Why Should I Be Moral?
DAA April 09
It is important to note the title of this unit:  Why Should I Be Moral rather than Why Am I  Moral?  The second question requires a psychological, sociological or historical explanation of our moral impulses, the first does not necessarily.  It may be that morality in fact requires you to break from your historical, psychological or social conditioning.  It may also be that there is no answer to the first question, and that there is no reason to act morally, and the best we can do is explain why we all feel that we should.  But bear in mind that explaining the psychological or historical causes of our feeling that we ought to act morally does not – on its own – either justify morality or justify a rejection of morality.  

I.  Morality as a Social Contract
The Specification:

- Can we articulate our self-interest independently of morality?

Psychological Egoism
AO1  Position and its implications
You can do nothing other than act in your own interest.
AO1  Detail, Illustration
Glaucon and Adeimanthus, two characters in Plato’s “Republic”, tell the story of the Myth of Gyges to illustrate the psychological egoist point of view.  It must be noted that Plato is not a psychological egoist – he includes this point of view in his dialogue so that Socrates can later refute it.  
Gyges finds a ring which means that he can do whatever he likes undetected.  He uses the ring to seduce the queen and take over the kingdom.  It is Glaucon and Adeimanthus’ contention that anyone who found the ring would have used it to achieve their own ends without scruple, and if anyone did not do so, we would say that they were foolish.  If this is true, the implication is that the only reason we act altruistically is because we fear punishment or censure (the disapproval of others), so that even when we appear to be acting out of concern for others we are actually acting selfishly.

See how egoism does not imply that we are all in fact stealing each others’ stuff and stabbing each other in the back, any more than we are living a life of immediate gratification through sex, drugs and alcohol (not the most rational of us, anyway!).  It doesn’t take very long to realise that this kind of behaviour does not get you very far – you’d soon end up in prison or with no friends, or in poor health.  So the “prudential” or “enlightened” egoist actually takes on many of the trappings of apparently selfless actions.  That is because they can see that in the long term, it is better to put yourself our for others because they will be more inclined to do the same when you need them to, in the same way that it is better to live a healthy life so that you stand to live longer and enjoy sustained pleasures into your old age.  
AO2  Interpretation, Analysis, Application
Psychological egoism cannot easily account for acts of extreme self-sacrifice, e.g. dying on behalf of others.  It is difficult to see how this kind of action could be ultimately self-interested.  According to the psychological egoist, such actions are irrational.  It is certainly the case that such acts are rare enough that we might be prepared to consider them abnormal.  

But consider the actions we might be prepared to take on behalf of our family or other loved ones.  We often claim to be ready to perform the ultimate act on behalf of our love partners or blood relatives.  This can’t really be self-interested – a mother stands to gain nothing for herself by giving up her life for her child.

Scientists are ready to offer biological explanations for this kind of act.  Richard Dawkins, for example, the author of “The Selfish Gene”, would argue that the instinct of a mother to give up her life for her child can be explained in terms of the gene’s selfish drive to perpetuate its unique code.  But we would be pushing the concept of selfishness here:  when applied to a gene, it is a metaphor, describing little more than the fact the the gene itself is not – of course – governed by a moral code.  The gene is not conscious, so cannot be self-interested any more than it can have any interests at all.  And for all that the gene is selfish, the mother is not.  The genetic explanation for her impulse plays no part in her conscious decision to give up her life for her child.  

In short, even if we do have a biological explanation for the mother’s impulse, it still means that we have found an impulse in the mother which is itself unselfish.  And if we are capable of at least one kind of unselfish act, perhaps we are capable of more.  
You might argue that the mother still acts selfishly because “she couldn’t live with herself” if she did not give up her life, so it is better to die than to live instead of her child.  This links to another claim that all apparently selfless actions are selfish because acting ethically “makes us feel good”.  One needs to ask now, how good exactly?  Does giving to charity the thousand pounds I could spend on a new computer make me feel better than all of the zobbing time I stand to get if I keep the money and spend it on myself?  It would need to, if we are to understand my giving the money away in psychological egoist terms.  

This leads to a wider discussion either of what it is to feel good (which we will continue in section II) or of what it is to be selfish (which we will pick up in section III).

Where Nietzsche Fits
Nietzsche is a psychological egoist.  In Beyond Good and Evil we are told that “Life itself is the will to power” and every living thing acts “to release its strength”, to further its own sake.  Philosophers are “commanders and lawgivers” who seek to impose their values on others.  He compares a healthy human being to the sipo matador, a plant which will exploit others in order to climb to the top of the jungle, to produce and exquisitely beautiful flower.  Bertrand Russell in his discussion of Nietzsche in his History of Western Philosophy rejects Nietzsche’s piscture as it is not true of all makind.  He agrees that it might be true of Nietzsche, who he portrays as a petty, bitter and ultimately tragic figure, but contrasts the figure of Buddha, who is motivated by compassion and selflessness.
- It is reasonable to conform to the expectations of morality because morality is a conventional agreement for our mutual advantage.  Exactly what kind of agreement could it be?

