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chapter 1

Introduction

A student of philosophy eventually notices something quite astonishing: The ancients, in spite of the fact that their contributions to moral philosophy are perhaps their most enduring philosophical achievements, seem to have given almost no thought to ethics as we understand the term. They discoursed at length on such things as friendship, the sources of happiness, the relative values of honor and wealth, and so on, but hardly ever got around to drawing the fundamental distinctions between what is right and what is wrong. Even Aristotle, whose Nicomachean Ethics is still admired as much as anything ever written on that subject, touches upon problems of right and wrong in an almost offhand manner. It is doubtful whether the ideas of moral right and wrong would even have made much sense to him. The subject of friendship, on the other hand, which modern practitioners of philosophical ethics hardly discuss at all, receives a lengthier treatment by Aristotle than any other subject in his book. Indeed, when one contemplates the works of the ancient classical moralists as a whole, it almost seems as if they were discoursing on something quite different from what their modern counterparts would regard as belonging to the subject matter of ethics.

The reason for this vast contrast between modern ethical philosophy and the ancient works from which it evolved is quite simple though rarely noticed and appreciated. The categories in which present day philosophers reflect upon ethics are the creations of a religious tradition with which the ancients were totally unfamiliar. Even those who today give little thought to religion are still, often unbeknown to themselves, locked into its categories. The result is that philosophers, with the exceptions of those few who take religion very seriously, are apt to talk nonsense the moment they address themselves to questions of ethics. They do not know that they are talking nonsense, because they find other philosophers who talk the same way, using such terms as duty, obligation, moral right and wrong, and so on. There is no way of checking what they say against any facts, and therefore they have no way of knowing whether what they are saying is true or even meaningful. Formulating their thought in terms that have a clear meaning in the context of religion, and no clear meaning outside that context, they raise questions that they cannot answer, precisely because answers to them do not exist. Religion first posed the questions and the answers. Philosophers abandoned those answers, but from the force of cultural tradition, kept the questions.

Thus contemporary philosophers of ethics think that such questions as these are quite fundamental: What is one’s moral obligation? What ought we to do? What is our duty? What is the ultimate principle of moral right and wrong? And even when ethical questions are not posed in such general terms, it is nevertheless assumed that particular assertions of moral right and wrong make sense and can therefore be meaningfully asserted or denied. Thus even educated persons sometimes declare that such things as war, or abortion, or the violation of certain human rights, are “morally wrong,” and they imagine that they have said something true and significant.

Educated people do not need to be told, however, that questions such as these have never been answered outside of religion. Perhaps we should say that they have been answered in numberless ways by numberless philosophers—which is, of course, another way of saying that they have not really been answered at all. They have merely been debated.

Why, then, if such questions are unanswerable, are they still treated as being so important? If there is no way of knowing the distinction between moral right and wrong, or if there is, in fact, no such distinction to be known, then why are such questions still disputed by educated people? If the philosophers of antiquity, preeminent in moral philosophy, did not, for the most part, think such questions worth discussing, then why do we?

The pages that follow constitute an answer to that question, but the outline of that answer is this: The ancients took ethics, in our sense of the term, for granted. They assumed, as many people tacitly assume still, that it consists simply of custom. The church, however, with its central idea of a supreme lawgiver, transformed that original, customary ethics into an ethics of duty to God. The modern age, more or less repudiating the idea of a divine lawgiver, has nevertheless tried to retain the ideas of moral right and wrong, not noticing that, in casting God aside, they have also abolished the conditions of meaningfulness for moral right and wrong as well.

That is the negative side of what follows. There is also a positive side. This may be summed up by saying that the long-neglected concept of virtue, which, in its original meaning, was the central concern of the ancient moralists, still merits the concern of modern ones.





chapter 2

The Ethics of Duty and the Ethics of Aspiration

Virtually everyone, philosophers included, supposes that ethics has always been primarily concerned with questions of moral right and wrong and the closely connected idea of moral obligation. Let us call this familiar concept the ethics of duty.

