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CHAPTER 1

Socrates’ Question

H T 1s NOT a trivial question, Socrates said: what we are talking

about is how one should live. Or so Plato reports him, in one of
the first books written about this subject.! Plato thought that phi-
losophy could answer the question. Like Socrates, he hoped that
one could direct one’s life, if necessary redirect it, through an
understanding that was distinctively philosophical — that s to say,
general and abstract, rationally reflective, and concerned with what
can be known through different kinds of inquiry.

The aims of moral philosophy, and any hopes it may have of
being worth serious attention, are bound up with the fate of Soc-
rates’ question, even if it is not true that philosophy, itself, can
reasonably hope to answer it. With regard to that hope, there are
two things to be mentioned here at the outset. One is particularly to
be remembered by the writer — how large a claim he is making ifhe
says that a particular kind of abstract, argumentative writing
should be worth serious attention when these large questions are at
issue. There are other books that bear on the question —almostall
books, come to that, which are any good and which are concerned
with human life at all. That is a point for the philosophical writer
even if he does not think his relation to Socrates’ question lies in
trying to answer it.

The other initial point is one for the reader. It would be a
serious thing if philosophy could answer the question. How could
it be that a subject, something studied in universities (but not only
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there), something for which there is a large technical literature,
could deliver what one might recognize as an answer to the basic
questions of life? It is hard to see how this could be so, unless, as
Socrates believed, the answer were one that the reader would recog-
nize as one he might have given himself. But how could this be?
And how would this be related to the existence of the subject? For
Socrates, there was no such subject; he just talked with his friends in
a plain way, and the writers he referred to (at least with any respect)
were the poets. But within one generation Plato had linked the
study of moral philosophy to difficult mathematical disciplines,
and after two generations there were treatises on the subject — in
particular, Aristotle’s Ethics, still one of the most illuminating.2
Some philosophers would like to be able to go back now to
Socrates’ position and to start again, reflectively questioning com-
mon sense and our moral or ethical concerns, without the weight
of texts and a tradition of philosophical study. There is something
to be said for this, and in this book ] shall try to follow it to the
extent of pursuing an inquiry and hoping to involve the reader in it.
At another level, however, it is baseless to suppose that one can or
should try to get away from the practices of the su bject. What makes
an inquiry a philosophical one is reflective generality and a style of
argument that claims to be rationally persuasive. It would be silly to
forget that many acute and reflective people have already labored at
formulating and discussing these questions. Moral philosophy has
the problems it has because of its history and its present practices.
Moreover, it is important that there is 2 tradition of activity, some
of it technical, in other parts of philosophy, such as logic, the
theory of meaning, and the philosophy of mind. While few of them
outside mathematical logic provide “results,” there is certainlya lot
to be known about the state of the subject, and some of it bears
significantly on moral philosophy.
There is another reason for no
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how Socrates’ question might be answered, determines its own
place in answering it. It is not a circle but a progression. Philosophy
starts from questions that, on any view of it, it can and should ask,
about the chances we have of finding out how best to live; in the

urse of that, it comes to see how much it itself may help, with

discursive methods of m:m_%ghbbﬁsﬁ

m:ﬁ_mn.,,_r:,._mm_:m:ﬁ comparison of possibilities, which are what it
!lll!ll.lltl.l!ll

most characteristically tries to add to our ordinary resources of

historical and personal knowledge:

Socrates’ question 1s the best place for moral philosophy to
start. It is better than “what is our duty?” or “how may we be
g0od?” or even “how can we be happy?” Each of these questions
takes too much for granted, although not everyone will agree about
what that is. In the case of the last question, some people, such as
those who want to start with the first question, will think that it
starts in the wrong place, by ignoring the distinctive issues of
morality; others may simply find it rather optimistic. Socrates’
question is neutral on those issues, and on many others. It would
be wrong, however, to think that it takes nothing for granted. The
first thing we should do is to ask what is involved in Socrates’

question, and how much we are presupposing if we assume that it
can be usefully asked at all.

“How should one live?” — the generality of one already stakes a
claim. The Greek language does not even give us one: the formula is
impersonal. The implication is that something relevant or useful
can be said to anyone, in general, and this implies that something
general can be said, something that embraces or shapes the individ-
ual ambitions each person may bring to the question “how should [
live?” (A larger implication can easily be found in this generality:
that the question naturally leads us out of the concerns of the ego
altogether. We shall come back to this later)) This is one way in
which Socrates’ question goes beyond the everyday “what shall
do?” Another is that it is not immediate; it is not about what [
should do now, or next. It is about a manner of life. The Greeks
themselves were much impressed by the idea that such a question
must, consequently, be about a whole life and that a good way of
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I shall not try to define what exactly counts as an ethical
consideration, but I shall say something about what goes into the
notion of the ethical. It does no harm that the notion is vague. Itis
in fact morality, the special system, that demands a sharp boundary
for itself (in demanding “moral” and “nonmoral” senses for words,
for instance). This is a function of its special presuppositions. With-
out them, we can admit that there is a range of considerations that
falls under the notion of the ethical, and we can also see why the
range is not clearly delimited.

One thing that falls within its range is the notion of an obliga-
tion. A rather varied set of considerations is ordinarily counted as
obligations, and I shall take up later (in Chapter 10) the question of
why this should be so. One familiar kind is the obligation that one
can put oneself under, in particular by making a promise. There is
also the idea of a duty. The most familiar use of that word nowadays

may be in narrow institutional connections, as when there is a list
or roster of duties. Going beyond that, duties have characteristically
been connected with a role, position, or relationship, such as those
that follow from one’s “station,” as Bradley called it in the title of a
famous essay.® In a case such as the duties of a job, the job may have
been acquired voluntarily, but in general duties, and most obliga-
tions other than those of promises, are not acquired voluntarily.
In the thought of Kant and of others influenced by him, all
genuinely moral considerations rest, ultimately and at a deep level,
in the agent’s will. I cannot simply be required by my position in a
social structure — by the fact that I am a particular person’s child,
for instance — to act in a certain way, if that required is to be of the
moral kind, and does not simply reflect a psychological compul-
sion or social and legal sanctions. To act morally is to act autono-
mously, not as the result of social pressure. This mirrors some of
the characteristic concerns of the subsystem morality. As against
that, it has been in every society a recognizable ethical thought, and
remains so in ours, that one can be under a requirement of this kind
simply because of who one is and of one’s social situation. It may be
2 kind of consideration that some people in Western societies now
would not want to accept, but it has been accepted by almost
everyone in the past, and there is no necessity in the demand that
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every requirement of this kind must, under rational scrutiny, be
either mwmnﬂosna or converted into a voluntary commitment Wrﬂnw
a demand is, like other distinctive features of moralit n._omn_
wn_mm& to processes of modernization: it represents an n:M,nan:nM
ing in ethical terms of the process that in the world of legal relation
M_m_nn called &n change from status to contract. It no:nmvo:a”
nn“um mnn_o_,r“.. anrm:m_:m conception of the self that enters into ethical
O_u__mmaom and duty look backwards, or at least sideways. The
acts ?Q require, supposing that one is deliberating about Emmn t
do, lie in the future, but the reasons for those acts lie in the fact ﬂ_..mmm
I have m__.mm& promised, the job I have undertaken, the position I
am already in. Another kind of ethical nozman_.mwo: muowa fo
ward, to the outcomes of the acts open to me. “It will be for r_. :
best” may be taken as the general form of this kind of nosmmaq“%
tion. In one way of taking this, specially important in philosophical
theory, the best is measured by the degree to which people mnw what
they want, are made happy, or some similar consideration. This i
.ﬂrn area of welfarism or utilitarianism (I shall discuss such \.nrno s
in Chapters 5 and 6). But that is only one version. G. E. Moore _.__nm
thought that the forward-looking type of no:mammmm.mo-.._ was ?MM ¥
B.n_:mr .UE he allowed things other than satisfaction —such m-
friendship and the awareness of beauty—to count amon ﬂnw
good consequences. It was because of this that his theor ,....M.m so
attractive to the Bloomsbury group: it managed to reject mnwann th
stuffiness ﬂm duty and the vulgarity of utilitarianism. :
‘E.ann is another kind of ethical consideration, which presents
an action as being of some ethically relevant E:Q.,,Hﬁnnn is a wid
range of nﬂrmnm._ characteristics of actions under which they ma __UM
nromom or, again, refused. A particular action may be _.n?mnawvn-
cause it would be theft or murder, for instance, or deceitful
dishonorable, or, less dramatically, because it éo,_.__.w_ let mon._noon
MWMM“ These descriptions — and there are many of them — ovn..m_”M
e M:M.HWH levels; thus an action can be dishonorable because it is
. Closely connected with these descriptions, under which ac-
tions may be chosen or rejected, are various &nncwm, avirtue beinga
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disposition of character to choose or reject actions because they are
of a certain ethically relevant kind. The word “virtue” has for the
most part acquired comic or otherwise undesirable associations,
and few now use it except philosophers, but there is no other word
that serves as well, and it has to be used in moral philosophy. One
might hope that, with its proper meaning reestablished, it will
come back into respectable use. In that proper use, meaning an
ethically admirable disposition of character, it covers a broad class
of characteristics, and, as so often in these subjects, the boundary
of that class is not sharp and does not need to be made sharp. Some
desirable personal characteristics certainly do not count as virtues,
such as being sexually attractive. That can be a matter of character
(some people have a sexually attractive character), but it does not
have to be and it does not rate as a virtue, any more than having
perfect pitch does. Again, virtues are always more than mere skills,
since they involve characteristic patterns of desire and motivation.
One can be a good pianist and have no desire to play, but if one is
generous of fair-minded, those qualities themselves help to deter-
mine, in the right contexts, what one will want to do.