AO1  Position and its implications

It is rational to act morally as it is our part of a mutually beneficial social agreement.

AO1  Detail, Illustration
The Social Contract

I will cover the social contract theories of Hobbes, Locke and Rawls in the Why Should I Be Governed?  revision booklet.  Their thinking is relevant, but it should be noted that all of these thinkers are actually writing about justifications of the state rather than justifications of morality.  Their work has been the inspiration for thinking of morality as a contract, but it is not what they are specifically interested in.  Because of this I will follow Lacewing and restrict myself in this section to writing in more abstract terms about what he calls the “Moral Contract”, but do bear in mind that all of your work on social contracts is relevant on this paper, with the following additional bits of criticism in relation specifically to morality: 
- Hobbes and Rawls both work on the assumption of psychological egoism.  If that description of human motivation can be rejected, we do not need to think of morality as a contract.

- For Hobbes, the Sovereign plays a vital part in his contract.  We agree to submit to a strong ruler who will ensure that we will abide by the contract.  In political terms, it is easy to see that this Sovereign is a King or government who will punish us if we break their laws.  But if we are applying Hobbes in moral terms, it is not easy to see who the Sovereign is.  It is not the state – the state ensures that we obey laws but it does not enforce morality.  Consider either all of those things that are immoral but not illegal (like adultery?) or illegal but not immoral.  
God is a good candidate for a Sovereign, but consider the claim that we agree to submit to God so that he can enforce a moral agreement that we have decided amongst ourselves.  Surely if God actually exists, then He is the source of morality, rather than a moral contract.  And if God doesn’t exist, then we have invented Him as a concept in order to give people a reason to abide by the contract.  Freud proposes an argument like this, but the implication is that as soon as we realise that God is made up we are left without a Sovereign to enforce the moral agreement. 
-  Locke is in fact a natural law theorist about morality.  We submit to the state out of self-interest so that it can enforce this morality, but the state does not provide the justification for acting morally:  that comes from the natural law and is independent of self-interest (see section III). 

-  The Moral Contract justifies our treatment of others who have entered into the agreement.  It does not easily cover out moral obligations to those who refuse to enter into the contract (do we have any obligations to them?) or to those who cannot, like infants, animals or the environment.  
AO2  Interpretation, Analysis, Application
The Moral Contract
We’ve already arrived at the first stage in our discussion of psychological egoism.  The theory is that it is rational for us to co-operate with other human beings (and therefore act unselfishly) as it is in our long-term interests.

It doesn’t take long for the “prudential egoist” to realise that it’s probably in their long-term interest to co-operate.  But then, a rational person will begin to realise that, provided most people are co-operating, they in fact are better off if they don’t.

This problem is best illustrated through the example of The Prisoners’ Dilemma, which is drawn from Game Theory.(
Stan and Aldo are arrested and kept in separate cells where they cannot communicate.  The Police need a confession or they can only pin a minor charge on the criminals, so they offer a deal for co-operating, a reduced sentence.  The same deal is offered to each criminal, but we will just follow Aldo.  The important thing is that Aldo knows that Stan, being a rational human being, will think exactly the same way as him.
Aldo understands the four possibilities:

1.  If he and Stan both confess, they will be given a reduced sentence – five years instead of the full ten.
2.  If Stan confesses and Aldo remains silent, Aldo will get the full ten years and Stan will get off without any prison time at all.

3.  If Aldo confesses and Stan remains silent, Stan will get the full ten years and Aldo will get off without any time.

4.  If Aldo and Stan both stay silent (this is the option that equates to moral cooperation between Stan and Aldo) the police will have no evidence and they will get the minor charge – one year each.  
His reasoning procedes as follows:

i)  Aldo first thinks that the best deal is to confess.  If Stan stays silent, Aldo maximises his own interests – he gets no prison time at all.  But this is not a very “enlightened” form of egoism…
ii) Aldo realises that Stan will think like him and also confess, and thus they will both get five years.

So we arrive at the realisation that co-operation will be the most mutually beneficial situation by far:  if each criminal stays silent, they will get one year each, for a total of just two years between them.  This is nearly as good as no time at all.  If you like, this is the realisation of “prudential egoism” and would constitute the moral contract.
iii) But then Aldo thinks, why don’t I betray Stan?  If he has arrived at the moral contract (step ii), then actually I will benefit from breaking that contract – I will get no time, and he will get lumbered with the full ten years.  

But Aldo realises that Stan will also think the same way, and that Stan can therefore be trusted only as much as Aldo himself can be trusted!

There are various different approaches to strategising this game, especially if you are playing over a serious of games, rather than the one-off situation presented above, but the general conclusion seems to be that, from a rational point of view alone, trust breaks down.  We don’t have a good reason to think that our rational partner will not break the agreement, so we do not actually act in the most mutually beneficial way at all.  We tend to think rather in terms of “cutting our losses”. 

It might be different if we had some sort of bond of friendship or trust established with the other players, but psychological egoism does not allow for that:  in any case, we would then have to determine whether that bond was rational, and we are back where we started.

