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Introduction

§1 KILLING AND LETTING DIE

The essays in this volume deal with questions about the value of life
and the morality of killing and letting die. It is difficult to imagine
more important questions. We live arnid a sea of death-by-killing,
something we are reminded of every day by stories in the news. A
husband decapitates his wife and children, then leaps to his own death.
A convicted murderer’is executed by a firing squad or by lethal injec-
tion. Wars between nations break out and the death toll of combatants
and civilians mounts daily. In hospitals and clinics, millions of human
fetuses are aborted every year. Elsewhere, a fatally ill woman,
wracked by unrelenting, untreatable pain, is given an overdose of
sleeping pills by her son and dies quietly in her sleep. Familiar stories
all. We know them well, at least at a distance. They are what people
talk about. A lot.

How ought we to think about these cases of killing? In the case of
suicide, for example, ought we to think that all suicides are wrong and
should be prevented? Or is it more reasonable to think that no one has
a right to stop people from doing what they want, including taking
their own lives? Does a person’s age make any difference? And what
of the suicide’s mental condition? Or imagine: A close friend has been
in an automobile accident. His face is permanently disfigured. He has
lost both arms. He will never walk again, never even leave his bed. He
is in almost constant pain. He pleads with us to kill him. Ought we to
do so? Since he is not going to die soon as a result of his injuries,
wouldn’t we be guilty of murder if we killed him? And isn’t murder
always wrong? The questions come easily. Answers, and the means of
defending them, may not.

3
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The issues we must face go beyond just those that involve killing,
however. Imagine that a baby is lying face down in a shallow pond. We
can save the child if we but lift her from the water. Suppose we don’t
and the child drowns. Here there is no question of our killing the
baby. But we have let the baby die. And sometimes letting someone
die seems to be a terribly immoral thing to do. Yet an estimated ten
thousand human beings die every day from lack of food. If we are
doing nothing to prevent this, are we then just as guilty as someone
who would let a small baby drown when this could be prevented? Or,
again, unknown numbers of “defective” newborns are denied the
necessary care that would prolong their lives: they are “allowed to
die,” sometimes over a period of days, often in apparently acute pain.
Can this be justified? And if it can, why not simply kill these infants
outright by painless means rather than allow their lingering, pointless

suffering? Like the questions about the morality of suicide, these ques-_

tions cannot be omitted from an examination of the morality of killing
and letting die.

But not just huran beings are killed; not just human beings are
allowed to die. In all large cities, vast numbers of animals are killed
every day to supply people with the meat they are accustomed to
eating. More than five billion animals are killed every year, just in the
United States, to be eaten as steaks and chops, drumsticks and roasts.
In these same cities, moreover, scientists are daily at work testing the
safety of new products, such as deodorants and eye shadow, by using
laboratory animals. Can this use of animals be justified? Or is their
routine use as “models” morally objectionable? Ought it to be
stopped? If we are seriously to think about the morality of killing and
letting die, the killing and letting die of animals cannot escape our
notice.

But there is more. Virgin forests and wilderness areas are de-
stroyed to make room for roads, pipelines, resort complexes. Rivers
become clogged avenues of waste and pollution, and myriad forms of
complex vegetative and animal life are destroyed. Entire species are
rendered extinct. There is even talk of the oceans “dying.” Are we
doing anything wrong when we treat nature in this way, and if so,
why? Is it possible to develop an environmental ethic in which trees
and fields, the creatures of the sea and sagebrush have a right to life?
Or is the idea of a right necessarily restricted to human beings?

The essays in this volume explore these and related questions. The
authors are moral philosophers. Moral philosophers are persons who
take a special interest in thinking carefully about questions that con-
cern moral right and wrong, good and bad, duty and obligation. Their

objectives include understanding questions like those posed in the -

preceding paragraphs and in giving what they think are the most
reasonable answers to them.

Like others who seek to replace opinion with understanding, these
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philosophers do not always agree on what is true. Some affirm that
individuals have value; others deny this. Some argue that people _ha.ve
rights; others fail to see them. So we must not expect to find unax.mmty
on all important questions in the pages that lie ahead. But dgsplte the
presence of some vital disagreements, the contributors tf’ this volume
agree about many essential matters; for exa.mple3 they think that some
tempting ways to answer moral questions are _rmstaken and confusgd.
Agreement at this level is important. Without it the present collection
of essays would have as much organization as Joe, Curley, and. Moe
have when they try to enter a door at the same time. The remainder
of this introduction attempts to highlight some of the shared assump-
tions the contributors bring to their work, assumption§ that more often
than not go unstated. The hope is that by understanding what they do
not say we might better understand what they do.

I. META-ETHICS

§2 CONCEPTUAL ANALYSIS

The first idea that requires attention is that of conceptu?.l”ana.lysis.
Philosophers frequently use the words “conceptual‘ analysis” to refer
to the activity of clarifying our concepts or ideas. Slnce. we use words
to express our concepts, the goal of conceptual ana}lys‘15 is to reac}.l a
clearer understanding of the meaning of words. Achieving Sl:lCh clarity
is absolutely vital. If we do not have a clear understand}ng of the
meanings of words, we will not have a clear undgrstandmg Qf our
questions. And if we do not understand our questions, we will nf)t
understand what count as answers to them. This is especially Frue in
the case of questions that ask whether something %s morally right or
wrong—for example, whether the use of violence is wrong. If we do
not understand what violence is, how can we even begin to consider
the question of its morality? o

One way to think about conceptual analysis is in te:rms of necessary
and sufficient conditions. If x is a necessary condition of y, then y
cannot be the case if x is not the case; in other words, if not x, then
not y. Being a plane closed figure or having intserior angles, for exam-
ple, is a necessary condition of something’s being a Frla.ngle. A suffi-
cient condition is different. If a is a sufficient condition of b, then b
will be the case if g is the case; that is, if a, then b. Being a plane closed
figure with only three sides or only three interior angles, for example,
is a sufficient condition of something’s being a triangle. .

