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                               PART III  THE CENTRAL HISTORICAL FIGURES
PRIVATE 
Selections from Bentham or Mill, Kant and Aristotle are those used most often as representative statements of ethical theories from the history of ethics.  So, distinctive features of their theories as represented by the selections usually used are part of the subject matter of basic ethical theory.  Summaries of those selections from their most influential works appear below followed by comments indicating considerations important in ethical theory.  The comments are not designed to be the last word on the topics they raise.  They serve the purpose of raising topics of interest in ethical theory about distinctive features of the ethical theories of the philosophers from history most often given attention in ethical theory.  Some wording of the original is retained to indicate its precision, vagueness and character.  

BENTHAM SELECTION SUMMARY                      

Jeremy Bentham, founder of Utilitarianism, begins the first chapter of An Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation with a famous rhetorical statement of psychological and ethical hedonism, full of metaphor and bombast.  Though he claims “it is not by such means that moral science is to be improved,” he continues in a partisan polemic style, a style that leaves obscure much of both the detail of his theory and arguments important to evaluating it.  Later, John Stuart Mill, the most famous utilitarian, offered an improved version of the theory by making explicit more of what can be used to defend utilitarianism.

Basically, Bentham's principle of utility is:  The rightness of an act depends on its apparent tendency to add to the happiness of those affected, that is, add to their sum total of pleasure or, what comes to the same thing, diminish their sum total of pain.  It also applies to acts of government.  A community is a fictitious body composed of its members, so only its members can be affected.  Consequences to kings are not more important than consequences to commoners. 

Pleasure is the only good, pain the only evil “or else the words good and evil have no meaning.”  Acts are correctly said to be right, if they fit the principle of utility.  Then words such as “right” “have a meaning, when otherwise they have none.”

The principle of utility has no direct proof since it is the basic principle in ethics.  Usually we act according to the principle without thinking of it and justify acts by it.  One may “reconcile himself” to the principle by this line of thought: If S's moral reasoning is based on principle, the principle other than utility is Sentiment, which is despotical, or each man's sentiment, which is anarchical.  If the other principle is based on particulars or part utilitarian, only sentiment decides which particulars or part. But pleasure and pain are the only motives there are.  So there is no motive to follow the other principle.  So it can't be followed.

Always opposed to the utilitarian principle is the principle of asceticism, x is right insofar as it tends to diminish happiness.  Given human nature, it can't be followed.  It results from noticing some pleasures are followed by greater pains, supposing all pleasures are that way, thus bad, supposedly making pain good. 

Sometimes opposed to the principle of utility is the principle of sympathy and antipathy, if I approve of x, it is right.  It is a rejection of external standard in favor of one's sentiments and is really behind ethics based on moral or common sense, “Rule of Right,” “Laws of Nature,” “natural Justice,” etc., for their supporters base their decrees on it.

The theological principle, if God wills it, it is right, is really one of the three principles cited, for to find God's will, the revealed word needs interpretation.  The right one is found by finding out what acts are right, making the theological principle depend on some other.

Do not confuse an act's motive or cause with its justification just because each is called the reason for the act.  It is justified by its effects not its motive.

The Hedonic calculus: Value of pleasure or pain is found by measuring its 1. Intensity,  2. Duration,  3. Certainty,  4. Propinquity.  An act's tendency depends on its fecundity, a sensation being followed by one of the opposite kind, its purity, a sensation being followed by one of the same kind, and is found by adding the values of the apparent pleasures and subtracting those of the apparent pains to the extent of the act, ie. taking in everyone affected.

COMMENTS ON BENTHAM 

Here are some topics of interest in ethical theory raised by Bentham.  Concerning his principle of utility, how is the apparent tendency different from the tendency?  Why is one of them more important?  What confirms that one is easier to discover than the other? How could such things be consequences?  Exactly what is pleasure and pain and how do they differ?  Can they be things other than psychological entities such as ice cream?  What is the test for whether someone is affected by an act?

Why does the principle apply to acts of government when consequences to people count but not consequences to fictions such as communities or, for example, governments, cultures and businesses?  Is this connected in an important way with why he claims consequences to kings are not more important than consequences to commoners?  Elsewhere, Bentham presents his theory of fictions, which we shall not explore here.  But it does not provide a way of discovering which objects of attention are fictions.   

He seems to say “good” is to be defined as “pleasure” and “x is right” is to be defined as “x apparently tends to give pleasure to those affected,” which is the principle of utility in the form of a definition; the principle of utility would be true by deduction since it would be true by definition.  But the reason for rejecting that interpretation is that he soon says the principle of utility has no “direct” (deductive) proof yet the truth of the principle of utility would follow deductively from those definitions.  For example, substituting that definition of “good” for the word “pleasure” in that definition of x is right yields a version of the principle of utility.  So, his view is that “good” has meaning when and only when it refers to the same thing to which “x is pleasure” refers but one is not the meaning of the other, and “x is right” has meaning when and only when “x fits the principle of utility,” that is, when and only when they refer to the same thing but one is not the meaning of the other. 

He claims the principle of utility has no direct proof for it is the basic principle in ethics.  He could support that claim by pointing out that since it is the basic principle in ethics, it is not deducible from another ethical principle, which would, then, be more basic, nor is it deducible from a fact alone, for no ethical claim can be deduced from non ethical claims alone.  A premise asserting that one of the non ethical claims implies the ethical claim would have to be added to the premises.  That premise would be a more basic principle.  Or, as Hume put it, an “ought” is not deducible from an “is”.

He next turns to what supports the principle.  His claim that often we act according to it without thinking of it and justify acts by it seems to be true and that seems to be offered as some inductive evidence for the principle of utility.  When he claims that arguments against it are really based on it and are really against misapplications of it, he should give some examples and explain why they are examples.  The point seems to be that short sighted or mistaken views of consequences lead people to believe it does not work but discovering such error is due to proper, or at least better, application of the principle.

In support of the principle of utility he offers an argument based on elimination of alternatives and seems to believe, without offering a supporting argument, that the alternatives are either the principle of utility or the principle of sentiment.  He refers to the principle of sentiment but does not state the principle.  Perhaps sentiment is not a principle that can be stated but rather a principle in the sense that a cause is a principle; namely, a source of being one way rather than another.  A full exploration of how the principle of sentiment might be related to the other principles he discusses would be a very large task.  

The principle of sentiment yields a despotism if only one person's sentiment is always decisive about the rightness of any act and yields anarchy if the rightness of any act depends on the sentiment of whoever considers it.  If a principle is partly utilitarian, he claims that sentiment decides which part.  Is that because it would be overruling the utilitarian principle?  Maybe the excuse for not considering such topics is that he goes on to point out that since psychological hedonism is true (pleasure and only pleasure can be desired and pain and only pain can be detested,) no principle other than the utilitarian principle can be followed.  But that would be an equally good excuse for not considering any other principles.  The importance of the point that a different principle cannot be followed would be increased by using it as a premise with the “ought” implies “can” principle, if it ought to be done, then it can be done, to deduce that it is false that a different principle ought to be followed.

Due to his claims about the principle of sentiment, the principle of asceticism, a principle that he states, is a version of, or somehow derived from, the principle of sentiment.  It is always opposed to the principle of utility in that it says rightness depends on decreasing rather than increasing happiness.  It is not always opposed to the principle of utility the way principles requiring that consequences are irrelevant are always opposed to the principle of utility.  Nor does it always oppose the way the contradictory of the utilitarian principle, namely:  sometimes rightness does not depend on apparent tendency to increase etc., opposes the principle of utility.  Remarks above about a principle that cannot be followed apply to this principle too.

His claim that the principle of asceticism results from noticing some pleasures are followed by greater pains, supposing all pleasures are that way, thus bad, supposedly making pain good, is an explanation only a bad psychologist could love.  He seems to be accusing some people of accepting this argument:  cases of pleasure followed by greater pain justify by induction by enumeration the principle that all pleasures are that way.  So all pleasures are bad because they lead to greater pains which are bad because all pain is bad.  Pleasure and pain are opposites.  So, all pain is good.  The conclusion is contrary to a premise of the argument: all pain is bad, and might contradict it if he were clear about what he takes to be a pleasure or pain.  That problem is so obvious that it is unlikely that Bentham believes that anyone ever used that argument.  He seems to be making fun of those who are excessively opposed to having fun. 

What might escape notice is that Bentham does not explain what has gone wrong with the argument.  Pleasures followed by greater pleasures show the induction has a false conclusion.  Further, he seems to be relying on the principle that the goodness of a pleasure depends only on the pain and pleasure of its consequences, which needs defense.

The principle of sympathy and antipathy is sometimes opposed to the principle of utility by sometimes yielding the same judgment about rightness.  But it is more important that it is a rejection of an external standard and here he seems to mean a principle that can be stated rather than an example, a paradigm, to which cases are compared for important similarities.   In a footnote continuing on several pages he accuses a multitude of other ethical theories of being versions of the principle of sympathy and antipathy because he claims that is what their supporters in fact use.  This accusation appears with little effort to explain those other theories as their supporters understand them and little explanation of why one should believe Bentham's claim rather than the advocates of those theories on the points Bentham raises against them. 