Ancient writers in philosophical ethics did not think that way at all. In fact they hardly touched upon the ideas of moral right and wrong, and their highest idea of obligation was political. They discoursed instead on human excellence or virtue, and on the closely associated ideas of pleasure, friendship, and the good life. When they talked about right and wrong at all, they usually had in mind nothing more than their own customs.

Let us call this ancient approach to ethics, in which the idea of individual excellence is so central, the ethics of virtue.

THE TWO SOURCES OF ETHICS

Why, then, when our intellectual heritage is so overwhelmingly Greek in its roots and character, is there this enormous discrepancy between the two conceptions of ethics? Western civilization is certainly an achievement of immense importance in world history; and two basic ingredients of that achievement, both derived from the Greeks, are the scientific approach to the understanding of nature and the humanistic values of political life. Why, then, has the ethics of western civilization departed so radically from its origins in this same Greek culture?

The answer is essentially this: The Greeks derived their ethical ideals, and with them their philosophical approaches to ethics, from human nature, from a consideration of human needs and aspirations, and from their reflections upon political life. We, on the other hand, have derived ours from religion. And even though many persons, and certainly most philosophers, are no longer dominated by religious conviction in their thinking, our whole culture still views questions of ethics within the framework established by religion. We still assume that the basic ethical questions have to do with actions or policies, and that those questions reduce to moral rightness or permissibility.

Suppose, for example, one raises questions of the ethics of war, or euthanasia, or abortion, or truth telling. It is just assumed—is it not?—that the question being asked is whether the action or policy is morally right or wrong. That is, presumably, the ethical question. Nor is this simply a question whether such actions or policies are in keeping with our customs and traditions. That is not a question of ethics at all but of sociology. The waging of war, for example, is certainly customary, but the question whether it is morally permissible to wage war is not answered by that observation.

And so it is with respect to all the other questions that can be asked about things we do. We can ask whether they are advantageous, of frequent occurrence, permitted or forbidden by this group or that, and so on. The ethical question will always (it is thought) be something distinct from all these questions, namely, whether such things are or are not morally right. Ethics, it is said, is not concerned merely with what people in fact do, or want to do, or find it advantageous to do, or have been taught to do. Ethics is concerned with what people morally ought to do.

That the great moralists of classical antiquity did not discourse on ethics in this way, which seems so natural and even obvious to us, should certainly lead us to ask why they did not.

The answer to this question must begin with certain observations about Greek culture. While the ancient Greeks entertained beliefs of sorts about the gods, they had no priesthood and nothing like a church as we understand it. They had no thoughts of hell as a place of punishment for the wicked, nor of heaven as a place of reward for the good and the faithful. They believed in nature. Indeed their scientific, philosophical, and eventually even their ethical thinking was dominated by this idea; but they had no idea of the super natural. Even their gods were natural beings, with human thoughts and passions. Hence, while the idea of a lawgiver was as clear to the Greeks as to us, and while the gods were sometimes thought of as commanding and forbidding, and even sometimes as tyrannical, they were not thought of as supernatural, nor as omnipotent in the theological sense, nor even, usually, as outstandingly virtuous. These ideas are distinctively Christian, and the Christian religion had not yet made its appearance.

Of course there is much more to it than this; but the result, in any case, is that classical philosophical ethics, or the ethics of aspiration as we are calling it, is unqualifiedly humanistic. On the other hand, modern ethics, or the ethics of duty, is still essentially religious, even when divested of its religious presuppositions.

THE TWO DISTINCT CONCEPTIONS OF ETHICS

The ancient moralists ask: What is human excellence? What are the virtues? What is it to be an exemplary person, to stand apart from the common run? What is human fulfillment (eudaemonia), and how can one attain it?

Questions like these obviously overlap each other, but the question basic to all of them remains the same—namely, what is human excellence, and how is it achieved?

