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3. Some philosophers have held chat it {s possible to base a universal code of
ethics on facts about our shared common human nature. How would
Benedict respond to this idea? (The key to her response is to be found in
the final paragraph of her article.)

4. According to Benedict whar is the nature of the good-—what makes some-
thing (inciuding behavior) good or bad?

5. One point that Benedict stresses is that different cultures do in fact have
different codes of ethical behavior. Suppose she is righe about this. Does
ethical relativism follow? (Readers may want to glance back at the chaprer
mtroduction to review this theory}

o

If ethical relativism were true, what would it imply about the ethics of killing
(or any other type of behavior?)
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Right and Wrong

THOMAS NAGEL

Thomas Nagel is professor of philosephy and law at New York University and
author of many articles and books, incliding Moral Questions (1979) and The
View from Nowhere (1986). In our reading, Nagel is concerned botl with the
foundation of morality—the basts of the distiuction benween right and wrong—as
well as the contert of morality——1tvhar nioral requirements there are. Nagel is
critical of attemipts to provide a religions foundation for morality of the sort featured
inn divine conmand theories. Rather, lte claims that the basis of morality rests with
a direct concern for other people, including, of conrse, not hurting them. He also
offers an argument based ou the familiar question “How would you like it if
someonte did that to you?” that can be used to argue (based on an appeal 10
consistency) that most, if not all, people do have reason to conform to the moral
demand not to hurr others. Nagel then turus to questions about the comtent of
morality and, in particular, the question of how much one ought to consider the
interests of others. His discussion of this question leads im to consider the threat to
morality thar is posed by cthical relativism and by psychiological egoise.

SOURCE: Fram Thomas Nagel. Wi Does It All Mean? (New York and Oxford; Oxtord
Universiey Press), 1987,
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uppose you work in a library, checking people’s books as they leave, and a

friend asks vou to ler him smuggle out a hard-to-find reference work that he
wants to 0w,

You might hesitate to agree for various reasons. You might be afraid that he'll
be caught, and that both vou and he will then get into trouble. You might want
the book to stay in the library so that vou can consult it yourself.

But you may also think that what he proposes is wrong—that he shouldn’t do
it and you shouldn't help him. If vou think chat, what does it mean, and what, if

.u:d..HE:m,:Eram::.:mq

To say it's wrong is not just to say it's against the rules. There can be bad rules
which prohibit what isn't wrong-—like a law against eriticizing the government. A
rule can also be bad because it requires something that is wrong—like a law that
requires racial segregation in hotels and restaurants. The ideas of wrong and right
are different from the ideas of what is and is not against the rules. Otherwise they
couldn’t be used in the evaluation of rules as well as of actions.

If you think it would be wrong to help your friend steal the book, then you
will feel uncomfortable about doing it: in some way you won't want to do it,
even if you are also reluctant to refuse help to a friend, Where does the desire
not to do it come from; what is its motive, the reason behind it?

There are various ways in which something can be wrong, but in this case, if
you had to explain it, you’d probably say that it would be unfair to other users of
the library who may be just as interested in the book as your friend is, but who
consult it in the reference room, where anyone who needs it can find it. You may
also feel that to let him take it would betray your employers, who are paying you
precisely to keep this sort of thing from happening.

These thoughts have to do with effects on others—not necessarily effects on
their feelings, since they may never find out about it, but some kind of damage
nevertheless. In general, the thought that something is wrong depends on its
impact not just on the person who does it but on other people. They wouldn't
like it, and they’d object if they found out.

But suppose you try to explain all this to your friend, and he says, “I know the
head librarian wouldn’t like it if he found out, and probably some of the other
users of the library would be unhappy to find the book gone, but who cares? I
want the book; why should I care about them?”

The argument that it would be wrong is supposed to give him a reason not to
do it. But if someone just doesn’t care about other people, what reason does he
have to refrain from doing any of the things usually thought to be wrong, if he can
get away with it: what reason does he have not to kill, steal, lie, or hurt others? If
he can get what he wants by doing such things, why shouldn’t he? And if there’s
no reason why he shouldn’t, in what sense is it wrong?

