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vice its own punishment; for benevolence and the sense of
duty are often not strong enough to conquer powerfulimpulses of self-love; we must invokethe aid of ethicalself-love
in order to insure the victoryto the forceswhich make for
good. But our ruling aim ought to be the advancementof
the universalhappiness of mankind.
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THE main purpose of this paper is to show that there is no
such thing possible as an ethical philosophy dogmatically
made up in advance. We all help to determinethe content
of ethical philosophy so far as we contributeto the race's
moral life. In other words,there can be no final Truth in
Ethics any more than in Physics,until the last man has had
his experience and said his say. In the one case as in the
other,however, the hypotheses which we now make while
waiting,and the acts to which they promptus, are among the
indispensable conditions which determine what that "say"
shall be.
First of all, whafis the position of hini who seeks an ethical philosophy? To beginwith,he must be distinguishedfrom
all those who are satisfiedto be ethical sceptics. He will not
be a sceptic; thereforeso farfromethical scepticismbeing one
possible fruit of ethical philosophizing it can only be regarded as that residual alternativeto all philosophywhich,
fromthe outset,menaces everywould-be philosopherwho may
give up the quest discouraged,and renounce his original aim.
That aim is to find an account of the moral relations that
obtain among things,which will weave them into the unityof
a stable system,and make of the world what one may call a
* Addressread before the Philosophical Club of Yale University,
February
9, i89i.
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genuine universefromthe ethical point of view. So faras the
world resistsreductionto the formof unity,so far as ethical
propositions seem unstable,so far does the philosopher fail
of his ideal. The subject-matterof his study is the ideals he
findsexistingin the world; the purpose which guides him is
this ideal of his own, of getting them into a certain form.
This ideal is thus a factorin ethical philosophywhose legitimate presencemust neverbe overlooked; it is a positive contributionwhich the philosopher himself necessarily makes
to the problem. But it is his only positive contribution.
At the outset of his inquiryhe ought to have no other ideals.
Were he interestedpeculiarly in the triumph of any one
kind of good, he would pro tantocease to be a judicial investigator,and become an advocate for some limited element of
the case.- Whatever obscuritymay attach to these remarks
will be dispelled as we proceed and see more and more of
theirconcreteapplication.
There are three questions in ethics which must be kept
apart. Let thembe called respectivelythepsychologicalquestion, the metaphysicalquestion, and the casuistic question.
The psychological question asks afterthe historicaloriginof
our moral ideas and judgments; the metaphysicalquestion
asks what the verymeaningof the wordsgood, ill,and obligation are; the casuistic question asks what is the measureof
the various goods and ills which men recognize,so that the
philosophermay settlethe true order of human obligations.
I.
The psychological question is for most disputants the
only question. When your ordinary doctor of divinityhas
proved to his own satisfactionthat an altogetherunique faculty called conscience must be postulated to tell us what is
rightand what is wrong; or when your Popular-Science enthusiasthas proclaimedthat" apriorism"is an exploded superstition,and that our moraljudgments have gradually resulted
from the teaching of the environment,each of these persons
thinks that ethics is settled and nothing more is to be said.
The familiarpair of names, Intuitionistand Evolutionist,so
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in ethicommonlyused nowto connoteall possible differences
cal opinion,really referto the psychological question alone.
The discussionof this question hinges so much upon particular details that it is impossibleto enterupon it at all withinthe
limitsof this paper. I will thereforeonly express dogmatically my own belief,which is this, that the Benthams,the
Mills, and the Bains have done a lasting service in taking so
many of our human ideals and showing how they must have
arisen fromthe association with acts of simple bodily pleasures and reliefsfrompain. Association with many remote
pleasures will unquestionably make a thing significantof
goodness in our minds; and the more vaguely the goodness
is conceived of, the more mysteriouswill its source appear
to be. But it is surelyimpossibleto explain all our sentiments
and preferencesin this simple way. The more minutely
psychology studies human nature,the more clearly it finds
theretraces of secondary affections,
relating the impressions
of the environmentwitheach other and with our impulses in
quite different
ways fromthose mere associations of coexistence and succession which are practicallyall thatpure empiricismcan admit. Take thelove ofdrunkenness;takebashfulness,
the terrorof high places, the tendencyto sea-sickness,to faint
to musicalsounds; take
at the sight of blood,the susceptibility
the emotionof the comical, the passion forpoetry,formathematics,or for metaphysics,no one of these things can be
whollyexplainedby eitherassociationor utility. Theygo zvith
otherthingsthatcan be so explained,no doubt; and some of
them are propheticof futureutilities,since thereis nothingin
us forwhich some use may not be found. But their originis
in incidentalcomplicationsto our cerebral structure,a structure whose original featuresarose with no referenceto the
perceptionof such discords and harmonies as these. Well,
a vast numberof our moral perceptionsalso are certainlyof
this secondaryand brain-bornkind. They deal with directly
feltfitnessesbetween things,and often flyin the teeth of all
the prepossessionsof habit and presumptionsof utility. The
momentyou get beyond the coarser and more commonplace
moral maxims,the Decalogues and poor Richard's Almanacs,
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you fall into schemes and positions which to the eye of
common-senseare fantasticand over-strained. The sense for
abstractjustice which some persons have is as eccentric a vapoint of view, as is the pasriation,fromthe natural-history