We, on the other hand, ask: What is morally right? What is morally forbidden? What is a person’s moral duty or obligation? What does moral principle require of one?

These questions, too, overlap each other; but the important thing is to see how very different they are from the other questions, that is, the questions addressed by the ancients. While they asked, “What is human excellence?” we ask, “What is duty?” There may, of course, be some connection between the two questions, but it is not a very close one.

There in simplified terms is the basic and radical difference between two fundamental approaches to ethics, one of them humanistic and the other, as we shall see, religious.

Which approach, then, is the more rational or philosophical and the more fruitful?

Emphatically, it is the first, or humanistic one, in spite of the fact that it has, over the centuries, been virtually eclipsed by the other. The shift from the original ethics of aspiration to the ethics of duty did not result from any failure of the first; for the reflections of the ancient moralists are still intellectual achievements of towering greatness, and their power to inspire people to greatness and personal excellence has not been eroded by time. Approaching moral philosophy from this perspective, the ancient moralists created a literature that will inspire the world forever—or at least, will inspire those parts of the world that are able to free themselves from the religious background with its presumption of moral law.

On the other hand, modern philosophers, writing within the perspective of the ethics of duty and obligation, have managed to produce almost nothing that is not arid, trivial, and of no interest to anyone except themselves. Indeed, the ethics of duty cannot even be sustained independently of a religious framework, as we shall see. Contemporary writers in ethics, who blithely discourse upon moral right and wrong and moral obligation without any reference to religion, are really just weaving intellectual webs from thin air; which amounts to saying that they discourse without meaning. They imagine their utterances to be meaningful because they are made within an inherited framework, the framework of moral right and wrong. But they never attempt to justify that framework or to show that these basic distinctions have any meaning apart from religion. Instead, they simply take it as given. It is about time we took a closer look at that framework and its origins.

THE ECLIPSE OF THE ANCIENT IDEALS

We have noted that the moral perspective, referred to here as the ethics of aspiration and originated by pagan philosophers of antiquity, was over the course of time replaced by a different perspective called the ethics of duty, and it has been implied that this was due to religious influence. Just how this happened is obviously of immense importance, and is a much larger story than can be condensed into a few words. We can, however, sketch that story briefly here. It consists of two parts.

The first is that, with the rise of Christianity, the idea of a god (comprehended by faith) superseded the idea of nature (comprehended by reason). The consequences to ethics were overwhelming. Prior to the rise of Christianity, virtually everyone, including philosophers, had thought of right and wrong as corresponding to what is permitted and what is forbidden by tradition, custom, and law—in short, by rules that are of human origin whether written or unwritten. This whole realm of things, the realm of human enactment, was referred to by the Greeks as nomos, which we translate as convention. Of course there were exceptions to this, especially in the dramatic literature of the Greeks, where references are sometimes made to laws and principles of justice that transcend those of kings, as in the Antigone. No philosopher of standing took this idea seriously, however, and even Socrates’ occasional references to the gods and to those non-human “voices” he felt bound to heed were essentially rhetorical and dramatic. They had no place in his philosophical dialectic.

With the advent of Christianity, however, the idea of the law of God, epitomized in Commandments vouchsafed through a priesthood, took on a new and awesome significance. Morality now went beyond obedience to merely human laws, customs, and traditions, and came to be thought of instead as obedience to divine law. Thus, what had hitherto been merely political and social obligation became distinguished, with the idea of a higher lawgiver, as moral obligation.