Of course most people do care about others to some extent. But if someone
doesn’t care, most of us wouldn’t conclude that he’s exempt from morality. A
person who kills someone just to steal his waller, without caring about the victim,
is not automatically excused. The fact that he doesn’t care doesn’t make it all
right: He should care. But why should he carer

There have been many attempts to answer this question. One type of answer
tries to identify something else that the person already cares about, and then con-

nect morality to ic.
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For example, some people believe that even if you can get away with awiul
crimes on this earth, and are not punished by the Jaw or your fellow men. such
acts are forbidden by God. who will punish you after death (and reward you if
you didn't do wrong when vou were tempted to). S0 even when it seems o
be in your interest to do such a thing, ic really isu't. Some people have even
believed that if there is no God to back up moral requirements with the threat
of punishment and the promise of ceward, morality is an illusion: “If God does
not exist, everything is permirced.”

This is a rather crude version of the religious foundation for morality. A more
appealing version might be that the motive for obeying God’s commands 15 Not
fear but love. He loves you. and vou should love Him, and should wish to
obey His commands in ordet not to oftend Him.

But however we interpret the religious motivation, there are three objections
to this type of answer. First, plenty of people who don't believe in God still make
judgments of right and wrong, and think no one should kill another for his wallet
even if he can be sure to get away with it. Second, if God exists, and forbids
what's wrong, that still isn't what makes it wrong. Murder is wrong in irself,
and that's why God forbids it (if He does). God couldn’t make just any old thing
wrong—like putting on your left sock before your right—simply by prohibiting
it. If God would punish you for doing that it would be inadvisable to do it, but
it wouldn’t be wrong. Third, fear of punishment and hope of reward, and even
love of God, seem not to be the right motives for morality. If you think it’s
wrong to kill, cheat, or steal, you should want to avoid doing such things because
they are bad things to do to the victims, not just because you fear the consequences
for yourself, or because you don’t want to offend your Creator.

This third objection also applies to other explanations of the force of morality
which appeal to the interests of the persont who must act. For example, it may be
said that you should treat others with consideration so that they’ll do the same for
you. This may be sound advice, but it is valid only so far as you think what you do
will affect how others treat you. [e's not a reason for doing the right thing if others
won't find out about it, or against doing the wrong thing if you can get away with

it (like being a hit and run driver).

There is no substitute for a direct concern for other people as the basis of
morality, But morality 15 supposed to apply to everyone; and can we assume
that everyone has such a concern for others? Obviously not: some people are
very selfish, and even those who are not selfish may care only about the people
they know, and not about everyone. So where will we find a reason that everyone
has not to hurt other people, even those they don’t know?

Well, there’s one general argument against hurting other people which can be
given to anybody who understands English (or any other language), and which
seems to show that he has sonie reason to care about others, even if in the end
his selfish motives are 50 strong that he persists in treating other people badly any-
way. It’s an argument that 1'm sure you've heard, and it goes like this: "How
would you like it if someone did that to you?”

It's not easy to explain how this argument is supposed to work. Suppose
you're about to steal someone else’s umbrella as you leave a restaurant in a rain-
o

storm, and a bystander says, “How would you like it if someone did that to yous?
Why is it supposed to make vou hesirate, or feel guily?

3
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Obviously the direct answer to the question is supposed to be, “I wouldn’t
like it at all’” Bur what's the next step? Suppose you were to say, “I wouldn’t
like it if someone did that to me. But luckily no one is doing it to me. I'm
domg it to someone else, and { don't mind that at all”

This answer misses the point of the guestion. When you are asked how
you would like it if someone did that to you, vou are supposed to think
about all the feelings vou would have if someone stole your umbrella. And
that mcludes more than just “not liking it”—as you wouldn’t “like it” if
vou stubbed your toe on a rock. If someone stole your umbrella you'd resent
it. You'd have feelings about the umbrella thief, not just about the loss of
the umbrella. You'd think, “Where does he get off, taking my umbrella that
I bought with my hard-earned money and that I had the foresight to bring
after reading the weather report? Why didn’t he bring his own umbrella?”
and so forth,

When our own interests are threatened by the inconsiderate behavior of
others, most of us find it easy to appreciate chat those others have a reason to
be more considerate. When you are hurt, you probably feel that other people
shiould care about it: you don’t think it’s no concern of theirs, and that they
have no reason to aveid hurting you. That is the feeling that the “How would
vou like it?” argument is supposed to arouse.

