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Book Review [4233 words]

Sweet, William, ed., The Bases of Ethics. Marquette University Press, 2000.

This impressive book is comprised of a collection of articles that address the question of a foundation for ethics. As the editor notes, most of the articles reflect a concern as to how ethical principles and practices can be, or are, justified, and such a concern is perhaps more readily appreciated within the context of contemporary debates on foundationalism. The articles, taken as a whole, do not provide us with a clear consensus on the question of a foundation for ethics, yet the reader is alerted to the need for clearly defined parameters for debate. These parameters not only help to dispel various misunderstandings that impede debate, but they provide a structure in which we may refine any further discussion concerning the bases of ethics. 

Roger Sullivan’s article focuses on the historical origins of our classical ethical theories. He deplores the tendency of recent textbooks in ethics to reflect the abstract ahistoricity of linguistic analysis. He argues that such an approach fails to appreciate that our classical moral theories (Biblical, Greek, Kantian, and Utilitarian) did not simply appear out of nowhere, but rather they were the outcome of deeply felt situations and events that were particularly pressing at the time of their origin. Relying on Kant’s distinction between the public and private domains of moral experience, Sullivan makes a cogent case for situating Biblical and Greek morality within the private domain and situating Kantian and Utilitarian morality within the public domain. Whereas the Judeo-Christian moral tradition underscores individual intentions and motives, in which the public realm is secondary to the salvation of one’s soul and the Greek ethical tradition focuses on one’s moral character, Kantian morality constructs a theory of the moral universe by setting public, universal and absolute limits beyond which no one should ever go and Utilitarian morality is mostly concerned with rules of justice that will best promote the public weal. His point is that we ought not to presuppose that any single moral theory will be conceptually strong enough to be able to resolve every moral issue; rather each of these theories needs to be complemented by at least one other in order to articulate more fully our moral experience. Yet, how are we to be guided in the application of theory to practice? Sullivan seems to favour a case-by-case strategy as a guide. For example, if locating a particular issue in the public arena generates only confusion and offers no clear possibility of a resolution, he suggests that we should be willing to relocate it in the private arena as the better alternative. This suggests, however, not only that clear distinctions can be made between the public and private realm, but that moral problems can be resolved by appeal to either one or a combination of these classical moral theories. While Sullivan has made a compelling case for situating moral problems within the context of actual, deeply felt situations, it is not clear that the distinction between the public and private realms can be easily made, nor is it clear that these theories, whether taken individually or as a complementary set, provide a sufficient foundation for ethics. Nevertheless, Sullivan’s insights are invaluable in furthering the debate on the foundation of ethics. 

Some maintain that any attempt to establish a foundation for ethics must find its proper context within a metaphysical framework. Lawrence Dewan relies on the Thomistic conception of philosophical wisdom when he argues that an inquiry into the foundation of ethics raises the question of the reality of nature. Following this line, the task of wisdom is to present the ordered vision of nature. Wisdom is understood to be that philosophical knowledge that says whatever is possible about God and the relation of other things to God. Dewan proposes that ethics has, as its proper foundation, the consideration of the relation between human beings and God.  As distinct from the data of revealed religion that is the object of faith, philosophical wisdom relies on natural ethics associated with a metaphysics of divine order in things. For Dewan, an ethical theory would require that human action is voluntary and that voluntary actions need rational direction. In the Thomistic view, since actions are performed in things as having individual being, the knowledge that directs action must extend to the consideration of things as individuals. Moreover, the truth that nature acts for an end is crucial for the existence of ethics. Now a things is said to be perfect insofar as it has esse (being), and each thing has an appetite for its own perfection. Thus, goodness is perfection, since goodness is the object of appetite. For Aquinas, human beings have an intellectual or rational appetite for the good, and he identifies this inclination towards the good in its universality as “the will.” It is this rational capacity that places human beings above brute animals in the hierarchy of the relationship to God and other things. Here, Aquinas makes a highly contentious point with respect to the killing of brute animals. As Dewan notes, Aquinas specifies that what is forbidden is the taking of rational life. In the order of things, brute animals are less perfect and the less perfect are for the more perfect. Dewan concedes that this emphasis on rational capacity alone is a rather outmoded view, and one may even register astonishment and revulsion that sentience (the ability to feel pain) is not even credited as a criterion or consideration for ethical practice. But Dewan’s main point seems to be that ethics is possible only because of man’s rational capacity to grasp that God is the ultimate end for man. In other words, to grasp fully this relationship between man and God would be to establish a secure foundation for ethics. While this is an impressive scholarly meditation on the foundation of ethics, a question may be raised, however, as to whether we are capable of grasping such a relationship, at least with the certainty and fullness that seems to be required. 

