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of nature’s abundance. If so, then that claim needs to be defended by
some kind of ethical theory. Where are we to get such a theory? Some
substantial moral argument is needed.

What this shows is that we"very swiftly arrive at an initially prefer-
ence utilitarian position once we apply the universal aspect of ethics to
simple, pre-ethical decision making. The preference utilitarian position
isaminimal one, a firstbase that we reach by universalizing self-interested
decision making. We cannot, if we are to think ethically, refuse to take
this step. To go beyond preference utilitarianism we need to produce
something more. We cannot just rely on our intuitions, even those that
are very widely shared, since these could, as we have seen, be the result
of our evolutionary heritage and therefore an unreliable guide to what
is right.

One way of arguing would be to hold up to critical reflection and
scrutiny the claim that the satisfaction of preferences should be our
ultimate end. People have very strong preferences for winning lotteries,
although researchers have shown that those who win major lotteries are
not, once the initial elation has passed, significantly happier than they
were before. Is it nevertheless good that they got what they wanted? Faced
with such reports, preference utilitarians are likely to grant that people
often form preferences on the basis of misinformation about what it
would be like to have their preference satisfied. The preferences that
should be counted, the preference utilitarians may say, are those that
we would have if we were fully informed, in a calm frame of mind and
thinking clearly. On the other hand, hedonistic utilitarians would say that
the fact that we would abandon many of our preferences, if we knew that
their satisfaction would not bring us happiness, shows that it is happiness
we really care about, not the satisfaction of our preferences. To this the
preference utilitarians may reply that a would-be poet may choose a life
with less happiness, if she thinks it will enable her to write great poetry.
These are the kinds of argument we need to sort through in order to
decide which is the more defensible form of utilitarianism. Then we also
have to consider arguments againstany kind of utilitarianism and in favor
of quite different moral theories. That, however, is a topic fora different
book.

This book can be read as an attempt to indicate how a consistent
preference atilitarian would.deal with a number of controversial prob-
lems. Despite the difficulties just mentioned, preference utilitarianism
is a straightforward ethical theory that requires minimal metaphysical
presuppositions. We all know what preferences are, whereas claims that
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something is intrinsically morally wrong, or violates a natural right, or
is contrary to human dignity invoke less tangible concepts that make
their truth more difficult to assess. But because preference utilitarianism
may, in the end, prove not to be the best approach to ethical issues, I'll
also consider, at various points, how hedonistic utilitarianism, theories of
rights, of justice, of absolute moral rules and so on, bear on the problems
discussed. In this way, you will be able to come to your own conclusions
about the possibility of reason and argument in ethics and about the
merits of utilitarian and non-utilitarian approaches to ethics.
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of law, or perhaps just another example of our tendency to objectily our
personal wants and preferences.

These are plausible accounts of ethics, as long as they are carefully
distinguished from the crude form of subjectivism that sees ethical
judgments as descriptions of the speaker’s attitudes. In their denial of a
realm of ethical facts that is part of the real world, existing quite inde-
pendently of us, they may be correct.-Suppose that they are correct: does
it follow from this that ethical judgments are immune from criticism,
that there is no role for reason or argument in ethics and that, from the
standpoint of reason, any ethical judgment is as good as any other? I do
not think it does, and advocates of the three positions referred to in the
previous paragraph do not deny reason and argument a rple in ethics,
though they disagree as to the significance of this role.

This issue of the role that reason can play in ethics is the crucial point
raised by the claim that ethics is subjective. To put practical ethics on a
sound basis, it has to be shown that ethical reasoning is possible. The
denial of objective ethical facts does not imply the rejection of ethical
reasoning. Here the temptation is to say simply that the proof of the
pudding lies in the eating, and the proof that reasoning is possible in
ethics is to be found in thesremaining chapters of this book; but this is not
entirely satisfactory. From a theoretical point of view, it is unsatisfactory
because we might find ourselves reasoning about ethics without really
understanding how this can happen; and from a practical point of view,
it is unsatisfactory because our reasoning is more likely to go astray if we
lack a grasp of its foundations. I shall therefore attempt to say something
about how we can reason in ethics.

WHAT ETHICS IS: ONE VIEW

What follows is a sketch of a view of ethics that allows reason to play
an important role in ethical decisions. It is not the only possible view
of ethics, but it is a plausible view. Once again, however, 1 shall have to
pass over qualifications and objections worth a chapter to themselves.
To those who think there are objections that defeat the position I am
advancing, I can only say, again, that this entire chapter may be treated
as no more than a statement of the assumptions on which this book is
based. In that way, it will at least assist in giving a clear view of what I take
ethics to be.