A necessary condition may not also be sufficient, and vice versa.
For example, while being a plane closed figure is. a necessary condition
of something’s being a triangle, it is not sufficient: There are many
plane closed figures that are not triangles—e.g., rectangles. Again, that
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something is a Cadillac Seville is a sufficient condition of its being a car,
but being a Cadillac Seville is not a necessary condition of being a car:
There are many cars that are not Cadillac Sevilles.

The ideas of necessary and sufficient conditions relate to the activ-
ity of conceptual analysis in the following way. Conceptual analysis
can be understood as the attempt to state the necessary and sufficient
conditions of the correct use of a given concept. The aims of concep-
tual analysis, on this view, are thus (1) to state, so far as it is possible,
those conditions which, if they are not satisfied, prevent the concept
in question from being correctly applied—the necessary conditions of
correct use—and (2) to state those conditions which, if they are sat-

isfied, permit the concept to be correctly applied—the sufficient con-:

ditions of correct use. In this view of conceptual analysis, an analysis
is itself correct to the extent that it states the necessary and sufficient
conditions of correct use.

Now, sometimes it is not possible to give a rvomplete set of neces-
sary and sufficient conditions, and sometimes the conditions given
cannot be very precise. For example, though a triangle must have no
more nor less than three interior angles, how many hairs a person must
be missing to be bald is far less precise. We should not expect all
concepts to be analyzable in the way concepts in mathematics are.
Some “defy analysis” in the sense that it is not possible to give a
complete set of quite precise necessary and sufficient conditions. How-
ever, even in the case of these concepts, one ought to strive to reach
the highest degrée of completeness and precision possible. The more
complete and exact we can make our understanding of a given con-
cept, the more likely we will be to understand those questions in
which the concept figures.

If we think of the concepts that play central roles in the essays in
this volume—suicide, euthanasia, and punishment, for example—we
can anticipate some difficulties for conceptual analysis. Unlike ‘trian-
gle’, these concepts are not very precise. Take suicide. Many people
think that a necessary and sufficient condition of a man’s act being a
suicide is that he killed himself intentionally. But both these ideas—
‘intentional’ and ‘self-killing’—are not as precise as ‘three interior
angles’, which makes it necessary to think hard about them to see just
what they do and do not mean. In his essay on this topic, Tom L.
Beauchamp discusses this analysis of suicide and considers cases that
call its correctness into question—for example, a case where a termi-
nally ill man refuses medical treatment that would prolong his life and
dies as a result. Here there seems to be no reason to say that the man
killed himself—the disease killed him. And yet, might it not be true
to say that he committed suicide?

The reasons that can be given for or against competing analyses
of the concept of suicide must await a reading of Beauchamp’s essay.
And similar remarks apply to alternative analyses of the other impor-
tant concepts that dot the landscape in each of the essays. In the
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essays by Donald VanDeVeer and Joel Feinberg, for example., the
concept ‘person’ is examined at length, and the view that being a
human being is a necessary and sufficient condition of being a person
is subjected to a critical review. As these examples suggest, phﬂ'oso-
phers do not always agree on what the correct analysis of. a given
concept is, even when they agree that conceptual analysis is impor-
tant. The merits of alternative analyses will have to be considered in
the essays that lie ahead.

§3 IS THERE A CORRECT METHOD FOR ANSWERING
MORAL QUESTIONS?

The conceptual analysis of key moral concepts is one part of what is
called “meta-ethics.” The other major component of meta-ethics is the
inquiry into the correct method for answering moral questions. Such
a method would function in the case of moral questions in ways that
are analogous to how the scientific method functions in t.he case of
scientific questions. This latter method does not itself contain answers
to particular questions (for example, about what happens to thfa pres-
sure of a gas when the temperature is raised). Rather, the scientific
method can be understood as specifying how we must approach par-
ticular questions if we are to give scientific answers to them,; it d.eﬁn.es,
one might say, what it is to think about questions “from the. scientific
point of view.” Well, if there is a correct method for answering mor.al
questions, similar things would be true of it: It would not itself cqntam
answers to particular moral questions (for example, whether wilder-
ness should be preserved only if it is economically profitable to do so);
rather, it would specify how we must approach questions if we are to
give moral answers to them—if, that is, we are to give answers “from
the moral point of view.”

Whether there even exists such a method, not surprisingly, is a very
controversial question. Some philosophers think there is; others th%nk
not. And among those who think there is, some think it is one thing
while others think it is something different.

It will not be possible to examine these controversies in all the
detail they deserve. Instead a rough sketch will be given of some of
the central issues. Two ideas in particular are important. First, there
is the matter of how not to answer moral questions; this idea is ex-
plored in §4. Second, there is the idea of an ideal moral judgment.; this
is discussed in §5. The relevance of these ideas to the essays will be
explained as we proceed.

§4 SOME WAYS NOT TO ANSWER MORAL QUESTIONS

Moral Judgments and Personal Preferences Some people like classi-
cal music; others do not. Some people think bourbon is just great;
others detest its taste. Some people will go to a lot of trouble to spend
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an afternoon in the hot sun at the beach; others can think of nothing
worse. In all these cases disagreement in preference exists. Someone
likes something; someone else does not. Are moral disagreements,
disagreements over whether something is morally right or wrong,
good or bad, just or unjust, the same as disagreements in preference?

It does not appear so. For one thing, when a person (say, Jack) says
he likes something, he is not denying what another person Jilly says
if she says she does not like it. Suppose Jack says “I (Jack) like bourbon,”
and Jill says “I (Jill) do not like bourbon.” Then clearly Jill does nc’)t
deny what Jack says. To deny what Jack says, Jill would have to say
“You (Jack) do not like bourbon,” which is not what she says. So, in
general, when two persons express different personal preferences, the
one does not deny what the other affirms. It is perfectly possible‘;for
tt’iwo opposing expressions of personal preference to be true at the same

me.