He claims that the theological principle is one of the three principles mentioned since a principle is needed to discover what is right in order to discover God's will.  Is he referring to the principle of utility and two versions of the principle of sentiment, in which case the principle of sentiment is not a principle?  Or, is he referring to the principle of utility and the principle always opposed to it and the one sometimes opposed?

Bentham is the famous example of a quantitative hedonist, one who believes there are quantities of pleasure.  This suggests that pleasures can be measured or at least counted. But Bentham's hedonic calculus is not used to discover or measure how much pleasure there is when a pleasure is present.  Instead, it is used to discover the value of a pleasure.

It does this by measuring four of the characteristics of a pleasure: intensity, duration, certainty, that is, how likely it is to happen, and propinquity, that is, how soon it will happen.  Measuring characteristics of something is measuring it in a customary sense.  Measuring the intensity and duration of something are customary ways of measuring things with those properties.  Measuring certainty and propinquity seems odd because they are characteristics of things that have not happened and might not happen.  So there is a sense in which measuring them is not measuring a quantity of pleasure but rather a quantity accused of being related to a pleasure that does not exist.  The strict sense in which they are characteristics of pleasures is that they are based on “apparent tendencies” of acts to cause pleasures.  The same goes for intensity and duration in Bentham's calculus.  So no pleasure is in fact measured.  Quantities of characteristics of possible pleasures are being predicted.  Pleasures have other measurable characteristics, such as distance from Ohio and rarity, but Bentham does not bring up the topic of why only those four characteristics are to be measured to determine the value of a pleasure.    

His calculus states the basics of determining the tendency of an act, which was indirectly mentioned when he claimed an act's rightness depends on its apparent tendency, etc.  The tendency depends, in part, on its fecundity, a sensation being followed by one of the opposite kind and its purity, a sensation being followed by one of the same kind.  He does not specify how to assign points for fecundity or purity.  It seems being followed by a pain would yield a loss of points and being followed by a pleasure would yield additional points for a sensation.  Further, the number of sensations of each kind caused by any sensation of each kind would have to be discovered and points assigned.  Then, one is supposed to add the values of the apparent pleasures and subtract those of the apparent pains to everyone affected by the act.

The most common criticism of Bentham is that his hedonic calculus is impractical.  There are too many pleasures and pains to consider for each of the infinities of possible acts one could perform at each moment.  The numerical values of the value of each act of those infinities of acts would have to be compared to discover the right act to perform.  The values of infinities of act sequences would have to be compared and the cost of acts not done considered.  These tasks could be performed only if one could predict the contribution of things causally related to each possible act and distinguish it from the causal contribution of the act.  The details of determining the numerical values of each of the four characteristics of a pleasure or pain are left unspecified.  They probably would differ according to the different kinds of pleasures and pains.  The details of how those values are to be combined with values assigned purity and fecundity are left unspecified.  The details of distinguishing a sensation caused by a sensation rather than only following a sensation are not specified.  How to discover who is affected and how to discover their pleasures and pains is left unspecified. 

When Bentham speaks of the “apparent” tendency of an act, perhaps he means ones best judgment at the moment about the results of such considerations and implies that judgment about rightness based on other considerations is not as reliable.  In that case the hedonic calculus is not a method to be followed but a fictional method, the basics of which as described by Bentham, when kept in mind, causes good judgment about the rightness of acts, a version of intuitionism.  






MILL SUMMARY

John Stuart Mill is the most famous utilitarian.  In Utilitarianism, his most famous work, he held acts “are right in proportion as they tend to promote happiness; wrong as they tend to produce the reverse.”  “By happiness is intended pleasure and the absence of pain; by unhappiness, pain and the privation of pleasure.”  “Pleasure and the freedom from pain are the only things desirable as ends.”  “All desirable things are desirable either for pleasure inherent in themselves, or as means to the promotion of pleasure and the prevention of pain.”  He seems to believe that what he means by “pleasure” and “pain” is obvious.PRIVATE 

He says critics say that pursuit of pleasure is worthy only of pigs and that utilitarians hold that it is better to be a pig satisfied than Socrates dissatisfied.  But Epicureans, an ancient source of utilitarianism, reply that the critics seem to notice only pig pleasures.  Mud slinging finished, he claims the higher faculties of people are capable of higher pleasures, indicated by advantages of greater permanence, safety and uncostliness.

“If I am asked what I mean by difference in quality of pleasures, or what makes one pleasure more valuable than another, merely as a pleasure, except its being greater in amount, there is but one possible answer.  Of two pleasures, if there be one to which all or almost all who have experience of both give a decided preference, irrespective of any feeling of moral obligation to prefer it, that is the more desirable pleasure.”  The one preferred by those “competently acquainted with both” more than any quantity of the other, even if “knowing it to be attended with a greater amount of discontent,” has quality outweighing the quantity.  “...;the test of quality and the rule for measuring it against quantity being the preference felt by those who...are best furnished with the means of comparison.”  

Since pleasures and pains often differ in kind and pleasure differs in kind from pain, the only way to determine their quantity and quality is by the majority view of competent judges who have experienced and compared them.

No intelligent person consents to be mindless, ignorant or immoral out of preference rather than misfortune.  People prefer their dissatisfied states to the satisfied states of pigs due to a sense of dignity roughly proportionate to their higher faculties.  If the faculties people share with animals are filled with pleasure, the animals are satisfied but the people are not since the people have more capacity due to higher faculties. People often prefer lower pleasures and admit higher pleasures are better due to temptation through weak character.  That is due to life in conditions which do not exercise the higher faculties.  

The goal is not the agent's greatest happiness but the greatest happiness altogether.  Since noble character makes others happily, even if not those who have it, the goal is reached by its development.  By “happiness” is not meant a life of intense pleasure but one of more pleasure than pain.  It comes from tranquility which gives few pleasures and fewer pains alternated with excitement giving more pain and even more pleasure.  Unhappiness is first due to selfishness, then lack of mental cultivation.  Both are due to bad education and social structures. Happiness distribution should be impartial, as a disinterested and benevolent spectator would require.  That is, the golden rule of Jesus requires laws and social ties to harmonize your happiness with that of all.  Education and opinion should cause each one to associate his happiness with that of all. 

“It is the business of ethics to tell us what are our duties, or by what tests we may know them.”  Thus, general happiness, not motive, is the test of duty.  The value of the agent, but not the act, is tied to motive.  Granting God desires, above all, the happiness of creatures, God is a utilitarian.

For some acts, say lying, “...though the consequences in the particular case might be beneficial-it would be unworthy of an intelligent agent not to be consciously aware that the action is of a class which, if practiced generally, would be generally injurious, and that this is a ground of the obligation to abstain from it.”  But there are exceptions, such as lying to prevent a great evil, which are to be fixed by the principle of utility.          

It is no objection that one does not have time to calculate the effects of every act for the experience of people through the ages has given rise to moral rules, such as murder is wrong, which are corollaries or secondary principles to the principle of utility, so we can follow it better.  Some secondary principle is involved in judging any act.  Only when secondary principles clash should one use the primary one.

Since  Mill’s proof of the principle of utility has been the most controversial and discussed part of Utilitarianism,  and has the reputation of being the most famous proof in ethical theory,  it  seems to defy responsible summary more than the rest of the  text.  So, it will be further considered only in the discussion of Mill.






DISCUSSION OF MILL

Tradition on Mill and quantity and quality of pleasure says that Bentham, the founder of utilitarianism, was a quantitative hedonist, only quantity of pleasure determines value.  He held “quantity of pleasure being equal, pushpin is as good a poetry.”  But Mill's qualitative hedonism, quality of pleasure determines value, seems better.  Mill says that what is meant or what makes a pleasure qualitatively better or higher is that of two pleasures of equal quantity, those who have experienced both prefer it. 

The usual criticism is, first, that Mill gave only a test for higher pleasures that does not work.  The majority of pigs and people seem to prefer lower pleasures.  They are not incompetent judges if they experience both pleasures, unless competence is defined as choosing the higher pleasure, which begs the question.  

Second, he ignored the question of what is meant by saying some pleasures are higher or what makes them so because the answer available contradicts his ethical hedonism that pleasure and only pleasure is good.  What makes a higher pleasure higher is that it has more value.  His ethical hedonism requires that to be more pleasure, which is impossible since they are of equal quantity.  So, the greater value of the higher pleasure is due to something other than pleasure.  That requires him to reject ethical hedonism.

His reply to the first would be that the test works.  Higher pleasures require higher faculties.  So, higher pleasures do not attract pigs.  He explained why people choose lower pleasures.  Not exercising the higher faculties results in weak character, preferring lower pleasures while admitting higher pleasures are better.  For example, music professors raised in rock and roll culture prefer Beatles to Bach, but admit Bach is better due to understanding what is involved in compositional skill.