Because if you admit that you would resenr it if someone else did to you what
vou are now doing to him, you are admitting that you think he would have a
reason not to do it to you. And if you admit that, you have to consider what
that reason is. It couldn’t be just thae it’s you that he’s hurting, of all the people
in the world. There's no special reason for him not to steal your umbrella, as
opposed to anyone else’s. There’s nothing so special about you. Whatever the rea-
son is, it’s a reason he would have against hurting anyone e¢lse in the same way.
And it’s a reason anyone else would have too, in a similar situation, against hurting
yOu or anyore else.

But if it’s a reason anyone would have not to hurt anyone else in this way,
then it’s a reason you have not to hurt someone else in this way (since anyone
means cverpone). Therefore it's a reason not to steal the other person’s umbrella
NONW,

This is a matter of simple consistency. Once you admit that another person
would have a reason not to harm you in similar circumstances, and once you
admic that the reason he would have is very general and doesn’t apply only to
vou, or to him, then to be consistent you have to admir that the same reason
applies to you now. You shouldn’t steal the umbrella, and you ought to feel guilty
it vou do.

Someene could escape from this argument if, when he was asked, “How
would you like it if someone did that to vou?”™ he answered, “I wouldn't resent
e ac atl. 1T wouldn't fike it if someone stole my umbrella in a rainstorm, but [
wouldn’t think there was any reason for him to consider my feelings about
it.” But how many people could honesty give that answer? [ think most people,
unless they're crazy, would think thac their own interests and harms matter, not
only to themselves, but in a way thar gives other people a reason to care zbout
them too. We all think that when we suffer 1t is not just bad for vs, buc bad,
period.
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The basis of morality is a belief that good and harm to particular people (or
animals) is good or bad not just from their point of view, but from a more general
point of view, which every thinking person can understand. That means chat each
person has a reason to consider not onlv his own interests but the interests of
others in deciding what to do. And it isn’t enough if he is considerate only of
some others—his family and friends. those he specially cares about. Of course
he will care more about certain people, and also about himself. But he has
some reason to consider the effect of what he does on the good or harm of every-
one. 1f he’s like most of us, that is what he thinks others should do with regard to
him, even if they aren’t friends of his.

Even if this is right, it is only a bare outline of the source of moraliry. It doesn’t tell
us in detail how we should consider the interests of others, or how we should
weigh them against the special intetest we all have in ourselves and the particular
people close to us. It doesn’t even tell us how much we should care about people
i1 other countries in comparison with our fellow citizens. There are many dis-
agreements among those who accept moralicy in general, about what in particular
is right and what is wrong.

For instance: should you care about every other person as much as you care
about yourself? Should you in other words love your neighbor as yourself (even if
he isn’t your neighbor)? Should you ask yourself, every time you go to a movie,
whether the cost of the ticket could provide more happiness if you gave it to
someone else, or donated the money to famine relief?

Very few people are so unselfish. And if sameone were that impartial between
himself and others, he would probably also feel that he should be just as impartial
anong other people. That would rule out caring more about his friends and rel-
atives than he does about strangers. He might have special feelings about certain
people who are close to him, but complete impartiality would mean that he won't
favor them—if for example he has to choose between helping a friend or a stranger
to avoid suffering, or between taking his children to a movie and donating the
money to famine relief.

This degree of impartiality seems too much to ask of most people: someone
who had it would be a kind of terrifying saint. But it’s an important question in
moral thought, how much impartiality we should try for. You are a particular per-
son, but you are also able to recognize that you're just one person among many
others, and no more important than they are, when looked at from outside. How
much should that point of view influence you? You do matter somewhat from
outside—otherwise you wouldn't think other people had any reason to care
about what they did to you. But you don’t matter as much from the outside as
you matter to yourself, from the inside—since from the outside you don’t matter
any more than anybody else.

