence that motivates the standard view of sexual morality is the chance of hurting another person’s feelings. Unless you’re some kind of robot sex machine, you’ve probably realized that sex comes along with some pretty big emotional consequences. Sex involves not only physical closeness, but it creates feelings of emotional intimacy as well. Many people only want to have sex with someone they feel emotionally close to, and afterward it’s common to bask in this closeness partly through making oneself emotionally vulnerable to the other.

				Although some people can separate sex from these powerful emotions, doing so may not be desirable. When one partner desires an emotional connection that the other doesn’t, it can lead to pain and regret. A roll in the hay can be a lot of fun, but to make your entire sex life only about the fun of the act leaves some people with empty feelings. Certainly it can be a big mess if one partner wants the entire encounter to just be about fun, while the other wants love, warmth, and future emotional encounters. Sometimes sexual partners even play on these recognized wants, promising emotional connections that they aren’t prepared to offer in exchange for sex. This implies insensitivity, deception, and even manipulation.

				It’s not always possible to sort these things out when you’re seeing paradise by the dashboard lights, but it would be disrespectful to assume that the person you’re about to jump in the backseat can handle whatever you want to happen the next morning. Even though committed relationships are no guarantee of emotional stability, the standard view’s insistence on them encourages emotional expectations to be settled beforehand.

				Evaluating the morality of sex under the standard view

				The previous section presents the standard view’s concerns about the possible consequences of having sex outside of a committed relationship. According to popular morality as represented by the standard view of sexual morality, committed relationships are the best way to minimize the risks associated with these consequences. So does that mean sex out of wedlock is immoral? That question turns out to be a difficult one to answer.

				[image: remember.eps] One thing you can conclude is that sex in general comes with risks, including emotional risks (yes, even for men). The risks can be managed — though not perfectly — and committed relationships go a long way toward minimizing these risks. But risky behavior isn’t inherently immoral or unethical. People invest in the stock market all the time, sometimes on very risky companies, but few people would say that what they’re doing is immoral.

				Just because risky behavior isn’t inherently immoral, though, doesn’t mean that it lacks moral dimensions. A moral life has to be, to some degree, a responsible life. So wanton disregard of the risks associated with sexual activity shows a dangerous disregard of one’s responsibilities. Taking no precautions against pregnancy, STDs, or hurting other people’s feelings proves so risky that it veers toward the immoral side of irresponsibility. Managing the risks, then, either through a committed relationship or other means, would distance you from the charge of irresponsibility.

				Living up to one’s responsibilities isn’t always easy, particularly when sexual urges are so strong and sex feels so good. So concern about sexual morality seems to matter more for younger people than for people who have reached a certain level of maturity. After all, handling the possible consequences of sex is difficult when you don’t have the financial, medical, and emotional means that come with maturity. Heck, if sex didn’t feel good until people were mature enough to engage in it responsibly, maybe popular morality wouldn’t be so preoccupied with it!

				[image: remember.eps] Deciding to keep sex within the confines of a committed relationship, as the standard view urges, becomes a reliable way of ensuring that you’re living with a responsible amount of risk in your life. If the morality of sex is all about minimizing risks, then the standard view would be a good line to follow. But perhaps the standard view also has a blind spot for people’s abilities to responsibly manage a sex life outside of traditional, heterosexual married life. This blind spot would suggest that while the standard view gets a lot right, it isn’t the whole truth about sexual morality.

				Debating Homosexuality

				The ethics of sex in today’s society often focuses on whether it’s morally acceptable to have sexual relationships with people of the same sex. This focus isn’t just a theoretical worry, because some people do want to have sexual relationships with people of the same sex. But others energetically object to these relationships. This section takes a closer look at this debate.

				[image: warning_bomb.eps] Some people object to homosexuality on the grounds that they find homosexual relationships distasteful or disgusting. Unfortunately, this argument doesn’t work so well as an ethical argument. It may make for a good reason not to engage in homosexual acts, but why exactly would it serve as a good reason for other people — in particular those people who find the acts rather appealing — not to engage in them? After all, many people (including co-author Adam) find Brussels sprouts disgusting, but this isn’t good reason for co-author Chris not to eat them, especially if he likes them. Disgust may give one person a reason not to engage in an activity, but without further argument, it doesn’t give other people that reason. After all, why should one person’s subjective tastes dictate another person’s lifestyle, and more importantly, why should taste have any ethical significance whatsoever?

				Looking at natural law theory and the ethics of being LGBT

				One primary argument against homosexual relationships comes from a certain strand of thinking in an ethical tradition called natural law theory (though you should note that not all natural law theorists would argue this way). According to natural law theory, the laws of nature are set by God to help humans along. Thus human nature — and human bodies — must be used and understood in the ways that fulfill their true purposes. The purpose or primary function of sexual organs and sexual activity is said to be the procreation of the human race. Homosexual activity, then, is thought to subvert this natural purpose because it doesn’t use sexual activity to promote procreation.

				For the following several reasons, however, critics argue that this argument doesn’t seem strong enough to make homosexual relationships immoral:

				Despite the name, homosexual relationships are about more than just having sex. As with heterosexual couples, the vast majority of time in most homosexual relationships isn’t spent having sex but participating in activities that all sorts of people do together: cooking, walking, dining, watching television, going to the theater, and so on. So even if this strand of natural law theory is right about homosexual sex, it’s difficult to see how it’s right about feelings of love and affection for someone of the same sex.

				The function of romantic love isn’t just procreation. One could argue that the purpose of romantic love is procreation as well, which would directly challenge the morality of homosexual relationships as a whole. However, this argument threatens a different problem altogether: If romantic love should only be used to urge procreation in relationships, then couples who elect not to have children would be just as immoral as homosexual couples who can’t have children. In fact, one could argue that couples who choose not to have children are actually doing something worse, because they’re at least capable of creating the little buggers.

				 The function of sex isn’t just procreation. This way of responding to the natural law theory argument works for the purpose of sexual activity as well. If all acts of sex must serve the ultimate interests of procreation, a lot of heterosexual fooling around looks like it’s immoral as well. Sex during pregnancy, sex with condoms or contraception, sex during nonfertile times of the month, sex for couples after menopause, sex after a vasectomy, and really any sex just for the sake of pleasure or intimacy seems to be morally forbidden. This argument is difficult for most people to swallow.

				[image: remember.eps] One consistent position on the immorality of homosexual relationships exists using a natural law argument. Someone could bite the bullet and argue that all sex, except for the purposes of procreation, is morally unacceptable. But this position seems to be at odds with almost all natural human behavior and the vast majority of people’s moral intuitions. Perhaps, if there’s a natural purpose to sex, it’s about more than just procreation. If that’s so, homosexual urges may be just another way that human beings enjoy themselves.

				Pondering tradition and same-sex marriage

				One of the biggest debates of the late 20th and early 21st centuries in the United States concerns not just whether people of the same sex should have sex, but whether people of the same sex should be allowed to legally marry. The two sides break down their opinions as such:

				One side claims that the institution of marriage has always been between a man and a woman and that society should preserve this institution as is. Usually, these critics argue that legalizing same-sex marriage will lead to nasty consequences for society as a whole and families in particular. But even if it doesn’t, they argue that it’s not a great idea to change the meaning of long-standing institutions too quickly. According to these folks, who’s to say that the homosexual relationships, which many view as promiscuous and dangerous, won’t tarnish the established safety and monogamy of marriage?

				The other side argues that marriage as an institution has always evolved to accommodate changing views of human relationships. The norm in the Western world used to allow men to have as many wives as they could afford (or, if you were Henry VIII, as many as the Church of England would let you have). But gradually monogamy overtook polygamy (marriage between more than two people), and the institution of marriage adapted. Until the 20th century, interracial marriage was seen as dangerous and immoral, but most clear-thinking people nowadays see this restriction as an embarrassing and outdated prejudice. Why shouldn’t marriage between two loving, consenting adults of the same sex be the next prejudice to fall? Doesn’t it seem strange to label homosexuals as promiscuous while denying them access to the fundamental monogamous institution in Western societies?

				[image: ponderthis.eps] Although marriage between same-sex couples hasn’t been a widespread institution until recently and is untested in the long term, untested doesn’t exactly mean harmful. Can you think of any additional harm that may come to society from allowing same-sex couples to get married? Some critics of same-sex marriage, in a rush to condemn a practice they find odd, express fear that homosexual marriage will lead to the eventual legalization of marriages between humans and animals or to the return of polygamous marriages. But these criticisms don’t always pan out:

				The legalization of human-animal relationships: Critics point out that a crucial difference exists between same-sex marriage and human-animal relationships: consent. For instance, a child shouldn’t be lawfully allowed to marry an adult because the child can’t actually give consent to be married. He or she would be too young for the consent to actually mean what it needs to mean. Exactly the same thing can be said for one’s pets or other animals.

				The reemergence of polygamy: Here critics can’t go so fast. In principle it seems possible that multiple adults could actually consent to live together in a marriage (though in the real world, polygamous marriages often have been a tool to oppress women, so consent really flies out the window). As a result, nothing about consent seems to be limited to two people.