When two people express conflicting judgments about the morality
of something, however, the disagreement is importantly different.
Suppose Jack says, “War is always wrong,” while Jill says, “War is
sometimes permissible.” Then Jill is denying what Jack affirms; she is
denying that war is always wrong, so that if what she said were true
what Jack said would have to be false. Some philosophers have denied’
this. They have maintained that moral judgments should be under-
stood as expressions of personal preferences. Though this view de-
serves to be mentioned with respect, it is doubtful that it is correct.
When people say that something is morally right or wrong, it is always
appropriate to ask them to give reasons to justify their judgment,
reasons for accepting their judgment as correct. In the case of personal
preferences, however, such requests are inappropriate. If Jack says he
likes to go to the beach, it hardly seems apt to press him to give reasons
to justify what he says. If he says abortion is always wrong, however
it is highly relevant to test Jack’s judgment by examining the reasons:
he gives for thinking what he does.

This difference between expressions of differing personal prefer-
ence and conflicting moral judgments points to one way not to answer
moral questions. Given that moral judgments are not just expressions
of personal preference, it follows that moral right and wrong cannot
be determined just by finding out about the personal preferences of
some particular person—say, Jack. This is true even in the case of our
own preferences. Our personal preferences are certainly important,

3}1;‘1‘:’6 do not answer moral questions just by saying what we like or
islike.

Moral Judgments and Feelings Closely connected with personal
preferences are a person’s feelings, and some philosophers have main-
tained that words like ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ are devices we use merely
to express how we feel about something. In this view, when Barbie
says that we ought to permit capital punishment, what she conveys is
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that she has certain positive feelings toward having the death penalty;
whereas when Ken says that we ought not to have it, what he expresses
is that he has feelings of disapproval. It is as if what Barbie says is,
“Death penalty, hurray!”—while what Ken says is, “Death penalty,
boo!”

This position encounters problems of the same kind as those raised
in the previous section. It is not appropriate to ask for justification in
the case of mere expressions of feeling. True, if Ken is sincere, one can
infer that he has strong negative feelings toward the death penalty.
But his saying that we ought not to have it does not appear to be simply
a way of venting his feelings (or of eliciting ours). As in the case of a
person’s preferences, so also in the case of a person’s feelings: neither
by itself provides answers to moral questions.

Why Thinking It So Does Not Make It So The same is true about what
someone thinks. Quite aside from her feelings, Bonnie, if she is sin-
cere, does think that we who are well off ought to make sacrifices to
help feed the many starving people in the world if she says that we
ought to do so. Nevertheless, if her judgment is a moral judgment,
what she means cannot be “I (Bonnie) think we who are well off ought
to make sacrifices to help feed the many starving people in the world.”
If it were, then she would not be affirming something that Clyde
denies, when he says “We who are well off ought not to make such
sacrifices.” Each would merely be stating that each thinks something,
and it is certainly possible for it both to be true that Bonnie thinks that
we ought to make sacrifices for those who are starving and, at the
same time, that Clyde thinks we ought not. So if Clyde is denying what
Bonnie affirms, he cannot merely be stating that he thinks that we
ought not to make sacrifices for these people. Thus, the fact that Clyde
happens to think what he does is just as irrelevant to establishing
whether we ought or ought not to make sacrifices to help those who
are starving as are Ken’s feelings about the death penalty. And the
same is true concerning what we happen to think. Our thinking some-
thing right or wrong is not what makes it so.

The Irrelevance of Statistics Someone might think that though what
one person happens to think or feel about moral issues does not settle
matters, what all or most people happen to think or feel does. A single
individual is only one voice; what most or all people think or feel is a
great deal more. There is strength in numbers. Thus, the correct
method for answering questions about right and wrong is to find out
what most or all people think or feel. Opinion polls should be con-
ducted, statistics compiled. That will reveal the truth.

This approach to moral questions is deficient. All that opinion polls
can reveal is what all or most people happen to think or feel about
some moral question—for example, ‘“‘Should the government penalize
hospitals that withhold life-prolonging treatment for defective new-
borns?”” What such polls cannot determine is whether what all or most
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people happen to think about such an issue is reasonable or true, or
that what all or most people happen to feel is appropriate. There may
be strength in numbers, but not truth, at least not necessarily. This
does not mean that “what we think (or feel)” is irrelevant to answer-
ing moral questions. Later on, in fact (in §7, below), we will see how,
given that certain conditions have been met, “what we think” pro-
vides us with a possible place from which to begin the search for what
makes acts right or wrong as well as a possible test of the adequacy of
competing theories of right and wrong. Nevertheless, merely to estab-
lish that all (or most) people happen to think that the government
should penalize hospitals that withhold life-prolonging treatment
from defective newborns is not to establish that the government
should do this. In times past, most (possibly even all) people thought
the world was flat. But the question of its shape wasn’t answered
merely by finding out what most people happened to think or feel.
There is no reason to believe moral questions differ in this respect.
l(12u<=;ls'tions of right and wrong cannot be answered just by counting
eads.

The Appeal to a Moral Authority Suppose it is conceded that we
cannot answer moral questions just by finding out what Jack or Jill or
Ken or Barbie happen to think or feel, or by finding out what all or
most people happen to think or feel. After all, single individuals like
Jack or Jill, or most or all people like them, might think or feel one way
when they should think or feel differently. But suppose there is a
person who never is mistaken when it comes to moral questions: if this
person judges that something is morally right, it is morally right; if it
is judged wrong, it is wrong. No mistakes are made. Let us call such
a person a “moral authority.” Might appealing to the judgments of a
moral authority be the correct method for answering moral questions?