Not only is it unclear how impartial we should be; it’s unclear what would
make an answer to this question the right one. Is there a single correct way for
everyone to strike the balance between what he cares about personally and
what matters impartially? Or will the answer vary from person to person depend-
ing on the strength of their different motives?

This brings us to another big issue: Are right and wrong the same for

everyone?
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Morality is often thoughs to be universal. If something is wrong, it's supposed
to be wrong for evervbody; for instance if it’s wrong to kill someone because you
want to steal his wallet, then it's wrong whether you care about him or not. But if
something’s being wrong is supposed to be a reason against deing it, and if your
reasons for doing things depend on vour motives and people’s motives can vary
greatly, then it looks as though there won't be a single right and wrong for every-
body. There won't be a single right and wrong, because if people’s basic motives
differ, there won’t be one basic standard of behavior that everyone has a reason to
follow.

There are three ways of dealing with this problem, none of them very
satisfactory,

First, we could say that the same things are right and wrong for everybody,
but that not everyone has a reason to do what's right and avoid what's wrong;
only people with the right sort of “moral” motives—particularly a concern for
others—have any reason to do what’s righe, for its own sake. This makes morality
universal, but at the cost of draining it of its force, It’s not clear what it amounts to
to say that it would be wrong for someone to commit murder, but he has no rea-
son not to do it.

Second, we could say that everyone has a reason to do what's right and avoid
what's wrong, but that these reasons don’t depend on people’s actual motives.
Rather they are reasons to change our motives if they aren’t the right ones.
This connects morality with reasons for action, bur leaves ic unclear what these
universal reasons are which do not depend on motives that everyone actually
has. What does it mean to say that a murderer had a reason not to do I, even
though none of his actual motives or desires gave him such a reasons

Third, we could say that morality is not universal, and that what a person is
morally required to do goes only as far as what he has a certain kind of reason to
de, where the reason depends on how much he actually cares about other people
in general. If he has strong moral motives, they will yield strong reasons and strong
moral requirements. If his moral motives are weak or nonexistent, the moral
requirements on him will likewise be weak or nonexistent. This may seem psy-
chologically realistic, but it goes against the idea that the same moral rules apply to
all of us, and not only to good people.

The question whether moral requirements are universal comes up not only
when we compare the motives of different individuals, but also when we compare
the moral standards that are accepted in different societies and at different tmes.
Many things that you probably think are wrong have been accepted as motally
correct by large groups of people in the past: slavery, serfdom, human sacrifice,
racial segregation, denial of religious and political freedom, hereditary caste sys-
tems. And probably some things you now think are right will be thought
wrong by future societies. Is it reasonable to believe that there is some single
truth about all this, even though we can’t be sure what it is? Or is it more reason-
able to believe that right and wrong are relative to a particular time and place and
social background?

There is one way in which right and wrong are obviously relative to circum-
stances. It is usually right to return a knife vou have borrowed to its owner if he
asks for it back. But if he has gone crazy in the meantime, and wants the knife to
murder someone with, then you shouldn’t recurn it. This isn't the kind of
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relativity I am talking about. because it doesn't mean morality is relative ar the

basic level. It means only that the same basic moral Principles will require different
actions in different circumseances

The deeper kind of relaciviev, which some people believe in, would mean
that the most basic standards of tight and wrong—iike when it is and is noe all
right to kill, or what sacrifices you're required to make for others—depend
entirely on what standards are generallv accepted in the society in which vou live.

This | find very hard to believe, mainly because it always seems possible to
criticize the accepted standards of your own society and say that they are morally
mistaken. But if you do tha, you must be appealing to some more objective stan-
dard, an idea of whar is really right and wrong, as opposed to what most people
think. It is hard to say what this is, but it is an idea most of us understand, unless
we are slavish followers of what the community says.

There are many philosophical problems about the content of morality—how
a moral concern or respect for others should express itself; whether we should
help them get what they want or mainly refain from harming and hindering
them; how impartial we should be, and in what ways. T have left most of these
questions aside because my concern here is with the foundation of morality in

general—how universal and objective it is.