In his attempt to identify a proper context in which to discuss a foundation for ethics, Leslie Armour offers an illuminating interpretation of Descartes’ moral theory. While the popular view seems to be that Descartes tried to build a moral theory on the “thin reed” of human reason, Armour demonstrates that Descartes built his moral theory on the passions as modified by reason. Following this line, there is an ethics of generosity that lies at the heart of Descartes’ moral theory.  For Armour, this notion of generosity is associated with his firm belief that, for human beings, the idea of infinity has a logical priority – that the infinity he associated with God is expressed through us. This notion of generosity is intimately bound us with human freedom and love of others. Now, it is because we are free that we are alone and must make our own decisions. But it is because we are free that we can grasp that not only we ourselves but also other free beings share in the infinite capacity of creativity. While we may see ourselves as partial representations of an infinite capacity for freedom and creativity, we may come to understand that it is only through other beings that we may experience vicariously what we cannot experience for ourselves alone. By coming to love others as expressions of the infinite, we see that the ethics of generosity is rooted in a metaphysics of community. For Armour, Descartes’ ultimate goal is to show that real objective values may enter into our lives through the space we create in facing up to wonder and in putting rational structure on the passions. Once separated from things by wonder, we can no longer just sit back and let nature take its course. The ability to wonder allows us to initiate a break in the chain of nature, so that we are not simply passive subjects of God, but rather we have the sense of actively co-operating in creation. As an historical reference, Armour cites the influence of John the Scot. This notion of co-operation may also be detected in Hannah Arendt’s conception of co-operation in the creation of freedom in the public realm. It is because we are able to act initiate something new in much the same way that we create art or poetry that our freedom is characterized by a radical sense of spontaneity, in which the passions cannot be accounted for by a scientific explanation. It is in this mode of freedom that we grasp the possibility of the infinite. As free beings, we are outside the limits of categories, and this is how we come to have a share in the infinite. As the infinite finds its expression in the finite, it becomes the source of objective values for all free beings who share in the infinite capacity for creativity. The point is clearly made that the foundation for ethics rests not on an indisputable claim of reason, such as the truth of the cogito, but rather that ethics is guided more by a deep-seated sense of wonder and shared passion that we are somehow able to co-operate with this infinite capacity for creativity, and for love. This is a very compelling interpretation of Descartes, although it may leave one wondering how it is that reason modifies the passions.