What is it to make a moral judgment, or to argue about an ethical
issue, or to live according to ethical stapdards? How do moral judgments
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differ from other practical judgments? What is the difference between a
person who lives by ethical standards and one who doesn’t?

All these questions are related, so we only need to consider one of
them; but to do this, we need to say something about the nature of
ethics. Suppose that we have studied the lives of several people, and we
know a lot about what they do, what they believe and so on. Can we then
decide which of them are living by ethical standards and which are not?

We might think that the way to proceed here is to find out who believes
it wrong to lie, cheat, steal and so on, and does not do any of these
things, and who has no such beliefs, and shows no such restraint in
their actions. Then those in the first group would be living according to
ethical standards, and those in the second group would not be. But
this procedure runs together two distinctions: the first is the distinc-
tion between living according to (what we judge to be) the right ethical
standards and living according to (what we judge to be) mistaken eth-
ical standards; the second is the distinction between living according to
some ethical standards and living according to no ethical standards at
all. Those who lie and cheat, but do not believe what they are doing
to be wrong, may be living according to ethical standards. They may
believe, for any of a number of possible reasons, that it is right to lie,
cheat, steal and so on. They are not living according to conventional
ethical standards, but they may be living according to some other ethical
standards.

This first attempt to distinguish the ethical from the non-ethical was
mistaken, but we can learn from our mistakes. We found that we must
concede that those who hold unconventional ethical beliefs are still living
according to ethical standards if they believe, for some reason, that it is right to
do as they are doing. The italicized condition gives us a clue to the answer
we are seeking. The notion of living according to ethical standards is
tied up with the notion of defending the way one is living, of giving a
reason for it, of justifying it. Thus, people may do all kinds of things
we regard as wrong, yet still be living according to ethical standards if
they are prepared to defend and justify what they do. We may find the
Justification inadequate and may hold that the actions are wrong, but the
attempt at justification, whether successful or not, is sufficient to bring
the person’s conduct within the domain of the ethical as opposed to
the non-ethical. When, on the other hand, people cannot put forward
any justification for what they do, we may reject their claim to be living
according to ethical standards, even if what they do is in accordance with
conventional moral principles.
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We can go further, It we are o accept that a person is living accord-
ing to cthical standards, the justification must be of a certain kind, For
instance, a justification in terms of self-interest alone will not do. When
Macbeth, contemplating the murder of Duncan, admits that only ‘vault-
ing ambition’ drives him to do it, he is admitting that the act cannot be
Justified ethically. ‘So that I can be king in his place’ is not a weak attempt

tification of murdering the king, although as Shakespeare portrays the
‘gentle Duncan’, it would have been false.

From ancient times, philosophers and moralists have expressed the
idea that ethical conduct is acceptable from a point of view that is some-
how wuniversal. The ‘Golden Rule’ attributed to Moses, to be found in
the book of Leviticus and subsequently reiterated by Jesus, tells us to go
beyond our own persdnal interests and ‘Do unto others as you would
have them do unto you’ — in other words, give the same weight to the

interpret ‘neighbour’ sufficiently broadly). It was commonly expressed
by ancient Greek philosophers and by the Stoics in the Roman era.
The Stoics held that ethics derives from a universal natural law, an idea
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who gain or Joge by the principles they select. Even Continenta) philo-
Nophers like (he cxist.emialistJean-Paul Sartre and the critical theorist
Jirgen Habermas, whe differ in many ways from theijr English-speaking
colleagues - ang from one another ~ agree thy¢ ethics is in some sense

One could argue endlessly aboyt the merits of €ach of these character-
izations of the ethical, but whay they have in ¢ommon is more important
than their differences, They agree that the justification ofan ethijcal prin-
ciple cannot pe in terms of any partial or sectional group. Ethics takes
A universal point of view. This does N0t mean that 4 Particular ethjca]
Judgment muys; be universally applicable, Circumstances alter cases, g
we have seen. What it does mean is that ip making ethica] Jjudgments, we
80 beyond our own likes and dislikes. From an ethical Perspective, it is
irrelevant thay itisIwho benefit from cheating yoy ang youwho lose by it.
Ethics goes beyond ‘I’ ang ‘You’ to the universal law, the universalizable
Jjudgment, the Standpoint of the Impartia] Spectator or idea] observer, or
whatever we choose to call iy