His reply to the second would be that he offers a test but says what he means by a higher pleasure and what makes a higher pleasure higher.  First, he says what he means by a “higher” pleasure is one preferred by people who have competent experience with both.  So, using his theory of language reported in his Logic, “a higher pleasure” denotes (refers to) a higher pleasure but connotes (is associated with what picks out the denotation) being preferred by competent judges.  Only those with higher faculties are competent judges since having higher pleasures requires higher faculties.  So, he calls higher pleasures higher because they appeal to and require, and therefore, are associated with, the higher faculties, intelligence.  People have it.  Animals do not.  That is all he means by “higher” when applied to pleasure and what makes them properly called “higher” and different in kind from lower pleasures, pleasures that appeal to lower faculties of people and animals.

Second, he says that what causes higher pleasures to be more valuable is that they appeal to the higher faculties.  His explanation would be that the higher faculties cause the higher pleasures by being required for them and, therefore, their effects.  What is important about that is the effects have value and, thus, the power of the higher pleasures to cause those effects has value equal to the value of the effects.  So, the pleasures that have such power have that value.  So, the greater value of the higher pleasures is equal to the value of the greater pleasure they cause than an equal quantity of lower pleasure by being more permanent, safer and less costly than lower pleasures.  Further, by appealing to higher faculties, higher pleasures cause the higher faculties to cause those qualities of higher pleasures to increase and cause greater development of higher faculties, yielding more pleasure.  Finally, higher pleasures are more valuable since they can add pleasure to the pleasure caused by lower faculties alone.  But lower pleasures cannot add pleasure to the pleasure caused by higher faculties alone since higher faculties cannot exist without lower faculties.

DISCUSSION OF MILL’S PROOF OF THE PRINCIPLE OF UTILITY

The proof of the principle of utility: Ultimate ends or first principles cannot be proved in the ordinary sense of the word, i.e. directly, (deductively) from the more basic.  But, “there is a larger meaning of the word ‘proof’.”  “Considerations may be presented capable of determining the intellect either to give or withhold its assent to the doctrines; and this is equivalent to proof.”

Mill's principle of utility adds a hedonistic theory of value to a utilitarian theory of obligation.  So his proof of the principle of utility must prove a combination of both.  The theory of value is ethical hedonism:  1. If it is pleasure, it is intrinsically good, and 2. If it is intrinsically good, it is pleasure.  

His strategy for proving ethical hedonism depends on proving psychological hedonism:  A. If it is pleasure, it psychologically can be desired as an end (taking it to be intrinsically good), and B. if it psychologically can be desired as an end (taking it to be intrinsically good), it is pleasure.  His strategy, which he does not announce or examine, can use A. as evidence for 1.  That is acceptable since being taken to be intrinsically good is evidence that it is intrinsically good.  The second part of the strategy can use B. as evidence for 2. for the same reason.  Further, he could use B. with a version of the “ought” implies “can” principle:  If it is intrinsically good, it can be desired as an end, to deduce 2.  That is because B. is a way of saying it can not be desired if it is not pleasure, which with the principle, yields it is not intrinsically good, using a Modus Tollens argument:

     If it is intrinsically good, it can be desired as an end.          (O>C)
     It can not be desired if it is not pleasure.                              B
_________________________________________________________________

     So, it is not intrinsically good if it is not pleasure.                 2.    
Mill proves A., if it is pleasure, it psychologically can be desired as an end, by using an analogy to prove a premise for a Modus Ponens argument:

Vision is a faculty and if x is the object of that faculty (is seen), the only proof that x can in fact be the object of that faculty (is visible) has been given.

Hearing is a faculty and if x is the object of that faculty(is heard), the only proof that x can in fact be the object of that faculty (is audible) has been given.

The same is true of the other experience yielding faculties.

Desire is a faculty.

__________________________________________________________________

  
So, if x is the object of that faculty (is desired taking it to be intrinsically good), the only proof that x can in fact be the object of that faculty (is desirable in the sense of psychologically can be desired as an end, taking it to be intrinsically good) has been given.

Pleasure is an object of that faculty, desired as an end.

_________________________________________________________________



So, the only proof that pleasure can in fact be the object of that faculty has been given. 

Here is G. E. Moore's widely accepted misunderstanding of that proof and his criticism of it.

1. If x is desirable, x is intrinsically good.   Truism

2. If x is pleasure, x is desirable.  

          
Evidence for 2.:  The only way to show that x is visible is to point out that x has been seen.  By analogy the only way to show x is desirable is to point out that people desire it and people do desire pleasure.


So, 3.  If x is pleasure, x is intrinsically good.

Moore's criticism is that Mill equivocates on "desirable" since in 2. it means “can be desired” but if 1. is a truism, in 1. it means "worthy of desire," due to being intrinsically good.  So, that deductive argument is invalid due to a four term fallacy.  Moore ignores the rest of Mill's proof, the part that designed to show B., if it can be desired as an end, it is pleasure.  

Mill held Hume's doctrine that an “ought” cannot be deduced from an “is”; that no moral claim can be deduced from only a non moral claim.  So, Mill held that his proof of A., if it is pleasure, people can desire it as an end, is not a deductive proof of 1., if it is pleasure, it is intrinsically good.  Instead, he took the conclusion, that the only proof that pleasure can in fact be desired as an end (taking it to be intrinsically good) has been given, as evidence that it is intrinsically good.  That is prevailing evidence if no equal or stronger evidence is presented that pleasure is not intrinsically good, such as, pleasure is avoided as an end (taking it to be intrinsically bad).  Mill's proof that only pleasure can be desired was discussed in the hedonism section of the chapter on normative ethical theories where he argued that if it is desired, it is a pleasure even if it does not seem to be a pleasure by relying on a principle of association.
So far, Mill has offered a proof of psychological hedonism and used it to prove ethical hedonism.  But he does not discuss how his proof of ethical hedonism is linked to a proof of his utilitarian theory of obligation, nor does he discuss a proof that the way he links them is correct.  What he says on those topics in the section on the proof of the principle of utility amounts to a claim that since each person desires his own happiness, therefore, the general happiness is desirable.  Defense of such a claim is needed for his theory of obligation to be utilitarian rather than egoistic.  Perhaps part of the unstated support for it is that pleasure is proportionate to the use of faculties and more faculties are required to be used, and used more, in pursuit of general pleasure than personal pleasure.  So pursuit of the general pleasure would yield more pleasure.  That would explain why utilitarianism is the best theory of obligation according to ethical egoism and cause more intrinsic good than other versions of ethical egoism.

The remaining question is what justifies that acts are right “in proportion as they tend to promote” intrinsic good for all?  That is, what does he say that can be used to justify a utilitarian theory of obligation that right acts tend to promote the general happiness?

Here is a theory.  He believes obligation is not only the source of rights but also limited to not violating rights and violating rights lowers the happiness of the violated.  Morality is about obligation.  He claims, and needs to show, that acts which are right but not obligatory promote happiness.  They meet the standard for being moral since there is no obligation to not do them, they do not lower happiness.  But there is still the question of what justifies that they are praiseworthy rather than only morally permissible?  The key is that he believes right acts are also noble because they lead to happiness.  He claims noble character makes others happy, even if not those who have it. The point seems to be that noble acts at least add to the happiness of everyone else, that is what a noble act is.  Further, since some acts do that more than others, they have comparative degrees of nobility.  So, according to his principle of associationist psychology, that if it causes pleasure, it is a pleasure, noble acts are the acts which, when compared only to other kinds of acts, are the greatest pleasures, that is, intrinsically good.  So, the degree to which they are right (which we now see means here “praiseworthy due to intrinsic goodness”), depends on their intrinsic goodness, which depends on how much of a pleasure they are, which depends on how noble they are which depends on the amount of general happiness they produce compared to other acts which can be done instead.  The result is that rightness is proportional to intrinsic goodness which is proportional to the comparative intrinsic good the act causes.


Praiseworthiness of humans depends on praiseworthiness of their acts and by association with them is a pleasure.  Since that pleasure is desired, people desire to do praiseworthy acts to get that intrinsic good.  

KANT SELECTION SUMMARY


The only thing good without qualification is a good will for it is good in all circumstances even if it is ineffective.  Instinct is the unswerving guide to happiness and inclination i.e. desire is the unswerving guide to pleasure.  The remaining guide of action is reason.  The remaining object of action is goodness.  So, it is plausible that the source of the goodness of a good will is reason.



Analysis of the concept of duty, which includes the concept of a good will, clarifies the concept of a good will.  1.  An act (Kant likely talks of an act of will, a trying to do X, not a doing of X.) is morally good if it is done from duty.  Inclination and self-love may cause acts which accord or coincide with duty, but whether right or wrong they are morally neutral, due to the neutrality of the motive determining it with respect to duty.  2. The moral goodness of an act is due only to a principle of duty from which it is done.  Moral goodness cannot be due to motive or purpose since they are not good without qualification.  3.  Duty is the necessity to act out of achtung (respect, reverence, attention to) for principle.  What binds the morally good act to its principle is duty.  Since duty excludes motives and purposes, the only features of will left are 1. features of acting according to principle or law, 2. the achtung of the law which that situation causes, and 3. determination of the will, by the law, to act from the law.  So, duty is the laws' determination of the will to do an act, a synthetic a priori linking of law and will.  The necessitating force of law is the moral force or necessity in duty.  The activity of the will can conform to only universal law since the motives and purposes involved in following particular natural laws have been excluded.