Most people who think there is a moral authority think this author-
ity is not an ordinary person but a god. This causes problems immedi-
ately. Whether there is a god (or gods) is a very controversial question,
and to rest questions of right and wrong on what an alleged god says
(or the gods say) is already to base morality on an intellectually unset-
tled foundation. The difficulties go deeper than this, however, since
even if there is a god who is a moral authority, very serious questions
must arise concerning whether people always understand what this
authority says about right and wrong. The difficulties that exist when
Jews and Christians consult the Bible can be taken as illustrative,
Problems of interpretation abound. Some who think that we were
created to be vegetarians think they find evidence in the Bible that
God thinks so too; others think they find evidence that He does not.
Some who think that God allows us to exploit nature without regard
to its values cite what they think are supporting chapters and verses;
others cite other chapters and verses they think show that God does
not allow this, or they cite the same passages and argue that they

Introduction 11

should be interpreted differently. The gravity of these and kindred
problems of interpretation should not be underestimated. Even if
there is a moral authority, and even if the God Jews and Christians
worship should happen to be this authority, that would not make it a
simple matter to find out what is right and wrong. The problem of
finding out what God thinks on these matters would still remain and
would be especially acute in areas where the Bible offers very little,
if any, direct guidance—on the ethics of the use of life-sustaining
technology for the irreversibly comatose, for example.

Problems of interpretation aside, it is clear that the correct method
for answering moral questions cannot consist merely in discovering
what some alleged moral authority says. Even if there is a moral
authority, those who are not moral authorities can have no good rea-
son for thinking that there is one unless the judgments of this supposed
authority can be checked for their truth or reasonableness without
relying on these judgments themselves as grounds for their truth or
reasonableness, and it is not possible to do this unless what is true or
reasonable regarding right and wrong can be known independently
of what this supposed authority says. An example from another quar-

_ter might make this point clearer. A plumber proves his “authority as

a plumber” not merely by what he says but by the quality of his work,
which can be verified independently of what he says in any particular
case. After we have come to know, on independent grounds, that a
particular plumber’s judgment is reliable, then we have reason to rely
on his judgment in the future. The same is true of the authority of
one’s judgment in, say, science, economics, the law, and morality.
One’s “credentials” can be established in the case of moral judgment
only if there are independent ways of testing moral judgment against
what is known to be true or reasonable. Thus, since in the nature of
the case there must be some independent way of knowing what judg-
ments are true or reasonable in order to test for the authority of
another’s moral judgments, to appeal to this or that “moral authority”
cannot itself be the method that we seek for answering moral ques-
tions.

§5 THE IDEAL MORAL JUDGMENT

The ideas discussed in §4 are relevant to the essays in this volume
because the authors never argue that something is right or wrong
merely on the grounds of their personal preferences, or merely be-
cause they personally feel one way or another, or just because they
think it right or wrong, or only because all or most people happen to
feel or think a certain way, or because some alleged moral authority
has said or revealed that something is right or wrong. It is important
to realize the ways that these philosophers do not argue; it is also
important to understand some of the arguments that can be given
against arguing in these ways. This is what has been briefly explained
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in §4. What now needs to be described is an approach to moral ques-
tions that is not open to the objections raised against the methods
considered so far.

The approach described in what follows turns on how the following
question is answered: “What requirements would someone have to
meet to make an ideal moral Jjudgment?” Considered ideally, that is
what are the conditions that anyone would have to satisfy to reach a,
moral judgment as free from fault and error as possible? Now, by its
very nature, an ideal moral judgment is just that—an ideal. Perhaps
no one ever has or ever will completely meet all the requirements set
forth in the ideal. But that does not make it irrational to strive to come
as close as possible to fulfilling it. If we can never quite get to the finish
we can still move some distance from the starting line. ,

There are at least six different ideas that must find a place in our

description of the ideal moral judgment. A brief discussion of each
follows.

Conceptual Clarity This idea was mentioned earlier (§2). Its impor-
tance is obvious. If someone asserts that the human fetus has a right
to life, for example, we cannot determine whether that statement is
true or reasonable before we understand what is meant by a right, a
question explored by a number of the contributors. Similar rema;ks

apply to other issues. In James Rachels’s essay, for example, we find a

careful examination of the concept of euthanasia as a preliminary to
the moral question “Is euthanasia always morally wrong?” Who can
reasonably say without first taking the time to ask what “euthanasia™
means? Clarity by itself may not be enough, but rational thought
cannot get far without it.

1 nforfnation We cannot answer moral questions in our closets. Moral
questions come up in the real world, and a knowledge of the real-
wo.rld setting in which they arise is essential if we are seriously to seek
rational answers to them. For example, in the debate over the morality
of capital punishment, some people argue that convicted murderers
ought to be executed because, if they are not, they may be (and often
are) paroled; and if they are paroled, they are more likely to kill again
than are other released prisoners. Is this true? Is this a fact? We have
to come out of our closets to answer this (or to find the answer others
bave reached on the basis of their research); and answer it we must
if we are to reach an informed judgment about the morality of capital
punishment. It and related questions are surveyed in Hugo Bedau’s
essay on that topic. The importance of getting the facts, of being
informed, is not restricted just to the case of capital punishment by any
means. It applies all across the broad sweep of moral inquiry.

Rationality Rationality is a multifaceted concept. The one aspect
that concerns us here is when rationality is understood as the ability
to recognize the connection between different ideas—the ability to
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.recognize, that is, that if some statements are true, then some other

statements must be true while others must be false. Now, it is in logic
that rules are set forth that specify when statements follow from oth-
ers, and it is because of this that a person who is rational often is said
to be logical. When we speak of the need to be rational, then, we are
saying that we need to observe the rules of logic. To reach an ideal
moral judgment, therefore, we must not only strive to make our judg-
ment against a background of information and conceptual clarity; we
must also take care to explore how our beliefs are logically related to
other things that we do or do not believe. For example, assume that
a person accepts the statements (@) “Suicide is not wrong if it brings
a merciful end to the suicide’s life” and (b) “Harriet’s suicide would
bring her life to a merciful end”; that person logically is committed
to the statement (¢) “Harriet’s suicide would not be wrong.” Were
Ozzie to accept a and b, in other words, he would have no rational
choice but to accept ¢. To affirm @ and b and to deny ¢ would be
tantamount to asserting a contradiction, and a contradiction by defini-
tion cannot possibly be true. To fall short of the ideal moral judgment
by committing oneself to a contradiction is to fall as short as one
possibly can.