sion formusic or for the higher philosophical consistencies
which consumes the soul of others. The feeling of the inward dignityof certainspiritual attitudes,as peace, serenity,
simplicity,veracity; and of the essential vulgarityof others,
as querulousness, anxiety, egoistic fussiness,etc.; are quite
inexplicable except by an innate preferenceof the more ideal
attitudeforits own pure sake. The nobler thingtastesbette,
and that is all that we can say. "Experience" of consequences may truly teach us what thingsare wicked,but what
have consequences to do withwhat is mean and vulgar? If a
man has shot his wife's paramour,by reason of what subtle
repugnancyin thingsis it that we are so disgusted when we
hear that the wife and the husband have made it up and are
living comfortablytogether again ? Or if the hypothesis
were offeredus of a world in which Messrs. Fourier's and
Bellamy's and Morris's Utopias should all be outdone and
millionskept permanentlyhappy on the one simple condition
edge of thingsshould lead
that a certainlost soul on the far-off
whatexcept a specificaland independent
a lifeof lonelytorture,
sort of emotioncan it be which would make us immediately
feel,even though an impulse arose withinus to clutch at the
happiness so offered,how hideous a thingwould be its enjoyment when deliberatelyaccepted as the fruitof such a bargain? To what,once more,but subtle brain-bornfeelings of
discord can be due all these recentprotestsagainst the entire
race-traditionof retributivejustice ?-I referto Tolstoi with
his ideas of non-resistance,to Mr. Bellamy with his substitution of oblivion for repentance(in his novel of Dr. Heidenhain's Process),to M. Guyau with his radical condemnationof
the punitive ideal. All these subtleties of the moral sensibilitygo as much beyond what can be cipheredout fromthe
"laws of the association" as the delicacies of sentimentpossible betweena pair of young lovers go beyond such precepts
of the " Etiquette to be observed during Engagement" as are
printedin manuals of social form.
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No! Purely inwardforcesare certainlyat work here. All
the higher,more penetratingideals are revolutionary. They
presentthemselvesfar less in the guise of effectsof past experiencethan in that of probable causes of futureexperience,
factorsto which the environmentand the lessons it has so far
taught us mustlearn to bend.
This is all I can say of the psychological questionnow. In
the last chapterof a recentwork*I have sought to prove in a
general way the existence in our thoughtof relationswhich
do not merelyrepeatthe couplingsof experience. Our ideals
have certainlymany sources. They are not all explicable as
signifyingcorporeal pleasures to be gained, and pains to be
escaped. And forhaving so constantlyperceivedthis psychoschool. Whether
logical fact,we mustapplaud the intuitionist
no
or
such applause must be extended to that school's other
characteristicswill appear as we take the followingquestions
up.
The next one in orderis the metaphysicalquestion,of what
we mean by the words obligation,good, and ill.
II.
First of all, it appears that such words can have no application or relevancyin a world in which no sentient life exists.
Imagine an absolutely materialworld,containing only physical and chemical facts,and existing frometernitywithouta
God, withouteven an interestedspectator. Would there be
any sense in saying of that world that one of its states is
better than another? Or if there were two such worlds
possible,would there be any rhyme or reason in calling one
good and the otherbad ? good or bad positively,I mean, and
apart fromthe factthat one mightrelate itselfbetterthan the
other to the philosopher's private interests? But we must
leave these private interestsout of the account, for the philosopher is a mental fact,and we are asking whether goods
and evils and obligationsexist in physicalfactsper se. Surely
there is no status for good and evil to exist in, in a purely
* The " Principlesof Psychology,"New York, H. Holt & Co., I890.
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insentientworld. How can one physical fact, considered
simplyas a physical fact,be " better"than another? Betterness is not a physical relation. In its mere materialcapacity,
a thing can no more be good or bad than it can be pleasant
or painful. Good for what? Good for the production of
another physical fact, do you say? But what in a purely
physical universedemands the productionof that other fact?
Physical factssimplyare or are not; and neitherwhen present
or absent,can they be supposed to make demands. If they
do, theycan only do so by having desires,and then they have
ceased to be purely physical facts and have become facts
of conscious sensibility. Goodness, badness, and obligation
must be realized somewherein order really to exist; and the
firststep in Ethical Philosophy is to see that no merelyinorganic "nature of things" can realize them. Neither moral
relations nor the moral law can swing in vacuo. Their only
habitatcan be a mindwhich feelsthem; and no world composed of merely physical facts can possibly be a world to
which ethical propositionsapply.
The moment one sentient being, however,is made a part
of the universe,there is a chance forgoods and evils reallyto
exist. Moral relationsnow have theirstatus,in that being's
consciousness. So far as he feels anythingto be good, he
makes it good. It is good, forhim; and being good forhim,
is absolutely good, forhe is the sole creatorof values in that
universe, and outside of his opinion things have no moral
characterat all.
In such a universeas that it would of course be absurd to
raise the questionof whetherthe solitarythinker'sjudgments
of good and ill are true or not. Truth supposes a standard
outside of the thinkerto which he must conform. But here
the thinkeris a sort of divinity,subject to no higher judge.
Let us call the supposed universewhich he inhabitsa moral
solitude. In such a moral solitude it is clear that there can
be no outwardobligation,
and that the only trouble the Godlike thinkeris likely to have will be over the consistencyof
his own several ideals with each other. Some of these will
no doubt be more pungentand appealing than the rest,their
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morepenetratingtaste; they
goodness will have a profounder,