Conformity to universal law as such is what serves the will as its principle if it is a good will.  Reason is required to derive acts from laws.  So, it would be proper to call a good will “practical” (active) reason” since “will is the power to act in accordance with principle.”  One can't tell from an act if it is done from duty or merely accords with it.  The information needed is whether it is caused by a good will.


Principles have force; they necessitate.  They are given in formulations of them called formulas.  Principles of reason are expressed in formulas which have a kind of force called imperative force.  A command has this kind of force.  Thus, they are containing an 'ought' which marks the fact that principles of reason might compete with the principles of nature governing one's natural constitution, will and acts.  If a will were perfectly good (God's) i.e. had nothing determining it but principles of reason, the principles would have no imperative force because the will would conform without being commanded.  Thus, one cannot say of God that He ought do X, for if it ought to be done, he is doing it.  Thus, God is not moral for it is not factually possible for Him to be necessitated by moral law to act. 


Imperatives command either hypothetically or categorically.  The imperative of a principle of an act which is good as a means to an end is called a hypothetical imperative because it holds only if the end is to be achieved.  Hypothetical imperatives have this form:  If X is to be achieved, you ought to do Y.  A categorical imperative holds under any possible conditions.  So, it has this form:  You ought to do Z (no ifs or conditions mentioned).  A hypothetical imperative is “assertoric” if the end is always actual.  Since happiness is always an end of action such imperatives are followed in achieving happiness.  Imperatives of happiness are “pragmatic” because they are prudential.


The remaining kind of imperative is the categorical imperative and it is the imperative of moral or duty bound activity.  It is “apodictic” i.e. necessary since imperatives of duty permit no possible exceptions.  A maxim is a subjective principle of action which is an objective principle only if it is a principle of all wills, a law.


Kant gives three formulations of the categorical imperative and claims they are equivalent.  He does not prove that they are.  The first two are quite similar.


1.  “Act only on that maxim through which you can at the same time will that it should become a universal law.”


2.  “Act as if the maxim of your action were to become through you will a universal law of nature.”


3.  “Act in such a way that you always treat humanity, whether in your own person or in the person of any other, never simply as a means, but always at the same time as an end.”


The first two maxims tested yield perfect duties.  That is, one should never act on them.  Kant believes a perfect duty is indicated by the fact that a maxim contains a contradiction when taken to be a universal law.  The second two maxims tested yield imperfect duties.  That is, one may act on them but it is not praiseworthy.  He believes an imperfect duty is indicated by a contradiction in will, a contradiction describing a will when it wills a maxim even if the maxim does not contain a contradiction when taken to be a universal law. 


COMMENTS ON KANT


The summary above keeps the customary emphasis on the first two thirds of The Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals by Immanual Kant, his most widely read work. That part contains the background for his examples of testing maxims for moral acceptability by the categorical imperative and the tests of those maxims.  In the last twenty years the remaining part has become more important because the kingdom of ends described there is used as a historical reference to support a recent emphasis on autonomy and respect for persons in applied ethics.


In an famous passage in the introduction to the book Kant says a good will is like a jewel compared to all other things taken to be good such as talent, intelligence or happiness because  their effects, causes, components or characteristics can be respects in which they are bad.  But a good will seems to be required for being worthy of being happy and good even if it causes nothing.  


Critics would claim that an ineffective will is bad due to being ineffective, that what is willed or how something is willed is not sufficient for a good will.  Part of Kant's fame is due to supporters of good intentions.  But Kant does not support them because he gives no moral credit for willing an act mistakenly believed to be right and intentions are not willings.


He seems ignorant of obvious countless counter examples to his claims that instinct leads to happiness and desire leads to pleasure.  Maybe he meant that those are the most defensible generalizations about what instinct and happiness lead to.  But theories supporting those generalizations seem doomed by even the best lives of animals. 


It is plausible that the source of a good will is reason if the remaining guide of action is reason and the remaining object of action is goodness.  But there are countless other guides and objects of action.  Only a prevailing theory could overcome the force of those counter examples.


His analysis of the concept of duty tries to describe what duty is according to the usual understanding of what duty is.  It will be used to clarify the concept of a good will as usually understood, which is included in the concept of duty.  


The first and most famous part of his analysis of the concept of duty is the distinction between an act in accord with duty and an act from duty.  He seems to be talking about an act of will, not an act done by an act of will.  An act is morally good if it is done from duty but if it only accords with duty, it is not morally good but only right.  An act not done from duty but only in accord with duty is right but not morally good  It is morally neutral, neither morally good nor morally bad, because its motive is morally neutral.  Its motive is not a good will.  Examples of morally neutral motives are inclination and self love.  So an act is right if it accords with duty, wrong if it does not accord with duty.  A right act is morally good if it is done from duty, morally neutral if done from another source. 

 
He does not clarify what is required for acts to be morally bad as opposed to being wrong.  They would be done to violate duty.  But he may not believe such acts are possible.  In a footnote he claims that acting from duty is not due to a motive found in the phenomena examined by scientific psychology, for example, self love.  Instead, acting from duty requires a source of action required by morality.  This anticipates the last third of his book in which he claims we can think of ourselves in an understandable realm and also in a phenomenal realm which is studied by science.  When we think of the source of action for acting from duty, we think of something in the understandable realm.  But when we think of sources of actions which are not examples of acting from duty, such as, self love or wanting to walk, we think of something in the phenomenal realm.  In the phenomenal realm all the motives are morally neutral and, therefore, whether the acts are right or wrong, they are neutral with regard to moral goodness or badness.  He does not mention a third realm, an understandable realm, where the source of morally bad acts is located.  He does not appear to have a theory of how an act can be morally bad in addition to wrong.

     
The second part of the analysis is that the moral goodness of an act is due only to a principle of duty from which it is done.  Moral goodness cannot be due to motives or purposes since they are not good without qualification.

     
The third part of the analysis is that duty is the necessity to act out of “achtung” for principle.  The point seems to be 1. that the name of what links a principle to a will is duty, 2. that the link is a necessitating of the will by a principle to act in accord with the principle and 3. when the will acts due to the necessitating, the will is acting from duty.

     
He speaks of determining the action of the will as if that is no different than necessitating it.  Further, the necessitating happens when there is “achtung” for principle.  That seems to be when ones mind is in a suitable relation to the principle.  That is usually construed as being at least aware of the principle but choosing to follow the principle even if not conscious of the principle or choice may be sufficient.

    
The lack clarity or detail on those topics might be part of the concept of duty since he says that according to the concept of duty motives or purposes are excluded.  He claims that leaves in the concept 1. acting according to the principle, 2. the “achtung” for the principle which the concept causes and 3. determination of the will by the law or principle to act from the law.    

     
The result is that according to the concept of duty, the relation of a law to a will is synthetic.  That is, the concept of a law is not part of the concept of a will and the concept of a will is not part of the concept of a law.  But that relation is also a priori because the concept of duty, by being one concept of that relation, determines a relation between a law and a will, namely, necessitation by a law of a will to do an act.  It determines that relation because the concept of duty is the concept that there is necessitation by a law of a will to do an act. 

     
In the Critique of Pure Reason he claims something is known a priori if it is known independent of experience.  Accordingly, his claim that the relation is a priori means the relation is known to exist independent of experience.  He offers no explanation of how this can be so.  Therefore, it seems there cannot be a priori knowledge and no good reason to take his theory to be true.  His strategy seems to be that we are aware of such a concept that can be applied to situations we can experience.  Then, according to the concept and if we accept it, the claims he makes are true.  The next step would be to provide an adequate defense of the concept against competing concepts of duty.  His further explanation of the concept is a start but not an argument for accepting it.  

     
The concept of duty he described is rather common: the moral goodness of an act is due to a good will, what makes the will good is that it acts from principle and the principle is universal moral law.  The concept guarantees those claims are true provided no further information provides prevailing evidence that the concept is mistaken.  But if we ask why an act is morally good if it is due to a good will, the concept provides no answer.  If we ask why duty is the necessitating of an act of will by a universal law, the concept provides no answer.  Further, and this is the most important question, if we ask why necessitation by universal law makes the will good, the concept provides no answer.  That is, if we ask why we should accept that concept of duty, neither the concept nor Kant provides an answer. 

     
Suppose one claims in opposition to Kant that the correct concept of duty is that there are features of acts that would make them a duty of someone provided they had no other features which overcome their duty making power.  Further, considering such acts, there are counter examples to every substantive moral rule.  So, moral rules have no decisive roles in morality.  Kant offers no reason to believe that his concept of morality is correct and the one just described is mistaken.  In fact, his effort to discredit competing concepts of duty is very weak.  He seems to think that there are only two other possible concepts of duty.  One of them is that an act is a duty if it is caused by a particular motive, for example, self love.  The other is that an act is a duty if it leads to some future goal.  He tries to discredit those concepts of duty by pointing out that motives and goals are not good without qualification.  He does not explain why one should believe that is relevant.   