This is not to say that virtues can never be misused. One kind
of virtue that can evidently be misused 1s the so-called executive
virtues, which do not so much involve objectives of their own as
assist in realizing other objectives — courage, for instance, or self-
control. These are nevertheless virtues, being traits of character,
and they are not related to pursuing other objectives as the mere
possession of a skill is. According to Socrates, the virtues cannot be
misused, and indeed he held something even stronger, that it 1s
impossible for people, because they have a certain virtue, to act
worse than if they did not have it. This led him, consistently, to
believe that there is basically only one virtue, the power of right
judgment. We need not follow him in that. More important, we
should not follow him in what motivates those ideas, which is the
search for something in an individual’s life that can be unqualifiedly
good, good under all possible circumstances. That search has its
modern expressions as well, and we shall encounter one of them in

the special preoccupations of morality.
The notion of a virtue is a traditional one in moral philosophy,
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but it fell out of discussion for some time. In recent work, several
writers have rightly emphasised its importance.” If one has a certain
virtue, then that affects how one deliberates. We need to be clear,
however, about the ways in which it can affect the deliberation. An
important point is that the virtue-term itself usually does not occur
in the content of the deliberation. Someone who has a particular
virtue does actions because they fall under certain descriptions and
avoids others because they fall under other descriptions. That per-
son is described in terms of the virtue, and so are his or her actions:
thus he or she is a just or courageous person who does just or
courageous things. But—and this is the point—it is rarely the
case that the description that applies to the agent and to the action
is the same as that in terms of which the agent chooses the action.
“Just” is indeed such a case, one of the few, and a just or fair person
is one who chooses actions because they are just and rejects others
because they are unjust or unfair. But a courageous person does not
typically choose acts as being courageous, and it is a notorious
truth thata modest person does not act under the title of modesty.
The benevolent or kindhearted person does benevolent things, but
does them under other descriptions, such as “she needs it,” “it will
cheer him up,” “it will stop the pain.” The description of the virtue
is not itself the description that appears in the consideration. More-
over, there is typically no one ethical concept that characterizes the
deliberations of a person who has a particular virtue. Rather, if an
agent has a particular virtue, then certain ranges of fact become
ethical considerations for that agent because he or she has that
virtue. The road from the ethical considerations that weigh with a
virtuous person to the description of the virtue itself is a tortuous
one, and it is both defined and pitted by the impact of self-con-
sciousness.

That same impact, in fact, may have contributed to making the
virtues unpopular as an ethical conception. Their discussion used
to make much of the cultivation of the virtues. In third-personal
form, that exercise, if not under that title, is very familiar: it forms a
good part of socialization or moral education or, come to that,
education. As a first-personal exercise, however, the cultivation of
the virtues has something suspect about it, of priggishness or self:
deception. It is not simply that to think in this way is to think about

L
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oneself rather than about the world and other people. Some ethical
thought, particularly if it is self-critical, will of course do that. ?Ho._.n
than one writer has recently stressed the importance o.m our capacity
to have second-order desires— desires to have certain n_mwﬁnmu.l
and its significance for ethical reflection and the practical con-
sciousness. Deliberation toward satisfying those second-order de-
sires must be in a special degree directed toward the self. The
trouble with cultivating the virtues, if it is seen as a mnmm.@nnmosm_
and deliberative exercise, is rather that your thought is not self-di-
rected enough. Thinking about your possible states in terms wm the
virtues is not so much to think about your actions, and it is not
distinctively to think about the terms in which you could or m_._o;._n_
think about your actions: it is rather to think about the way in
which others ‘_Emrn describe or comment on the way 1n Er._nr you
think about your actions, and if that represents ﬂrn.nmmoﬁﬂm_ con-
tent of your deliberations, it really does seem a misdirection of the
ethical attention. The lesson of all this, however, is not that the
virtues are not an important ethical concept. It .mm ..mﬁrn_.. m_..ma the
importance of an ethical concept need not lie in its .Un_:m itself an
clement of first-personal deliberation. The an_&.nnmcosm of people
who are generous or brave, and also the n_n:_uaﬁno.nm of people who
are trying to be more generous or braver, are Q_mmo...n:n from the
deliberations of those who are not like that, but the difference does
not mainly lie in their thinking about themselves in terms of gener-
0sity or courage.

These, then, are some kinds of ethical concepts and considerations.
What sorts of considerations bear on action but are ot ethical
considerations? There is one very obvious candidate, the no.nmmm_nnm-
tions of egoism, those that relate merely to the comfort, excitement,
selfesteem, power, or other advantage of the agent. The contrast
between these considerations and the ethical is a platitude, and is
grounded in obviously reasonable ideas about what ethical prac-
tices are for, the role they play in human societies. Yet even here
distinctions need to be made. One is only a verbal point. We are
concerned with Socrates’ question “how should one :S.w.v: and
egoism, in the unvarnished and baldly self-interested sense, 1s atany
rate an intelligible answer to that, even though most of us may be
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disposed to reject it. It is possible to use the word “ethical” of any
scheme for living that would provide an intelligible answer to Soc-
rates’ question. In that sense, even the baldest egoism would be an
ethical option. I do not think we should follow that use. However
vague it may initially be, we have a conception of the ethical that
understandably relates to us and our actions the demands, needs,
claims, desires, and, generally, the lives of other people, and it is
helpful to preserve this conception in what we are prepared to call
an ethical consideration.

Egoism can, however, take a step farther than it takes in its
baldest form. There is a theory of how we should act which has been
called, confusingly enough, ethical egoism. This claims that each
person ought to pursue his or her own selfinterest. This differs
from bald egoism because it is a reflective position and takes a
general view about people’s interests. Whether we call it an ethical
system, as it calls itself, does not really matter very much. The
important question is how it contributes to the idea of an ethical
consideration. At first sight it seems to make no contribution to
that, since it says that each of us ought to act on nonethical consid-
erations. Ifit simply says that, it merely seems dogmatic: if people in
fact act on considerations other than self-interest, what shows that
they are irrational to do so? What this view is more likely to do, in
fact, 1s to leave open the role of ethical considerations, and to ask
how a life that involves acting on those considerations is related to
self-interest.

There is another view, which looks much the same as the last
but is different. It also claims something general, saying that what
ought to happen is that everyone pursue his or her own interest. This
view is likely to have an unstable effect on the considerations that
one takes into account in acting. It may introduce a consideration
that is ethical in the ordinary sense. If I believe that what ought to
happen is that people pursue their own interest, then one thing I
may have reason to do is to promote that state of affairs, and this
may involve my giving a helping hand to others in adopting that
policy. Such a line of action may well conflict with my simply
pursuing my own self-interest.

In fact, it is quite difficult to sustain the bare belief that what

e
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ought to happen is that people pursue their own interest. It is more
natural to support this with another consideration, that it is for the
best if everyone does that. This may take the form of saying such
things as that attempts to be kind to others merely confuse the
issue. Someone who argues like this (and believes i) actually ac-
cepts some other ethical considerations as well, for instance that it
is a good thing if people get what they want, and believes in addi-
tion that the best way for as many people as possible to get as much
as possible of what they want is that each person should pursue
what he or she wants. This is, of course, what advocates of laissez-
faire capitalism used to claim in the early nineteenth century. Some
even claim it in the late twentieth century, in the face of the obvious
fact that all economic systems depend on people in society having
dispositions that extend beyond selfinterest. Perhaps this contra-
diction helps to explain why some advocates of laissez-faire tend to
give moralizing lectures, not only to people who are failing to
pursue their own interest but to people who are.

We are contrasting ethical and egoistic considerations. But
might not somebody want someone else’s happiness? Of course.
Then would not egoism, my pursuit of what I want, coincide with
what is supposed to be an ethical type of consideration, the concern
for someone else’s happiness? Again yes, but it is not very interest-
ing unless in some more general and systematic way egoistic and
ethical considerations come together. That is a question we shall
come to when we consider foundations in Chapter 3.

From all this it will be seen that the idea of the ethical, even
though it is vague, has some content to it; it is not a purely formal
notion. One illustration of this lies in a different kind of nonethical
consideration, which might be called the counterethical. Counter-
ethical motivations, a significant human phenomenon, come in
various forms, shaped by their positive counterparts in the ethical.
Malevolence, the most familiar motive of this kind, is often asso-
ciated with the agent’s pleasure, and that is usually believed to be its
natural state; but there exists a pure and selfless malevolence as
well, a malice transcending even the agent’s need to be around to
enjoy the harm that it wills. It differs from counterjustice, a whim-
sical delight in unfairness. That is heavily parasitic on its ethical
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counterpart, in the sense that a careful determination of the just is
needed first, to give it direction. With malevolence it is not quite
like that. It is not that benevolence has to do its work before malevo-
lence has anything to go on, but rather that each uses the same
perceptions and moves from them in different directions. (This is
why, as Nietzsche remarked, cruelty needs to share the sensibility of
the sympathetic, while brutality needs not to)) Other counterethi-
cal motivations, again, are parasitic on the reputation or emotional
self-image of the ethical rather than on its conclusions, This, as one
would expect, can particularly involve the virtues. That an action
would be cowardly is not often found by an agent to be a considera-
tion in its favor, but it could be, and in a counterethical way,
ministering to a masochism of shame.

I have touched on considerations of egoism and on considera-
tions that go outside the self— of benevolence, for instance, or
fairness. But there is a question that has proved very important to
ethics of how far outside the self such considerations should range.
Willitcountasan ethical consideration if you consider the interests
and needs only of your family or of your community or of the
nation? Certainly such local loyalties have provided the fabric of
people’s lives and the forum, it seems right to say, of ethical life.
However, there are some ethical demands that seem to be satisfied
only by a universal concern, one that extends to all human beings
and perhaps beyond the human race. This concern is particularly
cultivated by the subsystem morality, to the extent that it is often
thought that no concern is truly moral unless it is marked by this
universality.