Impartiality Partiality involves favoring someone or something
above others. For example, if a father is partial to one of his children,
then he will be inclined to give the favored child more than he gives
his other children. In some cases, partiality is a fine thing; but a partial-
ity that excludes even thinking about or taking notice of others is far
from what is needed in an ideal moral judgment. The fact that some-
one has been harmed, for example, always seems to be a relevant
consideration, whether this someone is favored by us or not. In striving
to reach the correct answers to moral questions, therefore, we must
strive to guard against extreme, unquestioned partiality; otherwise we
shall run the risk of having our judgment clouded by bigotry and
prejudice.

The idea of impartiality is at the heart of what is sometimes re-
ferred to as the formal principle of justice: justice is the similar, and
injustice the dissimilar, treatment of similar cases. This principle is said
to express the formal principle of justice because by itself it does not
specify what factors are relevant for determining what makes cases
similar or dissimilar. To decide this, one must supplement the formal
principle of justice with a substantive or normative interpretation of
justice. More will be said on this matter (§8). Even at this juncture,
however, we can recognize the rich potential the formal principle of
justice can have in arguments about moral right and wrong. Were we
to approve of practices that cause unnecessary suffering to farm ani-
mals while denouncing such practices when those who suffer are
human beings, it would be apposite to ask why the two cases are
judged dissimilar. For they must be dissimilar if, as we are assuming,
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dissimilar treatment is allowed. If, in reply to our question, we were
told that the difference is that human beings belong to one species
while farm animals belong to others, it would again be apposite to ask
how this difference in species membership can make any moral differ-
ence to the morality of the treatment in the two cases. To sanction
practices that cause unnecessary suffering to farm animals while disap-
proving of similar practices in the case of humans because of species
membership seems to be a symptom of unjustified partiality (what
some call speciesism), a point made by Peter Singer in his essay, “Ani-
mals and the Value of Life.” While the formal principle of justice does
not by itself tell us what are the relevant factors for determining when
treatment is similar or dissimilar, that principle must be observed if
we are to make the ideal moral judgment. Not to observe it is a
symptom of prejudice or bias, rational defects that must be identified
and overcome if we are to make the best moral judgment we can.

Coolness All of us know what it is like to do something in the heat
of anger that we later regret. No doubt we have also had the experi-
ence of getting so excited that we do something that later on we wish
we had not done. Emotions are powerful forces, and though life would
be a dull wasteland without them, we need to appreciate that the
more volatile among them can mislead us; strong emotion is not a
reliable guide to doing (or judging) what is best. This brings us to the
need to be “cool.” “Being cool” here means “not being in an emotion-
ally excited state, being in an emotionally calm state of mind.” The
idea is that the hotter (the more emotionally charged) we are, the
more likely we are to reach a mistaken moral conclusion, while the
cooler (the calmer) we are, the greater the chances that we will avoid
making mistakes.

This position is borne out by common experience. People who are
in a terribly excited state may not be able to retain their rationality;
because of their deep emotional involvement, they may not be able
to attain impartiality; and when they are in an excited, emotional
state, they may not even care about what happened or why. Like the
proverb about shooting first and asking questions later, a lack of cool-
ness can easily lead people to judge first and ask about the facts after-
ward. The need to be cool, then, seems to merit a place on our list.

Valid Moral Principles The concept of a moral principle has been
analyzed in different ways. At least this much seems clear, however:
for a principle to qualify as a moral principle (as distinct from, say, a
scientific or a legal principle), it must prescribe conduct for all moral
agents. Moral agents are those who can bring impartial reasons (ie.,
reasons that respect the requirement of impartiality) to bear on decid-
ing how they ought to act. They are thus conceived to be both rational
and autonomous. Individuals who lack the ability to understand or act
on the basis of impartial reasons (e.g., young children) fail to qualify
as moral agents. They cannot meaningfully be said to have obligations

e o o

Introduction 15

to do, or to refrain from doing, what is morally right or wrong. Only
moral agents can have this status, and moral principles can apply only
to the determination of how moral agents should behave. Normal
adult human beings are the paradigmatic instance of moral agents.

, How does the idea of a valid moral principle relate to the Fopcept
of an ideal moral judgment? In an ideal moral judgment,. it is not
enough that the judgment be based on complete informatlon,‘ com-
plete impartiality, complete conceptual clarity, and so on. It is also
essential that the judgment be based on a valid or correct moral

principle. Ideally, one wants not only to make the correct judgment

but to make it for the correct reasons. The idea of valid m(?ra.l prir}ci-
ples will be discussed more fully below in part II, Normative Ethics.

§6 NO DOUBLE STANDARDS ALLOWED

The portrait of the ideal moral judgment drawn in §5, or sqmethmg
very like it, forms the background of the several essays in th}s a}nthol-
ogy. The authors do not always explicitly say that, for example, impar-
tiality or rationality are ideals worth striving for; but the manner in
which they argue makes it clear that these ideals play an important
role in their examinations of the views of others. Accordmgl.y, these
philosophers imply that it would be fair to apply these same ideals to
their own thinking. In the case of each essay, therefore, we can ask:

1. Have important concepts been analyzed, and, if so, have they
been analyzed correctly?

2. Does the author argue from a basis of knowledge of the real-
life setting(s) in which a moral question arises?

3. Is the author rational? (Do the arguments presented observe
the rules of logic?)

4. Is there a lack of impartiality? (Is someone, or some group,
arbitrarily favored over others?) '

5. Are things argued for in a state of strong emotion? (fﬁre:' deep
feelings rhetorically vented in the place of hard thinking?)

6. Are the moral principles used valid ones? (Is any .eﬂ"qrt ex-
pended to show that they meet the appropriate criteria?)

These six questions, then, though they do not exhaust all possibilities,
at least provide a place to begin. It is pertinent to ask how our authors
pose these questions of the persons whose views they examine. Bu’t
fairness requires that these same questions be asked of each author’s
views too. No double standards are allowed.