will returnto haunt him with more obstinate regretsif violated. So the thinkerswill have to order his lifewiththem
or else remain inwardlydiscordant
as its chief determinants,
and unhappy. Into whatever equilibrium he may settle,
though,and however he may straightenout his system,it will
be a rightsystem; forbeyond the factsof his own subjectivity
thereis nothingmoral in the world.
If now we introducea second thinkerwith his likes and
dislikes into the universe,the ethical situation becomes much
more complex, and several possibilitiesare immediatelyseen
to obtain.
One of these is that the thinkersmay ignore each other's
attitude about good and evil altogether,and each continueto
to what the othermay
indifferent
indulge his own preferences,
feel or do. In such a case we have a world with twice as
muchof the ethicalqualityin it as our moralsolitude,only it is
withoutethical unity. The same object is good or bad there,
according as you measure it by the view which this one or
thatone of the thinkerstakes. Nor can you findany possible
ground in such a world forsaying that one thinker'sopinion
is more correctthan the other's or that eitherhas the truer
moral sense. Such a world,in short,is not a moral universe
but a moral dualism. Not only is there no single point of
view within it fromwhich the values of things can be unequivocally judged, but thereis not even a demand forsuch a
point of view, since the two thinkersare supposed indifferent
to each other'sthoughtsand acts. Multiplythe thinkersinto
a pluralism,and we find realized for us in the ethical sphere
something like that world which the antique sceptics conceived of, in which individual minds are the measures of all
and in which no one " objective" truth,but only a multitude
of " subjective"opinions,can be found.
But this is the kind of world withwhich the philosopher,
so long as he holds to the hope of a philosophy,will not put
up. Among the various ideals represented,there must be,
he thinks,some which have the more truthor authority,and
to these the othersoughtto yield, so that systemand subor-
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dination may reign. Here in the word "ought" the notion
of obligationcomes emphaticallyinto view, and the next thing
in order must be to make its meaningclear.
Since the outcomeof the discussionso farhas been to show
us thatnothingcan be good or right,except so faras some consciousnessfeelsitto be good, or thinksitto be right,we perceive
on the very thresholdthat the real superiorityand authority
which are postulatedby the philosopher to reside in some of
the opinions and the really inferiorcharacterwhich he supposes must belong to others, cannot be explained by any
abstractmoral " natureof things"existingantecedentlyto the
concretethinkersthemselveswiththeirideals. Like the positive attributesgood and bad, the comparativeones betterand
worse, must be realized to be real. If one ideal judgment be
objectivelybetterthananother,that betternessmustbe " made
flesh" by being lodged and concreted in some one's actual
perception. It cannot float in the atmosphere,forit is not a
sort of meteorological phenomenon,like the aurora borealis
or the zodiacal light. Its esse is percipi,like the esse of the
ideals themselvesbetweenwhich it obtains. The philosopher,
who seeks to know which ideal oughtto have sutherefore,
preme weight and which one oughtto be subordinated,must
tracethe oughtitselfto the de factorconstitutionof some texisting consciousness, behind which, as one of the data of
the universe, he, as a purely ethical philosopher, is unable
to go. This consciousness must make the one ideal right
by feelingit to be right,the other wrong by feeling it to be
wrong.-But what particular consciousness in the universe
can enjoy this prerogativeof obliging others to conformto a
rule which it lays down ?
If one of the thinkerswere obviously divine,while all the
rest were human,therewould probablybe no practical dispute
about the matter. The divine thoughtwould be the model,
to which the othersshould conform. But still the theoretic
question would remain,What is theground of the obligation,
even here?
In our firstessays at answering this question, there is an
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inevitabletendencyto slip into an assumptionwhich ordinary
men followwhen they are disputing with each otherabout
questions of good and bad. They imagine an abstractmoral
order in which the objective truthresides,and each tries to
prove that this pre-existingorder is more accuratelyreflected
in his own ideas thanin those of his adversary. It is because
one disputantis backed by this overarchingabstract order
that we thinkthe othershould submit. Even so, when it is a
question no longer of two finitethinkers,but of God and ourselves, we followour usual habit,and imaginea sort of dejure
relation,which antedates and overarchesthe mere facts,and
would make it rightthatwe should conformour thoughtsto
God's thoughts,even though we made no claim to that effect,
and though we preferredde facto to go on thinking forourselves.
But the momentwe take a steady look at the question,we
see not only that without a claim actually made by some
concreteperson there can be no obligation,but that thereis
some obligationwhereverthere is a claim. Claim and obligation are, in otherwords,coextensiveterms; theycover each
other exactly. Our ordinaryattitude,of regarding ourselves
as subject to an overarching systemof moral relations,true
" in themselves,"is, therefore,either an out-and-outsuperstitioU,or else it must be treated as a merely provisional abstractionfromthat real thinkerin whose actual demand upon
us to think as he does, our obligation must be ultimately
based. In a theisticethical philosophy that thinkerin question is, of course, the Deity to whom the existence of the
universeis due.
I know well how hard it is forthose who are accustomed
to what I have called the superstitiousview, to realize that
everyde facto claim creates ih so farforthan obligation. We
inveteratelythinkthat somethingwhichwe call the " validity"
of the claim is what gives to it its obligatorycharacter,and
that thisvalidityis somethingoutside of the claim's mere existenceas a matterof fact. It rains down upon the claim, we
think,fromsome sublimedimensionof Being, whichthe moral
law inhabits,much as upon the steel of the compass-needle