For morality, the ethical constituency is always the same: the
universal constituency. An allegiance to a smaller group, the loyal-
ties to family or country, would have to be justified from the out-
side inward, by an argument that explained how it was a good thing
that people should have allegiances that were less than universal. (I
shall consider in Chapters 5 and 6 the motives and perils of this
kind of approach; and also different accounts that have been given
of what the universal constituency is.) At a more everyday level (a
less reflective one, the moral critic would say), the location of the
ethical can move from one side to another of a given contrast.

B

R
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Relative to my personal interest, the interests of the town or the
nation can represent an ethical demand, but the interests of the
town can count as self-interested if the demand comes from some
larger identification. This is simply because the _.nﬁ._smnnann._nm of
benevolence or fairness may always stake a claim against self-inter-
est; we can represent a self-interest as much as I; and who we are
depends on the extent of identification in a particular case, and on
the boundaries of contrast. .

I have mentioned several sorts of ethical consideration, and
more than one kind of nonethical. Philosophy has traditionally
shown a desire to reduce this diversity, on both sides of the divide.
It has tended, first of all, to see all nonethical considerations as
reducible to egoism, the narrowest form of wn_mwnnnnnmﬁ.?mwna
some philosophers have wanted to reduce that to one m@nﬂm._ kind
of egoistic concern, the pursuit of pleasure. Kant, in particular,
believed that every action not done from moral principle was done
for the agent’s pleasure. This needs to be distinguished m..oB an-
other idea, that all actions, including those done for ethical rea-
sons, are equally motivated by the pursuit of Eomm::.u. .H_.:.w theory,
psychological hedonism, finds it hard to avoid being Q.mrn.n ob-
viously false or else trivially vacuous, as it becomes if it simply
identifies with the agent’s expected pleasure anything that the
agent intentionally does. But in any case me.m._..ﬂrno_.M makes no
special contribution to a distinction between the ethical and the
nonethical. If there were any true and interesting version of psycho-
logical hedonism, those actions that had nonethical Eo.ﬂ.,...,mﬂm@:m
would not necessarily form any special class of pleasure-secking
activity. Kant’s view, on the other hand, does contribute to H.rn
question, by holding that moral action is uniquely exempted from |
psychological hedonism; that view is certainly wrong.® If we are not
influenced by such a theory, we can accept the obvious truth that
there are different sorts of nonethical motivation — and, more-
over, that there is more than one kind of motivation acting against
ethical considerations.’®

The desire to reduce all nonethical considerations to one type
is less strong in philosophy now than it was when moral philosophy
chiefly concentrated not so much on questions of what is the right
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thing to do and what is the good life (the answers to such questions
were thought to be obvious), but rather on how one was to be
motivated to pursue those things, against the motivations of self-
ishness and pleasure. The desire to reduce all ethical considerations
to one pattern is, on the other hand, as strong as ever, and various
theories try to show that one or another type of ethical considera-
tion is basic, with other types to be explained in terms of it. Some
take as basic a notion of obligation or duty, and the fact that we
count it as an ethical consideration, for instance, that a certain act
will probably lead to the best consequences is explained in terms of
our having one duty, among others, to bring about the best conse-
quences. Theories of this kind are called “deontological.” (This
term is sometimes said to come from the ancient Greek word for
duty. There is no ancient Greek word for duty: it comes from the
Greek for what one must do.)

Contrasted with these are theories that take as primary the idea
of producing the best possible state of affairs. Theories of this kind
are often called “teleological.” The most important example is that
which identifies the goodness of outcomes in terms of people’s
happiness or their getting what they want or prefer. This, as I have
already said, is called utilitarianism, though that term has also been
used, for instance by Moore, for the more general notion of a
teleological system.™ Some of these reductive theories merely tell us
what is rational, or again most true to our ethical experience, to
treat as the fundamental notion. Others are bolder and claim that
these relations are to be discovered in the meanings of what we say.
Thus Moore claimed that “right” simply meant “productive of the
greatest good.”12 Moore’s philosophy is marked by an affectation of
modest caution, which clogged his prose with qualifications but
rarely restrained him from wild error, and this, as a claim about
what the words mean, is simply untrue. More generally, if theories
of this kind are offered descriptively, as accounts of what we actu-
ally take to be equivalent, they are all equally misguided. We use a
variety of different ethical considerations, which are genuinely dif-
ferent from one another, and this is what one would expect to find,
if only because we are heirs to a long and complex ethical tradition,
with many different religious and other social strands.

As an enterprise that intends to be descriptive, like anthropol-

Socvates’ Question 17

ogy, the reductive undertaking is merely wrongheaded. It may have
other aims, however. It may, at some deeper level, seek to give us a
theory of the subject matter of ethics. But it is not clear why that
aim, either, must encourage us to reduce our basic ethical concep-
tions. If there is such a thing as the truth about the subject matter of
ethics — the truth, we might say, about the ethical —why is there
any expectation that it should be simple? In particular, why should
it be conceptually simple, using only one or two ethical concepts,
such as duty or good state of affairs, rather than many? Perhaps we
need as many concepts to describe it as we find we need, and no
fewer.

The point of trying to reduce our ethical concepts must be
found in a different aim of ethical theory, which is not just to
describe how we think about the ethical but to tell us how we
should think about it. Later I shall argue that philosophy should
not try to produce ethical theory, though this does not mean that
philosophy cannot offer any critique of ethical beliefs and ideas. I
shall claim that in ethics the reductive enterprise has no justifica-
tion and should disappear. My point here, however, is merely to
stress that the enterprise needs justifying. A good deal of moral
philosophy engages unblinkingly in this activity, for no obvious
reason except that it has been going on for a long time.

There is one motive for reductivism that does not operate sim-
ply on the ethical, or on the nonethical, but tends to reduce every
consideration to one basic kind. This rests on an assumption about
rationality, to the effect that two considerations cannot be ration-
ally weighed against each other unless there is a common considera-
tion in terms of which they can be compared. This assumption is at
once very powerful and utterly baseless. Quite apart from the ethi-
cal, aesthetic considerations can be weighed against economic ones
(for instance) without being an application of them, and without
their both being an example of a third kind of consideration. Politi-
cians know that political considerations are not all made out of the
same material as considerations against which they are weighed;
even different political considerations can be made out of different
material. If one compares one job, holiday, or companion with
another, judgment does not need a particular set of weights.

This is not merely a matter of intellectual error. If it were that, it
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could not survive the fact that people’s experience contradicts it,
that they regularly arrive at conclusions they regard as rational, or at
least as reasonable, without using one currency of comiparison. The
drive toward a rationalistic conception of rationality comes instead
from social features of the modern world, which impose on per-
sonal deliberation and on the idea of practical reason itself a model
drawn from a particular understanding of public rationality. This
understanding requires in principle every decision to be based on
grounds that can be discursively explained. The requirement is not
in fact met, and it probably does little for the aim that authority
should be genuinely answerable. But it is an influential ideal and,
by a reversal of the order of causes, it can look as if it were the result
of applying to the public world an independent ideal of rationality.
As an ideal, we shall see more of it later.”®

Let us go back to Socrates’ question. It is a particularly ambitious
example of a personal practical question. The most immediate and
uncomplicated question of that sort, by contrast, is “what am I to
do? or “what shall I do?” The various ethical and nonethical
considerations we have been discussing contribute to answering
such a question. Its answer, the conclusion of the deliberation, 1s of
the form “I shall do . . .’ or “what I am goingtodois . . .7 —
and that is an expression of intention, an intention I have formed as
a result of my deliberation. When it comes to the moment of action,
it may be that I'shall fail to carry it out, but then that will have to be
because I have forgotten it, or been prevented, or have changed my
mind, or because (as I may come to see) I never really meant it —it
was not the real conclusion of my deliberation, or it was not a real
deliberation. When the time for action is immediate, there is less
room for these alternatives, so it is paradoxical if | come out withan
answer of this kind and immediately fail to do what I said I was
immediately going to do.

The question “what should I do?” allows rather more space
between thought and action. Here the appropriate conclusion is “I
should do . . .” and there are several intelligible ways of adding
here % . . but I am not going to.” Should draws attention to the
reasons I have for acting in one way rather than another. The usual
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function of “I should . . . but I am not goidg to” is to draw
attention to some special class of reasons, such as ethical or pruden-
tial reasons, which are particularly good as reasons to declare to
others— because they serve to justify my conduct, for instance by
fitting it into someone’s plan of action — but which are not, as it
turns out, the strongest reasons for me, now; the strongest reason is
that I desire very much to do something else. Desiring to do some-
thing is of course a reason for doing it.* (It can even be a reason that
justifies my conduct to others, though there are some tasks of
justification, those particularly connected with justice, which by
itself it cannot do) So, in this sort of case, what I think I have most
reason to do, taking all things together, is the thing I very much
desire to do, and if I should is taken to refer to what I have most
reason to do, this is what I should do. There is a further and deeper
question, whether I can intentionally and without compulsion fail
to do even what I think I have most reason to do; this, from
Aristotle’s name for the phenomenon, is known as the problem of
akrasia. *°

Socrates’ question, then, means “how has one most reason to
live?” In saying earlier that the force of should in the question was
just should, I meant that no prior advantage is built into the ques-
tion for one kind of reason over another. In particular, there is no
special consideration for respectable justifying reasons. If ethical
reasons, for instance, emerge importantly in the answer, that will
not be because they have simply been selected for by the question.