     
He claims that conformity to universal law as such is what serves the will as its principle if it is a good will because motives and purposes involved in following particular natural laws are excluded by the concept of duty.  So the moral law contains no information about particular natural facts such as conditions in which a particular kind of act ought to be done.

    
Further, the kind of force or necessity that principles have is the kind of force commands have.  That is, they have imperative force rather than physical force.  Imperatives of reason, implicitly or explicitly contain an “ought” to indicate they might conflict with what a law of nature guarantees will happen.  They would not apply to God because since God is not part of nature there is nothing that could make God do what God should not do and they do not apply to clams because clams are not rational, that is, cannot understand principles.  

     
Here is the kind of thing he seems to have in mind.  Consider a mathematical principle of reason that says 2+2=4.  As a principle of reason in the form of a command rather than as an automatic way of thinking about things, it contains an implict ought.  It says, in part, if you have 2 and 2, you ought to believe you have 4.  That command of reason could conflict with a principle of your psychology guaranteeing that if you have 2 and 2 you believe you have 6.  In that case a natural law of your psychology governs your belief and is irrational because it conflicts with a law of reason.  If we believe we are aware of a force of rationality rather than physical force, 2+2=4 seems to have that force. 

     
The way hypothetical imperatives differ from a categorical imperatives is that the “ought” of a hypothetical imperative applies only under certain conditions, that is, only if a goal specified in the hypothetical imperative is to be achieved.  The “ought” tells you what you ought to do as part of the means to an end or goal.  In contrast goals are irrelevant to what you ought to do when the “ought” is that of a categorical imperative. There is no hypothetical imperative without a goal.  What ought to be done depends on the goal.  To use Kant's language, the “ought” is conditioned by the goal.  On the other hand, a categorical imperative tells one that one ought to do something and goals are irrelevant. In his language, the “ought” unconditioned or unconditional. 

     
Here are his three famous formulations of the categorical imperative.

     
1.  “Act only on that maxim through which you can at the same time will that it should become a universal law.”

     
2.  “Act as if the maxim of your action were to become through your will a universal law of nature.”

     
3.  “Act in such a way that you always treat humanity, whether in your own person or in the person of any other, never simply as a means, but always at the same time as an end. 

     
The three formulations of the categorical imperative take us to the most important questions to be asked of Kant's theory from the point of view of ethical theory.  Here are some of them.  Why are there different formulations of the categorical imperative?  What justifies the claim that they are different formulations of the same thing?  Exactly how is the categorical imperative supposed to be used to discover what one should do?  What reason is there to believe such use of the categorical imperative yields correct moral information.  Such questions are of basically two kinds.  Questions about the nature of the categorical imperative itself and questions about what counts as its proper application.

     
The claim that there are three formulations of the categorical imperative is due to the fact that three times he says this is the categorical imperative.  It is different each time.  However, in the entire book he seems to state it, in words no more divergent than the three formulations are from each other, at least 30 times without announcing it.  The first formulation is the most famous.

     
He claims the three formulations of the categorical imperative are equivalent without saying how the truth of that claim is to be tested or what is for imperatives to be equivalent.  Perhaps they are different ways of commanding the same thing or yield the same verdict on the moral permissibility of an act.

     
The first starts, “Act only on...” which indicates a necessary but not sufficient condition for a morally permissible maxim.  The second starts, “Act as if...” which indicates a sufficient but not necessary condition for a morally permissible maxim.  It may be that what follows those words is both a necessary and sufficient condition for a morally permissible maxim.  This topic is further complicated by the fact that the first requires that the maxim could become a universal law but the second requires that it could become a universal law of nature.  This difference is important since Kant holds that a law of reason can conflict with a law of nature. 

     
However, the sufficient condition, the one requiring that the maxim could become a universal law of nature, is the more restrictive condition.  It requires that only universal laws consistent with the laws of nature are possible moral laws.  That yields a strong objection to Kant's theory.  The objection is that whatever happens is due to natural law and, therefore, whatever act happens passes the test of the categorical imperative for being morally permissible.  Kant's normative ethical theory turns out to be a particularly unacceptable version of a natural law normative ethical theory.  We do not believe that might makes right, even if the might is the might of the course of history.

    
There is a common way of trying to defend Kant's theory against that objection.  It is to claim that according to Kant what is true and what happens depends on which concepts are used to understand a situation.  Since there are varieties of ways of understanding situations, perhaps some better than others for various purposes, there is no one way the world is but rather a variety of ways it might be understood.  Since there is no one way the world is, no universal law is inconsistent with the way the world is.

     
That defense fails because, first, whatever concepts are used to understand the world, they determine a way the world is.   So, maxims that otherwise would pass the test do not. 


Second, to the extent that concepts permit flexibility or indeterminacy in determining the way the world is, the sufficient condition requiring consistency with universal natural law is not met because to that extent there is no universal natural law.

     
We shall examine the third formulation of the categorical imperative after examining his examples of testing maxims for moral acceptability by using the categorical imperative.  The reason is that the tests appeal to the second and first formulations but do not explain how the tests can be made using the third formulation.


His four examples of testing a maxim by the categorical imperative rival John Stuart Mill's proof of the principle of utility for being the most assigned, read and thought about paragraphs in moral philosophy.  Every year thousands of ethics students are led by their teachers face the problem of finding the contradictions Kant claimed to find in his four examples of testing a maxim and, from that, what has been shown.   


According to Kant, the maxims of the first two examples contain contradictions when taken to be natural laws.  So, they could not become natural laws.  That guarantees that they could not be willed to be natural laws.  So they fail the test of the categorical imperative which requires that they could be willed to be natural laws.  The maxims of the third and fourth examples could become natural laws without a contradiction contained in either one.  However, Kant claims each of them could never be willed to become law because “such a will would contradict itself.”2  Thus, all four maxims, each a candidate for being a moral maxim, fail to pass the test of the categorical imperative:  We must be able to will that a maxim of our action should become a universal law.  The first two maxims fail because they contain contradictions when taken to be natural laws; the second two fail because willing them contains a contradiction.

     
It is important to notice that Kant is not claiming that the first two maxims contain contradictions in the sense that they describe or require or describe acts impossible to perform, nor is he claiming one could not will to act on the second two maxims.  He is claiming that if the first two maxims were to be hypothetically taken as universal laws, then the description of the laws as they would apply in their domain would contain a contradiction that could be brought out using deduction rules if one supposes that a situation described by the law exists.

     
Regarding the second two maxims, he is claiming that the description of a will willing such a maxim to be a universal law would, if the law hypothetically were law, contain a contradiction that could be brought out using deduction rules if one supposes such a willing exists.


The first maxim Kant considers is “From self-love I make it my principle to shorten my life3 if its continuance threatens more evil than it promises pleasure.”4  The maxim requires that there be a connection between self-love and taking one's life such that self-love gives rise to a policy of, under certain conditions, taking one's life.  This might be expressed SL ( (C(TL).5  Concerning the maxim, Kant says, “it is seen at once that a system of nature by whose law the very same feeling, whose function [Bestimmung] is to stimulate the furtherance of life should actually destroy life could contract itself.”


Thus, we see that Kant takes it as factually true of self-love that it always involves not taking one's life, that is, that is a natural law about self love, (SL ( ~ TL).  When that natural law of self-love is presented explicitly in the maxim, we have as a candidate for natural law:  Self-love, in certain conditions, gives rise to taking one's life and also not taking one's life, SL ( ((C ( TL) ( ~ TL).  It is clear that the maxim contains a contradiction which can be brought out by deduction when in anticipated use of the maxim it is granted that one acts from self-love in the conditions mentioned.


It should be noticed that Kant's example neither shows, nor is designed to show, (1) that the consideration of suicide leads to contradiction; obviously, those who consider it to prevent it need not be illogical (2) that you can't commit suicide; people do it and (3) that all suicides are immoral.  It shows only the maxim cited to contain a contradiction.  It leaves all other kinds of suicide (those not due to self-love) untouched, including those from duty, those from whim, and those of martyrs.


The second maxim reads “Whenever I believe myself short of money, I will borrow money and promise to pay it back, though I know that this will never be done.”  The maxim can be rendered, under certain conditions, promise something and not intend to keep it, C ( (P ( ~ IK).  Concerning this maxim, Kant says, “the universality of a law that everyone believing himself to be in need can make any promise he pleases with the intention not to keep it would make promising, and the very purpose of promising, itself, impossible, since no one would believe he was being promised anything, but would laugh at utterances of this kind as empty shams.”  Kant has made it clear that the contradicting occurs if the maxim were to become law because "no one would believe he was being promised anything, but would laugh at utterances of this kind as empty shams."


Obviously, his claim does not present the contradiction.  But it strongly suggests what is required for the contradiction.  Kant took that and its intuitive truth to be sufficient indication of the contradiction for his purposes.