So it seems that we cannot find rational, self-interested grounds for the moral contract.  That is before we have considered the empirical question of whether morality is in fact mutually beneficial to all parties in the agreement (you might want to develop this criticism).  

Individual v Collective Rationality
Sartre develops another interesting problem with thinking about morality in purely rational, self-interested terms, and makes the distinction between individual and collective rationality.  Sartre’s example is of farmers on a hillside who could grow crops more effectively if they removed the trees from their plot of land.  If one or two farmers do this, they can individually maximise the yield of their plot of land – they will actually do better than all of the other farmers.  But if too many of the farmers do this, the hillside will lose its integrity, the soil will be washed away and everyone will be far worse off, as they cannot grow any crops at all.  Thinking collectively, we must not cut down our trees, as if everyone does this we will all be worse off.  But thinking individually, so long as most people think collectively, we will be much better off than everyone else if we do cut down the trees.

It is not clear that one or other of these two kinds of rationality are correct.  It is certain that the latter depends on the former.  If everybody thinks individually, everyone will be worse off, so there needs to be a majority of people who think collectively.  But given a sufficient number of people who are thinking collectively, it seems far more sensible for each individual to act in their own interest.   
You might think that in that case, people should refuse to play the game at all, as it is “unfair” that certain individuals should be parasitic on the moral agreement.  But it is not clear that that would be rational, as that would leave everyone worse off.  We do seem to have a number of social institutions that do rely on a majority people thinking collectively.  But that, in turn, does not mean that it is the rational thing to do, it simply means that this is what most people seem happy to do.  But in that case, those individuals who exploit this agreement seem to be the most sensible, in terms of self-interest.  
Where Nietzsche Fits

Nietzsche gives an account of the formation of morality in the Beyond Good and Evil that is very similar to the social contract theory.  But rather than intending a justification of morality, he is exposes its genealogy in order for us to realise that we can leave it behind.  For Nietzsche, we enter into this moral agreement out of fear and resentment of our neighbour, hardly very noble virtues, and our desire for “equality” is actually a desire to keep everyone as banal and unexceptional as ourselves, so that people might not feel encouraged to become more than we are.
In Chapter V (“The Natural History of Morals) he referes more than once to a chapter on “morals as timidity”) and writes in section 201:
After all, "love to our neighbour" is always a secondary matter, partly conventional and arbitrarily manifested in relation to our FEAR OF OUR NEIGHBOUR. After the fabric of society seems on the whole established and secured against external dangers, it is this fear of our neighbour which again creates new perspectives of moral valuation. Certain strong and dangerous instincts, such as the love of enterprise, foolhardiness, revengefulness, astuteness, rapacity, and love of power, which up till then had not only to be honoured from the point of view of general utility--under other names, of course, than those here given—but had to be fostered and cultivated (because they were perpetually required in the common danger against the common enemies), are now felt in their dangerousness to be doubly strong--when the outlets for them are lacking--and are gradually branded as immoral and given over to calumny. The contrary instincts and inclinations now attain to moral honour, the gregarious instinct gradually draws its conclusions.

II.  Morality as Constitutive of Self Interest

The Specification:

- It is reasonable to conform to the expectations of morality because self-interest can only be realised in the context of a moral life

Virtue Ethics
AO1  Position and its implications

Whereas psychological egoism says that we act morally in order to gain what is in our own interest, virtue ethics claims that it is acting morally itself which is in our interest.  In other words, instead of viewing morality instrumentally – as a means of getting what we want – it is viewed intrinsically – it is in fact what we want.  This depends on an understanding of human nature and what is really in our interests.  

AO1  Detail, Illustration
Theory

Contemporary Virtue Ethics is a rejection of ethical systems;  the focus is on the agent (doer) rather than the action.  Other ethical systems take a “snapshot” view of an ethical system, without taking into account the narrative of a person’s whole life, their aims and their relationships with their loved ones and the wider community.

Relies on the observation that we sometimes know the right thing to do but still do not do it.  So we should focus on the whole person – how do we become the kind of person who does the right thing?  (Holistic View)

Virtues are qualities or characteristics which can be developed through habit.  We can “get better at” being the virtuous person, rather than simply do the right/ wrong thing. 

Aristotle
The Greek word for Virtue – Arete – actually means excellence.  Virtue Ethics is about becoming the most excellent person you can be and attaining “Eudaimonia” – Human Flourishing; this is the “final cause” of mankind.  This works the same with objects – the most excellent knife is the one which best fulfils what it is to be a knife, i.e. is sharpest.

Aristotle saw that there were different accounts of what the key virtues were (i.e. what is the best way for a human to be) and sought to give an objective account.

A good life is one lived in harmony and co-operation with other people – it is in the nature andbest interests of humans to be social.

Virtues are discovered through the application of the Golden Mean(, which is the balancebetween two extremes of character.  We might no longer agree with Aristotle’s examples, but the concept of the balance between two extremes might still be relevant in contemporary Virtue Ethics:  for example, we value someone who is motivated, but not someone who is apathetic (one extreme) or ruthlessly ambitious (the other).  Phronesis (practical wisdom) is a skill or faculty which enables us to find this balance, and we get better at it as we act as moral agents.
MacIntyre

The ethical systems have resulted in disagreements which cannot be resolved.  This has led most people to be emotivists and think that ethics is simply a matter of personal taste.