Nevertheless, there is a peculiar emphasis given to Socrates’
question in that it stands at a distance from any actual and particu-
lar occasion of considering what to do. It is a general question about
what to do, because it asks how to live, and it is also in a sense a
timeless question, since it invites me to think about my life from no
particular point in it. These two facts make it a reflective question,
That does not determine the answer, but it does affect it. Answer-
ing a practical question at a particular time, in a particular situa-
tion, I shall be particularly concerned with what I want then. So-
crates’ question I ask at no particular time — or, rather, the time
when I no doubt ask it has no particular relation to the question. So
I am bound by the question itself to take a more general, indeed a



20 Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy

longer-term, perspective on life. This does not determine that I give
the answers of long-term prudence. The answer to the question
might be: the best way for me to live is to do at any given time what I
most want to do at that time. But if I have a weakness for prudence,
the nature of Socrates’ question is likely to bring it out.

It is, moreover, anybody’s question. This does not mean, of
course, that when asked by some particular person, it is a question
about anybody: it is a question about that particular person. But
when the question is put before me in the Socratic way, to invite
reflection, it is going to be part of the reflection, because it is part
of the knowledge constituting it, that the question can be put to
anybody. Once constituted in that way, it very naturally moves
from the question, asked by anybody, “how should I live?” to the
question “how should anybody live?” That seems to ask for the
reasons we all share for living in one way rather than another. It
seems to ask for the conditions of the 004 life— the right life,
perhaps, for human beings as such.

How far must the very business of Socratic reflection carry the
question in that direction, and with what effects on the answer?
The timelessness of the reflection does not determine that the
answer should favor prudence. Similarly, the fact that the reflective
question can be asked by anyone should allow its answer to be
egoistic. But if it is egoistic, it will be egoism of one kind rather
than another— the general egoism, distinguished earlier, which
says that all people should favor their own interests. This naturally
invites the thought that, if so, then it must be a better human life
that is lived in such a way. But if so (itis tempting to go on), then it
must be better, in some impersonal or interpersonal sense, that
people should live in such a way. Having been led to this impersonal
standpoint, perhaps we can be required to look back from it, make
our journey in the reverse direction, and even revise our starting
point. For ifit is not better from an impersonal standpoint that each
person should live in an egoistic way, perhaps we have a reason for
saying that each of us should not live in such a way, and we must,
after all, give a nonegoistic answer to Socrates’ question. Ifall that
does indeed follow, then the mere asking of Socrates’ reflective
question will take us a very long way into the ethical world. But
does it follow?

Socrates’ Question 21

Practical thought is radically first-personal. It must .mmw and
answer the question “what shall I do?”* Yet under Socratic reflec-
tion we seem to be driven to generalize the I and even to adopt,
from the force of reflection alone, an ethical perspective. In Ormﬁ.-
ter 4, we shall see whether reflection can take us that far. But even if
it cannot, Socratic reflection certainly takes us moﬁaérnﬂ. Reflec-
tion involves some commitment, it seems, and certainly philosophy
is committed to reflection. So the very existence of z.lm book must
raise the double question of how far reflection commits us and s&.w
we should be committed to reflection. Socrates thought that his
reflection was inescapable. What he meant was not that everyone
would engage in it, for he knew that not everyone would; nor mrm.:
anyone who started reflecting on his life é.oEP even against his
will, be forced by inner compulsion to continue. His 501@3 was
rather that the good life must have reflection as part of its good-
ness: the unexamined life, as he put it, &5 not worth hm&“@. :

This requires a very special answer to E.m question, which, for
him, gives the final justification for Bmm:..m it in n._..n first m_mnn. If
my book is committed to raising the question, is it committed to
answering it in such a way? Must any philosophical inquiry into the
ethical and into the good life require the value of philosophy itself
and of a reflective intellectual stance to be part of the answer?



CHAPTER 10

&

Morality, the Peculiar
Institution

mwame referred to morality as a special system, a particular
variety of ethical thought. I must now explain what I take it to
be, and why we would be better off without it.

. The important thing about morality is its spirit, its underlying
aims, and the general picture of ethical life it implies. In order to see
them, we shall need to look carefully at a particular concept, moral
obligation. The mere fact that it uses a notion of obligation is not
what makes morality special. There is an everyday notion of obliga-
tion, as one consideration among others, and it is ethically useful.
Morality is distinguished by the special notion of obligation it uses,
and by the significance it gives to it. It is this special notion that I
shall call “moral obligation.” Morality is not one determinate set of
ethical thoughts. It embraces a range of ethical outlooks; and mo-
rality is so much with us that moral philosophy spends much of'its
time discussing the differences between those outlooks, rather
than the difference between all of them and everything else. They
are not all equally typical or instructive examples of the morality
system, though they do have in common the idea of moral obliga-
tion. The philosopher who has given the purest, deepest, and most
thorough representation of morality is Kant. But morality is notan
invention of philosophers. It is the outlook, or, incoherently, part
of the outlook, of almost all of us.

In the morality system, moral obligation is expressed in one
especially important kind of deliberative conclusion—a conclu-
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sion that is directed toward what to do, governed by moral reasons,
and concerned with a particular situation. (There are also general
obligations, and we shall come back to them later.)) Not every con-
clusion of a particular moral deliberation, even within the morality
system, expresses an obligation. To go no further, some moral
conclusions merely announce that you may do something. Those
do not express an obligation, but they are in a sense still governed
by the idea of obligation: you ask whether you are under an obliga-
tion, and decide that you are not.

This description is in terms of the output or conclusion of
moral deliberation. The moral considerations that go into a delib-
eration may themselves take the form of obligations, but one would
naturally say that they did not need to do so. I might, for instance,
conclude that T was under an obligation to act in a certain way,
because it was for the best that a certain outcome should come
about and I could bring it about in that way. However, there is a
pressure within the morality system to represent every considera-
tion that goes into a deliberation and yields a particular obligation
as being itself a general obligation; so if I am now under an obliga-
tion to do something that would be for the best, this will be
because I have some general obligation, perhaps among others, to
do what is for the best. We shall see later how this happens.

The fact that moral obligation is a kind of practical conclusion
explains several of its features. An obligation applies to someone
with respect to an action — it is an obligation to do something —
and the action must be in the agent’s power. “Ought implies can” s
2 formula famous in this connection. As a general statement about
ought it is untrue, but it must be correct ifit is taken as a condition
on what can be a particular obligation, where that is practically
concluded. If my deliberation issues in something I cannot do, then
I must deliberate again. The question of what counts as in the
agent’s power is notoriously problematical, not only because of
large and unnerving theories claiming that everything (or every-
thing psychological) is determined, but also because it is simply
unclear what it means to say that someone can act, or could have
acted, in a certain way. To say anything useful about these problems
needs a wide-ranging discussion that I shall not attempt in this
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book.! What I shall have to say here, however, will suggest that
morality, in this as in other respects, encounters the common prob-
lems in a peculiarly acute form.

Another feature of moral obligations in this sense is that they
cannot conflict, ultimately, really, or at the end of the line. This will
follow directly from the last point, that what I am obliged to do
must be in my power, if one grants a further principle (it has been
called the “agglomeration principle”), that if I am obliged to do X
and obliged to do 7, then Tam obliged to do X and 7. This require-
ment, too, reflects the practical shape of this notion of obligation.
Inan ordinary sense of “obligation,” not controlled by these special
requirements, obligations obviously can conflict. One of the most
common occasions of mentioning them at all is when they do.?

The philosopher David Ross invented a terminology, still
sometimes used, for discussing the conflict of obligations, which
distinguished between prima facie and actual obligations. A prima
facie obligation is a conclusion, supported by moral considera-
tions, which is a candidate for being one’s actual obligation. It will
be the proper conclusion of one’s moral deliberation if it is not
outweighed by another obligation. Ross tried to explain (without
much success) why a merely prima facie obligation — one that is
eventually outweighed — is more than an apparent obligation. It is
to be seen as exerting some force on the place of decision, but not
enough, granted the competition, to get into that place. The effect,
in more concrete terms, is that the considerations that supported
the defeated prima facie obligation can come to support some
other, actual, obligation. If I have for good and compelling reasons
broken a promise, I may acquire an actual obligation to do some-

thing clse because of that, such as compensate the person who has -

been let down.

It is not at all clear why I should be under this further obliga-
tion, since it is one’s own business, on this view of things, to
observe one’s obligations, and I shall have done that. No actual
obligation has been broken. This has a comforting consequence,
that I should not blame myself. I may blame myself for something
else, such as getting into the situation, but it is mistaken to blame or
reproach myself for not doing the rejected action: self-reproach
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belongs with broken obligations, and, it has turned out, there was
no obligation. It is conceded that I may p.nmwoﬂ._mv_% feel bad about it,
but this feeling is distinguished by the Eo_.m__.ﬁw system from re-
morse or self-reproach, for instance under the title “regret,” which
is not a moral feeling. This reclassification is important, and very
characteristic of what happens when the ethical is nonnn.wnﬂna to the
moral. To say that your feelings about something done involuntar-
ily, or as the lesser of two evils, are to be c:annmﬁoom.mm regret, a
nonmoral feeling, implies that you should feel toward those actions
as you feel toward things that merely :m@ﬁnﬂ, or Ho,u.,ﬁ_.a the actions
of others. The thought I 4id it has no special significance; what is
significant is whether I voluntarily did S&»H I ought to rmﬁ.&obo.
This turns our attention away from an important dimension of
ethical experience, which lies in the distinction simply between
what one has done and what one has not done. That can be as
important as the distinction between the voluntary and the non-
voluntary.3 ‘ o
Moral obligation is inescapable. I may acquire an o_u:mmﬂ._o.:
voluntarily, as when I make a promise: in that case, Eamn&, it is
usually said that it has to be voluntarily made to _uw a promise at all,
though there is a gray area here, as with promises made under
constraint. In other cases, I may be under an obligation through no
choice of mine. But, either way, once I am under the obligation,
there is no escaping it, and the fact that a given agent would ?wmﬂ.
not to be in this system or bound by its rules will not excuse .r:ﬁw
nor will blaming him be based on a misunderstanding. Blame is the
characteristic reaction of the morality system. The remorse or self-
reproach or guilt I have already mentioned .mm the characteristic
first-personal reaction within the system, and if an agent never felt
such sentiments, he would not belong to the morality system orbe a
full moral agent in its terms. The system also involves blame be-
tween persons, and unless there were such a thing, ﬂ.:omn first-per-
sonal reactions would doubtless not be found, since they are
formed by internalization. But it is possible for m.m.nmn:_»n agents
who belong to the system never to blame anyone, in the sense n“m
expressing blame and perhaps even of feeling the R_nAmnn senti-
ments. They might, for instance, be scrupulously skeptical about
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what was in other people’s power. The point that selfblame or
remorse requires one’s action to have been voluntary is only a spe-
cial application of a general rule, that blame of anyone is directed to
the voluntary. The moral law is more exigent than the law of an
actual liberal republic, because it allows no emigration, but it is
unequivocally just in its ideas of responsibility.