This content downloaded from 169.231.107.134 on March 06, 2019 13:22:39 PM
All use subject to University of Chicago Press Terms and Conditions (http://www.journals.uchicago.edu/t-

The Moral Philosopherand theMoral Life.

339

the influenceof the Pole rains down from out of the starry
heavens. But again, how can such an inorganic abstract
characterof imperativeness,additional to the imperativeness
which is in the claim itself,exist? Take any demand,however slight,which any creature,however weak, may make.
Ought it not,forits own sole sake, to be satisfied? If not,
prove why not? The only possible kind of proof you could
adduce would be the exhibition of another creature who
should make a demapd that ran the otherway. The only
possible reason therecan be why any phenomenon ought to
exist is that such a phenomenon actually is desired. Any
desire is imperativeto the extent of its amount; it makes
itselfvalid, by the fact that it' exists at all. Some desires,
trulyenough, are small desires; they are put forwardby insignificantpersons,and we customarilymake light of the obligationswhich they bring. But the fact that such personal
demands as these impose small obligations does not keep
the largest obligationsfrombeing personal demands.
If we must talk impersonally,to be sure we can say that
"the universe"requires,exacts, or makes obligatorysuch or
such an action,wheneverit expresses itselfthroughthe desires
of such or such a creature. But it is betternot to talk about the
universe in this personifiedway, unless we believe in a universal or divine consciousnesswhich actually exists. If there
be such a consciousness,then its demands carrythe mostof
obligation simply because they are the greatest in amount.
But it is even then not abstractly
rightthat we should respect
them. It is only concretely
right,or right afterthe fact,and
by virtue of the fact,that theyare actually made. Suppose
we do not respectthem,as seems largelyto be the case in this
queer world. That ought not to be, we say, that is wrong.
But in what way is this wrongness made more acceptable to
our intellects when we imagine it to consist rather in the
lacerationof an 'a prioriideal orderthanin the disappointment
of a living personal God ? Do we, perhaps,think that we
cover God and protect him and make his impotenceover us
less ultimate,when we back him up withtheira prior blanket
from which he may draw some warmth of furtherappeal?
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But the only forceof appeal to us,which eithera livingGod or
an abstractideal order can wield, is foundin the " everlasting
rubyvaults" of our own human hearts,as theyhappen to beat
responsiveand not irresponsiveto the claim. So faras they
do feel it when made by a living consciousness, it is life
answering to life. A claim thus livingly acknowledged is
acknowledged with a solidityand fulnesswhich no thoughtof
an "ideal" backing can render more complete; while if,on
the otherhand, the heart's response is withheld,the stubborn
phenomenonis thereof an impotencein the claims which the
universeembodies,which no talk about an eternal natureof
d prioriorder
things can gloze over or dispel. An ineffective
in the eye
and
is as impotenta thingas an ineffectiveGod;
of philosophy,it is as hard a thingto explain.
We may now consider that what we distinguished as the
"metaphysical question" in ethical philosophy is sufficiently
answered,and thatwe have learned whatthe words good,.bad,
and obligation severallymean. They mean no absolute natures,independentof personal support. They are objects of
feeling and desire,which have no foothold or anchorage in
Being apart fromthe existence of actually living minds.
Whereversuch minds exist,withjudgments of good and ill
and demands upon each other,there is an ethical world in its
essential features. Were all otherthings,gods and men and
starryheavensblottedout fromthissolar system,and werethere
leftbut one rock withtwo lovingsouls upon it,thatrockwould
have as thoroughlymoral a constitutionas any possible world
whichtheeternities'andimmensitiescan harbor. It would be a
tragic constitution,because the rock's inhabitantswould die.
But while they lived, therewould be real good things and
real bad things in the universe,therewould be obligations,
claims,and expectations; obediences,refusals,and disappointments; compunctions and longings for harmony to come
again, and inwardpeace of conscience when it was restored;
there would, in short,be a moral life,whose active energy
would have no limitbut the intensityof interestin each other
with which the hero and heroinemightbe endowed.
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We, on this terrestrialglobe, so far as the visible factsgo,
are just like the inhabitantsof such a rock. Whethera God
exist, or whetherno God exist,in yon blue heaven above us
bent,we form at any rate an ethical republic here below.
And the firstreflectionwhich this leads to is that ethics have
as genuine and real a footholdin a universewhere the highest consciousness is human as in a universewhere thereis a
God as well. "The religionof humanity"affordsa basis for
ethics as well as Theism does. Whether the purely human
systemcan gratifythe philosopher's demand as well as the
question which we ourselves must answer
other,is a different
ere we close.
III.
The last fundamentalquestion in Ethics was, it will be remembered,the casuistic question. Here we are, in a world
where the existence of a divine Thinkerhas been and perhaps
always will be doubted by some of the lookers on, and
where,in spite of the presence of a large numberof ideals, in
which human beings agree, thereare a mass of othersabout
which no general consensus obtains. It is hardlynecessary
to presenta literarypictureof this,for the factsare too well
known. The wars of the fleshand the spiritin each man,the
concupiscences of differentindividuals pursuing the same
unsharablematerialor social prizes,the ideals which contrast
so, according to races,.circumstances,temperaments,philosophical beliefs,etc.,all forma jungle of apparentlyinextricable confusionwith no obvious Ariadne's threadto lead one
out. Yetthe philosopher,just because he is a philosopher,adds
his own peculiar ideal to the confusion(with whichifhe were
willingto be a sceptic he would be passably content),and insiststhat over all these individualopinions thereis a systemof
pains.
truthwhich he can discover if he only takes sufficient
We stand ourselves at presentin the place of that philosopher,and must not failto realize all the featuresthat the situation comports. In the firstplace we will not be sceptics,we
hold to it thatthereis a truthto be ascertained. But, in the
second place we have just gained the insightthat that truth
set of laws, or an abstract" moral
cannot be a self-proclaiming
VOL.

I.-No. 3

23

This content downloaded from 169.231.107.134 on March 06, 2019 13:22:39 PM
All use subject to University of Chicago Press Terms and Conditions (http://www.journals.uchicago.edu/t-

342

International journallof Ethics.