The proper rationale behind the claim, which I think Kant probably did not spell out for himself, consists of three factual claims.  (1) Universally, the performance of promising in normal circumstances implies that the promising is accepted (not laughed at), P ( (P (A).  (2) However, if the maxim were to become law, no one would accept the promising of a person in the condition mentioned in the law in normal circumstances because of the law's requirement that intention to keep the promise be lacking.  So (3) it would be factually true of promising in those conditions in that world that a promising would be accepted only if it is accompanied by an intention to keep it, C ( (P ( A) ( IK).  When the structure of promising in that world is presented explicitly in the maxim to become law, we have, under certain conditions, you promise something, and that implies the promise is accepted, and if the promise is accepted you intend to keep the promise, and you do not intend to keep the promise, C ( (P ( (P ( (P ( A)) ( ((P (A) ( IK) ( ~ IK).6

The contained contradiction is easily brought out by deduction when, in anticipated use of the maxim, it is granted that one acts in the conditions mentioned in a world in which the maxim is law.


It should be noticed that (1) this shows neither lying nor false promising (deliberately promising and intending not to keep the promise) to be impossible.  It does show one maxim of false promising if taken to be law contains a contradiction and, thus, such a universal law is impossible,  Such a law would require a promising in certain conditions to have and not have one of its necessary conditions, namely, that of intending to keep it.  (2) It would follow that in a world with such a law false promising in the conditions specified is logically impossible.  For if promising is impossible, promising and intending not to keep it is logically impossible even though there might be performances which would count as promising in ordinary circumstances.  (3) A similar line of thought might be used against lying generally, since successful lying requires someone accepting that you do not intend to mislead.  Substitute for “promise” “say an indicative sentence (or act in an indicative way)” and grant it is granted by all that a necessary condition for acceptance is that the speaker not intend to mislead.


In the third example no maxim is explicitly presented.  But it is a “maxim of neglecting my natural gifts,” i.e., talent and natural aptitudes.  In willing that the proposed maxim of action become universal law, one is willing the neglect of his natural gifts.  We might plausibly represent the content of such a will as (W (NNG).  Kant believes the factual claim that if one is “a rational being he necessarily wills that all his natural powers be developed,” which might be rendered RB ((W ( ~ NNG).  We now have a rational being would be willing both the neglect and non-neglect of his natural gifts, RB ( (W ( (NNG ( ~ NNG)).  Kant seems to take it that one's existence as a rational being is not in question here.  So we are given RB and can deduce that such a willing would be impossible, i.e., it would contain a contradiction, content being represented (W ( (NNG ( ~ NNG)).  To bring out the contradiction, grant that the willing happens.  That yields a contradiction in will, W ( (W ( (NNG ( ~ NNG)).  We can deduce not only that what was willed is a contradiction, but also that the willing of it is too, W ( ~ W.


The fourth example again states no maxim.  But the maxim requires that concerning someone else “I have no wish to contribute anything to his well-being or his support in distress,” i.e., one does not help others.  In willing that the proposed maxim of action become a universal law, one is willing that one does not help others.  The content of such a will might be represented (W ( ONHO).  Here a problem arises since who is referred to by “one” is not specified by the maxim but by the fact that someone is applying the maxim to himself.  In that case, apparently, the maxim applies to oneself but not others. 

      
However, Kant takes as fact “a will which decided in this way would be in conflict with itself, since many a situation might arise in which the man needed love and sympathy from others.”  That is, apparently, Kant takes it as fact or a law about wills that a will takes “one” in the maxim to refer to not only someone applying the maxim to himself but also to whoever could apply the maxim to himself and, therefore, does not will the maxim because it is also a fact or law about the will that it wills to have help when needed.  That is, while there are possible worlds in which those who are able to help do not help, it is a fact or law about wills that a will would never will that such a world exist because it is possible that at sometime that will would need help.  So, such a will also wills that what is being entertained as law not be law.  In effect: (W ( (ONHO ( ~ ONHO)).  That is a contradiction in what is willed, and to use Kant's phrase, "such a will would contradict itself."


Velleman, J. D.,  “The voice of Conscience”,  Aristotelian Society  Proceedings, 1999 pp. 57-77.   Velleman notes the language of the text permits testing a maxim for being a universal law to be construed as considering whether a maxim that you accept is one that that everyone accepts. For the maxims in Kant’s examples, if you suppose everyone accepts them, you realize there are reasons a rational person would not accept them and so they are not accepted by everyone.  He points out the text permits that to be the contradiction to be found in the tests of the sample maxims.  He does not notice that in that case the maxims are not tested as taken to be universal laws but rather as taken to be universally accepted by rational persons.  Then, any such maxim accepted as universally accepted would also be one such that it is accepted, due to counterexample free inductive evidence, as a universal law that it is universally accepted.  This would explain why Kant’s remarks about the third formulation leading to the same results do not distinguish perfect from imperfect duties.  The results would be, in part, that acceptors would accept the maxim that there is a perfect duty to accept the distinction as Kant draws it.


Here are some things to notice:


1.
Each of the four examples brings us to a formal logical contradiction.  In the first two, the contradiction is contained in the maxim entertained as law if we grant certain factual claims of Kant contained in the exposition of each test (in the second implicitly), about items mentioned in the maxim tested if we grant certain factual claims of Kant about the will which are contained in the exposition of each test.


2.
None of them requires one hypothetically to exchange places with someone else or employ the golden rule to arrive at the contradiction.  The best that will yield is that a maxim which is a candidate for a moral law is subjected to the fortunes of one's unique psychology.7  It is true that in the examples Kant appeals to alleged facts of psychology, which some would deny, in order to establish the contradictions.  But it is according to Kant only the logical contradiction in the description of the maxim as law or the will which adopts a maxim (if factual claims are granted) which is sufficient for the rejection of a maxim, i.e., to show such could not be willed.  Accordingly, the impossibility of willing a maxim which appears in the last two tests depends on the opposition in the content of one possible willing, a contradiction in what would be willed, and not on two willings (or wantings) of one person in opposition to each other, one of which will win.8  That is indecision, not a contradiction.


3.
The maxims are not rejected because they lead to a practical contradiction (doing two things only physically impossible to do at once) or because they are self-defeating (maxims which acted on lead to the elimination of all opportunities to act on them), through examples of both can be found in the maxims considered.  Rejection of a maxim for such reasons appeal to the consequences of adopting a maxim, which is playing into the hands of the utilitarian or teleologist, an approach to ethical theory which Kant rejects because consequences are not good without qualification.


1Perhaps the best appears in Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals with Critical Essays, edited by R. P. Wolff (Indianapolis:  Bobbs-Merrill, 1969).


2Quotations are taken from Immanuel Kant, Groundwork of the Metaphysic of Morals, edited by H. J. Paton (New York:  Harper and Row, 1964), pp. 89-91.


3It is worth noticing that “shortening one's life” expresses a contradiction if taken literally.  It requires one to live past his death in order to shorten it; that one would be alive when not alive.  Of course, I do not mean to suggest that Kant takes this euphemism literally and that this is the contradiction sought.


4It is tolerably obvious that self-love is at the root of the maxims of the remaining examples, but it need not appear in the other maxims since the contradiction emerges without depending on it.


5My notation is very simplistic, but I think it helps to reveal what is essential without hiding in notation either uncaptured items or mistakes in Kant interpretation which are consequential to the task at hand.


6Kant avoids, perhaps inadvertently, a mistake.  He does not subscribe to the view that intending to keep the promise is a necessary condition for the promise in the same sense that promising logically entails intending to keep the promise.  According to that view “I promise X but do not intend to keep it” amounts to a contradiction.


7Such is clearly the force of “let no one think that here the trivial 'quod tibi non vis fieri, etc.' can serve as a standard or principle.  for it is merely derivative from our principle, although subject to various qualifications:  it cannot be a universal law since it contains the ground neither of duties to oneself nor of duties of kindness to others (for many a man would readily agree that others should not help him if only he could be dispensed from affording help to them), nor finally of strict duties towards others; for on this basis the criminal would be able to dispute with the judges who punish him, and so on.”  Kant, Groundwork of the Metaphysic of Morals, pp. 97.


8Such a position is well exemplified by Hare's view of the fundamental nature of a contradiction in will, which he seems to believe is the Kantian, the pro er, and in fact, base of morality.  R. M. Hare, Freedom and Reason (Oxford:  Oxford University Press, 1963), pp. 90-91.

     
The third formulation is very different from the first two formulations.  The first two formulations are held to be formal in that they command acting only on maxims or principles that have a particular structure.  The third or material formulation is a material principle rather than a formal principle since it commands what would be true in a world in which the formal requirements would be met.  After he presents examples of testing maxims for moral acceptability which fail the test of the categorical imperative, he points out that following the maxims tested requires treating someone only as a means, which the third formulation prohibits.  It is often suggested that this indicates that the three formulations yield the same results and that this is what it is for the formulations to be equivalent.  The problem with that view is that the third formulation does not seem to permit a distinction between what Kant calls perfect and imperfect obligations,  Kant does not say how the third formulation is compatible with that distinction. 