In this respect, utilitarianism is a marginal member of the
morality system. It has a strong tradition of thinking that blame
and other social reactions should be allocated in a way that will be
socially useful, and while this might lead to their being directed to
the voluntary, equally it might not. This follows consistently from
applying the utilitarian criterion to all actions, including the social
actions of expressing blame and so forth. The same principle can be
extended to unexpressed blame and critical thoughts; indeed, at
another level, a utilitarian might well ask whether the most useful
policy might not be to forget that the point of blame, on utilitarian
grounds, was usefulness. These maneuvers do seem to receive a
check when it comes to self-reproach and the sense of moral obliga-
tion. Utilitarians are often immensely conscientious people, who
work for humanity and give up meat for the sake of the animals.
They think this is what they morally ought to do and feel guilty if
they do not live up to their own standards. They do not, and
perhaps could not, ask: How useful is it that I think and feel like
this? It is because of such motivations, and not only because of
logical features, that utilitarianism in most versions is a kind of
morality, if a marginal one.

The sense that moral obligation is inescapable, that what T am
obliged to do is what I must do, is the first-personal end of the
conception already mentioned, that moral obligation applies to
people even if they do not want it to. The third-personal aspect is
that moral judgment and blame can apply to people even if, at the
limit, they want to live outside that system altogether. From the
perspective of morality, there is nowhere outside the system, or at
least nowhere for a responsible agent. Taking Kant’s term, we may
join these two aspects in saying that moral obligation is categorical.

I shall come back later to people outside the system. There is
more that needs to be said first about what a moral obligation is for
someone within the system. It is hard to agree that the course of
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action which, on a given occasion, there is most moral reason to
take must necessarily count as a moral obligation. There are actions
(also policies, attitudes, and so on) that are either more or _nw.w than
obligations. They may be heroic or very fine actions, Er_nr. 20
beyond what is obligatory or demanded. Or they may be actions
that from a ethical point of view it would be agreeable or worth-
while or a good idea to do, without one’s being required to do
them. The point is obvious in terms of people’s H.nmnao:.m. People
may be greatly admired, or merely well thought of, for actions they
would not be blamed for omitting. How does the morality system

‘deal with the considerations that seemingly do not yield obliga-

tions?
One way in which the central, deontological, version of moral-

ity deals with them is to try to make as many as mommmgn :._.ﬁo
obligations. (It has a particular motive for the reductivist enterprise
of trying to make all ethical considerations into one type.) There
are some instructive examples of this in the work of Ross, whose
terminology of prima facie obligations I have already mentioned.
He lists several types of what he regards as general obligations or, as
he also calls them, duties.* The first type includes what everyone
calls an obligation, keeping promises and, by a fairly natural exten-
sion, telling the truth. The second class involves “duties of grati-
tude” to do good to those who have done services for you. But it is
not really clear that these are duties, unless the benefactor (as the
word “services” may imply) has acquired a right to expect a return
—in which case, it will follow from some implied promise, and the
obligation will belong with the first type. Good deeds .H have not
asked for may indeed be oppressive, but I should not simply take
that oppression for obligation.® e ey
What Ross is trying to force into the mold of obligation is
surely a different ethical idea, that it is a sign of good character to
want to return benefits. This characteristic is not the same thing as
a disposition to do what one is morally obliged to do. A &@,nnnsﬂ
ethical thought, again, is disguised in Ross’s third class, which he
calls “duties of justice.” What he says about this is extraordinary:

[these duties] rest on the fact or possibility of a distribution of
pleasure or happiness or the means thereto which is not in
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accordance with the merits of the persons concerned; in which
case there arises a duty to upset or prevent such a distribution.

There are such things as duties or obligations of justice, but this
incitement to insurrection against the capitalist economy (or any
other, come to that) can hardly be the right account of what they
are. The requirements of justice concern, in the first place, what
ought to happen. The way in which a given requirement of justice
relates to what a given person has reason to do, or more specifically
is under an obligation to do, is a matter of how that person stands to
the requirement. In politics, the question of how far personal ac-
tion stands from the desirable — the uzopia measure, as it might be
n.u:na| is itself one of the first, and one of the first ethical, ques-
tions.

It 1s a mistake of morality to try to make everything into
obligations. But the reasons for the mistake go deep. Here we
should recall that what is ordinarily called an obligation does not
necessarily have to win in a conflict of moral considerations. Sup-
pose you are under an everyday obligation — to visit a friend, let us
say (a textbook example), because you have promised to. You are
then presented with a unique opportunity, at a conflicting time
and place, to further significantly some important cause. (To make
the example realistic, one should put in more detail;and, as often in
moral philosophy, if one puts in the detail the example may begin to
dissolve. There is the question of your friend’s attitude toward the
cause and also toward your support of the cause. If he or she favors
both, or merely the second, and would release you from the prom-
ise if you could get in touch, only the stickiest moralist would find
a difficulty. If the friend would not release you, you may wonder
what sort of friend you have . . . But it should not be hard for
each person reading this to find some example that will make the
point.) You may reasonably conclude that you should take the op-
portunity to further the cause.® But obligations have a moral
stringency, which means that breaking them attracts blame. The
only thing that can be counted on to cancel this, within the econ-
omy of morality, is that the rival action should represent another
and more stringent obligation. Morality encourages the idea, only
an obligation can beat an obligation.”
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Yet how can this action of yours have been an obligation,
unless it came from some more general obligation? It will not be
easy to say what the general obligation is. You are not under an
unqualified obligation to pursue this cause, nor to do everything
you possibly can for causes you have adopted. We are left with the
limp suggestion that one is under an obligation to assist some
important cause on occasions that are specially propitious for as-
sisting it. The pressure of the demand within the morality system to
find a general obligation to back a particular one — what may be
called the obligation-out, obligation-in principle — has a clearer re-
sult in those familiar cases where some general ethical considera-
tion is focused on to a particular occasion by an emergency, such as
the obligation to try to assist someone in danger. Iam not under an
obligation to assist all people at risk, or to go round looking for
people at risk to assist. Confronted® with someone at risk, many feel
that they are under an obligation to try to help (though not at
excessive danger to themselves, and so on: various sensible qualifi-
cations come to mind). In this case, unlike the last, the underlying
obligation seems ready made. The immediate claim on me, “In this
emergency, I am under an obligation to help,” is thought to come
from, “One is under this general obligation: to help in an emer-
gency.” If we add the thought that many, perhaps any, moral con-
siderations could overrule some obligation on some occasion, we
find that many, perhaps all, such considerations are related to some
general obligations, even if they are not the simple and unqualified
ones suggested by Ross’s reductionism.

Once the journey into more general obligations has started, we
may begin to get into trouble — not just philosophical trouble, but
conscience trouble—with finding room for morally indifferent
actions. I have already mentioned the possible moral conclusion
that oie may take some particular course ofaction. That means that
there is nothing else I am obliged to do. But if we have accepted
general and indeterminate obligations to further various moral
objectives, as the last set of thoughts encourages us to do, they will
be waiting to provide work for idle hands, and the thought can gain
a footing (I am not saying that it has to) that I could be better
employed than in doing something I am under no obligation to do,
and, if I could be, then I ought to be: I am under an obligation not
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to waste time in doing things I am under no obligation to do. At
.55 stage, certainly, only an obligation can beat an obligation, and
in order to do what I wanted to do, I shall need one of those
fraudulent items, a duty to myself. If obligation is allowed to struc-
ture ethical thought, there are several natural ways in which it can
come to dominate life altogether.

In order to see around the intimidating structure that morality has
made out of the idea of obligation, we need an account of what
obligations are when they are rightly seen as merely one kind of
ethical consideration among others. This account will help to lead
us away from morality’s special notion of moral obligation, and
eventually out of the morality system altogether.

.Sﬁ need, first, the notion of importance. Obviously enough,
various things are important to various people (which does not
wnnnwmm_.:% mean that those things are important for those people’s
interests). This involves a relative notion of importance, which we
.z:mrn also express by saying that someone finds a given thing
important. Beyond this merely relative idea, we have another no-
tion, of something’ being, simply, important (important #ber-
haupt, as others might put it, or important period). It is not at all
clear what it is for something to be, simply, important. It does not
mean that it is important to the universe: in that sense, nothing is
important. Nor does it mean that it is as a matter of fact something
that most human beings find important; nor that it is something
people ought to find important. I doubt that there can be an incon-
testable account of this idea; the explanations people give of it are
necessarily affected by what they find important.

It does not matter for the present discussion that this notion is
poorly understood. Ineed only three things of it. One is that there is
mcnr. a notion. Another is that if something is important in the
relative sense to somebody, this does not necessarily imply that he
or she thinks it is, simply, important. It may be of the greatest
importance to Henry that his stamp collection be completed with a
certain stamp, but even Henry may see that it is not, simply, impor-
tant. A significant ideal lies in this: people should find important a
number of things that are, simply, important, as well as many
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things that are not, and they should be able to tell the difference
between them.