reason,"but can onlyexistin act,or in the shape of an opinion
held by some thinkerreally to be found. There is, however,
no visible thinker invested with authority. Shall we then
simplyproclaim our own ideals as the lawgivingones? No,
forif we are true philosophers,we must throwour own spontaneous ideals, even the dearest,impartiallyin withthattotal
mass of ideals which are fairlyto be judged. But how, then,
can we as philosophersever finda test? How avoid complete
moral scepticismon the one hand; and on the other escape
bringinga waywardpersonal standardof our own along with
us, on which we simplypin our faith?
The dilemma is a hard one, nor does it grow a bit more
-easy as we revolve it in our minds. The entireundertakingof
the philosopher obliges him to seek an impartialtest. That
test,however,mustbe incarnatedin the demand of some actually existentperson; and how can he pick out the person
save by an act inwhich his own sympathiesand prepossessions
are implied?
One methodindeed presentsitself,and has as a matter of
history been taken by the more serious ethical schools. If
the heap of things demanded proved on inspectionless chaotic than at firstthey seemed,if they furnishedtheirown relative test and measure,then the casuistic problem would be
solved. If it were foundthatall goods qua' goods contained
a common essence, then the amountof this essence involved
in any one good would show its rank in the scale of goodness,
and ordercould be quickly made. For this essence would be
the good upon which all thinkerswere agreed, the relatively
objective and universalgood thatthe philosopherseeks. Even
his own privateideals would be measuredby theirshare of it,
and findtheirrightfulplace among the rest.
Various essences of good have thus been found and proposed as bases of the ethical system. Thus, to be a mean
betweentwo extremes; to be recognizedby a special intuitive
faculty;to make the agent happy for the moment; to make
others as well as him happy in the long run; to add to his
perfectionor dignity; to harm no one; to followfromreason
or flowfromuniversallaw; to be in accordance with the will
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of God; to promotethe survivalof the human species on this
planet; are so many tests,each of which has been maintained
by somebody to constitutethe essence of all good things or
actions so faras they are good.
No one of the measures that have been actually proposed
has, however,givengeneral satisfaction. Some are obviously
not universallypresent in all cases,-e.g., the character of
harmingno one, or that of followinga universal law; forthe
best course is oftencruel; and many acts are reckoned good
on the sole conditionthat they be exceptions,and servenotas
examples of a universal law. Other characters,such as following the will of God, are unascertainableand vague. Others
again, like survival,are quite indeterminatein their consequences, and leave us in the lurch where we most need their
help. A philosopherof the Sioux Nation, for example, will
in a different
be quite certainto use the survival-criterion
way
fromourselves. The best, on the whole, of these marks and
measures of goodness seems to be the capacity to bringhappiness. But in ordernot to break down fatally,thistestmustbe
taken to coverinnumerableacts and impulses that never aim
at happiness; so that,afterall, in seeking foran universalprinciple we inevitablyare carriedonwardto the most universal
principle,that the essence of good is simplyto satisfydemand.
The demand may be for anything under the sun. There is
really no more groundforsupposing that all our demands can
be accounted for by one universalunderlyingkind of motive
thanthereis ground forsupposingthatall physicalphenomena
are cases of a single law. The elementaryforcesin ethics are
probablyas plural as those of physics are. The various ideals
have no common character apart fromthe fact that they are
ideals. No single abstractprinciplecan be so used as to yield
to the philosopheranythinglike a scientifically
accurate and
genuinelyusefulcasuistic scale.
A look at anotherpeculiarityof the ethical universe,as we
findit,will still farthershow us the philosopher's perplexities.
As a purelytheoreticproblem,namely,the casuistic question
would hardlyever come up at-all. If the ethical philosopher
were only asking afterthe best imaginable system of goods
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he would indeed have an easy task. For all demandsas such
are primn'facie respectable,and the best simply imaginary
world would be one in which everydemand was gratifiedas
soon as made. Such a world would, however,have to have
a physical constitutionentirelydifferent
fromthat of the one
which we inhabit. It would need not only a space, but a
time" ofn- dimensions,"to includeall theacts and experiences,
incompatiblewith one anotherhere below, which would then
go on in conjunction,such as spending our moneyyet growing rich; taking our holiday yet gettingahead with our work;
shooting and fishingyet doing no hurtto the beasts; gaining
no end of experience yet keeping our youthfulfreshnessof
heart,and the like. There can be no question that such a
systemof things,howeverbroughtabout, would be the absolutely ideal system,and that if a philosopher could create
universesa priori,and provide all the mechanical conditions,
that is the sort of universe which he should unhesitatingly
create.
But this world of ours is made on an entirelydifferentpatternand the casuistic question thereis most tragicallypractical. The actually possible in this world is vastly narrower
than all that is demanded; and there is always a pinchbetween the ideal and the actual which can only be got through
by leaving part of the ideal behind. There is hardlya good
whichwe can imagineexcept as competingforthe possessionof
the same bit of space and timewithsome otherimaginedgood.
Everyend ofdesirethatpresentsitselfappears exclusiveofsome
otherend of desire. Shall a man drinkand smoke, or keep
his nervesin condition?-he cannotdo both. Shall he follow
his fancy forAmelia, or for Henrietta?-both cannot be the
choice of his heart. Shall he have the dear old Republican
party,ora spiritof unsophisticationin public affairs?-he cannot have both, etc. So that the ethical philosopher'sdemand
for the rightscale of subordinationin ideals is the fruitof an
altogetherpractical need. Some part of the ideal must be
butchered,and he needs to know which part. It is a tragic
situation,and no mere speculativeconundrum,with which he
has to deal.
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Now we are blinded to the real difficulty
of the philosopher's task by the fact that we are born into a society whose
ideals are largely ordered already. If we follow the ideal
which is conventionallyhighest,the others which we butcher
eitherdie and do not returnto haunt us, or ifthey come back
and accuse us of murder,every one applauds us forturning
to them a deaf ear. In other words, our environmentencourages us not to be philosophers but partisans. The
philosopher, however, cannot, so long as he clings to his
own ideal of objectivity rule out any ideal from being
heard. He is confident,and rightly confident,that the
simple taking counsel of his own intuitive preferences
would be certainto end in a mutilationof the fulnessof the
truth. The poet Heine is said to have written" Bunsen" in
the place of " Gott" in his copy of that author's work,entitled
" God in History," so as to make it read " Bunsen in der
Geschichte." Now, withno disrespectto the good and learned