				 But it’s difficult to see why same-sex marriage would make people more likely to want to consent to committed polygamous relationships. Perhaps the argument is that once you take down one barrier to marriage, many more will threaten to fall as well. Unfortunately, such an argument looks like it may indict interracial marriage as well. After all, interracial marriage was the first barrier to marriage to come down in a long while. But not many people see interracial marriage as anything like a moral problem any more. Might same-sex marriage seem just as normal 40 years down the line?

				Tackling Exploitation in the Ethics of Pornography

				Much pornography is protected speech according to U.S. law, and most other countries in the Western world view it the same way. However, the production and consumption of pornography is still an important ethical issue to consider. You can find pornographic material starring both men and women, but largely the ethical qualms people have with pornography deal with its portrayal of women.

				[image: warning_bomb.eps] Certain types of pornography are unquestionably immoral, including videos or pictures in which people aren’t willing participants. This goes for all pornography involving children, who can’t ethically or legally consent to sexual activity, and unwilling adult participants (either because they’re forced to perform sexual acts or because they’re drugged). No one defends this type of pornography, nor does any ethical defense seem even remotely plausible. This type of pornography is simply rape on film. Filming and distributing such atrocities may even make the behavior depicted morally worse. We can’t think of a harsh enough punishment for this kind of behavior, which is more properly attributed to monsters than human beings.

				Wondering whether pornography is simply freedom of expression

				When looking at the issue of pornography from an ethical standpoint, you can easily see that it’s not a clear-cut argument. That’s because so many people look at the issue differently. Some people think pornography is morally unacceptable. Others think that opponents of pornography are just too sexually uptight. According to these folks, if two people willingly take their clothes off or have sex in front of a camera and post the pictures to the Internet, who should have the right to stop them? Many defenders of pornography argue that models use their bodies in pictures and videos all the time without causing a moral uproar in society. Why should the ethics of taking off a couple more articles of clothing matter? Aren’t pornographic pictures and videos just modeling gone one step further?

				So the question is: Does banning pornography infringe on someone’s freedom of expression? After all, it doesn’t seem wrong to have a camera in the room when one is undressing or having sex. It also doesn’t seem wrong to have that camera turned on and recording. It would probably be wrong (and freaky levels of weird) to force people to watch your sex tape, but consumers of pornography aren’t being forced into anything. So why would it be unethical to distribute pornographic content made by people who want to make it to people who want to see it?

				[image: ponderthis.eps] Where do you think the line of free expression should be drawn? Society, including the government, has a long history of restricting people’s freedoms of expression because those expressions make other people uncomfortable. Pornography makes some people uncomfortable about sex. So what? Living in a free society means that sometimes you’re uncomfortable. In fact, some feminists even jump on the pro-pornography bandwagon, citing the past dangers to feminist causes from censorship and the restrictions a pornography ban would put on women’s rights to do what they want with their bodies. You have to ask yourself: Should the government be trusted to regulate freedom of expression about sex? As long as everyone is willingly participating, it’s difficult to see why the government should get involved.

				[image: remember.eps] In fact, some people believe that pornography may have a beneficial effect on society for two reasons:

				Some argue that pornography helps society by expanding its sexual horizons. People find out about things that they may want to do in the bedroom that they hadn’t considered before.

				Some argue that pornography allows people overwhelmed by sexual desire to dissolve their passions in a harmless way. Without pornography, perhaps these people would be more likely to commit sexual assault or battery.

				Understanding the anti-pornography perspective

				Despite worries about censorship, some argue that permitting the sale, distribution, and production of pornography is ethically wrong. (Some problems exist when it comes to distinguishing pornography from other kinds of graphic sexuality, like erotica. One judge famously said hardcore pornography was difficult to define, “but I know it when I see it!” We skip over this issue of categorizing pornography here.)

				The argument that anti-pornography advocates give is that pornography has the following affects:

				It causes harm to society. Think about the massive amount of pornography on the Internet today. Is it really in the best interests of society that this material is just floating around, waiting for anyone to see? Maybe not, if you consider the support groups for pornography addiction that have sprung up around the world. After all, in these groups, people tell stories of families broken apart by a husband’s or wife’s compulsive need to watch pornography or explore urges that he or she didn’t have before becoming addicted. Similarly, young people who encounter hardcore pornography may come to think of what’s depicted in it as the norm, leading to strained or dangerous relationships with their partners. At the very least, risks that society hasn’t fully grasped do exist.

				It causes harm to women. Some people believe that harm that doesn’t have a definite victim can’t actually be harm, making harm to society a moot point. To respond to these people, anti-pornography advocates cite demonstrable harm to women from the prevalence of hardcore pornographic material. Men who see painful or abusive sexual acts in pornography intuitively seem more likely to evolve a preference for those kinds of activities with their partners. While responsible adults may seek their partner’s consent before emulating what they see in pornography, this may not always be the case.

				 Some anti-pornography advocates also worry that hardcore pornographic material may awaken urges in some people that they can’t so easily suppress. These people may be tempted to aggressively seek what they see in pornography from less-than-willing women. While certainly not all men will experience this lack of willpower, it’s not difficult to see how limiting the supply of “fake-rape porn” would decrease the chance of harm to women.

				It silences women and promotes unjust stereotypes. Some feminists argue that while the harms of pornography to women may not be immediately obvious, some forms of pornography may reinforce negative stereotypes of women as mere objects of sexual desire without rights and dignity of their own in the eyes of men. Hardcore pornography doesn’t usually depict sex as an equal opportunity activity for men and women. Often the focus is on the man using the woman in all sorts of degrading ways.

				For young people developing their views of sexuality or for adults exposed to a constant stream of hardcore pornography, it may be difficult not to internalize these depictions of women. And if these men do internalize these views of women, they may end up treating women as mere objects of desire as opposed to free and equal members of the human race. You have to ask yourself whether you would really want your own daughter to be viewed the way men view women in hardcore pornography and what kind of effect on her life this treatment would have.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] In the end, the debate about the ethics and legality of pornography comes down to whether the risks of harm and marginalization of women and society outweigh the risks of taking away someone’s freedom of expression. It’s difficult to decide on a course of action with such strong arguments on each side. But at least now you know the rough contours of the debate.

				Paying for It: Is Prostitution Ethical?

				For some people sex is more than just fun, personal, and stimulating. For them sex is business. Good business. The world definitely doesn’t have a shortage of the world’s oldest profession: prostitution. Despite its presence in nearly every culture, the main question is this: Is prostitution ethical? Should one of the most personal acts people engage in be put up for sale?

				No one really grows up wanting to be a prostitute. It’s a job that people tend to fall into when they want to make extra money or when they desperately need money to support their basic needs (or addictions). Put this together with the inherent riskiness of sexual activity (refer to the earlier section “Focusing on Sexual Ethics: The High Stakes of Intercourse” for more on the risks), and prostitution looks a little more ethically dubious than, say, making quilts for a living.

				[image: remember.eps] Not everything human beings do has to express the inherent dignity of humanity, but it’s better if everyone spends time on pursuits that don’t challenge their dignity too frequently. The problem with prostitution is that it threatens to do just that. Even if prostitutes are perfectly capable of maintaining their own self-worth while performing sexual favors for money, it’s likely that their clients don’t see it that way. Prostitutes are a means to a client’s sexual ends, but it can be awfully difficult for a client to demonstrate the respect for a prostitute that may be due. If people don’t always treat retail workers with respect, how much worse will they treat people who offer to rent out their body?

				Because humans are social beings, it becomes far too easy to internalize a lack of respect of others. This lack of respect diminishes one’s own sense of dignity and can lead to riskier behavior in other parts of life. Hollywood may love to sell the image of a noble call-girl comfortable on the street corner and in a ball gown, but the difficulties of navigating those two different worlds are much more severe than it looks in the movies.

				[image: warning_bomb.eps] Just because prostitution may not be the best ethical choice in the world doesn’t mean that prostitutes are automatically bad people. Good people can certainly make bad life choices. But bad choices are fundamentally corrosive to one’s integrity (see Chapter 1 on living a life of integrity), so you don’t want to be messing around with them just for the fun of it.


				Examining the legality of prostitution

				Although prostitution may not be a virtuous or dignified profession from an ethical standpoint, it’s an entirely different question whether it is ethically acceptable for society to have laws against it. Should someone really be able to sell his or her body for money? Parties camp on both sides of this debate, and they both have interesting arguments.

				The argument against legalization goes like this: Prostitution is illegal almost everywhere in the United States except Nevada. The goal of most of these laws is to discourage prostitution. The simple truth is that if something is illegal, it’s more difficult to get or to do. Its illegality makes prostitution rarer than it may otherwise be, and with the dangers to prostitutes (see the section “Paying for It: Is Prostitution Ethical?”), many people agree its limitation is a good thing. Making prostitution illegal doesn’t make it go away, but it does add that extra layer of disapproval that keeps some people from selling their bodies and other people from trying to buy sexual favors. This scarcity isn’t just about encouraging virtue and discouraging sex. Ideally it also helps prevent sexually transmitted diseases and unwanted pregnancies from unprotected sex.