II. NORMATIVE ETHICS

Earlier, meta-ethics was characterized as the inqu'iry ir}to the meaning
of key concepts (for example, ‘autonomy’ and ‘rights’) as well as the
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inquiry into whether there is a correct method for answering moral
questions. Meta-ethical questions, however, by no means exhaust a
.moral philosopher’s interest in ethics. A second main area of inquiry
is comn'lonly referred to as normative ethics. Philosophers engaged in
normz.ltlve ethics attempt to go beyond the questions concerning
meaning and method that arise in meta-ethics; the goal they set them-
selves is nothing short of determining what moral principles are valid
—thqse principles, that is, by which all moral agents ought morally to
be guided. There is, then, an important connection between the goal
f)f normative ethics and the concept of an ideal moral judgment. An
1d<?al ‘moral judgment, we have said, must be based on valid rﬂoral
prmm’ples, and it is just the question, “What principles are the valid
one_s? > that is at the heart of normative ethics. Unless the normative
et}llilgalt }E)hil(f)sopher sifceeds in disclosing what moral principles are
valid, therefore, a vital part of i i i
Yok pnerofore, @ unkngwn. the ideal moral judgment will be un-
Which moral principles are valid? Not surprisingly, a variety of
answers have been offered. Not all of them can be considered here
and no one can be considered in much detail. But enough can be saici
to make important ideas intelligible.

§7 CONSEQUENTIALIST THEORIES

Ope way to begin the search for the valid moral principle(s) is to begin
’.w1th. our considered beliefs (also referred to by some as our “reflective
mtmtions_”). These beliefs or intuitions are not to be identified with
what we just happen to believe independent of our critical reflection;
rather, our considered beliefs are those beliefs we have about righ;
and wrong, good and bad, justice and injustice after we have made a
conscientious effort to think about these beliefs with an eye to four of
the five requirements of the ideal moral judgment explained in §5
Such beliefs are considered beliefs or reflective intuitions, in other‘
worc.ls, only if we have made our best effort to think about t’hem with
maximal conceptual clarity, coolly and impartially, and against the
back.drop of the ideal of complete information. Those moral beliefs we
continue to hold or come to hold after we have thought about them
in these terms are our considered beliefs, and it is at least in part by
appc.sal to such beliefs, or so many moral philosophers think, that nor-
mz_ltl've moral philosophy can get under way and against which its
possible success can be fairly tested. Not all moral philosophers, it is
true, not even all those who have contributed to this volume a’re in
i(g)?:irl?ient ont thfjs fundamental methodological point. But let’ us see
s point of agreem i i i i

x pracﬁci . gr ent in theory, where it obtains, might work
‘$uppose we could reach agreement about a body of considered
beliefs; the'n, we would believe, on reflection, that certain acts are right
or wrong, just or unjust, and the like. Assuming this much we could
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then ask how this body of beliefs could be unified; we could ask, in
other words, what general moral principle(s) unify these intuitions by
identifying their plausible common ground. By way of example, sup-
pose George and Gracie each operate farms and sell their produce at
roadside stands. George’s business has suffered of late because of the
recent competition offered by Gracie’s new stand, and he decides to
eliminate the competition by hiring a professional arsonist with whom
he has had dealings in the past. Fire inspectors rule that the fire that
gutted Gracie’s house was due to faulty wiring, George’s business
regains its former vitality, and Gracie, who barely had enough money
to start her enterprise and had no insurance, is left in a state of abject
poverty. Suppose we judge that what George did was wrong, and
suppose we make this judgment not only initially but after we have
made a conscientious effort to think about the case coolly, impartially,
and so on. What could plausibly illuminate the wrongness of George’s
act? Well, Gracie experiences some unhappiness certainly. When she
thinks about her former business she is distraught and frustrated, and
the enjoyment she would have had, if the business had continued to
grow, is canceled. Gracie, then, is worse off than she would have been,
both in terms of the unhappiness of her present condition and in terms
of lost enjoyment. Thinking along these lines has led some philoso-
phers to theorize that what makes George’s (and the arsonist’s) act
wrong is that it is the cause of bad results, in this case the frustration,
anger, disappointment, and general unhappiness caused Gracie.

Next imagine this case. Suppose people accepted a general rule
whose observance gave unequal care to terminally ill patients. This
rule requires that the terminally ill receive medical care when they
are male but not when they are fernale; in the latter case they receive
no care at all. Such a rule must strike us as radically unjust. But why?
Well, imagine how women who are not terminally ill are likely to feel.
It is not implausible to suppose that they will feel angry, fearful, and
envious. These feelings (anger, fear, envy) are not desirable. More-
over, those females who are terminally ill, because they receive no
care at all, are very likely to suffer grievously in many cases. As in the
earlier example of George and Gracie, then, we again have a situation
where (1) we would judge, on reflection, that something is wrong and
(2) what we judge to be wrong causes bad results.

Many philosophers have not stopped with just these sorts of cases.
Roughly speaking, the one common and peculiar characteristic of
every wrong action, they have theorized, is that it leads to bad results,
whereas the one common and peculiar characteristic of every right
action, again roughly speaking, is that it leads to good results. Philoso-
phers who accept this type of view commonly are referred to as conse-
quentialists, an appropriate name given their strong emphasis on
results or consequences. Theories of this type also are called teleologi-
cal theories, from the Greek telos, meaning “end” or “purpose,” an-
other fitting name since, according to these thinkers, actions are not
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right or wrong in themselves; they are right or wrong, according to
these theone§, if they promote or frustrate the purpose’ of moralitg —
namely, to bring about the greatest possible balance of good over gvil
consequences. Acts are, as it were, arrows we shoot: right acts hit th
target (th.at is, cause the best results); wrong acts do not ne
Now, in normative ethics, when someone advances a p'rinciple that
states .what makes all right acts right and all wrong acts wrong, the
do so in the course of advancing a normative ethical theory. Cémsid)j

ered abstractly, there are at least i
: : three different t i
normative ethical theories. ypes of teleological