Baron, is it not safe to say that any single philosopher,however wide his sympathies,mustbe just such a Bunsen in der
Geschichteof the moral world,so soon as he attemptsto put
his own ideas of orderinto that howling mob of desires,each
struggling to get breathing-roomfor the ideal to which it
clings ? The very best of men must not only be insensible,
but be ludicrouslyand peculiarlyinsensibleto many goods.
As a militant,fightingfree-handedthatthe goods to which he
is sensible may not be submerged and lost fromout of life,
the philosopher,like everyotherhuman being, is in a natural
position. But think of Zeno and of Epicurus, think of
Calvin and of Paley, thinkof Kant and Schopenhauer,of Herbert Spencer and John Henry Newman, no longer as onesided champions of special ideals, but as school-mastersdeciding whatall must think; and what more grotesque topic
could a satirist wish for on which to exercise his pen?
The fabledattemptof Mrs. Partingtonto arrestthe risingtide
of the NorthAtlantic with her broom was a reasonable spectacle compared with theireffortto substitute the contentof
their clean-shaven systemsforthat exuberantmass of goods
with which all human nature is in travail,and groaningto
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of such indibringto the light of day. Think, furthermore,
vidual moralists,no longer as mere school-masters,but as
Pontiffsarmedwiththe temporalpower,and having authority,
in everyconcretecase of conflict,to orderwhich good shall
be butchered and which shall be sufferedto survive; and
the notionreallyturnsone pale. All one's slumberingrevolutionaryinstinctswaken at the thoughtof any single moralist wieldingsuch powers of lifeand death. Better chaos forever than an order based on any closet-philosopher'srule,
even though he were the most enlightened possible member
of his tribe. No! if the philosopheris to keep his judicial
position, he must never become one of the parties to the
fray.
What can he do, then,it will now be asked, except to fall
back on scepticism and give up the notionof being a philosopher at all?
But do we not already see a perfectlydefinitepath of escape which is open to him just because he is a philosopher,
and not the champion of one particularideal ? Since every
good which is demanded is eo ipso really good, must not the
(since all demands conguidingprincipleforethicalphilosophy
world) be simplyto
in
poor
this
satisfied
cannot
be
jointly
as
we can? That act
satisfyat all timesas manydemands
must be the best act, accordingly,which makes forthe best
whole,in the sense of awakening the least sum of dissatisfacthose ideals must be
tions. In the casuistic scale, therefore,
writtenhighest which prevail at the least cost,or by whose
realizationthe least possible numberof other ideals are destroyed. Since victoryand defeat theremust be, the victory
to be philosophicallyprayed foris that of the more inclusive
side, of the side which even in the hour of triumphwill to
some degree do justice to the Ideals in which the vanquished
party's interestslay. The course of historyis nothing but
the storyof men's struggles from generationto generation,
to find the more and more inclusive order. Invent some
mannerof realizingyour own ideals whichwill also satisfythe
alien demands,-that and thatonly is the path of peace! Fol
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lowing this path, society has shaken into one sort of relative
equilibriumafteranotherby a seriesof social discoveriesquite
analogous to those of science. Polyandryand polygamyand
slavery, private warfareand liberty to kill, judicial torture
and arbitraryroyal power have slowly succumbed to actually
aroused complaints; and though some one's ideals are unyet a vastly
questionablythe worse offforeach improvement,
greatertotal numberof them find shelterin our civilized societythan in the older savage ways. So farthen,and up to
date, the casuistic scale is made for the philosopheralready
farbetterthan he can ever make it for himself An experiment of the most searching kind has proved that the laws
and usages of the land are what yield the maximumof satisin
factionto the thinkerstakenall together. The presumption
cases of conflictmust always be in favorof the conventionally
recognizedgood; the philosophermust be a conservative,and
in the constructionof his casuistic scale, must put the things
mostin accordancewiththe customsof the communityon top.
And yet,if he be a true philosopher,he must see that there
is nothingfinal in any actually given equilibriumof human
ideals, but that,as our presentlaws and customs have fought
and conquered otherpast ones, so they will in their turn be
overthrownby any newly-discoveredorder,which will hush
up the complaintswhich they still give rise to, without producing others louder still. " Rules are made forman, not
man forrules,"-that one sentenceis enough to immortalize
Green's Prolegomena to Ethics. And althougha man always
risks much when he breaks away fromestablished rules and
strivesto realize a larger ideal whole than they permit of,yet
the philosophermust allow that itis at all times open to any
one to make the experiment,provided he fearnot to stake his
lifeand characterupon the throw. The pinch is always here.
Pent in under every systemof moral rules are innumerable
personswhom it weighs upon and goods which it represses;
and these are always rumblingand grumblingin the background and ready forany issue by which they may get free.
of privatepropertycovers,
See theabuses whichthe institution
is
so that even to-day it shamelesslyassertedamong us that
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one of the primefunctionsof thegeneralgovernmentis to help
individual citizensto grow rich. See the unnamed and unnamable sorrowswhich the tyranny,on the whole so beneficent,of the marriage-institution
brings to so many,both of
the married and the unwed. See the wholesale loss of
opportunityunder our regime of so-called equalityand industrialism,with the drummerand the counter-jumperin the
saddle, forso many facultiesand graces which could flourish
in the feudalworld. See our kindliness for the humble and
the outcast,how it wars with that sternweeding-outwhich
untilnow has been the conditionof every perfectionin the
breed. See everywherethe struggle and the squeeze; and
everlastinglythe problem how to make them less. The
anarchists,nihilists,and free-lovers;the socialists and single
tax men; the free-traders
and civil service reformers,
the prohibitionists and antivivisectionists;the radical Darwinians
with their idea of the suppression of the weak,-these and
all the conservative sentiments of society arrayed against
them,are simplydecidingthroughactual experimentby what
sort of conductthe maximum amount of good can be gained
and kept in this world. These experimentsare to be judged,
not 'a priori,but by actually findingafter the fact of their
making,how much more outcry or how much appeasement
comes about. What closet-solutionscan possibly anticipate
the resultof trialsmade on such a scale? Or what can any
superficialtheorist's judgment be Worth,in a world where
every one of thousands of ideals has its special champion
already providedin the shape of some genius expressly born
to feel it, and to fightto death in its behalf? The pure
philosopher can only follow the windings of the spectacle,
confidentthat the line of least resistance will always be
towards the richerand the more inclusive arrangement,and
that by one tack'afteranother some approach to the kingdom
of heaven is incessantlymade.