				Immanuel Kant says, “In the kingdom of ends everything has either a price or a dignity. What has a price can be replaced by something else as its equivalent; what on the other hand is above all price and therefore admits of no equivalent has a dignity.” Applied to prostitution, this forms the argument that sex is something that one may not want to have legally available in the marketplace. After all, society just doesn’t allow people to sell some things. These include human beings (adults and children), certain drugs and plants, and human organs. Prohibiting the sale of these things guards people’s inherent dignity, and the same could be said of prostitution. If society treats prostitutes’ bodies as something with a price rather than a dignity, sex itself may become divorced from the intimate and powerful place it has in many people’s hearts. (Refer to Chapter 8 for more on Kant.)

				On the flip side, proponents of the legalization of prostitution argue that current laws against prostitution not only violate people’s rights, but make everything worse for prostitutes. Prostitution may not be the world’s most desirable career, but its conditions are a lot better when it’s out in the open. Proponents of legalizing prostitution rely on the following two arguments:

				People have a right to do what they want with their bodies. High-priced prostitutes can make a lot of money doing something some people enjoy. For poorer women, prostitution can be the difference between poverty and extreme poverty. If people want to work in coal mines where they breathe in harmful amounts of dust and risk being caught in cave-ins, they’re allowed to. What makes sex work so much different? Isn’t this all just one big double standard? Just like with other dangerous jobs, prostitution carries risks. But those who desire legal prostitution for adults point out that prostitutes are capable of understanding and consenting to those risks.

				When prostitution is legal, it can be regulated, which would make the lives of prostitutes better. In the Netherlands, where prostitution is legal and sex workers have unionized, the government makes sure that prostitutes get regular screenings for sexually transmitted diseases. As a result, the job is seen as much safer. If prostitution is illegal and someone fails to pay a prostitute for his or her services, the prostitute can’t just call up the police and get the buyer arrested. When prostitution is legal, not paying is considered illegal theft of services — like not paying a chef for the food he or she prepared for you.

				Of course, making prostitution legal doesn’t make it free of risk. Prostitutes work in unusually close quarters with their clients, and those clients aren’t always the most savory characters in the world. But if the risks can be minimized, maybe one should let consenting adults do what consenting adults want to do.

			


		

	
		
			
				Chapter 17

				Looking Out for the Little Guy: Ethics and Animals

				In This Chapter

				Introducing animal rights and why animals deserve them

				Looking at the issue of experimenting on animals

				Determining the morality of eating animals

				Modern life seems to be expanding the sphere of ethical consideration. Discouraging racism and sexism is now mainstream, whereas 200 years ago women and slaves were considered property. Should we now enlarge the ethical sphere further to protect animals? Or is it enough to look out for the interests of our own species?

				Many people in today’s society easily forget that much of human civilization still rests on the backs of animals. But after you remember this, should it trouble you? It’s tempting to think that it shouldn’t. After all, humans are the top of the food chain. However, even the most proud human beings can’t help but cringe when they hear about the treatment of dogs in dog-fighting rings or the way cows, pigs, and chickens are treated on modern factory-farm lots. It’s pretty ugly stuff.

				Face it: Animals don’t have dominance over the planet, and they can’t stand up for themselves the way humans can. So, if ethics requires humanity to protect animals, it’s really humanity’s job to take the lead. The fact that animals suffer seems to suggest that they deserve some kind of protection, so humanity has some work to do.

				In this chapter, you look at some of the basic arguments for the ethical treatment of animals, including arguments by modern-day philosophers like Peter Singer. We then look at two separate applications of these arguments: using animals in experiments and using animals for food.

				Focusing on the Premise of Animal Rights

				Usually when people discuss ethics, they’re talking about the ethical duties of human beings toward other human beings. The 19th and 20th centuries saw the introduction of a new subject for ethical concern: animals. Why animals, you may ask? The main reason people have for including animals in ethical thinking is that animals turn out to share lots of what makes humanity ethically special. This shouldn’t be too surprising; humans are animals! The rest of the animal kingdom has the capacity to experience pain and pleasure just like humans.

				[image: remember.eps] This topic may seem a tad silly to some people. “If we haven’t solved humanity’s ethical problems, why in the world should we concern ourselves with animals?” they may wonder. Isn’t it being a little overly sensitive to worry about eating a cheeseburger when humans are murdering each other and some kids go without food altogether? Philosophers who study humanity’s ethical duties to animals suggest that the answer is no for two reasons:

				Life would be slow going if humans constrained themselves to eliminating only the most despicable evils first. Societies need to stop people from murdering one another, but that doesn’t mean citizens shouldn’t also work at keeping their promises and preventing black eyes. Humans are capable of improving themselves on several levels at once, aren’t they?

				The reasons to be ethical to other human beings also seem to count for animals. If you’re refraining from hitting other human beings because it would cause them harm, you may want to consider whether the same reason applies to animals.

				Here’s an example to help you understand what we mean: When Adam is behind on a deadline, Chris may want to beat him with a stick until he submits something. That wouldn’t be terribly ethical, though, because it would cause Adam a great deal of pain and suffering. If causing pain and suffering is a good ethical reason not to do something, it should be a good ethical reason not to harm any organism that can feel pain and suffering.

				Jeremy Bentham (whom we discuss in Chapter 7) had this very idea. He argued for including animals in ethical reasoning this way: “. . . the question is not, ‘Can they reason?’ nor ‘Can they talk?’ but ‘Can they suffer?’”

				The following sections call into question whether humans are superior to animals and explore some of the similarities that make animals much more important than you may have thought.

				Questioning whether humans really are superior to animals

				Humanity’s relationship with animals is complicated. Humans use oxen as beasts of burden in the field, dogs as trusted pets and companions, and cows for the occasional cheeseburger. But for most of human history, humans have viewed animals as lesser beings. Humans see animals as tools or resources for their own purposes rather than as equals. In fact, this has been one of the secrets of human success.

				Here are a few reasons that explain why folks believe in human superiority over animals:

				Humans’ capacity for thought: Many believe human beings are superior because of their capacity for sophisticated thought. It’s not altogether clear, however, that animals can’t think or that thinking should be the ethical barometer humans think it is.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] Animals do a lot more thinking than humans give them credit for. When you look out into the animal kingdom, you see cats contemplating how to pounce on their prey, orangutans and other primates involved in bitter turf wars that require coordinated action, and even crows that can learn to use tools. Animals appear to be using their brains in activity that sure looks a lot like thinking! And although humans are capable of far greater feats of thinking than any animal we know about — it’s not like animals go around solving Sudoku or doing nuclear physics — perhaps humans only differ from animals in how they think and in what they think about, not whether they can think at all.

				 But even if animals can think, why should thinking be the ability that’s used to mark off humanity’s superiority? Sure, thinking is pretty useful, but other animals can do some pretty useful things as well. Birds, for instance, can fly. Some fish spend their whole lives in pressurized environments that would instantly kill human beings. Cockroaches will survive long after nuclear explosions. If these animals were the ones making the ethical rules, maybe birds would be discriminating against “inferior” human beings who lack the capacity for flight.

				The Bible: Some of the explanation for human superiority over animals is in the Western world’s cultural ties to the Bible. In Genesis, God gives Adam (not your humble coauthor, obviously!) dominion over the animal kingdom. But remember that even cultures that have never heard of the Bible use animals for human purposes.

				Animals’ lack of souls: In Western philosophy, the view of animals as beneath human beings is reinforced by centuries of thought maintaining that animals are separated from humans by their lack of a soul. René Descartes, the French philosopher famous for coining the phrase “I think therefore I am,” maintained that animals’ lack of souls meant they weren’t “thinking things.” He thought that because of this, they couldn’t experience pleasure and pain. This made them no different from other mechanical machines, which most people would agree are owed no form of ethical respect.

				[image: warning_bomb.eps] Be careful with this rationale. You probably shouldn’t side with Descartes here. Modern views of animals have left this view behind for the most part. It’s difficult enough to argue that humans have souls, let alone animals.

				Seeing why Peter Singer says animals feel pain too

				The reason pain and suffering matters in discussions of animal rights is that an awful lot of unethical actions involve causing unwanted pain. Stabbing, beating, abuse, torture, getting killed and eaten, and lots of other wicked things revolve around pain. If you’re in pain, you generally have a reason to stop that pain. If someone else is in unwanted pain, you also have a reason to stop that pain. If it’s wrong to subject humans to unwanted painful sensations, it’s probably wrong to subject animals to those sensations as well.

				Perhaps the most famous advocate of animal rights in recent years is philosopher Peter Singer. Singer is widely credited with igniting the modern animal rights movement with his book Animal Liberation. His main reasoning is utilitarian: Singer wants as little suffering and as much happiness to exist in the world as possible. Unfortunately, when most people think of suffering, they only think of human suffering. But animals suffer too. So Singer wants to include them in ethical thinking as well. To do this, he invokes what he calls the principle of equal consideration of interests. This principle states that humanity should give equal weight in its moral deliberations to the like interests of all those affected by its actions. By “like interests,” Singer refers to the pains and pleasures that both animals and humans feel.