The notion of an affective mode as a foundation for ethics is taken up in T.L.S. Sprigge’s defense of Schopenhauer, in which he agrees that compassion is both a form of knowledge and basic to ethics. Yet, Sprigge distances himself from Schopenhauer’s position, by claiming that morality has other sources as well. Sprigge maintains that Nietzsche’s criticisms of an ethics of compassion, though rather overstated, do include insights that call for some qualification of Schopenhauer’s approach. For Schopenhauer, man is motivated by pure egoism. This springs from a false sense of separateness pertaining to each phenomenal manifestation of the one cosmic Will – the single thing in itself behind the phenomenal world. As egoists, we sense the need for some co-operation with our other human beings, if our lives are not to be nasty, brutish and short. Moral goodness is evoked when we suppose that someone has risen above the level of normal human egoism and has been inspired by a selfless wish to relieve the suffering of others. Thus, to feel compassion is to see through the fall sense of separateness to the underlying reality. Compassion rests upon the knowledge that it is one’s deeper self that suffers too in others. This leads to a readiness to help others in their need and to refrain from what would harm them. As Sprigge suggests, Nietzsche is opposed to an ethics of pity and compassion, for, among other things, it is associated with a regrettable Christian cult of suffering and it signifies the imposition of a weak herd morality upon the strong of the earth. Sprigge adds that Schopenhauer presents a rather doleful picture of moral goodness, and one which provoked a rather strong reaction in Nietzsche. For Schopenhauer, pleasure and joy are nothing positive but merely the feeling of relief from pain. Sprigge counters that one can surely enjoy someone else’s happiness as truly as you can find their happiness painful. His point is that compassion and suffering represent only half the foundation of ethics; the other half would be an inclination to promote a positive sense of joy and pleasure. In short, Sprigge argues that one may agree with Schopenhauer that compassion is an important ethical motivator, while preferring to see it as one main aspect of a fellow feeling which extends also to pleasure at another’s joy. It is the equal reality of suffering and joy wherever it occurs which is the most fundamental truth underlying a satisfactory ethics. For Sprigge, these are objective facts of moral experience, for they are deeply felt by us as the need to reduce pain and suffering and the need to increase and promote joy and happiness. With respect to his qualified support for Schopenhauer’s position, Sprigge argues that it may make more sense to help others out of a rational grasp of the requirements of human solidarity than out of distressing emotions. To claim that human solidarity has its basis both in empathy and in the rational grasp of the need for happy relations with others may suggest that reason is either connected to, or modifies, the passions. And so one may be left wondering as to the nature of this relationship between reason and the passions in defining our moral experience. 

The role of reason in our moral experience is discussed in Kenneth Schmitz’s article on Jacques Maritain and Karol Wojtyla. Both are critical of the subjectivism of modern culture and thought, but for Wojtyla the context of subjectivity is set phenomenologically by Husserl. In his critique of the malaise of modernity, Maritain relies on the traditional metaphysical principles of Thomas Aquinas when he claims that there has been an inversion of reason and intellect, where instrumental reasoning is given primacy in the service of non-rational and often irrational ends. This is a form of voluntarism that urges the subordination of reason to the will, and results in the withdrawal of the will into absolute isolation. This partition and isolation of the human person is also central to Wojtyla’s critique of modernity, especially his critique of Kant and Scheler. Focusing more on the character of moral action, and less broadly than Maritain on the whole of culture, Wojtyla contends that neither Kant nor Scheler are able to give a full account of moral life. While Scheler places almost exclusive emphasis on the emotional experience of values and excludes the will from a determining role in morality, Kant identifies the person with a pure rational will and not the full-bodied metaphysical composite of matter and form. Thus, there is an emphasis on the consciousness of felt values (Scheler) or duty (Kant). Neither can account for the entirety of the human person as a responsible moral agent, or for why our moral actions qualify ourselves in an absolute way as good or evil persons.  Both Maritain and Wojtyla recognize subjectivity as the central achievement of modernity, and both see the flaw of modernity as the withdrawal into the self, where the self is raised to the status of an absolute. Yet, despite their substantial agreement, Wojtyla’s turn to phenomenology results from his conviction that traditional metaphysics cannot take adequate account of this turn to subjectivity in modern times, for it renders modern interiority in terms that fit all and every being rather than in concrete terms that are more appropriate to lived inner experience. In short, Wojtyla’s emphasis is more on the person as an individual agent or acting person rather than as a substantial being in the rational mode. Schmitz suggests that Wojtyla’s turn to phenomenology allows us to better incorporate the modern emphasis on subjectivity while still situating the philosophy of the person in the context of traditional Aristotelian-Thomistic metaphysics. This seems like a promising approach, although one may question whether the phenomenological turn to the lived inner experience of the subject moves perhaps too far from an objective rationalist foundation for ethics.

