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CHAPTER 10: MORAL PHILOSOPHY
Main Points
1. Ethics or moral philosophy is the study of moral judgments, which are value judgments about what is virtuous and base, just and unjust, morally right and wrong, morally good and bad or evil, morally proper and improper, and so on.
2. Because many questions can be asked about moral judgments, ethics encompasses many issues. The most important question of ethics, however, is simply, Which moral judgments are correct?
Skepticism, Relativism, and Subjectivism
3. Ethical skepticism: The doctrine that moral knowledge is not possible. Note that the claim “there is no right or wrong” is not a skeptical belief; it implies some moral knowledge.
4. Descriptive relativism: Not a doctrine of ethics, it merely says that people in different cultures have different beliefs about what is morally right and wrong; it says nothing about what is morally right and wrong.
5. Cultural relativism: The idea that what a culture believes is morally right or wrong is morally right or wrong for people in that culture. This is a subjectivist ethical philosophy. Note that it would be inconsistent for a cultural relativist to advocate being accepting toward another culture’s practice if his or her own culture thought that practice wrong.
6. Individual relativism: What is right or wrong morally is what each individual believes is right or wrong. This is also a subjectivist ethical philosophy.
Egoism
7. Descriptive egoism: The doctrine that in all conscious action the person acting is seeking to promote her or his self-interest above all else.
8. Prescriptive egoism: The doctrine that in all conscious action a person ought to seek her or his self-interest above all else.
Hedonism
9. Hedonism is the pursuit of pleasure.
10. Psychological hedonism: The ultimate object of a person’s desire is always pleasure (a descriptive doctrine).
11. Ethical hedonism: A person ought to seek pleasure over other things (a prescriptive view).
12. Two varieties of ethical hedonism: Egoistic ethical hedonism (one ought to seek his or her own pleasure over other things) and universalistic ethical hedonism (otherwise known as utilitarianism, in which one ought to seek the greatest pleasure for the greatest number of people over other things).
The Five Main Ethical Frameworks
13. Divine-command ethics: God ordains what one ought to do (examples: Augustine and Aquinas).
14. Consequentialism: One ought to do whatever has the most desirable consequences (Epi- cureans, stoics, utilitarians).
15. Deontological ethics: One must do one’s moral duty (in at least some cases regardless of consequences)  (Kant).