into our definition of the ethical ~ and thig definition was Supposed to be
broad €nough, and neytryj enough, to encompass all serioyg Candidates
for the status of ‘ethical theory’. Becayse SO many others haye failed to
overcome thijs obstacle to deducmg an ethical theory from the universa]
aspect of ethics, jt would be foolish t¢ attempt to do so ip a brief intro-
duction to 5 work with » quite different aim, Instead, I shaj Propose
Something Jess ambitious. The universal aspect of ethics, | Suggest, does
Provide a groung for at least starting with g broadiy utilitarjan position,
If we are going to move beyond utilitarianism, we need to be given good
T€asons why we should do s,
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Thus, my very natural concern that my own wants, needs and desires —
henceforth I shall refer to them as ‘preferences’ - be looked after must,
when 1 think ethically, be extended to the preferences of others. Now,
imagine that I am one of a group of people who live by gathering food
from the forest in which we live. When I am alone, I find a-particularly
good fruit tree and face the choice of whether to eat all the fruit myself
or to share it with others. Imagine, too, that I am deciding ina complete
ethical vacuum and that I know nothing of any ethical considerations —I
am, we might say, in a pre-ethical stage of thinking. How would I make up
my mind? One thing — perhaps at this pre-ethical stage, the only thing —
that would be relevant would be how the choice I make will affect my
preferences.

Suppose I then begin to think ethically, to the extent of putting myself
in the position of others affected by my decision. To know what it is like
to be in their position, I must take on their preferences — I must imagine
how hungry they are, how much they will enjoy the fruit and so on.
Once 1 have dorfe that, I must recognize that as I am thinking ethically,
1 cannot give my own preferences greater weight, simply because they
are my own, than I give to the preferences of others. Hence, in place of
my own preferences, I now have to take account of the preferences of
all those affected by my decision. Unless there are some other ethically
relevant considerations, this will lead me to weigh all these preferences
and adopt the course of action most likely to maximize the preferences of
those affected. Thus, at least at some level in my moral reasoning, ethics
points towards the course of action that has the best consequences, on
balance, for all affected.

In the previous paragraph, I wrote ‘points towards’ because, as we
shall see in a moment, there could be other considerations that point
in a different direction. I wrote ‘at some level in my moral reasoning’
because, as we shall see later, there are utilitarian reasons for believing
that we ought not to try to calculate these consequences for every ethical
decision we make in our daily lives, but onlyin very unusual circumstances
or when we are reflecting on our choice of general principles to guide us
in the future. In other words, in the specific example given, one might
at first think it obvious that sharing the fruits that I have gathered has
better consequences for all affected than not sharing them. This may
in the end also be the best general principle for us all to adopt, but
before we can have grounds for believing this to be the case, we must
also consider whether the effect of a general practice of sharing gathered
fruits will benefit all those affected or will harm them by reducing the
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amount of food gathered, because some will cease to gather anything if
they know that they will get sufficient food from their share of what others
gather.

The way of thinking I have outlined is a form of utilitarianism, but not
the version of utilitarianism defended by classical utilitarians like Jeremy
Bentham, John Stuart Mill and Henry Sidgwick. They held that we should
always do what will maximize pleasure, or happiness, and minimize pain,
or unhappiness. This is ‘hedonistic utilitarianism’ — the term ‘hedonist’
comes from the Greek word for pleasure. In contrast, the view we have
reached is known as ‘preference utilitarianism’ because it holds that we
should do what, on balance, furthers the preferences of those affected.
Some scholars think that Bentham and Mill may have used ‘pleasure’ and
‘pain’ in a broad sense that allowed them to include achieving what one
desires as a ‘pleasure’ and the reverse as a ‘pain’. If this interpretation is
correct, the difference between preference utilitarianism and the utilit-
arianism of Bentham and Mill disappears. (Sidgwick, as always, was more

. precise: in The Methods of Ethics, he carefully distinguishes the preference
view from the hedonistic one and opts for the latter.)

I'am not claiming that preference utilitarianism can be deduced from
the universal aspect of ethics. Instead of universalizing my preferences, I
could base my ethical views on something completely distinct from pref-
erences. Hedonistic utilitarianism, like preference utilitarianism, is fully
impartial between individuals and satisfies the requirement of universal-
izability; so too are other ethical ideals, like individual rights, fairness,
the sanctity of life, justice, purity and so on. They are, at least in some
versions, incompatible with any form of utilitarianism. So — to return to
the situation of the finder of abundant fruit, who is deciding whether to
share it with others — I might hold that I have a right to the fruit, because I
found it. Or I might claim that it is fair that I should get the fruit, because
I did the hard work of finding the tree. Alternatively, I could hold that
everyone has an equal right to the abundance nature provides, and so I
am required to share the fruit equally.

If I take one of these views but can offer no reason for holding it,
other than the fact that I prefer it — I prefer a society in which those
who find natural objects have a right to them, or I prefer a society with
a sense of fairness that rewards effort, or I prefer a society in which
everything is shared equally — then my preference must be weighed
against the contrary preferences of others. Perhaps, though, I want to
maintain that this view is not just my preference, but I really have a
right to the fruit I found, or everyone really is entitled to an equal share