The second part of the story is that the ancient ideal of individual excellence was, quite amazingly, replaced by its opposite. That is to say, while the Greeks had upheld the ideal of excellence and nobility, which elevated its possessor above the common run of humanity, the Christians came upon the scene to announce that this common run, including the lowliest, was itself possessed of an excellence bestowed by the divine creator and actually surpassing anything reason could ever aspire to. People were declared to be the veritable images of God, just by virtue of their minimal humanity. They had, therefore, no greater individual excellence to aspire to, and their purpose became one of obligation, that is, obedience to God’s will. Indeed, the new religion went even further in inverting the ancient ideal of individual excellence based upon reason by declaring the humble and the meek, that is, the least among us, to be the very salt of the earth and already blessed beyond measure. Therefore, they needed no special gifts or attainments of reason to possess this unique merit, according to this new point of view. They needed only to exist, and then, through the gift of faith, to learn what God expected of them.

SOME BASIC IDEAS OF THE ETHICS OF DUTY

Of course religion was not needed in order for human beings to form the basic idea of obligation and, with it, the ideas of right and wrong. One needs only to reflect upon how such terms first became meaningful to oneself in order to see this. Rather, the effect of religion was to transform these ordinary ideas, familiar to every culture, into the higher notions of moral obligation and moral right and wrong.

Thus, the ideas of right and wrong are basically and originally inseparable from the ideas of what things are permitted and what things forbidden. The idea of obligation, similarly, connotes that which is required. The very first notion any child has of something being wrong is simply that it is not allowed, by parent, teacher, or whomever. That is the sum and substance of its meaning for that child. Similarly for right. Something is right if it is permitted. If it is required that one do it, it is a “must,” that is, obligatory. So it is, too, for primitive cultures. There are some things the members can do. others they cannot do, and still others they must do, these being enjoined by a tribal leader or, most often, by the members of the culture, as a group, expressing the power of inherited custom.

Wrong, then, essentially and originally means forbidden. Right, similarly, means permitted. And obligatory means required. Nor is it hard to see that these meanings are still inseparable from those most basic concepts of ethics. Thus, everyone would recognize something strange—at least in need of explanation—if told that it is permissible to do something that is conceded to be wrong, such as to fail to honor an obligation.


Who Are the Rule Makers?

Of course all this just raises another question already in the mind of any reflective reader. Permitting, forbidding, and requiring are themselves expressions of activities, or things that people do. We are therefore led to ask: Who is it that thus permits, forbids, or requires that certain things be done or not done?

There is a question, obvious to anyone and clearly fundamental to any inquiry into philosophical ethics, that, strangely, is seldom raised by philosophers themselves. If a given action is described as wrong and therefore forbidden, it seems the most obvious next question should be, Forbidden by whom?

The answer to this was taken for granted by the ancient moralists and, indeed, by virtually all the Greeks; up to a point it is just as obvious to us. The answer is human beings, meaning people in general or, more precisely, the people of a given culture if we are referring to the customs transmitted from one generation to another within such a culture. At another level the answer is rulers and legislators, when we are speaking of the actual laws of a political society.

Thus, for example, within a given culture the people, as a group, forbid stealing and express that prohibition by calling it wrong. On the other hand, it is the king or some comparable legislator who requires the payment of taxes or the giving of military service, and these are therefore described as obligatory.

Thus, as soon as a group of human beings begins to establish any kind of social life, it must live by certain rules, written or unwritten, as a necessary condition of living together. In this way arise the customs of a society, consisting of certain requirements and prohibitions on the part of its members. Of course these customs need not be thought of either as absolute principles, discovered by sages and philosophers, nor as authoritative commandments of any gods. They are simply the dos and don’ts that people perceive as necessary and desirable for social life. Common examples are the rules forbidding assault, homicide, theft, adultery, and so on. As primitive societies evolve into governed ones, the most important of such rules acquire the force of law, that is, they come to be enunciated and enforced by those who govern. Thus, when a king or tyrant declares homicide to be punishable, then murder, as a punishable offense, is raised from a mere taboo, forbidden by custom, to a crime, forbidden by law. In the same way other actions that would be basically inimicable to social life come under the prohibition of law—actions such as taking by stealth what another person already possesses, which comes to be called “theft,” or doing the same by force, which comes to be called “robbery,” or having carnal contact with a woman who is seen as “belonging” to another man, which comes to be called “adultery,” and so on. All such actions are deemed wrong, in the sense that they are forbidden, this being, indeed, the original meaning of the word. In a similar way, other actions come to be deemed right, in the sense of being permitted; these include all those actions that are not forbidden. And still others come to be deemed obligatory, in the sense of being required. Thus, when a king, chieftain, tyrant, assembly, council (or whatever person or group actually holds the governing power) declares that certain taxes are to be paid, or that certain persons (men of a stated age, for example) are to bear arms in defense of the society, then these actions become obligations, that is, actions that are required not merely by custom but by law.