16. Virtue ethics: One ought to do what a virtuous person would do (Plato, Aristotle).
17. Relativism: One ought to do what her or his culture or society thinks one ought to do. (None of the philosophers covered in this chapter are relativists, but many students are.)
The Early Greeks
18. Sophists and Socrates: Moral judgments must be supported by reasons.
19. Socrates was also concerned with the meaning of words that signify moral virtues, such as justice, piety, and courage.
20. Socrates: Wrongness of behavior is due to ignorance.
21. Plato. Theory of Forms: At the apex of all Forms is the Form of the Good. Corollary: Because the Forms define true reality, individual things are real only insofar as they partake of the Form of the Good. Additional corollary: Evil is unreal.
22. Plato: Because Forms are apprehended by reason, one should strive for knowledge of the Good and hence be ruled by reason. One ruled by reason exhibits four cardinal virtues— temperance, courage, wisdom, and justice—and has a well-ordered soul; virtue is its own reward.
23. Aesara, the Lucanian. The Greek philosopher Aesara of Lucania taught that all morally sig- nificant decisions, whether regarding families or the state, should reflect the appropriate proportions of reason, willpower, and such positive emotions as love. Her analysis of the soul was similar to Plato’s: she said that the human psyche had three parts—the mind, spiritedness, and desire.
24. Aristotle. The first great ethical naturalist, Aristotle held that our highest good—our natural objective—is happiness, which consists in two things: enjoyment and the exercise and development of the capacity to reason.
25. Aristotle: Virtue is the exercise of our capacity to reason, and there are two kinds of virtues: intellectual and moral.
26. Aristotle: Virtue is a matter of habit; a person’s pleasures reveal his moral character. Specific moral virtues (such as courage) are the mean between extremes.
27. Aristotle made the distinction between an instrumental end (an act performed as a means to other ends) and an intrinsic end (an act performed for its own sake). When one comes to understand what the natural function of people is, then one finally knows what is intrinsically the “Good of Man.”
28. Though both Plato and Aristotle were proponents of what is now called virtue ethics, for Plato the Good was a nonnatural Form; for Aristotle, the good (for humans) is what human beings actually seek (happiness, properly understood). For Plato, the moral good transcends nature;  for Aristotle the moral good finds its grounding in human nature.
Epicureanism and Stoicism
29. The four main schools of philosophy following Aristotle were the Epicureans, the Stoics, the Skeptics, and the Neoplatonists.
30. Epicureanism and Stoicism were naturalistic ethical theories.
31. Epicureanism. Personal pleasure is the highest good. Epicurus: We ought to seek the pleasant life, which comes with satisfaction of desires that are natural and the satisfaction of which is necessary for a pleasant life. Natural desires that need not be satisfied may be satisfied if doing so does not lead to discomfort or pain. Unnatural/unnecessary desires ought never to be satisfied.
32. The Stoics. The school was founded by Zeno (a different Zeno from the one mentioned in Chapter 2) who met his students on the stoa (Greek for “porch”).
33. Stoicism: We ought to seek the untroubled life, which comes through neutral acceptance of the natural order of things.
34. All that occurs is in accordance with natural law (reason): Whatever happens is the inevitable outcome of the logic of the universe; all that happens has a reason; so whatever happens is for the best. We ought to remain uninvolved emotionally in our fate, and our lives will be untroubled. Epictetus was among the most famous of the Stoics.
Christianizing Ethics
35. St. Augustine. Christianized Platonic ethics: God is the source of all that is real and good.
36. Augustine explained evil by adapting the Platonic view: Natural evil is the absence of reality; moral evil is disordered love—turning from God.
37. Augustine: Virtue and sin are conditions of the soul; what matters is not the person’s good deeds but the state of mind (intent) in which the person acts.
38. St. Hildegard of Bingen. This medieval German Benedictine nun said mystical experience provides a form of knowledge unavailable to pure rational introspection.
39. Heloise and Abelard. The ethics of the medieval French philosopher Heloise has two primary components—(a) true love for another, whether platonic or sexual, is completely unselfish and asks nothing (disinterested love) and (b) the morality of the act resides in the intention of the actor (morality of intent). Her love affair with Abelard, her philosophy teacher, was governed, she felt, by these precepts (though it turned out that Abelard’s love for Heloise seemed purely sexual).
40. Abelard: Sin does not consist in acting on evil desires, or even in having them, but in consenting to act on evil desires.
41. St. Thomas Aquinas. Aquinas adapted Aristotelian thought for Christianity. Goodness for humans is happiness.
42. Aquinas: Natural law is the law of reason, which leads us to our natural end insofar as we follow it. God’s divine law, revealed to us through God’s grace, guides us to happiness everlasting.
43. Aquinas: There are two sets of virtues, the natural virtues such as courage, temperance, justice, and prudence, and the higher virtues of faith, love, and hope.
Hobbes and Hume
44. Hobbes. He espoused a philosophy of relentless materialism. “Good” and “evil” denote only what one desires or detests; a descriptive egoist, Hobbes said persons seek personal survival above all other things. It is an open question whether he was also a prescriptive egoist.
45. Hume. Moral principles, Hume argued, are neither divine edicts nor discoverable by reason.
46. Value judgments are based on emotion, not reason. Hume: Moral and all other value judgments are based on emotion; actions we find morally praiseworthy or blameworthy create within us feelings of pleasure or displeasure, respectively.

47. Benevolence. Judgments of moral approval are expressions of the pleasure that we experience when presented with behavior that reflects a benevolent character.