				[image: warning_bomb.eps] Don’t be fooled by the word “equal” here. Singer doesn’t really mean that all animals are equal to humans in every way and that they deserve the exact same rights humans have. Should an adult mouse get the right to vote? That would be silly. Rather, Singer means that animal suffering deserves equal consideration in ethical decisions. Singer thinks one shouldn’t discount animal pain just because it belongs to an animal — it’s still suffering, and it should be considered right alongside human suffering when deciding what to do.

				In fact, equal consideration of animal interests doesn’t even mean that harming an animal is always as bad as harming a human being. Face it: Nature can be rough. Most animals are constantly on the verge of starvation unless the day’s hunt or forage is a success, are constantly being pursued by predators, and never take a hot shower. But animals also don’t have the intricate psychologies human beings have. Animals lose their counterparts to predators everyday in some herds, but the anguish human beings have when losing a family member is probably far greater in terms of actual suffering. So if you had no other option than killing your child or killing a puppy, Singer would probably say you should kill the puppy. Killing the puppy would almost certainly lead to less overall suffering in the world. This action would still be in line with the principle of equal consideration of interests.

				[image: warning_bomb.eps] At this point, considering the ethical rights of animals can seem like too much. It’s tempting to counter that ethics will be too limiting if it doesn’t try to consider all pain and suffering. After all, if animals are included in the principle of equal consideration of interests, why not plants or rocks? Why leave them out?

				You know that animals suffer pain in the same way that humans suffer pain because of their behaviors. You know when you’re in pain because of the painful sensations you feel. But how do you know when other human beings are in pain? You can’t feel their painful sensations, but you can be relatively sure that someone else is in pain by looking at their behaviors. If someone is slashed by a sword, screams, wails, and attempts to cover the cut, you can be pretty sure that person is in pain. The reason you can be so certain is that when you feel painful sensations, you also see yourself screaming, wailing, and so on. Thus when you see an animal displaying pain behavior, you conclude that the animal is in pain just like its human counterpart would be. The same can’t be said for plants and rocks — you need some kind of nervous system to feel pain and behave like you feel pain. (Though you may want to check out Chapter 13 on environmental ethics just in case.)

				Being wary of speciesism

				Although human beings are used to seeing themselves as superior to animals, if Jeremy Bentham (see Chapter 7 for more on him), Peter Singer, and other philosophers are right, animals are similar to human beings in an ethically important way: both feel pain and suffering. If someone ignores suffering just because it’s animal suffering, Singer suggests he or she can be accused of speciesism, or discriminating against animals simply because they aren’t human.

				To explain why speciesism is ethically wrong according to Singer, just ask yourself why racism and sexism are wrong. The problem isn’t with people seeing differences that aren’t there. Men and women are different in important biological ways, and ethnicities do differ in their appearances and customs. But these differences aren’t ethically important differences. One’s ethnic background, for instance, doesn’t make one more deserving of moral consideration than anyone else.


				Tom Regan’s stronger version of animal rights

				If you’re passionate about animal rights, Tom Regan may be your man. Regan thinks basing animal rights on suffering doesn’t go far enough. He wants animal rights that can’t be overridden simply because they would increase humanity’s overall happiness.

				Regan argues that pain and suffering aren’t the only things that human beings share with animals. Also important are belief, memory, perception, and a sense of the future. He calls any being (human or not) that possesses these qualities the subject-of-a-life, and he believes all subjects-of-lives possess inherent value. From this premise, he argues that all beings that possess inherent value have rights. The defenses of animal rights presented in this chapter end up weighing animal suffering against benefits to humans at some point. Regan doesn’t think this kind of calculation respects beings with rights. To him, having a right means that it’s respected come hell or high water, no matter how much happiness it would create for someone to ignore it.

				Regan’s defense of animal rights has more far-reaching effects than Peter Singer’s (or someone like him). Singer, for instance, would allow medical testing on animals if the suffering could be minimized and humanity would experience huge benefits. Regan believes this kind of testing would directly violate animal rights. It would still be unethical, despite the benefits. It goes without saying that Regan also believes we shouldn’t hunt animals or kill them in other ways in order to eat them.



				[image: remember.eps] The charge of speciesism works in the same way as racism and sexism: It denies that an animal’s species should be an ethically important difference to people. This isn’t to say that ethically important differences don’t exist between species. They do. As discussed earlier, adult humans have a much deeper capacity to experience pain (and pleasure!) than most other animals. But if this is true, the deep capacity to experience pain and pleasure is the ethically important difference between humans and animals — not the fact that they belong to different species.

				Singer argues this point with an analogy between profoundly mentally handicapped adult human beings and animals. Some injuries and mental disabilities can decrease one’s capacity for rational thought so severely that it can be difficult to argue that someone is even capable of rational thought. But just because persons are severely mentally handicapped doesn’t give anyone the right to perform grisly medical experiments on them. And it certainly wouldn’t make it right for anyone to eat them. Despite the lack of rational thinking, the severely mentally handicapped are still capable of pain and suffering.

				[image: remember.eps] In short, Singer’s point makes it pretty obvious that harming someone just because they aren’t as mentally advanced as the rest of humanity is ethically wrong. According to Singer, ethics demands that you either get much more comfortable with discriminating against the severely mentally handicapped or that you cease discriminating against animals that don’t have the developed capacity for rational thought. Of course, Singer doesn’t really want you to discriminate against the mentally handicapped. He just wants you to be consistent. He asks that you apply the same standard to all organisms with the same mental capacities.

				Some people simply can’t handle Singer’s point about the mentally handicapped; they get a bit annoyed at the comparison. They say that the relevant ethical difference between the severely mentally handicapped and advanced animals is that the mentally handicapped are human. But how is this argument different from saying that despite intellectual equality, the ethical difference between men and women is that men are men? Singer would say that no difference exists in argument. To him, the latter argument is sexist and the former is speciesist, plain and simple.

				Experimenting on Animals for the Greater Good

				Because of the unavoidable fact that animals, like humans, experience pain and suffering, many people want to reexamine the institutions, policies, and practices within human civilization that cause or lead to animal pain and suffering. One practice concerns experimentation performed on animals. You can boil down the debate about animal experimentation to a simple question: Are the benefits to humanity worth the suffering caused to animals? As with most tough ethical questions, the answer isn’t that clear cut.

				When looking at this issue, make sure you realize that humans don’t run experiments because they want to be cruel. In fact, the experiments are often done because humans don’t want to be cruel to other humans. However, concerned animal rights supporters wonder whether the knowledge gained is worth the suffering of the animals.

				The following sections discuss this issue more in depth and contemplate the ethical considerations for the different kinds of animal experimentation.

				The main rationale for experimenting: Harming animals saves humans

				Throughout most of human history, animals have been seen as a resource for human beings to use as they see fit. This rationale likely didn’t seem strange or unethical to people at first because animals were being used everywhere for human purposes. Agriculture, entertainment, and even transportation revolved around the use of animals for human ends. Animals were seen as no different from the tools in your garage. It shouldn’t be surprising, then, to find out that animals are used in experiments within the medical profession.

				Some animal experiments are performed to test medical procedures that will one day be used on human beings. This type of research has a long history of benefits to humanity. Cancer treatments, open-heart surgery, and modern vaccines were all tested extensively on animals before they were used on human beings. These tests allowed researchers to see what the harmful effects of a treatment may be before they caused any human suffering.

				If animal suffering doesn’t matter to you, it’s likely that you’re not worried about this practice — you may even be excited by how it could help the human race. Many people are repulsed by the amount of suffering that takes place in some animal experiments, so these experiments create an ethical dilemma (take a look at the earlier section entitled “Being wary of speciesism” for more on why animal suffering should matter to you). But even someone who cares about animal suffering can see that the suffering of animals in the case of medical experiments may be outweighed by the benefits to humanity.

				The downside to stopping all animal experiments is a significantly higher waiting period for drugs, medical procedures, and consumer products that may leave lots of human suffering in its wake. Given how much animal trials matter to medical advances and people’s general aversion to testing procedures on actual human beings, some new drugs and medical procedures possibly could never be approved.

				[image: remember.eps] Animal rights supporters have a difficult time responding to the argument that animal experiments decrease overall suffering, because their reasons for protecting animals hinge on creating less suffering overall. So if animal experimentation does reduce overall suffering, animal rights supporters don’t have much to say. But these supporters do point to some important limitations of animal testing that you should remember:

				Human biology differs dramatically from animal biology in many ways. Animal tests are — at best — inconclusive about whether a drug or procedure will be safe for humans. Worse, they may lead scientists to incorrectly believe that what’s being tested is safe, when testing on actual humans may reveal otherwise. In the end, many animals could suffer for no human benefit.

				Animal testing may decrease the amount of research being done to establish other methods of testing. These methods, such as testing drugs on donated human tissues (as opposed to whole, live human beings), could, in the end, prove more accurate about the risks to humans while avoiding animal suffering altogether.