The laws are, however, like customs, obviously of purely human origin. And thus it is, in the last analysis, human beings who, at the level of custom and law, forbid, permit, and require those actions that come to be thought of as being either customarily or legally wrong, right, or obligatory. In the case of customs, the people in question are the people as a whole who, from one generation to another, transmit the basic and often unwritten rules by which that culture lives. In the case of laws, the people in question are not the people as a whole but rather those who hold the power of government, which always includes the power of making and enforcing laws.

Some Different Lewis of Right and Wrong

The foregoing, fairly elementary reflections suggest another point that will already have occurred to philosophically reflective readers. We said that it would be very odd to speak of something as permissible even though wrong, or to say that someone is not required to do what is acknowledged to be obligatory. But of course this is not, as it stands, strictly true.

For example in some cultures, such as the predominantly Mormon culture of Utah, it is wrong to take the life of a fetus by abortion; yet it is permitted under the law. Similarly, infanticide was permitted by the Greeks, while it is considered by us to be wrong. And under the Nazi rule of Germany all sorts of abominations were permitted and even rewarded.

What such reflections show, of course, is not that the basic ethical ideas of right and wrong have no necessary connections with permission and prohibition but rather that there are different levels of right and wrong. Thus, what is forbidden by custom-abortion, in our example—may nevertheless be permitted by law. The breaking of a promise would be another example. Custom forbids it, but law does not except in certain clearly defined areas. Similarly, the infanticide practiced by the Greeks of antiquity did not violate their customs. If we say it was nevertheless wrong, we are only saying that it is forbidden by our ethical and legal rules. And the abominations practiced by the Nazis, with the approval of government, are forbidden by our rules and not, obviously, by theirs. To be sure, our rules may be “higher”—but what this means is something we shall need to consider later.





chapter 3

The Ideas of Right and Wrong

We need now to see more clearly how the basic ideas of right and wrong have arisen, and how, in our own tradition, the original and inspiring Greek ethics of aspiration came to be replaced by the now more familiar ethics of duty.

To do this, let us reconstruct imaginatively the origins and development of a civilized society. This type of imaginative reconstruction, first utilized in the opening books of Plato’s Republic, and since then much used by the classical political philosophers, does not purport to be history. It is nevertheless a powerful intellectual tool for the clarification of certain basic philosophical ideas. We shall refer to the imaginary culture we are about to create as the Suekil, and to its members as the Suekils, suggesting by the backwards spelling that these people will turn out to be somewhat’ like us. This imaginative approach is intended to enable us to look at ourselves, as if in a mirror, but with the kind of detachment that imagination sometimes permits. In the imaginative account we are about to construct (with occasional commentary), we shall eventually find the division into two quite distinct conceptions of ethics, and we shall also come to understand how and why that bifurcation came about.


THE STORY OF THE SUEMLS

The Suekil people, let us imagine, had their beginnings in a wild and nameless plurality of human beings, living in geographical proximity to each other but without any social life at all. They subsisted by hunting and fishing, and thus had no need for cooperation among themselves beyond what was necessary for begetting and rearing children. If two or more such individuals met, they either passed each other in silence, or they simply retreated, avoiding each other. In any case, they did almost nothing together. Their relationship to each other was simply one of greater or lesser proximity; that is, they occupied the same area of land.