Hugo Meynell argues that the debate over a foundation of ethics has more to do with a series of unfortunate but influential accidents in the history of thought – scientism and logical positivism. He argues that if scientism were true, then everything we say or thought would be in principle exhaustively explicable in terms that make no appeal to reason. For example, if Skinner were right, our thoughts and actions would be simply due to a history of positive reinforcements working on innate predispositions. Moreover, the view of logical positivism, with its refusal to define the good in terms of any property or set of properties, means that call something good is not to describe it or say anything about it; it is rather to evince an emotion. Against the positions of scientism and logical positivism, he supports the view put forth by Martin Milligan that the good is related to the needs and feelings of persons and other sentient beings rather as the truths of natural science are related to sense experience. For Meynell, we can be as attentive, intelligent and reasonable as to what fosters the happiness of sensitive and rational agents, consistently with fairness, as we can with respect to any other matter of fact; and by being so, we come to know what is really good. Yet, it is not clear just how the good is related to the needs and feelings of persons and other sentient creatures, and in the absence of a clear connection, there may arise a question as to what would constitute this foundation of ethics.

Perhaps one way to bridge the idea of the good with the needs and feelings of others is to focus on the formation of persons. Thomas DeKoninck suggests that the formation of persons is the result of education and culture. He claims that learning to enjoy the extraordinary beauty of the life of the mind is a natural fruit of education and we ought not to deprive anyone of this experience. DeKoninck adds that the humanities are as vital for the future as is the universal recognition of human dignity, for nothing brings out human dignity better than does a culture of enlightenment. His point seems be that human dignity represents a universal moral instinct which helps to provide a foundation for ethics. The question as to what a person is and how one person is related to another is not only pertinent in DeKoninck’s article, but also it is a theme taken up in the aforementioned articles. Whether one conceives of this foundation in terms of the relationship between human beings and God (see Dewan’s article) or in terms of an ethics of generosity that is rooted in a metaphysics of community (see Armour’s article), there seems to be a good case for claiming that a foundation for ethics must consider the nature and formation of the person and the relation between persons.  Elizabeth Trott argues that moral discourse must operate with a part-whole metaphysics, where the whole is understood to be greater than the sum of its parts. She deplores the tendency on the part of some modern and contemporary thinkers to defer to the “celebrity status” of the individual. Without a proper sense of public self or public identity, there is simply no foundation for shared moral discourse. In line with DeKoninck’s discussion of education and culture, Trott cautions against constructing a world of parts so disparate in their identities and so disparaging of public moral language that we leave our youth in a moral vacuum.  

In the attempt to identify the root causes of moral failure, some feminist thinkers point to the historical tradition of patriarchy. According to Monique Dumais, some of the claims made by radical feminists include the rejection of universal truth as well as a critique of rationality as a normative notion.  With respect to establishing a basis for a feminist ethics, there is a movement to promote solidarity with those who suffer injustices and to promote moral accountability within the limits set by our relatedness to others and to our environment. The idea of promoting solidarity with those who suffer injustices brings to mind Sprigge’s qualified support for Schopenhauer’s ethics of compassion. If we were to rely on Sprigge’s view that compassion is one aspect of a fellow feeling which extends also to pleasure at another’s joy, then we perhaps ought to reconsider the feminist position on the promotion of solidarity with those who suffer injustices. In other words, the feminist perspective may have to be revised to accommodate a “fellow” feeling which extends also to pleasure. We may find evidence of this in Mary Daly’s discussion of lust, although it is not clear whether this exaltation at participating in an ultimate/intimate reality can be extended to all human beings regardless of gender. 