				Pontificating about PETA

				You may be surprised to be reading through this chapter without seeing a mention of the people who throw red paint (to mimic the “blood” of animals) on those who wear expensive fur coats, or of folks who wear hemp clothing and march in groups that chant “meat is murder!” If you believe in the ethical treatment of animals, don’t you have to do these crazy things now and then?

				Maybe not. At this point, a debate still rages about what “ethical treatment” actually requires. But the animal rights movement has led to the formation of a number of different animal rights groups, and the most vocal (and thus the most familiar) group out there is PETA, or People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals. Not all animal rights activists believe that animal rights are quite this absolute, but to many PETA has become the public face of the struggle for animal rights. PETA believes ethical respect for animals requires that humans have no right to eat, wear, experiment on, or use animals for their entertainment. Thus, they oppose experiments on animals that may be done for the greater good of humanity.

				PETA’s tactics range all the way from creative theatrical displays in which members wear makeup and lock themselves in cages to confronting people on the street with graphic videos from actual animal experiments and slaughterhouses. Using these tactics, PETA has grown faster and is more visible than other animal rights organizations, but even those who agree with its views sometimes find themselves in disagreement with its tactics. Some people believe that the dire nature of animal suffering necessitates some of PETA’s more extreme measures. Others believe that an uninformed public will actually be less receptive to animal rights due to these tactics.

				Your humble authors aren’t even remotely interested in telling you which side is right here. We just think it’s important to separate arguments for animal rights from arguments about the tactics used to bring about those rights.



				Debating animal testing of consumer products

				The use of animals in experiments isn’t limited to medical experiments. Many companies have turned to testing their products on animals in order to make sure they’re safe for human use. Cosmetics, shampoo, food additives, pet foods, and cleaning products have all been tested on animals in the past. If you’re looking for a middle ground in the debate over animal experimentation, it would be to keep life-saving medical experiments while ending the testing of consumer products on animals.

				[image: remember.eps] You may wonder why the ethics of testing consumer products differs from the ethics of testing medical procedures (we discuss medical testing in the previous section). Isn’t the situation the same? Aren’t these experiments necessary to reduce human suffering? Well, yes, they may reduce human suffering, but they differ in that they surely aren’t necessary in many cases. This point makes the suffering seem way above and beyond what’s necessary.

				With medical experimentation, the justification for the treatment of animals stems from the belief that the drugs or procedures are essential to human life. You can picture animal experimenters saying, “We wish it weren’t necessary to do heart transplants, because doing them forces us to inflict agony on animals. But, sadly, human lives are at stake.” Can you make the same claim for a new brand of lipstick? Probably not, which makes the whole enterprise seem a lot more ethically problematic. Sure, people get safer products, but at what ethical cost?

				[image: ponderthis.eps] You may not have found the particular shade of lipstick that’s perfect for you, but wouldn’t you rather choose one of the existing shades than subject an animal to painful experiments and death to find a new shade? Unlike medical experiments, the benefits to human beings of cosmetic animal testing seem small and unnecessary. Of course, cosmetics, while a popular example, aren’t the sole problem here. Just how many of the unnecessary products that you use on a daily basis require the kind of agonizing animal testing that animal rights theorists find so deplorable?

				To Eat or Not to Eat Animals: That’s the Question

				One of the biggest — and most common — questions people have about animals is whether it’s ethically permissible to eat them. Having this debate is important, because if animals have any rights whatsoever, then eating them is a pretty serious violation of those rights.

				In the following sections, you look at arguments for and against ethical vegetarianism as well as some ethical concerns about modern factory farming practices. Finally, you target some ethical issues surrounding hunting for food and hunting for sport.

				Understanding why ethical vegetarians don’t eat meat

				Ethical vegetarians believe that eating animals is unnecessary and unethical, so they eat mostly plants (some still eat animal products, such as milk and eggs). Not everyone who abstains from eating meat is an ethical vegetarian, however. Some abstain from it purely for the health benefits, and others simply don’t like the taste of meat. Ethical vegetarians abstain from eating meat on the grounds that it causes unnecessary and avoidable suffering to animals. Their argument usually goes something like this:

				1. If you can bring about less suffering in the world, then you should.

				2. Eating meat in general causes a vast amount of unnecessary suffering in the world.

				3. By not eating meat, you can decrease the demand for meat and thus decrease unnecessary suffering.

				Therefore, you shouldn’t eat meat.

				Sounds like a pretty straightforward argument, right? Should you break out the tofu and say goodbye to hotdogs at the ballpark? Maybe. Before you decide, you should at least look at what an intelligent omnivore (someone who eats both meat and plants) has to say about it. Head to the next section to discover the omnivore’s response to ethical vegetarians.

				Responding to ethical vegetarians: Omnivores strike back!

				Omnivores respond to the vegetarians’ main argument in two ways; however, these responses aren’t all that difficult for vegetarians to counter. Here are the omnivore’s responses along with the vegetarian rebuttals:

				Omnivores deny that eating meat causes a vast amount of suffering in the world. The life of an animal in the wild isn’t the stuff of children’s storybooks, says the omnivore. Because of the natural food chain, animals don’t usually live out their golden years in retirement homes. As they get older, they become more vulnerable to quick young predators who hunt them down and eat them in all kinds of grisly ways. If this is the general state of animal life, what’s wrong with humans killing and eating them, especially if they try to slaughter them as painlessly as possible?

				 Here’s how the vegetarian refutes this argument: The modern realities of meat production aren’t at all like an animal’s life in the wild. In all likelihood, the steak you find in the supermarket comes from an animal that lives out a short, unpleasant life on a factory farm — not from a wild cow.

				Omnivores deny that abstaining from meat would cause a decrease in demand for it. After all, some may say, it’s unlikely that one person switching to a vegetarian diet would have any actual effect on the huge business of meat production (check out the next section for more info on factory farms). As a result, an individual ethical vegetarian really doesn’t decrease any suffering by his or her choices.

				 Check out what the vegetarian would say to this: The argument that one person has no effect doesn’t measure up. Ethical vegetarianism works a lot like voting. One person’s vote alone can’t elect a politician, but many like-minded people voting together can. Although an individual vegetarian may not make much of a difference, the ethical vegetarian movement as a whole could make a huge difference. As a wise man once said, “A waterfall must begin with a single drop of water.”


				Did Benjamin Franklin disprove ethical vegetarianism?

				There is a popular story about why Benjamin Franklin (American founder and hundred-dollar bill model) gave up vegetarianism that goes like this: He had for many years refrained from eating meat — even fish — on the grounds that it was cruel. One day, however, he witnessed a fresh fish being butchered and saw that several smaller fish were in its belly. From this event he reasoned that if fish eat other fish, he could too.

				This story may not be entirely accurate, but it’s still a popular argument for eating meat. Plenty of other animals eat meat. If they have such little regard for each others’ lives, perhaps we shouldn’t feel so guilty about it and go on eating meat. Unfortunately it isn’t a terribly good argument for two reasons:

				It ignores the fact that animals can’t question their own behaviors the way humans do. Humans see the suffering associated with eating animals and can acknowledge that we could do better. Animals can’t. Ethics only applies to humanity.

				It suggests human ethical practices should be modeled off the rest of the animal kingdom. This argument may not seem so bad when it allows you to eat a juicy piece of fried fish, but the animal kingdom looks a pretty unethical place. Murder, rape, incest, and child-killing are rampant in the animal kingdom. Why should we use animals as ethical examples when eating dinner but not in these other cases?

				In the end, you can thank Franklin for the gift of electricity and American democracy, but face it: His argument for eating meat is pretty fishy.



				[image: warning_bomb.eps] Omnivores often throw out another argument you shouldn’t take seriously. It was probably the first argument that popped into your head: Animals are delicious. Come on, you know you thought it! Heck, it’s a tempting argument to make. Chris, our resident omnivore, finds himself considering this argument from time to time. Think about all the tasty meat out there: cheeseburgers, bacon, sushi, BBQ beef nachos (Chris’ favorite), chicken wings, and so on. The menu is pretty huge.

				Essentially, the deliciousness argument says that contributing to the suffering of something is ethically okay as long as you get a lot of pleasure from eating it. Can this be right? If it is, you have to contemplate the following argument: It’s possible that the most delicious bacon in the world could be made from the hindquarters of human babies. But most people couldn’t possibly support eating human baby bacon. It doesn’t matter how delicious it is — it simply causes too much suffering (and is just way too weird even to think about).

				[image: remember.eps] The same thing holds for animals, according to vegetarians. They don’t deny that animals taste good (some really do); they just believe that the pleasure humans get from eating them can’t possibly outweigh the suffering caused. If it’s true of babies, it’s probably true of animals too. So, omnivores need a different argument. Deliciousness doesn’t cleanse the moral palate.

