Some Considerations in Ethics,

SOME CONSIDERATIONS IN ETHICS

N what respect, if in any, does our knowledge of right and
wrong differ from our other knowledge? Are the methods
appropriate for obtaining information concerning the wickedness
or righteousness of actions different from. or similar to, those
adequate to acquaint us with the other qualities of things? Is
there required, or does there exist, .ny separate means or spe-

¥ cialized sense or faculty, differing in nature or finction from the

I other senses, as the eye for instance differs from the ear, in or-

j der to enlighten us as to those characteristics of actions which §
g denote goodness or badness? For the purpose of judging of the

| excellence of 2 mar  life, is it necessary to refer to any criteria
difiering in kind, demanding different treatment, from those

used in acquiring knowledge in any other branch of the inquiry | \

after truth? Is the correctness of a proposition in ethics to be
demonstrated by the use of any other mental powers than those

B czlled into action in substantiating any general stalement in
natural history or physics ? Is the classification of actions into §&

good and bad a process like, or uniike, that by which we classify
| animals or flowers or the incrganic substances? Why do we
declare that a certain course of action is wicked? What makes
L it wicked, and not right? Upon what basis do we make the dis-
tinction? Is it some feeiing or emotion? If this be so, what is
I the nature of this feeling ; from what does it arise ; and whence

comes its binding force? Does this basis consist in some intel- |

lectual perception? Then, upon what qualities of things, or
tendencies of events, does this perception rest, and in what man-
ner does there follow from it a classification of acts into those
' that arz good and those that are bad?
All these inquiries are only parts of another wider question,

BB and the answers to them taken together form the complete an-
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swer to it. In its general form, it is: What is our theory of
right and wrong? It is upcn this general subject of ethics, be-
ing the widest generalization of all our thinking upon right and
wrong, and by inferences from which we establish practica! rulcs

~ for public and private right living, that it is proposed to orfar a
- few cousiderations in the present paper.

All men, of course, who have beliefs about the morality of ac-
tions, have also back of, or underlying, these special beliefs in
individual cases some general theory or first principles applicable
to all actions. The general theory is held more or less clearly
and thoroughly, according to the intelligence of persons. Toit
they refer always tacitly, and, when called upor, expressly, and

| from it they deduce their particular mora! judgments in all stated

instances. They ascribe correctness to the latter only so far a2
these accord with, and rest for their validitv : pon, those p:«vi-
ously established generalizations. Certainly, this reference to the
first principles underlying all morzal judgments should always be
made, though without doubt this is too seldom consciously done.
It surely is demanded in order to mzke our decisions in special
instances consistent, and without such reference it is impossible

to think inteiligently upon the subject. For to predicate good- 3

ness of any special act withcut reason, — that is, without either
bringing the act under soiae general rule applying to all acts of
the same class, or without vnderstanding that our judgment in
regard to it is ultimate, and why it is ultimate, — is evidently to
stultify one’s self. There is not opportunity in the compass of
the present article to examine the whole question which has
been introduced. Nor i3 such the intention. It is purposed ]
only to suggest a few considerations which ar¢ reg:rded as es-
sential to the proper treatment of the subject.

It has frequently been pointed out that all krowledge is in re-
ality only a perception of likeness and unlikeness among things
around and within us, together with inferences resting upon
these perceptions; and that, at each step in acquiring knowledge,
our information depends upon the observation of new differences
and the drawing of new distinctions. The final analysis of |
the process of obtaining knowledge, — whether it be the first in- |
definite and crude knowledge of an infant, such as the distin-
guishing of a strange face from a familiar one, or the widest
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 scientific generalization of a Newton, or even the still wider phil.
I osophic ones of later thinkers, — shows that the process in all
[ cases is in kind the same, and consists, m fact, simply in the estab-
lishinent of different ideas within us correctly corresponding to
tthe likenesses and unlikenesses in objects around us or feelings
f within us, and of sequences of ideas in harmony with the external
torder of events. The attainment of knowledge upon subjects
into which moral considerations enter is by no means an excep-
Ltion tc this general statement. )
L Let us begin by referring to a familiar distinction. Every hu-
b man acticn may be regarded from two separate standpoints, and
g in each instance the action must be judged by different criteria,
faccording as it is looked upon from one or the other of these
fpoints of view. ‘The marked contrast between these criteria, and
jthe appareut antagonism which sometimes is found in tie deci-
ions arrived at from looking upon human conduct from one or the
Lother of these different points of observation, can be the most viv-
S idly rcalized by considering the lives of any of the ecclesiastics
B of the Middle Ages, who were the most distinguished among the
Bl men of their time for intelligence, piety, and goodness, but who
lived at a time when conduct which we now in more enlightened
'days condemn was believed by all not only to be right, but also
to be commended as especiaily pious and desirable. If we exam-
B ine the lives of these men, taking into consideration the purity
B of their desires, the unselfishness of their motives, their unswerv-
ging loyalty to their highest ideas of duty, their unquestioning
fobedience to what they regarded as divine commands, we must
have praise and not blame as the result of our examination.
g% But if we look at their lives without reference to the unselfigh-
Bness of the motives involved, and consider their acts and conduct
M in the light of modern advancement, with all the narrowness and
bigotry which they displayed and the fruit which these character-
istics inevitably bear, the persecutions which they favored and
in which they rejoiced, their incorrect and crude ideas of De-
ity, their unworthy ideas of manhood, their days degraded by
J§ superstitious rites and disgraceful penances,—in brief, if we
B consider all those misapplications of endeavor and energy which
'made up so large a part of the life of the ecclesiastic in the age
in which they lived, and if we compare these with what we now re-

°
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gard as the proper contents of a good life, we must, on the con-
trary, decide that the lives of these men were far from good.
Thus, while we praise and admire the men, we are compelled to

! judge that their endeavors were misdirected and unworthy, and
Bl that their lives were full of evil-doing.