MacIntyre feels that we can restore Aristotle’s ethics if we emphasise the relation of the Virtues to the  wider community.  In other words, although Virtues are relative (they have changed over time depending on the needs of the community) they have in every case emphasised the individual’s place and function in the community.  As human beings, we truly flourish within the shared practices of a community.
Peter Singer
Although not explicitly a Virtue Ethicist, Singer argues that acting ethically is part of living a meaningful and healthy life.
In “Practical Ethics” Chapter 12, Singer offers his answer to “Why Act Morally?”  He begins by considering rational justifications for moving beyond psychological egoism but rejects Kant’s claim that to act rationally is to act ethically as egoism is rationally universalisable.  

Singer rejects Hume’s claim that “Tis not contrary to reason to prefer the destruction of the whole world to the scratching of my finger” on the grounds that this surely would not be prudential even for an egoist (you would be destroyed along with the world, and this would not be in your interests).  He refers to Thomas Nagel’s argument in The Possibility of Altruism.  Nagel argues that Hume is wrong because not to take one’s future self into consideration must be based on an incorrect conception of the self.  The rational person considers their future self as well as their present self.

However, Singer rejects Nagel’s next step, which is to say that the rational person moves on from identifying their future self with their present self to identifying other selves  with their own self, and thus thinking altruistically.  This is a non sequitur for Singer.
Singer takes a different tack.  Since philosophers have failed to show that ethics logically follows from self-interest, ethics must be shown to coincide with self-interest.  This is largely a pschological question, and rests on being able to establish that people who do not act ethically will be less happy or mentally healthy than those who do.  

“Benevolence and sympathy…are tied up with the capacity to take part in friendly or loving relations with others, and there can be no real happiness without such relationships.  For the same reason it is necessary to take at least some ethical standards seriously, and to be open and honest in living by them – for a life of deception and dishonesty is a furtive life, in which the possibility of discovery always clouds the horizon.”

This empirical question is not resolved.  The view expressed above is a hypothesis only.  It does not seem that a psycopath, who is unable to feel empathy or form enduring relationships, is unhappy or suffers as a result of this.  This is why Singer focuses on “meaning”.  The psycopath’s life lacks meaning because it is not lived in relation to some higher (ethical) purpose.   
Singer’s approach is further developed in Section III.  
AO2  Interpretation, Analysis, Application
Strengths
Aristotle makes the distinction between intellectual virtues, which can be taught or reasoned to, and moral virtues, which can only be developed through practice and habit (like learning an instrument).  Other normative ethical theories completely ignore this aspect, and therefore tend to be intellectual or clinical.  But knowing the law and being good are not the same thing.  Rather than applying logical principles, we often use virtuous people (Gandhi, Jesus, Martin Luther King) as the model or example to inspire us in our actions.  This reflects life, where we find out how to be good by imitating others. 

Being holistic, this can take into account factors that we do not normally consider to be ethical, for example whether we smoke or bother to turn up to our revision sessions;  all of these have an impact on whether we will “flourish” as human beings, and arguably are more important in our daily lives than whether to commit euthanasia or have an abortion.

No emphasis on a formula or calculus;   MacIntyre uses narrative or story-telling.  Virtue Ethics is a case of deciding which moral story we would like to tell through our actions.  

Virtue ethics can take into account our preferences for (e.g.) our family, as our relationship with them is part of what it is to live as a worthwhile human being.  It can also take into account different life goals – different people might be suited for different functions in the community.

Accepts that we are not perfect and might make mistakes as we develop as moral agents, and also does not necessarily need there to be a given “right” or “wrong” thing that we ought to have done in a particular situation.  What counts is the good character of the person who acted.
Weaknesses
As a rejection of ethical systems, Virtue ethics does not give us an account of how to work out what is the right or wrong action – we can give no direct answer to whether that woman should have an abortion or not, we must simply advise her to try and work out the best way to become the best that she can be.  Louden argues that Virtue Ethics cannot help anyone facing a crisis.  It is also hard to apply to more abstract issues – what are the “virtues” involved in stem cell research?  Louden also argues that it is difficult to know if the people we choose as ethical models are actually acting from virtuous motives.