I should answer one possible objection to the whole idea of morality. You've
probably heard it said that the only reason anybody ever does anything is thar it
makes him feel good, or that not doing it will make him feel bad. If we are really
motivated only by our own comfort, it is hopeless for morality to try to appeal to
a concern for others. On this view, even apparently moral conduct in which one
person seems to sacrifice his own interests for the sake of others is really moti-
vated by his concem for himself he wants to avoid the guilt he’ll feel if he doesn’t
do the “right” thing, or to experience the warm glow of self-congratulation he'll
get if he does. But those who don’t have these feelings have no motive to be
“moral.”

Now it’s true that when people do what they think they ought to do, they
often feel good about it; stmilarly if they do what they think is wrong, they
often feel bad. But that doesn’t mean that these feelings are their motives for act-
ing. In many cases the feelings result from motives which alko produce the action.
You wouldn’t feel good about doing the right thing unless you thought there was

some other reason to do it, besides the fact that it would make you feel good. And
you wouldn’t feel guilty about doing the wrong thing unless you thought that
there was some other reason not to do it, besides the fact thar it made vou feel
guilty: something which made it right to feel guilty. At least that's how things
should be. It’s true that some people feel irrational guilt abour things they
don’t have any independent reason co think are wrong—but that's not the way
morality is supposed to work.

In a sense, people do what they want to do. But their reasons and motves for
wanting to do things vary enormously. I may “want” to give someone my wallet
only because he has a gun pointed at my head and threatens to kill me if I don’c.
And I may want to jump into an icy river to save a drowning stranger not because
it will make me feel good, but because | recognize that his life is Important, just as

mine is, and I recognize that I have 3 reason to save his kife juse as he would have 2
reason to save mine if our positions were reversed.
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CHAPTER 7

Moral argument tries to appeal to a capacity for impartial motivation which is

supposed to be presenc in all of us. Unforrunately it may be deeply buried, and in
some cases it may not be present at all. In any case it has to compete with powerful

selfi

con

sh motives, and other personal morcives that may not be so selfish, in its bid for
trol of our behavior. The difficuley of justifying morality is not that there is

only one human motive, but thac there are so many.

—

READING COMPREHENSION QUESTIONS

Toward the beginning of his essay, Nagel considers people who do not care
about morality. Is there any reason why such a person shonld care? If you think
there is, what is that reason? If you think there isn't, then are those people
exempt from morality?

Nagel distinguishes what he calls a “crude version” of a religious foundation
for morality from a “more appealing version.” Describe these two versions
and how they differ. (Be sure you are clear about what question both versions
are meant to address.)

Describe the three objections Nagel raises against the religious foundation for
morality. Do you think these objections are good ones? Why or why not?

Nagel claims that an argument based on the question, “What if someone did
that to you?” can be used to show that almost all people (if not all) must admit
that they have reason not to hurt others. What are che steps in Nagel's
argument? Do you find the argument plausible? (You may want to review the
discussion of evaluating arguments from the first chapter.)

In discussing the universality of morality—the idea that the same basic ethical
requirements apply to everyone—Nagel considers an argument that has as

one of its premises the claim that people’s motives differ, and concludes with
the claim that there isn't a single standard of right and wrong that applies to
everyone. What are the other steps in that argument? Evaluate the argument.

Nagel proceeds to consider three ways of responding to the argument
mentioned in question 5. What are they? What does Nagel say about each
of them?

Nagel considers the claim that right and wrong are relative to one’s cir-
cumstances and distinguishes this claim from “a deeper kind of relativism.”
What is this deeper kind of relativism? Why isn't the claim about right and
wrong being relative to one’s circumistances equivalent to this deeper form of
relativism?

What objections does Nagel raise against deep relativism? Based on the
reading from Benedict, how do you think she would reply to Nagel?

Toward the end of his essay, Nagel considers what was identified in the
introduction to ethics as psychological cgoism. Why does Nagel think this view
is a threat to morality? What does Nage! say in response to this threat? Do you
find his response convincing? Why or why not?
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