And with no necessary inconsistency. For it is an apparen:
and familiar truth that an act in reference to its motive is one
thing, but that the same act, when considered by itself and in re-
ference to its necessary results alone, is quite arother thing.
From the consideration of the one we obtain a judgment of the
moral worth of the agent; from that of the other, a judgment
simply of the rightness or wrongness of the act. Nor can we, it |
may be suggested, infer at our pleasure from one of these phases
to the other. The honest unselfishness of a man by no means
necessitates goodness in any of his actions. Neither does the
excellence of an action prove the doer of it to be good. These
infererces from one judgment to the other may be made, how-
ever, as a matter of probability in cases wheré the experience of
mankind justifies it. ~

There is, then, a distinction which must not be lost sight of
between our judgment of the subjective morality of conduct re- §
garded relatively to the intention, and that of the objective mo-
rality of conduct considered out of relation to motive. Conduct
may be subjectively praiseworthy and objectively blamablz. The
English philanthropists, in their endeavor to suppress the slave-
trade, obtained the passage of a law relating tc the cor.struction
of vessels. They soon found that the enforcement of this law
only made the slave-trade more barbarous, and were as eager
to have the law repealed as they had been to have it enacted.
Again, actions in themselves good may be relatively wicked, as
when one saves a person from drowning with the intention of rob-
bing him afterwards. The two remaining cases, — one of agree:
ment in demerit, and the other of agreement in excellence, of
conduct considered in these two lights, — make up the four pos-
sible combirations, one of which obtains in each supposable
instance.

There is not much real disagreement among people in regard
to the criterion of the subjective excellence of conduct All
seem to be at one in regarding the quality of the motive as the
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single and only test.  No matter how wrong in itself the action
may be, or how disastrously it may result, provided it te done
§ with unselfish intention, we all are ready to approve ot and praise
the doer. In tact. the nature of the conduct itself dues not enter
at all into consideration. except for the purpose of judying of the
internal impuise or purpose. When that is found, the problem is
solved.  There is, indeed, no real disagreement upon this poin:;
but the greater portion of the civilized world, who accept the
f | belief that the distribution of praise and blame by the divine

| mind which they desire to imitate depends upon the reception
or rejection of certain inteliectual judgments, and not upon the
| motives of conduct, —upon belief, and not upon intention, —
would be logically compelled to deny this conclusion that the
test of the subjective 300dness of conduct is to be found in the
8 motive alone; yct, as a matter of fact they are happily inconsis-
f| tent, and practically act according to this rule when called upon

to approve or disapprove.

Concerning the kasis of our judgment of the objective mcrality
of conduct, there is a wide disagrecment among those who have
thought upon the matter, though all are agreed that generally
the motive forms no part of it. In so far, however, as conduct
reacts upon the doer, and influences him and others who are ac-
quainted with the motive, this, though no longer the sole crite-
rion,' becomes one of the qualities of the action, and, as such, is
properly treated as one of the many factors which enter into the
problem. For all other persons, the test must be sought else-
where and without reference to the internal cause of the action.

It is because this general and fundamental distinction is not
always kept in view, and also because there is a lack of accuracy
in the use of language, that the holding of some intellectual
opinions is frequently called wicked, or the acceptance of certain
scientific theories is declared to be morally wrong. Now, there
is no question that the assertion of a certain opinion, or the an-
nouncement of a belief in some statement of physical fact, may

B be made from selfish motive or harmful design, and on that ac-

count be within the sphere of rules of morality ; but it seems
| evident that the opinion itself, or the belief in so far as it is hon-
, estly held, being the result of an intellectual process of observa-
tion and inference, is properly to be judged only by the canons
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B of correct thinking, and not by reference to principics of ethics.

An opinion about facts may be correct cr incorrect, but it is dif-

§ ficult to see how, if honestly arrived at, it can be right or wrong.

Propositions about external things may be true or untrue, accord-
ing as the subjective order of our ideas is in complete or incom-
plete harrieny with the  .ernal order of events; but where is
there place for moral merit or demerit unless, in addition to the
niopositions, there is ground for the imputation of beneficial or
hanaful purposes in stating them ? It is to be observed in this
connection that it is common to include beliefs and opinions

k ‘ within the sphere of ethical rules only in those branches of hu-

man knowledge which are regarded as having an immediate or
important effect upon human welfare. We may conclude, indeed,
that a person must be iacking in intelligence who denies that the
world is spheroidai, but it is not customary to hold that such a

} person is wicked on account of such a denial. On the other

hand, we are very ready to impute wickedness to any one who

 holds and expresses opinions that are opposed to those which
. we cherish upon any question about political or socia!l institutions,

or in relation to religious tenets. Yet the questions concerning
the best form and the proper functions of government. the <ocial
relations most appropriate for a community, or the correct con-
ceptions of the nature of Deity. are in reality only questions of

| fact, and are to be settled no less by intellectual processes than

is the problem of the form of the earth,

In questions of sociology and theology most men found so
much of their judgment upon inherited feeling and acquired ed-
ucational prejudice that, as would naturally be expected. they are
apt, supposing that feeling different from theirs must be wrong,
to ascribe the origin of antagonistic beliefs to this wrong feeling.
It is only with difficulty that they admit that those who disagree
with them are honest. So we find that to hold a conception of
Deity less spiritual than the current one is to act in a manner
which proves inherent wickedness, on the ground that the con-
ception is materialistic in its tendencies: to hold one that is
more spiritual, or less anthropomorphic, is no less wicked ¢n the
plea that the conception is atheistical. An opinion that govern-
ment should be more centralized is also wicked because such a
government tends to despotism ; one that government should be