MacIntyre even seems to accept that virtues are culturally relative.  Does it matter that there are no absolute rights or wrongs?  Is it legitimate even to say that Virtues must take the community into account?  If not, then our decision of which virtue to cultivate or which figure to use as our model becomes entirely subjective.
It might be possible to be virtuous and act immorally – e.g. a brave soldier fighting an unjust war.  This is not very helpful for an ethicist. 
Where Nietzsche Fits

Many commentators have found a striking affinity between Nietzsche’s thought and that of Aristotle.  He certainly makes constant favourable reference to the morality of the Greeks and uses proud, strong Greek warrior heroes as examples of the New Philosopher or Free Spirit whose coming he is predicting.  Nietzschean philosophy is entirely compatible with the concept of “eudaimonia” or “human flourishing”.  The disagreement here would be about what it is to be an “excellent” human being.  For Macintyre, this could only be achieved in the context of community, whereas for Nietzsche this should for the strongest be achieved at the expense of society.  The virtues Nietzsche approves of are (among others) ruthlessness, tyranny, and an ability to endure the suffering of others. Macintyre actually encourages readers of “After Virtue” to choose between Aristotle and Nietzsche, but this is possibly a problem with Virtue Ethics.  Nietzsche’s virtues seem quite consistent with Aristotle’s ideas like pride and an appropriate sense of superiority.  Both Nietzsche and Aristotle reject slavishness and excessive compassion or humility and would prefer the vengeful hero Achilles over Jesus or Gandhi, who Macintyre would prefer us to admire.  What could provide the criteria whereby we might choose between Macintyre and Nietzsche’s lists of virtues?
Final word
For some, Virtue Ethics collapses back into egoism.  The question is not whether we act ethically for self-interested reasons (we do!) but what self-interest might correctly constitute.  It’s just a question of knowing what’s actually good for you.  For others, this would be misleading, because it is only through thinking in an unselfish way that we will actually gain what is in our own interests, and that does not sound like psychological egoism’s claim that we can’t help but think selfishly.
III.  Morality as Overcoming Self Interest

Specification:
- It is reasonable to conform to the expectations of morality and these expectations disregard self-interest as morally relevant.

Kant

AO1  Position and its implications

Not only is morality not derived from or dependent on self-interest, but also self-interested morives are incompatible with morality.  Our duty must be done for its own sake and not for any other reason.
AO1  Detail, Illustration
Deontological System – in other words, what is right is right simply because it is our duty, what we simply ought to do, and not because it is a means to achieving some other telos or end (e.g. happiness).

Enlightenment Thought – stresses the primacy of human reason; also emphasises the equality of human beings as rational agents. 

A Priori – what is right can be worked out through pure reason alone, it does not depend on some (empirical) calculation of the consequences or result of an action.

The Good Will is the desire to do one’s duty solely because it is one’s duty;  if we act out of a desire to benefit ourselves, or to maximise happiness, or to bring about any other outcome, we are not acting ethically.  “We are not moral for the sake of love but for duty’s sake only.”

The Hypothetical Imperative is conditional (if you wish to achieve this, you must do this);  this is the kind of imperative used by teleological systems;  Kant rejected this as a means of ethical decision making in favour of

The Categorical Imperative (you must do this)

We work out/ test whether an imperative is categorical by first universalising any maxim we are considering, for example if we are considering lying we form the maxim “Everybody can lie”.  This is because if a duty binds us it must also be binding for all mankind (principle of universalisability).

We then look for contradictions, either a contradiction in the law of nature (a logical contradiction) or a contradiction in the will, where the maxim once universalised would conflict with my initial motive for doing the action or – more simply – where the maxim would describe a world in which I would not want to live.

If the maxim can be universalised without contradiction, I have discovered a categorical imperative and therefore my moral duty.

In addition, we must treat all human beings as ends in themselves and not as means to an end and we must “act as if a legislating member in the universal kingdom of ends.”  This is because all humans must be considered equally.

AO2  Interpretation, Analysis, Application
Strengths

Deontological v. Teleological

Look at the problems with teleological systems:  

(i)  we cannot accurately predict the consequences of an action, which makes us nervous about a moral system based on consequences.  Kant’s theory rules out consequences.  Here, the moral value of the action comes from the action itself.

(ii)  Kant also identifies a danger with teleological systems – how do I select the end (e.g. happiness) to which I am striving?  There is the danger of self-interest obscuring my judgement.  The emphasis on the Good Will and the fact that we do our duty solely for duty’s sake rules out self- interest.  

(iii)  Finally, recall the problem of “Mr Scapegoat” (you must be able to explain this);  whereas teleological systems could justify treating someone unjustly, Kant’s Kingdom of Ends ensures that we could never sacrifice one innocent person for the many, as that would be to treat them as a means to some other end.

In addition, Kant’s system – if it works – provides clear and absolute answers to moral questions, with a prescriptive and unambiguous process guiding moral choices.  

Emphasises the importance of intention;  we must be striving to do our duty in order to be morally good.

Enshrines the Christian “Golden Rule” – we must always consider when making a moral decision whether this decision could be taken by every other person (and so, by extension, could one day be applied to us).
Emphasises the intrinsic worth and dignity of human beings as rational creatures.  This is the basis of contemporary human rights legislation.