The third point is that the question of importance, and above
all the question of what is, simply, important, needs to be distin-
guished from questions of deliberative priority. A consideration has
high deliberative priority for usif we give it heavy weighting against
other considerations in our deliberations. (This includes two ideas,
that when it occurs in our deliberations, it outweighs most other
considerations, and also that it occurs in our deliberations. There
are some reasons for treating the second idea separately, and I shall
touch on one later, but in general it is simpler to consider them
together.)

Importance has some connections with deliberative priority,
but they are not straightforward. There are many important things
that no one can do much about, and very many that a given person
can do nothing about. Again, it may not be that person’s business
to do anything: there is a deliberative division of labor. Your delib-
erations are not connected in a simple way even with what is impor-
tant to you. If you find something important, then that will affect
your life in one way or another, and so affect your deliberations,
but those effects do not have to be found directly in the content of
your deliberations.

A consideration may have high deliberative priority for a par-
ticular person, for a group of people, or for everyone. In this way
priority is relativized, to people. But it should not be relativized in
another way: it should not be marked for subject matter, so that
things will have moral or prudential deliberative priority. This
would be a misunderstanding. It may be said that moral considera-
tions have a high priority from a moral point of view. If this 18 SO,
what it will mean is that someone within the moral system gives
those considerations a high priority. It does not define a kind of
priority. A major point about deliberative priority is that it can
relate considerations of different types.® The same thing is true of
importance. In a sense, there are kinds of importance, and we
naturally say that some things are morally important, others aes-
thetically important, and so on. But there must be a question at the
end, in a particular case or more generally, whether one kind of
importance is more important than another kind.
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Those who are within the morality system usually think that
morality is important. Moreover, morality has by definition some-
thing to do with personal conduct, so here importance is likely to
have something to do with deliberation. But what it has to do with
it depends crucially on the way one understands morality and mo-
rality’s importance. For utilitarians, what is important is that there
should be as much welfare as possible. The connection with delib-
eration 1s a subsequent question, and it is entirely open. We saw
when we considered indirect utilitarianism how the question is
open of what moral considerations should occur in a utilitarian
agent’s deliberations. More than that, it is open whether any moral
considerations at all should occur in them. Some kinds of utilitar-
1an thought have supposed that the best results would follow if
people did not think in moral terms at all, and merely (for instance)
acted selfishly. With less faith in the invisible hand, others give
moral considerations some priority, and some of them, as we have
seen, take a highly conscientious line. But for any utilitarian it
should always be an empirical question: What are the implications
for deliberation of welfare’s being important? In this respect, how-
ever, there are many utilitarians who belong to the morality system
first and are utilitarians second.

At the other extreme, the purest Kantian view locates the im-
portance of morality in the importance of moral motivation itself.
What 1s important is that people should give moral considerations
the highest deliberative priority. This view was relentlessly and

correctly attacked by Hegel, on the grounds that it gave moral
thought no content and also that it was committed to a double-
mindedness about the improvement of the world. The content of
the moral motivation was the thought of obligation to do certain
things, as against mere inclination; the need for that thought im-
plied that individuals were not spontaneously inclined to do those
things; its supreme importance implied that it was better so.

Za:_._nn view is adequate, and a better view is not going to
consist of any simple compromise. Ethical life itself is important,
but it can see that things other than itself are important. It contains
motivations that indeed serve these other ends but at the same time
be seen from within that life as part of what make it worth living.
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On any adequate showing, ethical motivations are going to be
important, and this has consequences for how we should deliber-
ate. One consequence is that some kinds of ethical consideration
will have high deliberative priority. This is only one way in which
ethical motivations may affect people’s deliberations. They may
equally affect their style and their occasion, among other things.1°

There is one kind of ethical consideration that directly con-
nects importance and deliberative priority, and this is obligation. It
is grounded in the basic issue of what people should be able to rely
on. People must rely as far as possible on not being killed or used as
a resource, and on having some space and objects and relations with
other people they can count as their own. It also serves their inter-
ests if, to some extent at least, they can count on not being lied to.
One way in which these ends can be served, and perhaps the only
way, is by some kind of ethical life; and, certainly, if there is to be
ethical life, these ends have to be served by itand within it. One way
in which ethical life serves them is by encouraging certain motiva-
tions, and one form of this is to instill a disposition to give the
relevant considerations a high deliberative priority —in the most
serious of these matters, a virtually absolute priority, so that certain
courses of action must come first, while others are ruled out from
the beginning. An effective way for actions to be ruled out is that
they never come into thought at all, and this is often the best way.
One does not feel easy with the man who in the course of a discus-
sion of how to deal with political or business rivals says, “Of
course, we could have them killed, but we should lay that aside right
from the beginning.” It should never have come into his hands to
be laid aside. It is characteristic of morality that it tends to overlook
the possibility that some concerns are best embodied in this way, in
deliberative silence.

Considerations that are given deliberative priority in order to
secure reliability constitute obligations; corresponding to those
obligations are rights, possessed by people who benefit from the
obligations. One type of obligations is picked out by the basic and
standing importance of the interests they serve. These are all nega-
tive in force, concerning what we should not do. Another, and now
positive, sort involves the obligations of immediacy. Here, a high



186  Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy

deliberative priority is imposed by an emergency, such as the rescue
case we considered before. A general ethical recognition of people’s
Enm_. interests is focused into a deliberative priority by immediacy
wsa itis mﬁan&mnm to me that generates my obligation, one I Q:Eom
ignore without blame. Two connected things follow from under-
standing the obligations of emergency in this way. First, we do not
mwﬁn.n all have to say that the obligation comes from a more general
ov.:mmﬂon. The point of the negative obligations does lie in their
vn_dm general; they provide a settled and permanent pattern of
deliberative priorities. In the positive kind of case, however, the
underlying disposition is a general concern, which is not mm_ﬁﬁ
Q@Rmmﬂ in deliberative priority, and what produces an obligation
m..oB it 1s, precisely, the emergency. We need not accept the obliga-
tion-out, obligation-in principle.

?._oﬂn important, there are ethical consequences of under-
mnmsa_n.m these obligations in this way. Some moralists say that if we
rega rd ._:._En&mn% or physical nearness as relevant, we must be
failing in rationality or imagination; we are irrational if we do not
recognize that those starving elsewhere have as big a claim on us as
those starving here. These moralists are wrong, at least in trying to
base n?wm.ﬂ challenge simply on the structure of obligations. Of
course this point does not dispose of the challenge itself. We should
be more concerned about the sufferings of people elsewhere. But a
correct understanding of what obligation is will make it clearer how
we should start thinking about the challenge. We should not ban-
ish the category of immediacy, but we must consider what for us, in
the modern world, should properly count as immediacy, and ém..mn
place we have in our lives for such concerns when they are not
obligations.

The obligations considered so far involve (negatively) what is
?:aman:ﬂm:% important and (positively) what is important and
immediate. They are both based ultimately on one conception, that
each person has a life to lead. People need help but (unless they are
very young, very old, or severely handicapped) not all the time. All
the time they need not to be killed, assaulted, or arbitrarily inter-
fered with. It is a strength of contractualism to have seen that such

positive and negative obligations will follow from these basic inter-
ests. 1!
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The obligations that are most familiarly so called, those of
promises, differ from both of these because what I am obliged to
do, considered in itself, may not be important at all. But just be-
cause of that, they are an example of the same connection, between
obligation and reliability. The institution of promising operates to
provide portable reliability, by offering a formula that will confer
high deliberative priority on what might otherwise not receive it.
This is why it is odd for someone to promise not to kill you—ifhe
does not already give it high priority, why should his promising be
relied upon to provide it? (There are answers to this question, in
special cases, and considering what they might be will help to show
how the system works)

Obligation works to secure reliability, a state of affairs in which
people can reasonably expect others to behave in some ways and not
in others. It is only one among other ethical ways of doing this. Itis
one that tries to produce an expectation that through an expecta-
tion of These kinds of obligation very often command the highest
deliberative priority and also present themselves as important—in
the case of promises, because they are promises and not simply
because of their content. However, we can also see how they need
not always command the highest priority, even in ethically well-
disposed agents. Reflecting that some end is peculiarly important,
and the present action importantly related to it, an agent can rea-
sonably conclude that the obligation may be broken on this occa-
sion, as we noticed before, and indeed this conclusion may be
acceptable,!? in the sense that he can explain within a structure of
ethical considerations why he decided as he did. But thereis no need

for him to call this course another and more stringent obligation.
An obligation is a special kind of consideration, with a general
relation to importance and immediacy. The case we are considering
is simply one in which there is a consideration important enough to
outweigh this obligation on this occasion,® and it is cleaner just to
say so. We should reject morality’s other maxim, that only an
obligation can beat an obligation.

When a deliberative conclusion embodies a consideration that has
the highest deliberative priority and is also of the greatest impor-
tance (at least to the agent), it may take a special form and become
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the conclusion not merely that one should do a certain thing, but
nr.mn one must, .m:m that one cannot do anything else. We Emvw call
m:m msawnn_:ﬁon. of practical necessity. Sometimes, of course,

must™ 1n a practical conclusion is merely relative and means only
that some course of action is needed for an end that is not at all a
matter of “must.” “I must go now” may well be completed . . . if
Iam to get to the movies” where there is no suggestion that I have
to go to the movies: I merely am going to the movies. We are not
concerned with this, but with a “must” that is unconditional and
goes all the way down.