While an ethics of compassion may prove problematic, the rejection of universal truth and the critique of rationality as a normative notion may pose even more serious challenges to a foundation for ethics. Louis Perron relies on Jean Ladrière’s eschatology of reason when he suggests that ethics is continually confronted with the relativity of moral norms. The challenge then is to rethink ethics in terms of historicity. This idea of historicity undermines the idea of absolute and apodictic reason, so that an approach to absolute validity is replaced by the notion of knowledge that is always uncertain of its foundations and aware of its vulnerability. While this perspective does not preclude a foundation for ethics, it does emphasize that our ethical outlook is essentially inexhaustible, in that it resides only partly within the spatio-temporal concrete conditions of worldliness; that is, it is only through historical situations or concrete lived experience that the ethical requirement manifests itself. Its ultimate fulfillment can be represented only as a pure horizon of possibility and hope, because it is situated beyond the world. Here we may grasp the paradoxical sense of the eschaton as it applies to a foundation for ethics, for it refers to a reality that manifests itself both as something present and awaiting us in the future. In short, the ethical experience is lived in the mode of suspense, of what is yet to happen, and even of mystery. While we must answer the demands of an ethical outlook that manifests itself only partly in particular historical situations, we must bear the reality of our imperfect and inadequate knowledge. This is a sensitive and poignant perspective on our moral experience, for it underscores the challenge and uncertainty inherent in the attempt to grasp the promise and hope for ultimate ethical fulfillment within the finitude of concrete lived experience. 

If the attempt to establish a strict foundationalist ethics appears to be highly problematic, this need not deter us from striving to establish appropriate parameters. Will Sweet suggests that what makes ethics practices possible – besides the existence of various institutions and the appeal to tradition – is the existence of ideas that are controlling or dominant in human consciousness. He illustrates this point with the hypothetical example of two pre-technological communities coming into contact for the first time, with the purpose of joining forces to hunt for food. Such an undertaking, according to Sweet, presumes the prior existence of a number of ideas that must be found in both groups, such as what it is to be a potential friend or ally, what it is to be hungry, what the object of the hunt is, etc. It is these ideas that provide the parameters for the practice of joining forces to hunt for food. While Sweet concedes that such ideas do not constitute a foundation from which one can deductively infer what practices one must engage in, he does maintain that they nevertheless provide a basis for communication between these communities and are thereby a means by which apparent incommensurability among traditions can be overcome. Sweet’s point is that we can talk of justification of ethical beliefs and practices that are not relative to a particular practice or tradition. This is really a response to Alisdair MacIntyre’s perspective on ethics. For MacIntyre, one should not assume that there is a foundation for ethics, in the sense of there being a set of self-evident axioms from which all ethical principles can be derived, and so he suggests that we focus instead on the phenomenon of moral activity. He adds that what we generally take to be basic beliefs already depend on our participation within a practice, where the practice itself provides the framework by which the belief is intelligible and is the context on the basis of which we can act on it. Sweet counters that when we consider the phenomenon of ethical insight, we see not only that it must be based on a previous tradition or practice, but that there must be coherence – not just with other beliefs, but with the world in which ethical belief and ethical practice takes place. This presupposes an understanding of beliefs present in other practices and in other traditions concerning what is real, and this concern for what is real presupposes the primacy of metaphysics over epistemology as a more proper context for discourse on ethics. For Sweet, if such an approach to ethical theory is legitimate, we not only do not have surrender the possibility of progress or criticism in ethics, but we may even have a basis for saying that moral standards are not exhaustively determined or set by the historical context in which they arise, and that there may be reasons for preferring one practice over another.

As a concluding note, while we may not have sufficient grounds for a strict foundationalist ethics, there appears to be strong support for the view that we can have moral knowledge and that ethical principles and practices can be justified. Support for this view can be found in considerations concerning the metaphysical context of ethical discourse, the possibility of objective facts of moral experience, the formation of persons and the nature of the relationship between persons, and the universal moral instinct underpinning human dignity.
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