Weaknesses

(i)  MacIntyre points out that – depending on how we phrase our maxim – we could use this to justify just about any action.  “…all I need to do is to characterise the proposed action in such a way that the maxim will permit me to do what I want while prohibiting others from doing what would nullify the action of universalised.”  The question then becomes, how specific should my maxim be?  Do I try to universalise “I can kill” or “I can kill in self-defence”?  Once we admit that the maxim can be quite specific (and Kant’s own examples are particularly convoluted) surely this could ultimately collapse into a relative theory…

(ii)  Universalisation can produce maxims which are not non-contradictory (and are therefore our duty) but which are not usually considered moral imperatives, e.g. “Everyone must write in black ink.”  Similarly, we might have started with blue ink and produced a different but incompatible maxim…

(iii)  It is not easy to apply the two contradictions.  There are very few logical contradictions (e.g. everyone must jump the queue) and contradictions in the will seem to depend firstly on an assumption of a universal human nature and secondly (in Kant’s own convoluted examples) seem to admit an amount of teleological reasoning, which Kant claims to rule out.

(iv)  Most importantly, how do we legislate between conflicting duties?  You must be able to explain e.g. a situation where “Do not lie” conflicts with “Always preserve life”.  Kant does not acknowledge that such situations occur or give us any mechanism for deciding which duty is most important. 

Aquinas and Natural Law

AO1  Position and its implications

Since everything in nature has a purpose, a moral life is one lived in pursuit of human purpose.  Morality is based not on desire or self-interest but on rational reflection of the purpose of human life. 

AO1  Detail, Illustration
The Theory

· It is a naturalistic theory, meaning that good is an observable feature of the natural world

· Good is defined as fitness for natural purpose, so a human being is good if they are fulfilling what they are naturally supposed to be doing;  doing what is right will also therefore make us happy, as it will cause us to flourish as human beings

· We can find out what the purpose of mankind is by observing human beings and interpreting this evidence using our faculty of reason

· It is a law in that it can be discovered from observing the natural order of things and is in that sense absolute.  It is not a law in that it is necessarily written down or dictates our behaviour;  we are free not to heed it if we wish

· Definition:  An action is therefore right inasmuch as it agrees with human purpose

Aquinas

· Developed natural law in a Christian context after the works of Aristotle were rediscovered in the western world in the C13th

· God has given us the rational nature needed to flourish as human beings

· Regardless of whether we know or believe in God, we can use our reason to discover the natural purpose of things

· There is a single absolute purpose for human beings which is expressed in four primary precepts
· The Natural Law is the part of God’s Eternal Law which is discoverable through human reason.  A fifth precept, 5.  To worship God, is also part of the Eternal Law but can only be discovered through God’s revelation and is not part of Natural Law

· Divine Law is God’s revelation in the Bible.  This never contradicts Natural Law but only complements and expands upon it

The four primary precepts (1. Live, 2. Reproduce, 3. Learn, 4. Live in an ordered society) can be discovered from observing every human society.  They must then be applied in particular situations where we use reason and experience to derive secondary principles

The synderesis rule states that all human beings are naturally inclined to do the good.  When we act immorally, then, it must be because we are mistaken about which is the right action – we pursue an apparent good instead of a real good.  Aquinas uses the example of a man who sleeps with his neighbours wife in the mistaken belief that she is his own wife
Aquinas distinguishes between interior acts (our intentions) and exterior acts (what we actually do);  it is interior acts which are most important, as Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount in the New Testament demonstrates

We should not be blamed when we have used reason correctly (the “right use of reason”) and still done wrong. However, there is a certain vincible ignorance, i.e. an ignorance that could have been overcome had we made a little more effort to know all the facts, for which we should be held morally responsible

AO2  Interpretation, Analysis, Application
Strengths

· It is an absolutist theory which provides objective moral facts.  However, it is also flexible in that these absolutes must be applied in particular situations

· It gives a clear motive for moral action, as this will also lead us to happiness

· The four primary precepts are largely uncontroversial

· It allows for a dialogue between Christian ethics and the ethics of atheists or other religions in that the first four principles are discoverable through human reason alone

Weaknesses

· The four primary precepts seem quite vague and Aquinas does not give us a hierarchy (i.e. which is more important?);  it therefore ends up quite unhelpful in difficult situations i.e. abortion.  (You must apply and develop this point rather than just state it)

· The charge of casuistry:  when we give this much responsibility to reason, we may be able to justify all sorts of selfish actions with complex rational justifications (this was Jesus’ criticism of the Pharisees in the New Testament).  You could develop the example that Aquinas condemns homosexuality as unnatural but not the celibacy of Priests;  his arguments for this get pretty involved…

· It is difficult to ascertain the purpose of a human being;  many natural law theorists do this “piece by piece” i.e. what is the purpose of a penis?  This gets difficult as our organs do not necessarily have a single clear purpose

· The concept that we have a definable purpose seems to rest on an assumption of God’s existence as a purposeful creator.  Contemporary evolution theory offers a purposeless view of the world where species simply adapt to suit their environments

· Is human purpose really discoverable?  Aquinas possibly commits the naturalistic fallacy, trying to justify through empirical evidence his view of how we ought to be behave
Naturalistic Fallacy

Hume’s Law:  is is not the same as ought.

G E Moore – you must not confuse natural properties (descriptions) with non-natural properties (prescriptions).  Statements of how the world is will never provide evidence for value statements i.e. how the world ought to be.