				Looking at factory farming’s effects on animals

				Eating meat is a firmly established (and tasty) custom in Western societies. But ethical vegetarians say that this custom causes too much suffering to be taken seriously as an ethical practice. The demand for meat has grown so large in modern societies that farmers have turned to mass production in order to meet the demand without exorbitant prices. As a result, animals suffer much more than necessary. Vegetarians insist that even if it’s possible to raise meat without suffering, mass production certainly isn’t the way it’s done now.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] These mass-production methods have given rise to so-called factory farming, which makes meat much cheaper, but also results in animals living out shortened lives in cramped conditions before they’re slaughtered in the most efficient way possible (not necessarily the most humane). Animals that once enjoyed the run of the farm — grazing, pecking, and rooting in pastures — now endure some remarkable conditions:

				Pigs are raised in such close quarters that they often chew off each others tails out of boredom. According to the factory farmers, this wouldn’t be a problem if the bloody stumps didn’t become infected and taint the quality of the meat. Now pig tails are removed to allow more overcrowding.

				Beef cattle are shipped from ranches to industrial feed lots where their natural diet of grass is replaced with corn. This new diet irritates their grass-friendly stomachs, necessitating doses of antibiotics mixed into their food. With corn replacing grass, they can be crowded onto lots of mud, feces, and urine for months while they wait for slaughter.

				Chickens are raised in massive sheds where they never see the light of day. In order to keep the chickens out of their own droppings, farmers crowd them into wire-bottomed cages where they can’t move more than a few inches during their adult lives. Their beaks are snipped to keep them from pecking, and their feet often grow around the wires, necessitating painful ripping before they’re slaughtered.

				Because many people don’t realize these methods are used, it’s difficult to know whether they would agree that cheaper meat justifies the methods. As vegetarians point out, even if animals could be raised in more humane ways, the meat most people eat doesn’t come from humanely treated animals.

				[image: tip.eps] And even if ethical vegetarians are incorrect about the ethical requirement to abstain from eating meat, they have a point about decreasing the suffering in factory farms. To discourage this suffering, some people have turned to eating only locally raised, free-range, grass-fed animals that are treated with respect. Others have begun to limit their meat consumption until factory farming conditions have improved and the worst animal suffering is eliminated.

				Vegans: Eliminating animal servitude

				Although ethical vegetarians believe you should abstain from eating meat because it causes unnecessary suffering to animals, many still believe it’s okay to use animals to further human ends as long as unnecessary suffering is avoided. As long as the animals are treated well, getting milk from cows or eggs from chickens doesn’t seem too ethically problematic. However, vegans go one step further. Like vegetarians, they believe in decreasing the amount of suffering in the world. But they also believe that humans have a duty to limit any kind of animal servitude to human beings.

				Veganism holds that humans should not only abstain from eating meat, but they should also refrain from eating eggs or milk, wearing leather, and using any other products that come from forced animal labor. The sacrifice has its point: Modern consumer culture makes use of many forms of animal servitude. It’s difficult to find belts or shoes, for instance, that aren’t made of leather.

				Vegans say that you can’t just give up egg sandwiches and call it a day. They recommend you spend a lot more time reading ingredients! Traditional mayonnaise, chocolate chip cookies, and many forms of sliced bread are made with eggs and dairy products. Your food choices as a vegan are a lot more limited.

				Finding arguments that explicitly advocate veganism as opposed to ethical vegetarianism isn’t easy. After all, do free-range, organically raised, non-factory-farmed, egg-laying chickens live that bad of a life as long as they aren’t eventually slaughtered?

				[image: remember.eps] One way to think of why vegans adopt a higher standard than vegetarians would be to think about why it’s unethical to subject humans to servitude. For humans, slavery is a complete domination of one human being by another. But human beings can ethically work for one another as long as they freely choose their work and are ethically compensated for it. With animals, however, gaining consent isn’t possible; so developing any just form of compensation is impossible. Although some people use the impossibility of compensation to conclude that animals are simply inferior to humans, vegans can claim that the lack of consent or just compensation should lead humans to reject using animal labor altogether. If the cow can’t receive a paycheck, humans shouldn’t get any milk.

				Targeting the ethics of hunting animals

				Hunting is one of the oldest traditions that ethical vegetarianism and veganism come into conflict with. For centuries, hunting was one of the only ways to get food, and today it’s a popular pastime for people. It’s probably fairly obvious that ethical vegetarians and vegans want to argue against hunting and killing animals, but unlike meat production in factory farms, hunters have a little more argumentative ammunition with which to fight back.

				[image: remember.eps] It’s far from clear that the standard arguments for vegetarianism would prohibit subsistence hunting or even some instances of hunting for sport. The following explains these two types of hunting and the arguments for and against hunting for food:

				Subsistence hunting is hunting for food that one needs in order to survive. The ethical vegetarian wants to avoid unnecessary cruelty to animals, but when one is faced with a choice between one’s own life and the life of a deer, necessity becomes apparent. Ethical vegetarians couldn’t ask the subsistence hunter to refrain from killing animals and eating them — especially in those places where vegetables won’t grow. Doing so would be asking the hunter to starve. Because the ethical vegetarian wants to decrease the amount of suffering in the world — and starving to death causes a particularly high degree of suffering — it appears that eating meat can’t be an absolute wrong. However, most people today aren’t in a position that requires subsistence hunting.

				Sport hunting is hunting for food that one doesn’t need in order to survive. The vast majority of hunting done in the continental United States is sport hunting. Hunters get a lot of happiness out of sport hunting, but it’s far from a necessary source of food for most of them. The argument for ethical vegetarianism returns in this case: Killing animals leads to unnecessary suffering on their behalf, and this suffering isn’t outweighed by the hunter’s need to eat.

				The argument over the ethics of hunting may not end here, though. Insofar as ethical vegetarians are worried about the suffering of animals, they also need to worry about the suffering that comes from animals who outgrow their own food supply. With modern civilization all around, the habitats of many hunted animals have become a scarce resource that can support only limited populations of certain species. Conservationists worry that if animals are left to their own instincts, they’ll become overpopulated and starve or become a nuisance to nearby human populations. Properly managed sport hunting may actually work to limit the risk of overpopulation in certain areas, thereby limiting the suffering of animals.

				[image: remember.eps] Of course, this benefit of hunting isn’t unlimited. When left unmanaged, hunting can easily drive populations to the point of extinction, as happened with the American bison. Also, the limited habitat is to a large extent the fault of human overpopulation. Unfortunately this problem will be around for some time. But if hunting is properly regulated and limited to certain seasons, it’s possible that it may actually decrease animal suffering. Ethical vegetarians may have to hedge their criticisms of eating meat that’s killed during properly regulated sport hunting that is indeed necessary to keep populations in check.

			

		

	
		
			
				Part V

				The Part of Tens

				
				[image: 591710-pp0501.eps]
			
In this part . . .

				The first chapter in this quick (but important) part gives you basic information about some of history’s greatest ethical thinkers: what their lives were like, what they wrote, and some basic points about their views.

				We round out the part with a chapter on the issues that the ethicists of tomorrow will study. As humanity moves forward and invents new technologies, it finds itself responding to new issues by applying old wisdom. Here we describe some of these issues and give a basic sketch about how the next generation of people and philosophers are starting to think about them.

			

			
			
		

	
		
			
				Chapter 18

				Ten Famous Ethicists and Their Theories

				In This Chapter

				Looking at ten famous ethicists and their main texts and ideas

				Discovering who had the most influence on ethics as it’s studied today

				The field of ethics includes many individuals whose theories have made ethics what it is today. Throughout this book we discuss these ethicists and their theories in depth and show you how they’re applied. Consider this chapter a collection of the greatest hits for your easy reference. It serves as a quick, chronological go-to guide to ten of the biggest thinkers in the history of ethics.

				Confucius: Nurturing Virtue in Good Relationships

				Confucius (551–471 BC) was born into a tumultuous period in ancient China where dynasties crumbled and smaller states were always at war with one another. Confucius saw the situation as alarming and felt that it required a basic return to order, harmony, and virtue. His thinking reflects this concern.

				Confucius’s main ideas were collected by his students into a work called the Analects. This work emphasizes the importance of becoming an exemplary person, which means paying close attention to the roles of your social life — whether you’re a husband, a ruler, or a teacher — and performing those roles to the best of your ability. In this work, he says that when you succeed in internalizing the rituals of a role, you see, feel, think about, and act in the world spontaneously as an exemplar of that role. It’s crucial to remember that because Confucius’s ethic is relational, the goal of virtuous living is to cultivate oneself and those around you. Check out Chapter 6 for more information on Confucius and his connection to virtue ethics, and Chapter 10 for more about his connection to thinking about the Golden Rule.

				Plato: Living Justly through Balance

				Plato (427–347 BCE) was an Athenian citizen of ancient Greece. His fame stems not only from his own theories, but also from his being a student of Socrates and later the teacher of Aristotle. A pretty impressive bunch!

				Although Plato’s writing was prolific, his central work is undoubtedly The Republic. This work covers two themes:

				Ethics isn’t relative.

				Ethics describes justice and explains how it’s attained.