48. Goodness consists in traits and actions that promote the welfare of people (this idea was appropriated in the nineteenth century by the utilitarians). Hume believed that when someone is morally praised or condemned, it is the person’s character that is being praised or condemned. In this respect, Hume is part of the virtue ethics tradition of Plato, Aristotle, and Aquinas.
49. Hume’s inquiries set the stage for subsequent ethical philosophy.
50. Can there be ethics after Hume? Options for ethics after Hume are four: (1) Despite Hume, ethics might seek to establish that morality can be grounded on reason or on God—Kant’s option. (2) It might try to find objective sources of moral standards other than reason or God—the utilitarians’ option. (3) It might seek to determine how one should act given the absence of objective moral standards—the existentialists’ option. (4) It might abandon the search for moral standards altogether and concentrate on ethical descriptivism—the option of analytic philosophy.
Kant
51. Kant held that reason alone can ascertain principles of morality; they cannot be revealed through scientific investigation since scientific inquiry can never reveal to us principles we know hold without exception (as moral principles do).
52. The supreme principle of morality. Kant: A moral rule is universal and absolute. Thus, the supreme prescription of morality is to act in such a way that you could, rationally, will the principle on which you act to be a universal law.
53. And a moral rule may be expressed as a categorical imperative.
54. Why you should do what you should do. You should do what you should do because it is right. The consequences of an act, according to Kant, do not determine whether the act is good; only the intent or “will” with which it is taken does that.
55. Because a moral imperative must hold without exception, it differs from a hypothetical imperative which state, in effect, that one ought to do something if such-and-such an end is desired.
56. Rationality is the source of all value, so the rational will is alone inherently good.
57. Another formulation of the categorical imperative: Treat rational beings (e.g., humans) in every instance as ends and never just as means.
58. Duty-based ethical systems such as Kant’s are known as deontological ethical systems.
The Utilitarians
59. A different view was taken by the utilitarians, Jeremy Bentham and John Stuart Mill: The rightness of an action or a rule is identical with the happiness it produces as a consequence, with everyone considered.  Utilitarians who think that what matters is the happiness produced by an act are act-utilitarians.  Utilitarians who think that what matters is the happiness produced by following the rule implied by an act are rule-utilitarians.

60. Bentham. Happiness is pleasure, and positive ethical value-words have meaning only when defined in terms of pleasure. Pleasure can be evaluated only with reference to quantitative criteria. 
61. Mill. Some pleasures are better than others; quality, as well as quantity, of pleasure is a factor in moral value. 
Friedrich Nietzsche
62. Nietzsche took the view that there were basically just two moralities: master morality (the morality of the noble individual) and slave morality (the morality of the masses, epitomized by Christian ethics). Master morality invigorated the race, whereas slave morality was a denial of life.
63. Nietzsche saw his this-worldly philosophy as a celebration of the will to power, which finds its highest expression in the noble individual, the Übermensch or Superman, who has risen beyond the slave categories of “good” and “evil” and who lives by the principle “There is no god or human over me.”
64. Nietzsche: “What doesn’t kill us makes us stronger.” The ultimate internal human battle is between two forces, the Apollonian (the force of measure, order, harmony) and the Dionysian (the force of excess, destruction, creative power). Both are necessary if one is to be fully and creatively alive. Nietzsche believed the Dionysian force had been lost almost entirely in slave morality.
Boxes
The Good Life
(The value of philosophy)
Plato and Divine-Command Ethics
(Is something right because the gods decree it, or do they decree it because it is right?)
The Go-for-It Philosophy of Aristippus
(Also explains Cyrenaicism)
Diogenes the Cynic
(Said to have dressed in rags and lived in an empty tub)
Profile: St. Hildegard of Bingen
(The life of a mystic)
The Truth About Heloise and Abelard
(The famous love story)
Hobbes and the Beggar
(Are altruistic acts really egoism in disguise?)
Cold-Blooded Murder
(The expression supports Hume’s belief that moral judgments are not the offspring of reason)
Profile: Jeremy Bentham
(His embalmed body and wax head is at the University College, London)
Readings
10.1 Plato, from Gorgias
Socrates’s answer to Callicles, who claims the best life is the life of following one’s appetites or desires.