Itis an interesting question, how a conclusion in terms of what
we must do, or equally of what we cannot do, differs from a conclu-
sion expressed merely in terms of what we have most reason to do;
n wmnznm__»ﬁ how it can be stronger, as it seems to be. (How m:u
deliberation, can anything stronger be concluded in favor om. a
course .wm action than that we have most reason to take it?) I'shall not
try to discuss this question here.” What is immediately relevant is
that practical necessity is in no way peculiar to ethics. Someone ma
conclude that he or she unconditionally must do a certain thing mow
reasons of prudence, self-protection, aesthetic or artistic no:nmnz
or sheer self-assertion. In some of these cases (basic self-defense mo”.
instance), an ethical outlook may itself license the .\,Ho_un_:,ﬁ.a_,bu In
others, ‘: will disapprove of it. The fundamental point is n_..n.: a
conclusion of practical necessity is the same sort of conclusion
whether it is grounded in ethical reasons or not.

. Practical necessity, and the experience of reaching a conclusion
E:._._ that force, is one element that has gone into the idea of moral
obligation (this may help to explain the sense, which so many peo-
ple TM.EP that moral obligation is at once quite special and very
familiar). Yet practical necessity, even when it is grounded in ethical
reasons, does not necessarily signal an obligation. The course of
action H_H-n agent “must” take may not be associated with others’
expectations, or with blame for failure. The ethically outstanding
or mo&&q heroic actions I mentioned before, in being more than
obligations, are not obligatory, and we cannot usually be asked to
do them or be blamed for not doing them. But the agent who does
such a thing may feel that he must do it, that there is no alternative
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for him, while at the same time recognizing that it would not bea
demand on others. The thought may come in the form thatitisa
demand on him, but not on others, because he is different from
others; but the difference will then typically turn out to consist in
the fact that he is someone who has this very conviction. His feel-
ings, indeed, and his expectations of feelings he will have if he does
not act, may well be like those associated with obligations (more
like them than morality admits®™).
I have already mentioned Kant’s description of morality as
categorical. When he claimed that the fundamental principle of
morality was a Categorical Imperative, Kant was not interested in
any purely logical distinction between forms of what are literally
imperatives. He was concerned with the recognition of an I must
that is unconditional and goes all the way down, but he construed
this unconditional practical necessity as being peculiar to morality.
He thought it was unconditional in the sense that it did not depend
on desire at all: a course of action presented to us with this kind of
necessity was one we had reason to take whatever we might happen to
want, and it was only moral reasons that could transcend desire in
that way. As I have introduced it, however, practical necessity need
not be independent of desire in so strong a sense. I distinguished a
“must” that is unconditional from one that is conditional on a
desire that the agent mevely happens to have; but a conclusion of
practical necessity could itself be the expression of a desire, if the
desire were not one that the agent merely happened to have, but was
essential to the agent and had to be satisfied. The difference be-
tween this conception of practical necessity and Kant’s is not of
course merely a matter of definition or of logical analysis. Kant’s
idea of practical necessity is basically this more familiar one, but it
is given a particularly radical interpretation, under which the only
necessary practical conclusions are those absolutely unconditioned
by any desire. For Kant there could be a practical conclusion that
was radically unconditioned in this way, because of his picture of
the rational self as free from causality, and because there were
reasons for action which depended merely on rational agency and
not on anything (such as a desire) that the agent might not have
had.’
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Kant also describes the conclusion of practical necessity, un-
derstood as peculiar to morality, as a recognition of the aan:,mm of
moral law, and when he speaks of this in psychological terms, he
refers to a special feeling or sentiment, a “sense of reverence mo_.,nro
law.” Modern moralists are not likely to use those words, but the
do not find it hard to recognize what Kant was anwnavmsm.ﬁ (Some ow.
them still want to invoke a conception of moral law. Others, reluc-
tant to do so, are using ideas that implicitly involve it) Kant n,:n_ not
9:..% that the compelling sense of moral necessity, regarded as a
mnn_w:m, was itself what provided the reason for Bo_.,m_ action. As a
feeling, it was just a feeling and had no more rational power than
any other merely psychological item had. The reason lay not in what
n_um.n feeling was, but in what it represented, the truth that moral
universality was a requirement of practical reason itself,

. ﬂ.;; truth, as Kant took it to be, meant that morality had an
o_u_nnH.En foundation, as we saw in Chapter 4, and he took the
experience of the moral demand to represent this foundation. How-
ever, it must be said that it also significantly misrepresents it. The
experience is like being confronted with something, a law that is part
of the .éon_n_ in which one lives.” Yet the power of the moral law
manoﬁ_sm to Kant, does not lie and could not conceivably lie :.”
anything outside oneself. Its power lies in its objective foundation
m.sﬂ no experience could adequately represent that kind of o_uh.nnH
tivity. The objectivity comes from this, that the requirements of
mnmnﬂ._nm_ reason will be met only by leading a life in which moral
considerations play a basic and characteristic role; and that role is
one they perform only if, unlike other motivations, they present
themselves in the form of an objective demand. But then what is it
for a nonmmn_wﬂmaon to present itself as an objective demand? It
cannot consist in its presenting itself as so related to that very
argument. It must have some other psychological form, and the
form will be, to that extent, misleading. ,

On Kant’s assumptions, however, one can at least come to
ﬂbawnwﬂmsa how, and why, such an experience is bound to be mis-
_wma_:@ and this will help to make it stable to reflection. If Kant is
Emrr.m can come to understand what the “sense of reverence for the
law” is, and not lose my respect for it or for the moral law. This
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stability is helped by a further thought, that there is one sense in
which the law is rightly represented by the experience as being
outside me: it is equally in other people. The moral law is the law of
the notional republic of moral agents. It is a notional republic, but
they are real agents and, because it is rationally self-imposed by each
of them, it is a real law.

Once we have ceased to believe in Kant’s own foundation or
anything like it, we cannot read this experience in this way atall. It
is the conclusion of practical necessity, no more and no less, and it
seems to come “from outside” in the way that conclusions of prac-
tical necessity always seem to come from outside —from deeply
inside. Since ethical considerations are in question, the agent’s
conclusions will not usually be solitary or unsupported, because
they are part of an ethical life that is to an important degree shared
with others. In this respect, the morality system itself, with its
emphasis on the “purely moral” and personal sentiments of guilt
and self-reproach, actually conceals the dimension in which ethical
life lies outside the individual.

When we know what the recognition of obligation is, if we still
make it the special center of ethical experience, we are building
cthical life around an illusion. Even in Kant’s own view, this experi-
ence involves a misrepresentation, but it is a necessary and accept-
able one, a consequence of transposing objectivity from the tran-
scendental level to the psychological. But if this experience is
special only in the psychological mode, then it is worse than a
misrepresentation: there is nothing (or nothing special) for it to

represent.

Kant’s construction also explains how the moral law can uncondi-
tionally apply to all people, even if they try to live outside it. Those
who do not accept his construction, but still accept the morality
system, need to say how moral obligation binds those who refuse it.
They need to say how there can be a moral /aw at all.®® The fact thata
law applies to someone always consists in more than a semantic
relation; it is not merely that the person falls under some descrip-
tion contained in the law. The law of a state applies to a person
because he belongs to a state that can apply power. The law of God



192 Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy

applied because God applied it. Kant’s moral law applied because as
arational being one had a reason to apply it to oneself. For the moral
law to apply now, it can only be that we apply it.

When we say that someone ought to have acted in some re-
quired or desirable way in which he has not acted, we sometimes say
that there was a reason for him to act in that way — he had promised,
for instance, or what he actually did violated someone’s rights.
Although we can say this, it does not seem to be connected in any
secure way with the idea that be bad a reason to act in that way.
Perhaps he had no reason at all. In breaking the obligation, he was
not necessarily behaving irrationally or unreasonably, but badly. We
cannot take for granted that he had a reason to behave well, as
opposed to our having various reasons for wishing that he would
behave well. How do we treat him? We recognize in fact, very
clumsily in the law, less clumsily in informal practice, that there are
many different ways in which people can fail to be what we would
ethically like them to be. At one extreme there is general delibera-
tive incapacity. At another extreme is the sincere and capable fol-
lower of another creed. Yet again there are people with various
weaknesses or vices, people who are malicious, selfish, brutal, in-
considerate, selfindulgent, lazy, greedy. All these people can be
part of our ethical world. No ethical world has ever been free of
those with such vices (though their classification will be a matter of
the culture in question); and any individual life is lined by some of
them. There are, equally, various negative reactions to them, from
hatred and horror in the most extreme cases, to anger, regret,
correction, blame. When we are not within the formal circum-
stances of the state’s law, there is the further dimension of who is
reacting: not everyone can or should sustain every complaint. It is
another consequence of the fiction of the moral law that this truth
does not occur to us. It is as if every member of the notional
republic were empowered to make a citizen’s arrest.

Within all this there is a range, quite a wide one, of particular
deviations that we treat with the machinery of everyday blame.
They include many violations of obligations, but not all of them:
some of the most monstrous proceedings, which lie beyond ordi-
nary blame, involve violations of basic human rights. Nor, on the
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other hand, is there blame only for broken obligations; particularly
in bringing up children, actions that merely manifest imperfect
dispositions are blamed. But blame always tends to share the partic-
ularized, practical character of moral obligation in the technical
sense. Its negative reaction is focused closely on an action or omis-
sion, and this is what is blamed. Moreover—though there are
many inevitable anomalies in its actual working — the aspiration of
blame is that it should apply only to the extent that the undesired
outcome is the product of voluntary action on the particular occa-
sion.

This institution, as opposed to other kinds of ethically nega-
tive or hostile reaction to people’s doings (it is vital to remember
how many others there are), seems to have something special to do
with the idea that the agent had a reason to act otherwise. As I have
already said, this is often not s0.”® The institution of blame is best
seen as involving a fiction, by which we treat the agent as one for
whom the relevant ethical considerations are reasons. The “ought
to have” of blame can be seen as an extension into the unwilling of
the “ought to have” we may offer, in advice, to those whose ends we
share. This fiction has various functions. One is that if we treat the
agent as someone who gives weight to ethical reasons, this may help
to make him into such a person.