Development?  Try to provide the evidence that would demonstrate that Hitler is wrong;  you always leave an “open question” i.e. “I know that genocide causes suffering, but is it wrong?”
This is a problem for all ethical naturalist theories, including utilitarianism.  Utilitarianism aims to maximise happiness, on the understanding that it is good to maximise happiness.  But what evidence can be offered to support the claim that happiness is good?
· The diversity thesis – different cultures have had different views of what human purpose is.  Can this disagreement be resolved empirically (i.e. through observation of the natural world?) or do we rather not have an objective fixed purpose (and therefore there is no Natural Law);  Aquinas’ view of purpose possibly influenced by cultural prejudice – he condones slavery, for example

Final Word

Natural law, like Virtue Ethics, is derived from Aristotle, and can also be connected to egoism – since your purpose is also what is best for you, it is actually in your interests to pursue it – who would not do what was best for them?  This is a view shared by Plato.  Plato has an objective morality (the form of the good exists objectively in the realm of the Forms).  Since every human wants what is best for them, every human naturally pursues the objective morality.  The only reason anyone would ever act badly or wickedly, therefore, is out of ignorance – they have made a mistake about what is best for them.  But this fails to account for the fact that we often know what we ought to do and still fall short of doing it.
Where does Nietzsche fit into the discussion of Objective Morality

In Beyond Good and Evil Nietzsche uses a metaphor to show how we confuse our contingent beliefs with an objective truth:

196:  We can deduce that next to the sun there are countless  numbers of dark heavenly bodies – the ones we will never see.
In The Genealogy of Morality Nietzsche informs us that “there is only a perspective seeing.”  He denies that there is any objective truth about ethics, or Morality with a capital M.  Rather there are moralities which are culturally and historically situated.  He makes the effort to present a “genealogy” or history of morality in order to show us that our moral code, the Christian or Utilitarian morality, which praises humility, equality and compassion - is contingent: we might just as easily think that another morality was the objectively right one, if we had been born in a different context.  It is hard to appreciate this as the prevailing morality ingrains itself into our very ways of thinking – the language in which we think has been manipulated by those who have historically been in power and have had an interest in our thinking in this way.  

Nietzsche then encourages us to consider what kind of morality we wish to subscribe to.  Do we prefer a “herd morality”, which was born out of the resentful and fearful desire of the weaker slaves to see themselves as superior to their naturally stronger and more noble masters, or would we prefer a morality based on individual creativity and power?  Nietzsche warns that to attempt to rethink morality is a risky and dangerous endeavour which most people will not have the capacity to achieve.  The actions of the “New Philosopher” or “Free Spirit” will naturally be seen by those who still subscribe to the old morality as wicked and evil, but they will not be so, as the New Philosopher will take himself beyond the old categories of good and evil .  
- Does eschewing self-interest leave us without any motivating reasons to act altruistically?  Is moral motivation a reflection of natural dispositions (e.g. Humean “sympathy”) and, if so, what might be the implications for ethics?

I have also dealt here with the second part of Section II of the spec:
-  Are self-interested reasons compatible with an understanding of morality?
Kant has been criticised on the grounds that duty for duty’s sake is not an adequate basis for morality – it seems to rule out compassion as a motivation for acting morally.

On the other hand, natural law and virtue ethics have been criticised for making ethics ultimately self-interested:  you are still acting out of concern for your own eudaimonia, excellence or human flourishing.

It seems to me that you can’t have it both ways:  either acting ethically because it makes you feel good is acceptable, or it’s not.  

Hume’s view is that we act ethically because we have the innate capacity for sympathy.  Seeing others in pain makes us feel pain, and helping other people out makes us feel better.   Hume is not here attempting a justification of morality – he is just offering a psychological description of what motivates us to act morally.  In any case, the feeling of sympathy is not very strong and can often be overridden by other, more powerful feelings.

Hume does not think that morality admits of justification:  if you apply Hume’s Fork to ethical propositions (see previous revision guide), you will see that they are neither relations of ideas nor matters of fact, and therefore come under the category of the “metaphysical” (and can thus be consigned to the flames – they are not a proper object of philosophical discussion).  Ayer follows Hume when he says that if you apply the verification principle to ethical statements you can see that – if they are intended as cognitive claims – they are meaningless.  Ayer thus concludes that ethical claims are non-cognitive:  they contain no propositional content and do not describe facts of the world in any way.  Rather they express the disposition of the speaker to whatever they are talking about.  This standpoint is called “emotivism”.  It takes into account that we make ethical claims but rules out ethics as a subject for philosophical debate.  It would be like debating whether cornflakes are actually yummy.  
The text book attributes an anecdote to Abraham Lincoln which Peter Singer elsewhere attributes to Hobbes.  In any case the details are the same:  a well known psychological egoist commits an apparently selfless act.  When challenged on this, the egoist replies that actually, they are acting entirely consistently with their egoism:  Hobbes gave a coin to a beggar  because it pleased him to see the poor man happy.
I will leave the final word on this to Peter Singer:

“Hobbes thus avoided the refutation of his theory by widening the notion of self-interest so that it is compatible with a great deal of generosity and compassion.    That reminds us that there is both a broad and narrow sense of self-interest.  The long-running debate about whether humans are capable of genuine altruism is, in practical terms, less significant than the question of how we understand our own interests.  Will we understand them narrowly, concentrating on acquiring wealth and power for ourselves?  Dp we think that our interests are best fulfilled by a lifestyle that displays our economic success by our ostentatious consumption of as many expensive items as possible?  Or do we include among our interests the satisfactions that come from helping others?  Members of the 50% League( found that their gifts gave meaning, fulfillment, and even “kicks” to what would otherwise be less-rewarding lives.  Does this make their giving self-interested?  If so, we need more people who are self-interested like that.” 
Singer, P. (2009), The Life You Can Save, Picador, p. 78

Bradley argues that to act self-interestedly is not to act morally.  In “Practical Ethics” Singer’s first response to this (which he admits is “rather crude”) is to argue that action is more important than motive.  He agrees that we do tend to focus on motives when considering ethics, but only because those motives tend to produce particular results.  This is a rejection of Kant’s claim that the only true ethical motive is for duty’s sake alone.   
Appendix:  Exam Questions

1.
This question is from the AQA specimen paper
(a)  Explain and illustrate two criticisms of the claim that morality is a 
conventional agreement for our mutual advantage.  
Note how you may occasionally be required to produce criticsms for a part (a) question.  You might need therefore to draw on material that I have included under A02 in the notes, but you will not need to evaluate these criticisms or develop their implications.

You could here discuss the prisoners’ dilemma, individual and collective morality or criticisms of the various forms of contract theory.

(b)  
“Self interest plays no part in genuine morality.”  Discuss.

An evaluation of Kant would form the main part of this essay.  Perhaps also consider Singer’s virtue ethics as a response.

2. (a)
Explain and illustrate two attempts to show that morality involves 

overcoming self-interest.
Kant and Natural Law would seem the most obvious options here. 
(b)  

“Self interest and ethical action or inseparable.”  Discuss.

This would most likely involve a discussion of Virtue Ethics and/ or Singer’s approach, if you want to argue that morality is constitutive of self-interest.  On the other hand, if you want to show that morality is a rational consequence of self-interest, you might want to discuss moral contracts.

3. (a)  Explain and illustrate the claim that it is rational to act morally.
I can imagine two ways of approaching this question:  perhaps discussing a form of moral contract or developing Kant’s argument for an objective morality.
(b)  “Morality is nothing more or less than an agreement between rational 
human beings”.  Discuss. 
An evaluation of the moral contract in general and perhaps social contract theories specifically.
Some key distinctions in Metaethics

	Cognitive
	Non-cognitive

	Ethical propositions are knowledge statements.  They have a “truth value” i.e. they are either true or false.
	Ethical statements do not express knowledge.  They do not have a truth value and are rather (e.g.) expressions of emotion or prescriptions.

	Naturalist
	Non-naturalist

	Ethical truths are an observable feature of the natural world.  Empirical evidence can therefore be provided to support ethical claims.
	Natural evidence cannot be provided to support moral claims (is is not the same as ought) but they can nevertheless be verified through moral intuition (intuitionism) rather than the senses.  

	Absolute
	Relative

	Moral truths are true for all people in all places at all times.
	What is right or good varies relative to the particular context (cultural, historical, etc.)

	Deontological
	Teleological/ Consequentialist

	Gr deon = duty

Actions are intrinsically right or wrong (independent of their outcome).
	Gr telos = end or goal

The rightness of an action depends on the outcome that it will bring about.

	Objective
	Subjective

	There are moral facts which exist independently of whether people agree with them or know them.
	Moral truths are created by the individual rather than being objective facts that can be discovered.

	A Priori
	A Posteriori

	Latin – prior to (experience of the world)

Moral truths can be reached through the use of the reason alone and do not depend on empirical evidence.  A priori truths will also be necessary (true in all possible worlds).
	Latin – after (experience of the world)

Moral truths are discovered through empirical evidence.  A posteriori moral truths may also be contingent (true in only some possible worlds).

	Realist
	Anti-Realist

	Moral facts actually exist in the world.  “Good” and “bad” are real properties like “hard” or “soft”.
	Moral statements are part of a language and tell us more about the community that uses them than the world outside of them.


(  Illustrative Example:  Game Theory was developed by John Nash and used by the Rand Corporation to think through  the nuclear standoff in the cold war.  The important assumption was that you know nothing about your opponent other than that they are rational.  That being the case, you could assume that they would go through exactly the same reasoning processes as you, given that they know as little about you.  It was thus concluded that the safest way to ensure that nuclear war never broke out was to make sure that you had the weapons to wipe out your enemy.  Since you could assume that they would do the same as you, “mutually assured destruction” would result from any act of nuclear aggression.  Since that would be in the worst interests of either party, you knew that neither side would ever risk initiating nuclear war.  Obviously, the ideal would be for both sides not to arm at all, but you could not trust your opponent not to arm themselves. 


( You should be able to give examples of the virtues, but you covered this material with Mr Ahmed, so there is no need for me to reproduce it here.


( [who give 50% of their earnings to charity]
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