     
The formal requirements are met by what Kant calls the kingdom of ends.  In theory it is a world in which what the third formulation commands is followed: everyone is treated as an end and not only as a means.  Kant says that treating someone as an end is treating him as intrinsically good and that people are intrinsically good to the extent that they are rational.  It is not clear whether he believes that what is intrinsically good is rationality or that rationality is the source of the intrinsic goodness of people.  Perhaps he accepts both.  But he claims the rationality of people gives them their dignity.  Unfortunately, he gives no argument in support of those claims.  The third formulation is known as the formulation of human dignity. 

     
Kant admits that the kingdom of ends is an ideal, that is, a fictional realm or a conceptual model, in which everyone is purely rational.  We should notice that implies that no one in the kingdom of ends has any other features.  That guarantees no one has any motive for willing differently from anyone else.    That implies Kant is correct in claiming that in the kingdom of ends everyone is king because everyone would will or legislate the same laws and everyone is subject because everyone would be subject to the same laws.  Kant claims that in the kingdom everyone is autonomous, that is, each person is ruled entirely by himself and is, therefore, free in the sense of exercising free will, causes himself to be as he is.  The laws in the kingdom are laws of autonomous causation, the causation exercised in free will.  They contrast with laws of heteronomus causation in which one thing causes an effect in something else. 

    
Kant claims that the kingdom of ends is an intelligible realm and a rational person can think of himself as a member of the kingdom of ends.  For example, he claims a criminal can realize that he has done something immoral by thinking of himself as a member of the kingdom of ends even if he was caused to do wrong by his psychology. 

     
But whether one can think of oneself as a member of the kingdom of ends depends on whether there can be pure rationality and whether someone can be only that.  Kant does not explore these questions.  The evidence he offers that one can think of oneself as a member of the kingdom of ends is obscure.  It seems to be that if one accepts what he said earlier about maxims having to conform to universal law as such and universal law as such has no feature other than being pure rationality, that is, if one accepts his analysis of the concept of duty, then one must grant that one can understand what pure rationality is and what it would be like to be only it.

     
The sensible reaction to that evidence is that since there is no reason to believe there is an entity which is pure rationality, there is no reason to accept that a kingdom of ends is intelligible, no reason to believe anything would be willed there, no reason to believe that maxims should conform to universal law as such, no reason to believe the categorical imperative has a role in morality and no reason to accept his analysis of the concept of duty.  It is plausible that there is some connection between rationality and duty.  But it does not seem that Kant has correctly described it.  It is much more likely that the connection is some version of the theory that rationality is part of what enables us to figure out our duty from morally relevant features of acts we might perform.

     
ARISTOTLE SUMMARY

     
“The good is that at which all things aim.”  It may be an activity or a thing.  The goods of arts and sciences are often subordinate to one of another.  Ex.  The good of bridle making is subordinate to that of horsemanship and the good of that is subordinate to that of military strategy.  The goods of the latter are superior to those of the former for the goods of the former are for the sake of the goods of the latter.  There is one supreme good valued for its own sake for if there were none there would be an infinity of goods, each valued for the sake of another and none valued for its own sake.  If there were none valued for its own sake, “all desire would be futile.”


All sciences are subordinate to that of Politics for its domain is the extent and arrangement of all others.  So ethics, science of the good of man, is in the domain of politics.  Our concern here is the good of a man, but the Good of politics is the good of a nation or state which is more “noble and divine” and harder to attain and preserve.  Practical science cannot be a precise as theoretical science and “it is the mark of an educated mind to expect that amount of exactness in each kind which the nature of the particular subject admits.”  The young are not fit students of Politics for they do not have enough experience in self-restraint and are led by feelings.  “Moral science may be of great value to those who guide their desires and actions by principles.”

     
All agree that happiness is the good of man.  The disagreement is over its constituents.  Some say pleasure, wealth or honor and it changes often.  There seem to be three different kind of lives.  1.  the life of Pleasure, which the majority lead.  They are slaves to pleasure for they are like cattle.  2.  The life of honor is superficial if honor is the good of man.  For if a man is good, his goodness does not depend on men giving it.  Also men pursue honor usually to be assured of their merit for it is given only for virtue (excellence).  So maybe virtue is the good of man.  That is not the good of man for you could have it without using it and you could have it yet be unhappy because of misery and misfortune.  3.  The life of Contemplation; the best, is taken up later.  We seek a good which is good in itself and not good as a means to some other good.  So one of its features if that it is final, all other goods a man might pursue are subordinate to it.  The name of this is clearly happiness.  Honor, pleasure, intelligence, etc. men take as a means to happiness but never happiness as a means to them.  The other feature of the supreme good for man is that it is self-sufficient; it alone renders life desirable and lacking nothing.  Happiness is also the name of that.

     
Having established the character of happiness as final and self-sufficient, its content must be found.  The good of a thing is in its unique function.  Ex. the good of a flute player is playing the flute.  The good of an eye is seeing.

     
Plants, animals and men have the vital activity of nutrition and growth; self-maintenance, called nutritive soul.  Animals and men have sentience and motion in addition to nutritive soul. i.e. Animal soul.  Men also have reason, rational soul.  The soul has parts in the sense that the concave and convex sides of a curve are parts of the curve. The lowest part, vegetative soul, cannot be trained.  The rest of man's soul is rational soul. It has two parts.  The lower, animal soul, can be trained since it partly consists of desires. It is part of rational soul in that it can be governed by reason.  The highest part has reason and exercises it.  Virtue (excellence) for man consists of the virtues of the three parts of the soul.  The lowest has no name (perhaps health).  The middle virtue is moral virtue, virtue in desire.  The highest virtue is intellectual virtue.  Thus, moral virtue is an activity of the soul in accordance with a principle of right reason.  The principle of right reason is the golden mean:  nothing to extreme.  It applies to both emotions and actions. One finds by practice what is the proper amount of something for him in a given situation.  Parents help children in this by giving them practice in finding the mean.  One ought not eat no food nor all the food he can at a meal, but what he has found to be the correct amount for him and that may differ from person to person and according to circumstances.  One has moral virtue if his desires spontaneously accord with the golden mean and does not if they do not even though the resulting act does fit the mean.  Practicing right acts trains the desires to “right habit” or moral virtue.  Thus, happiness consists of moral virtue, resulting in the mean in action and a little luck. 


Those with intellectual virtue are usually happier than those without it but those without it do not miss it, though they realize they are often not as happy.  That is because pleasure results from proper function of an ability and those with intellectual virtue have more abilities.  Intellectual virtue, the virtue of the highest part of the soul, the part that has reason and exercises it, is divided into practical virtue, dealing with action, and theoretical virtue, dealing with concepts.  The principle of right reason is the highest principle of practical reason, the ability to be rational in action.

     
The rational part of the soul is capable of theoretical syllogisms, which are right reasonings about how concepts are related in what can be said which is true or false.  But the lower part of intellectual virtue, practical reason, is the disposition to properly combine practical syllogisms.  Practical syllogisms do not consist of combining concepts properly but rather consist of combining activities properly.  Basically, one premise of a practical syllogism is the activity of having a disposition or tendency, if in a particular situation, to act a particular way.  The other premise is the activity of being in that particular situation and the conclusion is the activity for which one has the tendency or disposition.

     
Akrasia is the condition of knowing the good but not doing it.  Plato held that if you do not do it, you do not know it.  Aristotle held you know it potentially but not actually.  That is, you actually know it intellectually when you believe you ought to do it but only potentially know it practically because you do not have an active enough disposition to do it.


The life of contemplation is the life of the gods.  The life of contemplation is the life of examining concepts, philosophy.  It is the best life because it yields the most pleasure. Contemplation does not wear out the mind but the pleasure of any other activity can end because the ability for it can be worn out and what the ability is used on can be taken away.  If what gives you pleasure is the examination of concepts, the source of your pleasure can not be taken from you.  But if you get pleasure from food or being just, food or the opportunity for acting justly can be lacking. 

  
Happiness is an activity of the soul in accordance with virtue.

      
COMMENTS ON ARISTOTLE

     
The works of Aristotle on ethics are very complex, rich and detailed.  They have been getting more attention because the recent interest in virtue theory finds its historical inspiration in the Aristotelian tradition.  The summary above consists of a sample of some famous views associated with Aristotle and the basics of his ethical theory.

    
The point that “the good” may be an activity or thing not only indicates a great variety of entities might be good, but also seems to indicate that Plato did not give adequate attention to what kind of entity “the good.” might be.  But they agree that all things have good as a goal.

     
One wonders whether he believes there is a particular higharchy of the goods of the arts and sciences and why the “for the sake of” relation goes one way rather than another.  One gets the impression that he believes there is a supreme good valued for its own sake.  But what looks like an argument for that view, when given close attention, merely states what would be true if there were not a good valued for its own sake.  His claim that desire would be futile or pointless if there were not such a good may be true and even quite plausible, especially given the theory he offers later.  But 20th century Pragmatists seem to disagree with him on that.  Looking into that dispute in ethical theory is beyond the scope of this book.