I V.
All this amountsto saying that,so faras the casuisticquestion goes, ethical science is just like physical science, and
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insteadof being deducible all at once fromabstractprinciples,
must simplybide its time,and be ready to revise its conclusions fromday to day. The presumptionof course, in both
sciences,always is thatthevulgarlyaccepted opinionsare true;
the truecasuistic order is thatwhich public opinion believes
in; and surelyit would be follyquite as great,in most of us, to
strikeout independentlyand aim at originalityin ethics as in
physics. Every now and then,however,some one is born
with the right to be original,and his revolutionarythought
or action may bear prosperous fruit. He may replace old
"laws of nature" by better ones; he may,by breaking old
moral rules in a certain place, bring in a total conditionof
things more ideal than would have followed had the rules
been kept.
On the whole, then,we must conclude that no philosophy
of ethics is possible in the old-fashionedabsolute sense of the
term. Everywhere the ethical philosopher must wait on
facts. The thinkerswho create,the ideals come he knows
not whence; theirsensibilitiesare evolved he knows not how;
and the question as to which of two conflictingideals will
give the best universe then and there, can be answered
by him only through the aid of the experience of other
men. I said some time ago, in treatingof the " first"question, that the intuitionalmoralists deserve credit for keeping most clearlyto the psychological facts. They do much
to spoil this merit on the whole, however,by mixing with
it that dogmatic temperwhich,by absolute distinctionsand
unconditional" thou shalt nots," changes a growing,elastic,
and continuous life into a superstitioussystemof relics and
dead bones. In point of fact,thereare no absolute evils,and
there are no non-moral goods; and the highestethical lifehoweverfewmay be called to bear its burdens-consists at
all timesin the breakingof rules which have grown too narrow forthe actual case. There is but one unconditionalc~ommandment,which is that thou shalt seek incessantly,with fear
and trembling,so to vote and to act as to bring about
the very largest total universe of good which thou canst
see. Abstract rules indeed can help; but they help the
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less in proportionas our intuitionsare more piercing,and
our vocation is the strongerfor the moral life. For every
real dilemma is in literal strictnessa unique situation; and
the exact combination of ideals realized and ideals disappointed which each decision creates is always a universe
without a precedent,and for which no adequate previous
rule exists. The philosopherthen,qua philosopher,is no better able to determinethe best universein the concrete emergency than other men. He sees, indeed, somewhat better
than most men what the question always is-not a question
of this good or that good simplytaken,but of the two total
universes with which these goods respectivelybelong. He
knows that he must vote always forthe richer universe,for
the good which seems most organizable,most fitto enterinto
complex combinations,most apt to be a member of a more
inclusive whole. But which particular universe this is, he
cannot know forcertainin advance, he only knows that if he
makes a bad mistake the cries of the wounded will soon informhim of the fact. In all this the philosopheris just like
the rest of us non-philosophers,
so faras we are just and symand so faras we are open to the voice of
patheticinstinctively,
complaint. His functionis in factindistinguishablefromthat
of the best kind of statesmanat the presentday. His books
upon ethics, therefore,so far as they trulytouch the moral
life,must more and more ally themselves with a literature
which is confessedlytentativeand suggestive ratherthan dogmatic,-I mean with novels and dramas of the deeper sort,
with sermons, with books on statecraftand philanthropy,
and social and economical reform. Treated in thisway ethical
treatisesmay be voluminous and luminous as well; but they
never can be final, except in their abstractestand vaguest
features; and they must more and more abandon the oldfashioned,clear-cut,and would-be " scientific"form.
V.
The chief of all the reasons why concrete ethics cannot
be finalis that theyhave to wait on metaphysicaland theological beliefs. I said some time back that real ethical relations
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existed in a purelyhuman world. They would exist even in
what we called a moral solitude if the thinkerhad various
ideals which took hold of him in turn. His self of one day
would make demands on his self of another,and some of the
demands might be urgent and tyrannicalwhile otherswere
gentle and' easily put aside. We call the tyrannicaldemands
imperatives. If we ignore these we do not hear the last of it.
The good whichwe have wounded returnsto plague us with
interminablecorps of consequentialdamages, compunctions,
and regrets. Obligation can thus exist inside a single thinker's consciousness; and perfect peace can abide with him
only so faras he lives according to some sort of a casuistic
scale which keeps his more imperativegoods on top. It is
the natureof these goods to be cruel to theirrivals. Nothing
shall avail when weighed in the balance against them. They
call out all the mercilessness in our disposition,and do not
easily forgive us if we are so soft-heartedas to shrinkfrom
sacrificein theirbehalf.
The deepest difference,
practically,in the moral lifeof man
is the differencebetween the easy-going and the strenuous
mood. When in the easy-going mood the shrinkingfrom
presentill is our rulingconsideration. The strenuous mood,
to presentill, if
on the contrary,makes us quite indifferent
only thegreaterideal be attained. The capacityforthe strenuous mood probably lies slumberingin everyman, but it has
more difficulty
in some, than in others, in waking up. It
needs the wilderpassions to arouse it,the big fears,loves, and
indignations; or else the deeply penetratingappeal of some
one of the higher fidelities,like justice, truth or freedom.
High reliefis a necessityof its vision; and a world where all
the mountainsare broughtdown and all the valleysare exalted
is no congenial place for its habitation. This is why in a
solitarythinkerthis mood mightslumberon foreverwithout
waking. His various ideals, known to himto be mere preferences of his own, are too nearlyof the same denominational