10.2 Aristotle, from Nicomachean Ethics
Aristotle’s “rough outline” of the good.
10.3 Epicurus, from “Epicurus to Menoeceus”
Epicurus’s recommendations for the good life.
10.4 Epictetus, from “The Encheiridion”
Several pieces of sage Stoic advice. What happens isn’t under our control, but our attitudes are.
10.5 Immanuel Kant, from Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals
This is the passage in which Kant elucidates his famous Categorical Imperative.
10.6 John Stuart Mill, from Utilitarianism
Mill’s exposition of the “greatest happiness principle” in terms of the quality of pleasures.
10.7 Friedrich Nietzsche, from Beyond Good and Evil
An effort by Nietzsche toward a “revaluation of values” as he contrasts master morality with slave morality.

Philosophers


•
‑Peter Abelard  set forth one of medieval philosophy’s most careful analyses of the morality of intent.  254

•
‑Aesara of Lucania  was a Pythagorean philosopher from southern Italy who held that, by introspecting about the nature and structure of the human soul, we can identify a standard of personal and public morality.  243

•
‑St. Thomas Aquinas  reconciled Aristotelian ethical naturalism with Christianity.  256

•
‑Aristotle  was an ethical naturalist who held that moral judgments are judgments of fact about the natural world. He said that happiness is our highest good.  244


•
‑St. Augustine  used Platonic concepts to solve “the problem of evil,” held moral evil to be misdirected love, and identiﬁed God as the supreme moral authority and source of all goodness.  250

•
‑Jeremy Bentham,  a utilitarian, held that the rightness of an action is identical with the ​pleasure it produces as its consequence and said that pleasure can be evaluated ​quantitatively.  265

•
‑Diogenes  was the most famous Cynic, who taught by shocking example that the wise ​person reduces all wants and avoids all ​comforts.  249

•
‑Epictetus,  a leading Stoic, held that one’s highest objective is to ﬁnd a serene or ​untroubled life through acceptance of the ​rational natural order of things.  248

•
‑Epicurus,  an ethical egoist, held that one’s highest objective is to lead the pleasant life through moderate living.  247

•
‑Heloise  was a medieval French philosopher who held that the morality or immorality of an action is determined by the intention with which it is done.  254

•
‑St. Hildegard of Bingen  was a medieval German mystic philosopher who held that the moral powers of the soul come from its three faculties: understanding, insight, and execution.  252

•
‑Thomas Hobbes  held that “good” and “evil” denote what a person desires or hates; he ​maintained that our natural end is preservation of self.  257

•
‑David Hume  held that moral principles are neither divine edicts nor discoverable by reason and that value judgments are based on emotion. He said that the act that pleases our moral ​sensibilities is one that reﬂects the agent’s benevolent character.  259

•
‑Immanuel Kant  held that the supreme prescription of morality is to act always in such a way that you could rationally will the principle on which you act to be a universal law. He believed that what you should do, you should do, not because it promotes some end but simply because it is right.  261

•
‑John Stuart Mill,  a utilitarian, held that the rightness of an action is identical with the happi​ness that it produces as its consequence and said that pleasure—a part of happiness—must be measured in terms of quality as well as quantity.  266

•
‑Friedrich Nietzsche  distinguished between slave morality (the morality of the masses) and master morality (the morality of the nobleman). The former represents the denial of life; the ​latter represents the will-to-power.  268

•
‑Plato  also sought the essences of moral virtues, identifying these with the ​unchanging Forms, the highest of which he held to be the Form of the Good, the ​ultimate source of all value and reality.  239

•
‑Socrates  sought to discover the essences of moral virtues and championed the use of reason in moral deliberation.  239

•
‑Sophists  were professional teachers of ﬁfth-century b.c.e. Greece whose attack on traditional moral values marks the beginnings of ​ethical philosophy.  239

•
‑Zeno  was the founder of Stoicism.  247
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