     
On the old question of whether the state is more important than an individual person, Aristotle seems clearly to favor the state.  One wonders why he believes the good of a state is more “noble and divine” than that of an individual.  Perhaps it is because it is “harder to attain and preserve.”  But he does not say why that would be true.  Perhaps he believes it because he believes a good state needs at least a majority of good individuals in it or because it is easier to find a good person than an good state.  A snowflake in summer is hard to attain and preserve but how noble and divine is it?

     
Aristotle is not as precise and detailed in his ethical or practical works, those dealing with action, as he is in his other works, those dealing with concepts.  So his claim that it is the mark of an educated mind to expect no more precision than the subject matter permits is famous as a rhetorical remark which suggests that those who expect more precision than he offers are exhibiting a lack of learning.

     
The rhetorical purpose of the remark would be to cause those who would ask for more precision to keep quiet.  It is supposed to persuade them to be quiet not by argument but by causing them to believe that they are not educated if they speak up.  Nevertheless, Socrates would not hesitate to speak up even though what Aristotle says is true.

     
He associates himself with some very common views about learning to be moral for which he will supply theoretical support: Principles are important in morality.  Principles make a difference only if people guide their feelings and actions by principles. Further, by implication, there are better and worse principles.  Learning to be moral will be more difficult the younger you are, the less self restraint you have and the more you are led by feeling rather than principles.

    
Most of the topics brought up above would be part of the subject matter of meta ethics rather than normative ethics.  The truth of his claims would largely depend on whether his metaphysics of ethics is correct.  So, if one takes them to be true, they tend to confirm his metaphysics of ethics. 

     
But before presenting his metaphysics of ethics he presents some sociological views about kinds of lives and happiness which, if acceptable, also tend to confirm his metaphysics of ethics.  When he claims that everyone agrees that happiness is the good of an individual, he seems to be reporting  data from interviews.  When he reports that the disagreement he finds is over what happiness consists of and that what it consists of differs from person to person and from time to time, the distinction between happiness and what it consists of seems clearer than what one would find if one did not lead those interviewed to the distinction.  The distinction is attractive but perhaps the theory he presents later led him to look for it in the data.

     
The first of the three kinds of lives he finds, the life of pleasure, is the most common.  His later discussion of pleasure is probably the most thorough discussion of the topic in history which does not talk about nerves and statistics.  But what he says against the life of pleasure does not seem well thought out, at least at first:  They are slaves to pleasure for they are like cattle. 

     
Exactly what is wrong with the life of pleasure that is indicated by that claim?  They are not like cattle by being cattle.  So his point may be that, like cattle, they are slaves to pleasure.  However, in a pasture, for example, cattle do not seem to be slaves to pleasure, running after it.  Rather, they seem like golfers who have lost interest in the game.  Perhaps the point is that they are slaves to pleasure.  But what is wrong with that? If pleasure is the supreme good and that implies that it can take care of you better than you can, being a slave to it would be a good.  So maybe the basic problem with the life of pleasure is that it requires being a slave, a slave in that pleasure tells you what to do.  That fits well with the theory he will present that you are happy only if your good sense or reason tells you what to do.

     
The life of honor is superficial because honors only indicate good in a person, that is, virtue in the sense of excellence.  They are not what is good in a person.  Further, the person who seeks honor does not know what is good in him because if he did, he would seek that instead and part of being a good person is knowing what is good about yourself.       
Virtue is not the supreme good of a person because you could have virtue but not use it.  Further, you could have it yet be unhappy because of unfortunate circumstances.

     
He claims the life of contemplation is best.  But understanding why he claims that requires knowing his metaphysics of ethics.

     
His metaphysics of ethics begins by pointing out that we are looking for the good of a person.  It is a good which is good and not only good as a means to some other good, that is, we are looking for an intrinsic good.

     
To find it he states the properties that seem to pick out the supreme good of a person.  In the technical terminology of his metaphysics, he describes its formal cause, that is, the properties which identify it.  One of its properties is that it is the final good.  That is, the reason we want any other good is because we want the supreme good and getting the other goods is the way to get the supreme good.  Happiness seems to be the name of the good that has that property because people do not want happiness in order to get some other good but if they want another good, they want it in order to get happiness.  The other feature of the supreme good for a person is that it is self sufficient: it makes life desirable and lacking nothing important to a good life.  Happiness is also taken to be the name of the good with that property.  Being the only final and self sufficient good is the sense in which happiness is not one good among others.
     
Next, he says he looks for the content of happiness.  In his metaphysics the content of something is called its material cause.  He starts with the claim that the good of something is in its unique function.  In his metaphysics the unique function of something is called its final cause.  The point seems to be that to find what something of a particular description is made of when the description is properly applied or correct, one should investigate the cases in which the thing described is exhibiting its proper function.  That requirement prevents considering things that meet the description only because of improperly functioning.

     
For example, the good of a flute player is in playing the flute since that is the unique function of a flute player; the good of an eye is in seeing since seeing is the unique use that can be made of an eye.  Both of them can be used as paper weights but other things can also be used for that purpose. 

      
He is implying a distinction between the good of something and what it is to be a good something.  For example, while the good of a flute player is in playing the flute, a good flute player is different.  A good flute player is one that plays the flute well, one that carries on the function of a flute player well.   Similarly, a good eye is not only used for seeing but also counts as a good eye because it permits seeing well. 

     
The strategy he is going to use is emerging.  It is to discover the unique function of human beings and then what it is to perform it well.  Then he will describe what is contained in doing it well. 

     
Plants, animals and people have what he calls nutritive soul because they manifest nutrition, growth and self-maintenance.  His claim that such things have souls is not as surprising as it may seem because he takes a soul to be only the ability to manifest the manifestations of being alive.  That is, a soul is only the same thing as being alive.

     
Animals, in addition, have sentience or sensitivity, which yields desire, and motion of the kind called locomotion, motion from place to place.  Those manifestations of being alive result from what he calls animal soul. 

     
People have, in addition, rational soul.  That is, they have the ability to be alive in a way that manifests having reason and exercising it.

     
Those views about kinds of souls suggest that plants have one soul, animals have two souls and people have three souls, that is, one of each kind.  But he does not accept that theory.

     
He claims that the soul has parts in the sense that the concave and convex sides of a curve are parts of a curve.  His theory is that people have souls with three parts: nutritive, animal and rational; animals have souls with two parts: nutritive and animal; and plant souls consist of only one part: nutritive. 

     
A potentially decisive objection to his metaphysics of ethics is that he offers no good reason for claiming that there are parts in the sense that the soul has parts.  That is because, contrary to Aristotle, souls do not seem to have parts in the sense that the concave and convex sides of a curve are parts of a curve. 

    
Here is the explanation of the objection.  The concave and convex sides of a curve are parts of a curve in the sense that they are distinguishable: the concave side has the property of facing the radius of the curve, the convex side does not.  But they are not parts of a curve in the sense that at some time things of that kind have existed separated from each other in space or time.  Let us call parts in this sense physical parts and parts in the other sense non physical parts.  

     
We grant that there are physical parts.  But it is open to dispute as to whether what we are calling non physical parts are in fact parts.  Further, if curves have parts, it is not obvious that the concave and convex sides of a curve are parts of a curve.  If curves have parts, they would seem to be segments or perhaps points rather than sides because segments and points can be separated in space by other segments or points but sides cannot.  However, for the sake of discussion let us grant that the concave and convex sides of a curve are parts of a curve.

     
The important point is that souls have neither physical parts nor non physical parts as they are described above.  So, we are left with no good reason for believing that souls have parts in the sense that Aristotle says they have parts.  Here is the support for that objection.  Since a rational part cannot exist separated by space or time from an animal part, we have a reason for claiming that the parts are like non physical parts since one side of a curve cannot exist separated by space or time from the other.  But since there can be an animal soul without a rational part, we have a reason for claiming the parts are like physical parts.  So, since there is as much reason for claiming that souls do and do not have physical parts as there is for claiming they do and do not have parts in the sense in which the concave and convex sides of a curve are parts, there is no good reason to believe souls have parts.

     
A reply available to Aristotle is that in his Metaphysics he basically claims that if something is a part, it is distinguishable when in a whole.  And, the soul has parts in that sense.  He did not intend to suggest by the curve example that the kind of thing that can be a part of a soul, such as nutritive soul, cannot exist without another part of the same soul, such as animal soul.

    
That reply has the disadvantage that then parts are not different from qualities, functions and other things distinguishable in a whole.  An adequate metaphysics would not permit that.  

    
Perhaps a better reply is that the success of Aristotle's metaphysics of ethics in explaining what seems to be true in ethics is the prevailing evidence that there are parts of the soul in the sense required by his theory of soul.  This reply supports his theory that souls have parts even if his metaphysics does not clearly distinguish parts in the sense in which souls have parts from other senses in which things can have parts.
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