The device is specially important in helping to mediate be-
tween two possibilities in people’s relations. One is that of shared
deliberative practices, where to a considerable extent people have
the same dispositions and are helping each other to arrive at practi-
cal conclusions. The other is that in which one group applies force
or threats to constrain another. The fiction underlying the blame
system helps at its best to make a bridge between these possibilities,
by a process of continuous recruitment into a deliberative commu-
nity. At its worst, it can do many bad things, such as encouraging
people to misunderstand their own fear and resentment—
sentiments they may quite appropriately feel —as the voice of the
Law.

The fiction of the deliberative community is one of the positive
achievements of the morality system. As with other fictions, it is a
real question whether its working could survive a clear understand-
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ing of how it works. This is part of the much larger question of what
needs to be, and what can be, restructured in the light of a reflective
and nonmythical understanding of our ethical practices. It is cer-
tain that the practices of blame, and more generally the style of
people’s negative ethical reactions to others, will change. The mo-
rality system, in my view, can no longer help them to do so in a
desirable way. One reason is that morality is under too much pres-
sure on the subject of the voluntary.

To the extent that the institution of blame works coherently, it
does so because it attempts less than morality would like it to do.
When we ask whether someone acted voluntarily, we are asking,
roughly, whether he really acted, whether he knew what he was
doing, and whether he intended this or that aspect of what hap-
pened. This practice takes the agent together with his character, and
does not raise questions about his freedom to have chosen some
other character. The blame system, most of the time, closely con-
centrates on the conditions of the particular act; and it is able to do
this because it does not operate on its own. It is surrounded by
other practices of encouragement and discouragement, acceptance
and rejection, which work on desire and character to shape them
into the requirements and possibilities of ethical life.

Morality neglects this surrounding and sees only that focused,
particularized judgment. There is a pressure within it to require a
voluntariness that will be total and will cut through character and
psychological or social determination, and allocate blame and re-
sponsibility on the ultimately fair basis of the agent’s own contri-
bution, no more and no less. It is an illusion to suppose that this
demand can be met (as opposed to the less ambitious requirements
of voluntariness that take character largely as given). This fact is
known to almost everyone, and it is hard to see a long future for a
system committed to denying it. But so long as morality itself
remains, there is danger in admitting the fact, since the system itself
leaves us, as the only contrast to rational blame, forms of persuasion
it refuses to distinguish in spirit from force and constraint.

In truth, almost all worthwhile human life lies between the
extremes that morality puts before us. It starkly emphasizes a series
of contrasts: between force and reason, persuasion and rational
conviction, shame and guilt, dislike and disapproval, mere rejec-
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tion and blame. The attitude that leads it to emphasize all these
contrasts can be labeled its pursty. The purity of morality, its insis-
tence on abstracting the moral consciousness from other kinds of
emotional reaction or social influence, conceals not only the means
by which it deals with deviant members of its community, but also
the virtues of those means. It is not surprising that it should con-
ceal them, since the virtues can be seen as such only from outside
the system, from a point of view that can assign value to it, whereas
the morality system is closed in on itself and must consider it an
indecent misunderstanding to apply to the system any values other
than those of morality itself.

The purity of morality itself represents a value. It expresses an
ideal, presented by Kant, once again, in a form that is the most
unqualified and also one of the most moving: the ideal that human
existence can be ultimately just. Most advantages and admired
characteristics are distributed in ways that, if not unjust, are at any
rate not just, and some people are simply luckier than others. The
ideal of morality is a value, moral value, that transcends luck. It
must therefore lie beyond any empirical determination. It must lie
not only in trying rather than succeeding, since success depends
partly on luck, but in a kind of trying that lies beyond the level at
which the capacity to try can itself be a matter of luck. The value
must, further, be supreme. It will be no good if moral value is
merely a consolation prize you get if you are not in worldly terms
happy or talented or good-humoured or loved. It has to be what
ultimately matters.

This is in some ways like a religious conception. But it is also
unlike any real religion, and in particular unlike orthodox Chris-
tianity. The doctrine of grace in Christianity meant that there was
no calculable road from moral effort to salvation; salvation lay
beyond merit, and men’s efforts, even their moral efforts, were not
the measure of God’s love.?? Moreover, when it was said by Chris-
tianity that what ultimately mattered was salvation, this was
thought to involve a difference that anyone would recognize as a
difference, as the difference. But the standpoint from which pure
moral value has its value is, once more, only that of morality itself.
It can hope to transcend luck only by turning in on itself.

The ideals of morality have without doubt, and contrary to a
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vulgar Marxism that would see them only as an ideology of un-
worldliness, played a part in producing some actual justice in the
world and in mobilizing power and social opportunity to compen-
sate for bad luck in concrete terms. But the idea of a value that lies
beyond all luck is an illusion, and political aims cannot continue to
draw any conviction from it. Once again, the other conceptions of
morality cannot help us. They can only encourage the idea, which
always has its greedy friends, that when these illusions have gone
there can be no coherent ideas of social justice, but only efficiency,
or power, or uncorrected luck.

Many philosophical mistakes are woven into morality. It mis-
understands obligations, not seeing how they form just one type of
ethical consideration. It misunderstands practical necessity, think-
ing it peculiar to the ethical. It misunderstands ethical practical
necessity, thinking it peculiar to obligations. Beyond all this, mo-
rality makes people think that, without its very special obligation,
there is only inclination; without its utter voluntariness, there is
only force; without its ultimately pure justice, there is no justice. Its
philosophical errors are only the most abstract expressions of a
deeply rooted and still powerful misconception of life.

Postscript

HERE ARE two tensions to which the argument of this book

has constantly returned. In terms of philosophy’s questions
and its centers of interest, there is a tension between ancient and
modern. In actual life, the tension is between reflection and prac-
tice. I have suggested that in some basic respects the philosophical
thought of the ancient world was better off, and asked more fruitful
questions, than most modern moral philosophy. Although it had
its own limiting concerns, such as the desire to reduce life’s expo-
sure to luck, it was typically less obsessional than modern philoso-
phy, less determined to impose rationality through reductive
theory. The hopes for philosophy that some of those philosophers
could entertain have gone, however, and the world to which ethical
thought now applies is irreversibly different, not only from the
ancient world but from any world in which human beings have tried
to live and have used ethical concepts.

The resources of most modern moral philosophy are not well
adjusted to the modern world. I have tried to show that this is partly
because it is too much and too unknowingly caught up in it, unre-
flectively appealing to administrative ideas of rationality. In other
ways, notably in its more Kantian forms, it is not involved enough;
it is governed by a dream of a community of reason that is too far
removed, as Hegel first said it was, from social and historical reality
and from any concrete sense of a particular ethical life — farther
removed from those things, in some ways, than the religion it
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15. How alike? This touches on an important question that I cannot
pursue here, the distinction between guilt and shame. There is such a distinc-
tion, and it is relevant to ethics, but it is much more complex than is usually
thought. Above all, it is a mistake to suppose that guilt can be distinguished
as 2 mature and autonomous reaction that has a place in ethical experience,
whereas shame is 2 more primitive reaction that does not. Morality tends to
deceive itself about its relations to shame. For some suggestive remarks on the
distinction, see Herbert Morris, “Guilt and Shame.” in On Guilt and Inno-
cence (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1976).

16. This is connected with the differing conceptions of the self enter-
tained by Kant and by his Hegelian critics: see Chapter 1, note 6. It is impor-
tant here to distinguish two different ideas. Other people, and indeed I
myself, can have an “external” idea of different ideals and projects that I
might have had, for instance if I had been brought up differently: there are
few reasons for, and many reasons against, saying that if I had been brought
up differently, it would not have been me. This is the area of metaphysical
necessity. But there is a different area, of practical necessity, concerned with
what are possible lines of action and possible projects for me, granted that I
have the ideals and character I indeed have. This is the level at which we must
resist the Kantian idea that the truly ethical subject is one for whom nothing
is necessary except agency itself. This is also closely related to the matter of
real interests, discussed in Chapter 3.

17 The model of a moral law helps to explain why the system should
have the difficulties it has with those ethical acts that, as I put it before, are
more or less than obligations. It is not surprising that something interpreted
as law should leave only the three categories of the required, the forbidden,
and the permitted. Kant’s own attempts to deal with some problems of these
other ethical motives within his framework of duty involve his interpreta-
tions (which changed over time) of the traditional distinction between perfect
and imperfect duties. On this, see M. J. Gregor, Laws of Freedom (New York:
Barnes & Noble, 1963), chaps. 7-11.

18. The question of a categorical imperative and its relation to reasons
for action has been pursued by Philippa Foot in several papers, collected in
Virtues and Vices. ] am indebted to these, though our conclusions are differ-
ent. The moral ought was one of several targets assaulted by G. E. M.
Anscombe in her vigorous “Modern Moral Philosophy,” reprinted in Ethics,
Religion and Politics, vol. 3 of her Collected Papers (Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 1981).

19 Of course, much depends on what is to count as having a reason. Ido
not believe that there can be an absolutely “external” reason for action, one
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that does not speak to any motivation the agent already has (as I have stressed
.HAB.: did not think so either). There are indeed distinctions between, mo_u.
instance, simply drawing an agent’s attention to a reason he already has and
persuading him to act in a certain way. But it is basically important that a
spectrum is involved, and such distinctions are less clear than the morality
system and other rationalistic conceptions require them to be. See “Internal
and External Reasons,” in my Moral Luck.

20. This is why I said in Chapter 4 that Kant’s conception was like that
of the Pelagian heresy, which did adjust salvation to merit.
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