Obviously, there being no government, there were no laws among these people and, hence, no crimes. There were also no political obligations, such as the obligation to pay taxes. But more than that, there were no distinctions of right and wrong. For just as in the absence of laws nothing was unlawful, so also in the absence of customs or rules of any kind, even unwritten ones, nothing was taboo or forbidden. These people, depending on themselves alone, had no need for such distinctions, and they were as free from any constraints of law or morality as the birds of the air or the fish of the sea. Like these other creatures, they could break no law and do no wrong, and for the same reason: nothing was forbidden, either by law or custom. Neither justice nor morality had come into existence yet.

Comment: Here, at the beginning of our imaginary account, we have to resist the temptation to project into the Suekil culture certain more or less sophisticated ideas that we have derived from our own culture, ideas that seem to us elementary and obvious only because we are so used to them.

Thus, it would not be coherent to say: “Look, even if these people don’t yet have any customs or laws, if one of them deliberately and wilfully kills another, then that’s murder whether he knows it or not. The reason our laws forbid deliberate taking of human life is that such an act is murder. Laws do not create murders; they only enable a society to deal with them in case they are committed.”

What is wrong with such a comment is that it confuses two distinct but overlapping things, namely homicide, which is the taking of human life, and murder, which is the unlawful taking of human life. That a life can be taken, deliberately and wilfully, in the absence of any prohibition of such action, is perfectly obvious. That such an act appears to us clearly condemnable is also obvious. And that, in any society, it ought to be punishable by law can also be granted. But to call such homicide murder is obviously to say something more than that it is an act of homicide. And what more is being said is, of course, that it is a crime, that is, a homicide punishable by law. And quite obviously no such crime can exist among the Suekils or anyplace else in the absence of such law.

For a similar, though slightly less obvious reason, it would be absurd to ascribe moral predicates, like right and wrong, to the actions of these people. Thus one cannot coherently say: “Look, even if these people have not reached the point of making laws and defining crimes, they certainly ought to be able to distinguish obvious cases of right or wrong. For example, it would be wrong if one of them should deliberately assault another, or steal from him, even if it were not punishable. Laws may create the distinction between lawful and unlawful, but they do not create the difference between right and wrong. On the contrary, it is because some things are already wrong that people make laws prohibiting them.”

That kind of comment confuses two quite distinct things, namely the doing of something, and the doing of something in violation of custom or rule. That one person takes something that another person is holding in his hands is not, as such, a wrong, even though it may be resented. For it to be wrong there must be a rule, written or unwritten, that forbids it. Similarly, that a given man may cohabit with two or more female people, and perhaps call them all his wives, cannot be a wrong in the absence of any rule of monogamy, however deplorable it may appear in the eyes of those who have been taught to honor such a rule. That certain actions are done are facts. To say of such an action that it is done and that it is wrong is not to state two facts, but rather, to characterize one and the same fact. And what that characterization means, in case it means anything more than an expression of personal disapproval, is that the action in question is committed in violation of moral rule.

THE LEVELS OF RIGHT AW WRONG

It is at this point that we see again the importance of something touched upon before, that is, that there are various levels of right and wrong, and that they correspond to the several levels of rules. This is an important fact about ethics that will require more careful consideration later on, but it needs to be noted now in order to avoid serious confusion.

Thus there are rules, mostly unwritten and almost never embodied in law or elevated to the status of moral principles, that forbid such acts as picking one’s teeth in public, using vulgar speech in polite company, giggling during solemn rituals, and so on. Violations of such rules are wrongs, but of a relatively trivial kind; they are essentially offenses to etiquette rather than to morality. An even lower order of wrongs comprises violations of rules governing the playing of games engaged in as mere pastimes. The violation of a rule of chess, for example, is neither an act of immorality nor an offense to etiquette, though it is wrong within the context of the game. Higher up are the violations of established custom, such as lying or failing to live up to a promise, even in circumstances where such actions are not punishable by law. One example
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