value: he can play fast or loose with them at will. This
too is why,in a merelyhuman world without a God,+the appeal to our moral energyfallsshortof its maximal stimulating
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power. Life,to be sure, is even in such a world a genuinely
ethical symphony; but it is played in the compass of a couple
of poor octaves,and the infinitescale of values fails to open
up. Many of us, indeed-like Sir James Stephen in those
eloquent "Essays by a Barrister,"-would openly laugh at
the veryidea of the strenuousmood being awakened in us by
those claims of Remote Posteritywhich constitutethe last
appeal of the religionof humanity. We do not love these men
of the futurekeenlyenough; and we love themperhapstheless
the more we hear of theirevolutionizedperfection,theirhigh
average longevityand education,theirfreedom fromwar and
crime,theirrelativeimmunityfrompain and zymoticdisease,
and all theirothernegativesuperiorities. This is all too finite,
we say, we see too well the vacuum beyond. It lacks the note
of infinitudeand mystery,and may all be dealt with in the
don't-caremood. No need of agonizingourselves or making
othersagonize forthese good creaturesjust at present.
When, however,we believe that a God is there,and that he
is one of the claimants,the infiniteperspectiveopens out.
The scale of the symphonyis incalculablyprolonged. The
more imperativeideals now begin to speak withan altogether
new objectivityand significance,and to utter the infinitely
penetrating,shattering,tragicallychallenging note of appeal.
They ring out like the call of Victor Hugo's Alpine eagle,
"qui parle au precipice et que le gouffreentend,"and the
strenuous mood awakens at the sound. It saith among the
trumpets,ha, ha; it smelleththe battleafaroff,the thunderof
the captains and the shouting. Its blood is up; and cruelty
to the lesser claims, so far frombeing a deterrentelement,
does but add to the sternjoy with which it leaps to answer
to the greater. All throughhistory,in the periodicalconflicts
of puritanismwith the don't-care temper,we see the antagonism of the strenuous and genial moods, and the contrast
betweenthe ethics of infiniteand mysteriousobligation from
on high,and those of prudenceand the satisfactionof merely
finiteneed.
The capacity of the strenuous mood lies so deep down
among our natural human possibilities that even if there
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were no metaphysicalor traditionalgrounds forbelievingin a
God, men would postulateone simplyas a pretextfor living
hard,and getting out of the game of existence its keenest
possibilities of zest. Our attitude towards concreteevils is
in a world where we believe thereare none
entirelydifferent
but finitedemanders,fromwhat itis in one wherewe joyously
face tragedyfor an infinitedemander's sake. Every sort of
energyand endurance,of courage and capacity forhandling
life's evils is set freein those who have religiousfaith. For
this reason the strenuoustype of characterwill on the battlefield of human historyalways outwear the easy-going type
and religionwill drive irreligionto the wall.
It would seem too-and thisis my final conclusion-that
the stable and systematicmoral universeforwhich the ethical
philosopherasks is fullypossible only in a world where there
is a divine thinker with all-enveloping demands. If such
a thinkerexisted, his way of subordinatingthe demands to
each other would be the finallyvalid casuistic scale; his
claims would be the most appealing; his ideal universewould
be the most inclusiverealizable whole. If he now exist,then
actualized in his thoughtalready mustbe thatethical philosophy which we seek afteras the patternwhich our own must
evermoreapproach.* In the interestsof our own ideal of
systematicallyunifiedmoral truth,therefore,
we, as would-be
philosophers,must postulate a divine thinker,and pray for
the victoryof the religious cause. Meanwhile,exactly what
the thoughtof the infinitethinkermay be is hidden from us
even were we sure of his existence; so that our postulation
of him afterall serves only to let loose in us the strenuous
mood. But this is what it does in all men,even those who
have no interest in philosophy. The ethical philosopher,
wheneverhe venturesto say which course of action
therefore,
level fromthe common
is the best is on no essentiallydifferent
* All this is set forthwith great freshnessand force in the work of my
colleague, ProfessorJosiah Royce: "The Religious Aspect of Philosophy."
Boston, I885.
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man. "See I have set beforethee this day lifeand good, and
choose life that thou and thyseed
death and evil, therefore,
may live,"-when this challenge comes to us, it is simplyour
characterand total personal genius that are on trial; and if
we invoke any so-called philosophy,our choice and use of
that also are but revelationsof our individual aptitude or incapacity formoral life. From this unsparing practicalordeal
no professor'slectures and no arrayof books can save us.
The solving word forthe learned and the unlearnedman alike
lies, in the last resort,inthe dumb willingnessesand unwillingnesses of their interiors,and nowhere else. It is not in
heaven, neitheris it beyond the sea. But the word is very
nigh unto thee, in thy mouth and in thy heart that thou
mayestdo it.
WILLIAM

HARVARD

JAMES.

UNIVERSITY.

ANOTHER

VIEW

OF THE
TENURE.

ETHICS

OF

LAND-

THE well-writtenessay by Professor Clark, in the first
number of this review, on the ethics of land-tenure,is of
special interest,on account of the contrastbetweenhis views
and those of Mr. George, the most prominentof the opponents of the presentsystemof land-tenure. Before,however,
judging of the right and wrong of our present system of
land-tenure,as presented by these writers,it is necessaryto
analyze the position of each to see upon what kind of an
economic system they base their doctrines. It is plain that
they have economic worlds in mind,which are radicallydifferentfromone another,and naturallythe ethical judgments
which they make respectingthese worlds are very different.
It seems to me that both ProfessorClark and Mr. George
are seeking for an ethical judgment rather than forthe ethical principle upon which judgments should be based. The
real question is to find the ethical principleupon which the
ethical judgment should rest. To do this successfullythe
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