1. Ethical egoism: Accordin: i
: g to this theory, roughly speakin
whether any person (A) has done what is morally I1)'ight gr’
v‘;rzx’lg depends solely on how good or bad the consequences
ﬁn A Sssa;ftlor; lzllre for A. How others are affected is irrelevant
ow i ’
pnless ey are affected in turn alters the consequences
2. Ethical altruism: Accordin i
: g to this theory, roughly speakin
whether any person (B) has done what is morally right ogl"
wfr%l’lg depends solely on how good or bad the consequences
;)r s es acttlon rf;re fgr everyone except B. How B is affected is
relevant, unless how B is affected in tu
s quelnces for anyone else. m alters the conse-
. Utilitarianism: Accordin i
: g to this theory, roughly speakin
whether any person (C) has done what is morally right c?;
wfrgr’lg dgpends solely on how good or bad the consequences
of C’s action are for' everyone affected. Thus, how C is affected
is relevant; but so is how others are affected. How everyoné

concerned is affected by the good .
relevant. g or bad consequences is

These are not very exact statements of these three type

i)ofgtlﬁal normative ethi.cal theories, but enough has been sZiI;l :‘t?tfutf :voo
undeﬁr;;ga&ﬁly, ethical e'goism and ethical altruism-—to enable us to
understand yhmost phllos.ophers find them unsatisfactory. Both
seem to fall | ar s lort of the ideal of impartiality, ethical egoism be-
cause It sc : o; tt<}>1 P gcg _axibltrary and exclusive importance on the good
or welfare o e I;H ividual agent, fmd ethical altruism because it
secs to fp ce arbitrary and exclusive importance on the good or
c0nseq‘“‘encevetr}}l'one else. Moreover, both theories arguably lead to
sonses erhes zlzt clash.w1th a broad range of reflective intuitions.
s anpcon a&gs c Sarest in the case of ethical egoism. Provided only
wen,e al 00(silferece, torching Gracie’s house led to consequences that
were as sge th: Ge o(;'igde ;saz.ngotthat wacilllld have resulted had he acted

; X . morally wrong according to i
:gc(:;;ni.nli\;: t}mat is somethipg we would most likely deny,gn:)t ::kll;ciﬂ
2 hymg arson but in many other sorts of cases (e.g., murder
rape, which also would not be wrong if the consequences for the
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agent were at least as good as those that would have resulted if the
agent had acted otherwise). Faced with the choice between accepting
ethical egoism or giving up a large class of considered beliefs, most
philosophers choose to reject the theory and retain the convictions.

An important variation on the main theme of ethical egoism de-
serves brief mention. Contractarianism is the name usually given to
a cluster of normative theories, each of which is traceable to the
plausible assumption that any individual (A) hasa good reason to favor
what is in that individual’s own self-interest. Imagine, then, that A is
being asked to decide what policies or rules to accept and support. For
example, suppose A is asked about the rule (M) “Do not murder.”
Then A will have a good reason to accept and support Mifitisin A’s
self-interest to do so. And who can doubt that it would be in A’s
self-interest to accept and support this rule, or other, familiar rules—
for example, “Do not steal” and “Do not lie”’?

Unlike ethical egoism proper, however, all forms of contractarian-
ism necessarily involve considerations on the part of at least two differ-
ent individuals—the so-called contractors. Not only must A agree to
accept and support M, because to do so is in A’s self-interest, but at
least one other individual (B) must do the same because it is in B’s
self-interest to do the same. For obvious reasons there is no upper limit
on the number of people who can be parties to the contract—who can,
that is, agree to accept and support one or more rules because it is in
the self-interest of each contractor to do so. In fact, in some versions
of contractarianism rules are viewed as morally binding if and only if
each rational individual, seeking to maximize his or her own self-
interest, would have just as good a reason to accept and support each
rule as every other rational, self-interested individual would have.
This is the version of contractarianism (sometimes called “rational
egoism”) that Jan Narveson seems to favor in his essay, “At Arms’
Length: Violence and War.” It is a normative theory not to be sum-
marily dismissed, requiring, as it does, very careful evaluation before
we may reasonably give or withhold our informed assent. Certainly it
is not open to the criticisms, mentioned earlier, to which standard
versions of ethical egoism are vulnerable. But whatever our final judg-
ment of the merits of contractarian theories happens to be, it is
atilitarianism, within the class of consequentialist normative ethical
theories, that historically has and, in the present climate of thought,
continues to have the largest number of philosophical adherents. It is
to the task of offering a somewhat lengthier characterization of its
possible strengths and weaknesses that we must now turn.

§8 UTILITARIANISM

“The Principle of Utility” is the name given to the fundamental princi-
ple advocated by those who are called utilitarians. This principle has
been formulated in different ways. Here is a common formulation.
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f&cts. are right if they bring about the greatest possible balance of
intrinsic good over intrinsic evil for everyone concerned; otherwise
they are wrong.

Already it must be emphasized that utilitarians do not agree on every-
thing. In particular, they do not all agree on what is intrinsically good
and evil. Some philosophers (called value hedonists) think that pleas-
ure and pleasure alone is intrinsically good (or good in itself), whereas
pain, or the absence of pleasure, and this alone, is intrinsically evil (or
evil in itself). Others (so-called preference utilitarians) believe that the
satisfaction of one’s desires or preferences is what is good and their
frustration bad. The classical utilitarians—Jeremy Bentham (1748-
1832) and John Stuart Mill (1806-1873)—favor hedonistic utilitarian-
ism. Most recent utilitarians, especially those who seek to apply
economic theory to ethical issues, favor preference utilitarianism.
Whether either of these views regarding intrinsic value is adequate is
a question we can bypass at this juncture, since the ideas of special
importance for our present purposes can be discussed independently
of whether value hedonism, for example, is a reasonable position.