				According to Plato, if you want to know how a state is just, all you need to do is pay attention to the way in which an individual person is just. Within each of these entities, Plato thinks that the major parts must play their own proper roles in a balanced way. To argue for this, Plato first showed that four main virtues exist: temperance, wisdom, courage, and justice. He then pointed out that the first three, when properly developed and balanced, result in the fourth (justice). He then showed how — in the individual and in the state — the parts corresponding to each of these virtues must play their proper roles in order for justice to result. When the parts play their roles, the individual and the state are just.

				Aristotle: Making Virtue Ethics a Habit

				Aristotle (384–322 BCE) was born a citizen of ancient Greece and was a student of Plato (refer to the section on Plato in this chapter). After not being selected to lead Plato’s school — the Academy — Aristotle formed his own school — the Lyceum. Although Aristotle had no famous philosophers as students, he was notably the teacher of Alexander the Great, although it’s unclear how much affect Aristotle had on the Grecian king. Refer to Chapter 6 for details on Aristotle’s famous connection to virtue ethics.

				Aristotle wrote many philosophical masterpieces. In ethics, his main work is the Nicomachean Ethics. Although he’s a virtue ethicist like Plato, Aristotle’s theory tends to put more emphasis on the importance of cultivating habits in successfully directing a person to live in accord with human excellence. In other words, the individual must seek to cultivate the habits associated with the virtues of human excellence (such as courage or generosity). Aristotle was certain that human excellence and happiness must occur within a society — humans are, he argued, social creatures. If humans succeed at building a society of virtuous persons, they can then move on to properly exercise their intellectual virtues and truly reach happiness — and this turns out to be, not surprisingly — doing philosophy!

				Hobbes: Beginning Contract Theory

				Thomas Hobbes (1588–1679) isn’t a stuffed cartoon tiger but an English philosopher born in a time of great unrest in England, both domestically and on the world stage. He’s best known for his book Leviathan, which argued for a novel, secular approach to morality and the necessary supremacy of a strong monarch.

				Hobbes argued that before being civilized, humanity existed in a “state of nature” where all were at war with one another, and the world was a generally rotten place. Although people were free from having any laws to follow, their lives were “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.” To escape from this state, people had to join together in a social contract under a king and give their rights to him. That may not sound very democratic, but Hobbes’s ideas generally are said to be the very beginnings of the liberal democratic states that occupy the Western world today. Chapter 9 has more on the importance of contract theories.

				Hume: Eyeing the Importance of Moral Feelings

				David Hume (1711–1776) was an important Scottish philosopher who lived in the 18th century. He was a famous skeptic whose work awoke Kant, in his own words, from his “dogmatic slumber.” Hume’s main work was A Treatise on Human Nature, which covers knowledge, reality, language, and ethics. Although Hume himself isn’t covered in this book, head over to Chapter 11 for more information on the importance of feelings in ethics.

				Hume’s work often attacks the supremacy of reason, and his ethics reflects this. Moral judgments don’t stem from reason, he says, they stem from feelings. Reason itself doesn’t morally evaluate things as good or bad. Feelings do. Reason sorts through the facts to figure out how to attain what the feelings reveal as good.

				Instead of the time-honored claim that the moral path is forged when reason controls the passions, Hume is famous for saying that reason is the slave of the passions! In his work, Hume develops this thought by suggesting that part of human nature comes complete with a built-in capacity for emotional attachment to altruistic and sympathetic concerns. For example, you have a natural capacity to derive pleasure from the successes of your friends. It’s not egoistic, Hume thinks: Altruistic feeling is just a part of what you are!

				Kant: Being Ethical Makes You Free

				Immanuel Kant (1724–1804) lived his whole life in Königsberg, Prussia (the area is now called Kaliningrad and is part of Russia). Raised by Pietist Christian parents, he went from being a lowly tutor to one of the most influential philosophers of all time. Chapter 8 provides more insight into Kant’s ethical theory.

				Kant tries to walk a high-wire act in his ethical thought, balancing animal passions with human reason and creating a universal ethical system that each person takes upon herself. Kant also believed that a deep connection exists between ethical principles and the freedom of the will. If you’re doing what’s right, according to Kant, you’re doing what makes you free.

				In ethics, his main works are the Groundwork for the Metaphysics of Morals, the Critique of Practical Reason, and the Metaphysics of Morals. These works certainly aren’t light reading material, but they’re incredibly rewarding if you take time to study them. Kant isn’t just known for his ethical thought, however. Somehow he also managed to revolutionize two other important philosophical fields called metaphysics and epistemology.

				Mill: Maximizing Utility Matters Most

				John Stuart Mill (1806–1873), a 19th century English philosopher, was famous for his contributions to both political and ethical philosophy. His father, James Mill, was a good friend of Jeremy Bentham, the founder of the modern version of utilitarianism called hedonism. Together, James Mill and Bentham banded together to fashion young John Stuart Mill into the ultimate defender of utilitarianism. They succeeded! Check out Chapter 7 to see how Mill affected ethics through his work on this famous theory.

				Mill’s two main works are On Liberty and Utilitarianism. In the first, Mill defends the need for individual liberty, and in the second he argues for his moral theory. In continuing the work of Bentham, Mill argued for the need to maximize the general good for the greatest number of people. However, Mill also departed from Bentham in some ways: Unlike Bentham, he emphasized that not all pleasures are the same. Mill instead argued that some are worth more if they’re associated with reason, deliberation, or socially valuable emotion. This view allowed utilitarianism to avoid a common complaint: that it was unsophisticated and oriented toward a kind of glorified animal life of pleasure seeking.

				Nietzsche: Connecting Morals and Power

				Friedrich Nietzsche (1844–1900) was a German philosopher famous for his attacks on traditional morality. Don’t take that to mean that Nietzsche didn’t have his own ethics; he did. His philosophy was just quite different! Check out Chapter 5 to read more on Nietzsche’s thoughts on morality.

				Pinpointing Nietzsche’s most famous work isn’t easy; he wrote too many of them. Perhaps a good place to start is the Genealogy of Morals, which contains the nuts and bolts of his attack. Nietzsche felt that traditional morality emphasized and lauded weakness and crowd-thinking over real power and individuality. Traditional morality, he felt, seeks to turn people into drones. Nietzsche’s response was to learn to pull away from the crowd and to experiment — to see who and what you are as an individual, and to learn to value true inner strength over the need to stand with and seek approval from the crowd. To get a good look at Nietzsche’s solution, take a look at Thus Spoke Zarathustra, his fictional masterpiece. It’s a fun read.

				Rawls: Looking Out for the Least Well-Off

				John Rawls (1921–2002) was an American philosopher who fought in World War II before becoming a professor at Cornell and later Harvard University. His first major work, A Theory of Justice, is widely credited with reinvigorating political philosophy in the 20th century. Refer to Chapter 9 where we further explain Rawls’s impact on ethics.

				Rawls came from a more Kantian tradition of ethics that tried to resist the influence of utilitarianism on politics. Rawls proposed a method, called the original position, from which just principles for governing society could be constructed. In the end, he thought those in the original position would choose policies that promote liberty while directing benefits from any inequalities to the least well off in society. In other words, the poor would benefit from those with the good luck to have been born into advantage. Because everyone would choose the same basic principles in the original position, Rawls saw it as a hypothetical contract formed by society’s members concerning how goods and liberties should be ideally distributed. His arguments are considered the principle check on libertarian ideologies to this day. Later in his career, he concentrated his efforts on arguing for ways that diverse peoples could live together in stability.

				Singer: Speaking Out for Modern Utilitarianism

				Peter Singer, an Australian philosopher born in 1946, is teaching at Princeton University as of the writing of this book. A committed public intellectual, you may even see him on the news from time to time. You can read more about Singer’s philosophy in Chapter 17, where we discuss the importance of animal ethics.

				Singer, a utilitarian in the tradition of John Stuart Mill, is best known for his application of utilitarianism to the issues of animal rights and global poverty. His book Animal Liberation is considered one of the most important works in the animal rights movement, and his essay “Famine, Affluence, and Morality” has been influential for the many people who fight global poverty. While soft-spoken, Singer is one of the most influential and controversial philosophers of the 20th century. He points to the similarities between humans and animals, and challenges people in developed nations to cut back on material goods to help poorer nations meet their basic needs. His views are somehow both commonsensical and demanding, leading to international praise from his supporters and occasional death threats from his detractors.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 19

				Ten Ethical Dilemmas Likely to Arise in the Future

				In This Chapter

				Surveying ten likely ethical dilemmas that humanity faces in the future

				Pondering how future technological advances may affect ethical thinking

				In Part IV of this book, we look at how ethics can be applied to real life. But what does the future of ethics look like? What kinds of issues will extend and challenge the ethical theorists of the future (one of whom could be you!)? This chapter explores just a small set of issues that will be the new frontier of ethical thought.

				Making Designer Genes

				As humanity discovers more about genetics, some fascinating (and scary) options begin to present themselves. In addition to curing diseases with this new information, scientists may also soon discover the genes for height, physical beauty, increased memory, and maybe even musical ability. Further down the line, they may be able to manipulate these genes, opening the door to enhancing these abilities and traits in children. They may even discover how to give kids new abilities altogether.

				When it comes to enrolling kids in the best schools or positioning them on the best sports teams, most people don’t bat an eyelash. But tampering with their genes seems somehow over the line. Some even compare it to playing God. As long as geneticists can guarantee the safety of this tampering though, it’s difficult to see how tailoring genes is much different than selecting a really good school.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] But just as the well-off enroll their kids in the best schools, they may be in a position to get them the best genes as well. This threatens to take the inequalities present in today’s society and turn them into permanent, separate classes of the genetic haves and have-nots.

				Creating Thinking Machines

				Making artificial life forms that think and feel is an old idea that lies at the core of many science fiction books and movies. The creation of such beings clearly points to the need for cheap and pliant workers. However, at some point these robots will become really advanced — perhaps as advanced as humans are. And at that point, their subordination by humans will seem ethically problematic. Won’t they deserve moral consideration?

				The issue of “robot rights” will be a tough one to solve. Will humans have the right to mistreat robots, even if they can think and reason like humans do? Will humans have the right to enslave, mistreat, or even destroy them like property? For some, robots will surely lack basic rights because they aren’t human. They’ll be considered “just machines.” But such an argument will look groundless, arbitrary, and speciesist (see Chapter 17 for more on speciesism).

				No doubt, arguments also will be given that while robots can think like humans, they can’t feel pain. However, many people are willing to grant rights to humans and not animals even though both feel pain, arguing that only humans can think and reason — a quality such advanced robots would surely have. So human beings in the future may have to concede that robots have rights after all, at which point the purpose of their creation — forced labor at human whims — will be wiped away!

				Managing the Growing Population of Planet Earth

				The earth’s population reached 6 billion people at the beginning of the 21st century. That’s a lot of mouths to feed. As the world strives to feed these 6 billion people, many fear that resources will become scarce. If the population continues to increase at this rate, humanity has a limited number of choices. It could simply let people starve to death until they stop reproducing, but that doesn’t strike many folks as a terribly ethical choice.

				But other responses threaten to violate rights as well. To stem population growth, some people have advocated mandatory sterilization or contraception, regulations against having more than two children, or mass migrations to less densely populated areas. Fortunately, evidence is mounting that economic development targeted toward women and girls leads to declining birthrates. Could feminism be the answer to the world’s population problem? Only time will tell.

				Dealing with Dramatic Increases in the Human Lifespan

				The future holds many promising developments, including medical technologies that can extend your lifespan. Would you like to live to be 200? How about 500? Perhaps you want to be immortal? What in the world could be wrong with that? Could ethics possibly have a problem with long life?

				[image: ponderthis.eps] The Taoists have an interesting response to this question. A central component of Taoist ethics includes cultivating one’s capacity for wu wei, which literally means doing nothing. This doesn’t literally mean to stand still or refuse to act; instead, it means not to push against the natural things in the world and in life and to instead try to live in accord with the way the world naturally is. In a way, wu wei is a method for learning how to stop forcing your individual will on the world. Using science to actively fight against the natural change from life to death may strike a Taoist as strangely abnormal, selfish, and controlling. After all, it’s natural that everything changes. In fact, a famous Taoist, Zhuangzi, refused to mourn excessively for his wife after her death, noting that dying was a perfectly natural event. Perhaps dramatic life prolonging technologies will not make our lives better.

				Fighting Wars Using Synthetic Soldiers

				The main idea behind military technology is to increase effectiveness at beating the enemy while better protecting the lives of the soldiers on your own side. So you’d think that recent — and future — developments in the area of fully mechanized planes and tanks would be a great idea. Perhaps. For sure, if you have fully automated synthetic fighter jets (like the drones currently used, only far more advanced) and automated tanks that can be run by remote control, you could minimize battlefield casualties to your side.

				Reducing casualties sounds like a positive change, but don’t get too excited yet. If you don’t see a person directly, it’s easier to do pretty nasty stuff to him without being bothered. When you see your foe, and kill him face to face, you’re fully reminded of the cost of your actions. This immediacy is a check on your behavior. As technology progresses from sword to gun, from gun to missile, from missile to plane, and from plane to fully automated synthetic soldiers, wars will become more distanced from humans and from the military.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] By essentially turning war into a video game, you (or a population or the military) may become more calloused and insensitive to the consequences of war, possibly leading to more wars and possibly more brutal wars. It’s an odd trade-off: The safer your soldiers are, the more abstract and distant war becomes. And the more this happens, the more often actual wars occur and the more brutal they become.

				Exploring and Terraforming New Worlds

				Humanity has always looked upward and wondered about the endless possibilities of other life-forms. No one knows for sure what type of life, if any, is out there, but scientists do believe humanity is unlikely to run into beings who are similar. In reality, humanity is likely to encounter ecosystems that have no exposure to human-like beings and the chemical and bacterial baggage they bring along.

				Picturing these systems, which may not even be carbon-based, as having rights is difficult in any ethical sense of the word. Yet it’s also difficult to imagine that terraforming, or destroying those systems to make habitable conditions for humanity, wouldn’t be the loss of something extraordinary. As we contemplate the possibility of expanding into the heavens, some serious ethical thought has to be given to the kind of explorers humans ought to be.

				Using Computers to Manage Vital Services

				In the last 2,000 years, human civilization has gone from trading posts to Internet stock exchanges. In fact, economies and services these days are growing too complex to be managed by normal human brainpower. Even the best human thinkers couldn’t run a complex national electrical grid or air-traffic control system. Short of dramatically simplifying human lives, the only solution seems to be automating large amounts of the world’s infrastructure.

				[image: remember.eps] The benefits of automating everything come with the possibility for failure on a massive scale. Even meticulously designed computer systems can encounter errors. And automated systems will have to make decisions about trade-offs in resource allocation as well. As a result, decisions about vital human needs may be outsourced to systems that have no built-in human hearts. Designing these systems will require tough ethical thinking.

				Maintaining Your Authenticity with Social Networking

				The reality is that today many people are totally immersed in social networking. They regularly check their e-mail, text friends, and update social networking profiles. Can you imagine how the future will look? No doubt such technology will fast become a more integral part of daily life. From one perspective, it sounds great: You’re more connected, more in touch with other people, and sensitive to what they feel and think. You also can come together with others to respond to injustices. What can be wrong with that?

				[image: remember.eps] Existentialists, who value authenticity, see a dark side to such connectedness. To them, authenticity requires risk, deep involvement, strong commitments about how to live, and choices full of passion. Playing it safe and risk-free means living life in the wrong way. As a result, existentialists question whether social networking promotes living a safe and risk-free life without real commitments. You have more social relationships, but you have to question whether the quality of those relationships has suffered. You talk with others more frequently, but are those chats superficial and brief? Similarly, you may raise your fist to join a group focused on injustice, but joining is the extent of your revolutionary activity. (There’s a name for this behavior: slacktivism.) Isn’t social networking really a massive distraction from living your actual life? Existentialists don’t recommend getting rid of social networking, but they think that if people care about living well, they have to pay close attention to how it affects everyone’s lives.

				Integrating Humans with Networked Computers

				Computers are getting smaller and faster and are using fewer wires every day. It’s not inconceivable to think that they could become small enough to fit on a chip that could one day interface directly with the human brain. And of course any computer worth its processor cycles nowadays is hooked up to the Internet. At least now you have to get your phone out or start up your computer to check your e-mail. In the future, it may be as simple as twitching your nose.

				But having the Internet directly connected to your brain could fundamentally change the way humanity interacts and thinks about ethics. The Internet connects people together. How will people maintain their individuality in an era when one’s social networking friends have a direct line to one’s brain? Is that kind of connection the ideal of a superior hive mind, or the end of humanity as you know it?

				Being Immersed in Virtual Worlds

				Video games have come a long way since the 1980s. Today’s top-selling games create entire worlds for characters to inhabit. Characters get together in guilds to go on missions and even create in-game economies that supply items that are only desirable in the game.

				[image: ponderthis.eps] Some fear that these games can take over large amounts of children and young adults’ lives, replacing normal face-to-face socialization. The illusion of reality these games create tempts people to spend more and more time in these worlds, and the graphics, sound, immersion, and sense of community can only get stronger as technology progresses. At some point people may make choices to live life to play the game rather than vice versa. Could a life in an artificial virtual world be an authentic, meaningful life? Or do these MMORPG (massively multiplayer online role-playing game) players have an ethical responsibility to spend time immersed in real society?
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Table 23-2

The Issue of Theism and Atheism
Cast as a Gambling Situation

Bet Chance Payoff Cost Expected Value
Atheism 5orso Finite Finite Finite
God 5orso Infinite Finite Infinite
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Table 23-1 An Example of a Bet to lllustrate the
Expected Value Formula

Bet Chance Payoff Cost Expected Value

Greta 6 $10 $5 $1

Annie A $20 $3 $5
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“It's called thab because we fee] that
People ave entively free and thevefore
vesponsible for what they make of
themeelves and £or thomselves. Now,
do you still want the double anchovy
With the fried mozzavella strips?"
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T thimk gou're on to something here.”
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