Aft- and Rule-Utilitarianism One idea of special importance is the
difference between act-utilitarianism and rule-utilitarianism. Act-

utilitarianism is the view that the Principle of Utility should be ap-

plied to individual actions; rule-utilitarianisin states that the Principle
of Utility should be applied mainly to rules of action. The act-
utilitarian says that whenever people have to decide what to do, they
ought to perform that act which will bring about the greatest possible
balance of intrinsic good over intrinsic evil. The rule-utilitarian says
something different: People are to do what is required by justified
moral rules. These are rules, some rule-utilitarians maintain, that
would lead to the best possible consequences, all considered, if every-
one were to abide by them. The rules recognized as valid by these
rule-utilitarians, in other words, need not be rules that most people
do accept and act on—what we might call conventional morality.
Rules recognized as valid are those everyone should act on because
everyone’s doing so would lead to the best results. If a justified rule
unambiguously applies to a situation, and if no other justified moral
rule applies, then the person in that situation ought to choose to do
what the rule requires, even if in that particular situation performing
this act will not lead to the best consequences. Thus, act-utilitarians
.:md rule-utilitarians can reach opposing moral judgments. An act that
1s wrong according to the rule-utilitarian, because it is contrary to a
Justified moral rule, might not be wrong according to the act-
utilitarian’s position.

Some Problems for Act-Utilitarianism Is act-utilitarianism correct?
Many philosophers answer no. One reason given against this theory is
that act-utilitarianism clashes with a broad range of our considered
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beliefs. Recall the arson example. According to act-utilitarianism,

-whether George’s hiring of the arsonist was wrong or not depends on

this and this alone: Were the net consequences for everyone affected
by the outcome at least as good as the net consequences that would
have resulted if he had done anything else? It is not just the bad results
Gracie has to live with (her frustration, anger, and the like) that are
relevant. How others are affected also is relevant, given act-utilitarian-
ism, and there is no reason why, just because Gracie is made worse off
than she would have been as a result of George’s decision, the sum or
total of the good and bad consequences for everyone involved might
not “hit” the utilitarian target. The benefits George derives from
eliminating Gracie’s competition, the income the arsonist earns, and
the possible pleasures and satisfactions others derive (for example,
perhaps George's son can now go to college and the arsonist’s wife can
have her teeth capped)—these pleasures and satisfactions, too, not just
Gracie’s misery, have to be taken into account. In principle, then,
there is no reason why the consequences, all considered, might not
add up to the best balance of good over evil, or at least equal a balance
that is as good as any other that would have resulted if George had
acted otherwise.

Suppose the consequences are at least as good as any that would
have obtained had George acted otherwise. Then act-utilitarianism
implies that what he did was right. And yet his involvement in the
destruction of Gracie’s business is likely to strike us as wrong. Thus, we
again seem to be faced with a choice between (1) retaining a consid-
ered belief or (2) accepting a particular normative ethical theory. And
the same choice would recur in a host of other cases involving our
reflective intuitions (e.g., intuitions about the wrongness of murder
and rape, individual cases of which arguably could lead to the best
balance of good results over bad, when the good and bad for the
involved individuals are totaled). There are, that is, many sorts of cases
where the implications of act-utilitarianism are or seem to be in con-
flict with our considered beliefs. In the face of such conflicts, many
come down on the side of retaining our convictions and rejecting the
theory.

Act-utilitarians actively defend their position against this line of
criticism. The debate is among the liveliest and most important in
normative ethics. The point that bears emphasis here is that rule-
utilitarians do not believe that their version of utilitarianism can be
refuted by the preceding argument. On their view what George did
was wrong because it violated a valid moral rule—the rule against
destroying another’s property. Thus, rule-utilitarians hold that their
position not only does not lead to a conclusion that clashes with the
conviction that what George did was wrong; this position actually
illuminates why it was—namely, because it violates a rule whose adop-
tion by everyone can be defended by an appeal to the Principle of

Utility.
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principle of utility and how rationally compelling are these
arguments?

6. Moreover, if the philosopher is not a utilitarian, what other
principle (or principles), if any, is (are) subscribed to?

7. How rationally compelling are the arguments, if any, that are
given in support of the principle(s)?

'

§9 NONCONSEQUENTIALIST THEORIES

‘Nonconsequentialism’ is a name frequently given to normative ethi-
cal theories that are not forms of consequentialism. In other words,
any theory that states that moral right and wrong are not determined
solely by the relative balance of intrinsic good over intrinsic evil com-
monly is called a nonconsequentialist theory. Theories of this type are
also called deontological theories, from the Greek deon, meaning
“duty.” Such theories might be either (a) extreme or (b) moderate. An
extreme deontological theory holds that the intrinsic good and evil of
consequences are totally irrelevant to determining what is morally
right or wrong. A moderate nonconsequentialist theory holds that the
intrinsic good and evil of consequences are relevant to determining
what is morally right and wrong but that they are not the only things
that are relevant and may not be of the greatest importance in some
cases. A great variety of nonconsequentialist theories, both extreme
and moderate, have been advanced. Why have some philosophers

_ been attracted to such theories?

The Problem of Justice A central argument advanced against all
forms of consequentialism by many nonconsequentialists is that no
consequentialist theory (no form of ethical egoism, ethical altruism, or
utilitarianism) can account for basic convictions about justice and in-
justice—for example, that it is unjust to allow policies that discriminate
against people on the basis of race or sex. The point these deontologists
make is that such discrimination is not only wrong; harming the peo-
ple who are discriminated against wrongs them. Fundamentally, ac-
cording to these thinkers, it is because people are wronged when
treated unjustly, quite apart from the value of the consequences for
the victim or others, that all consequentialist theories ultimately prove
to be deficient.

Suppose these deontologists are correct—a large assumption! Some
deontological theory would then be called for. A number of such
theories have been advanced. The one associated with the German
philosopher Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) is unquestionably the most
influential. In Kant’s view, all persons (that is, all rational, autonomous
individuals) have a distinctive kind of value, a unique worth or dignity.
The value these people have, Kant may be interpreted to believe, is
not reducible to the value of their mental states (e.g., their pleasure)
and is, in fact, incommensurate with this latter kind of value; one
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they are due, treating them as if their value as individuals could be
ignored if doing so would bring about the best consequences.

§10 LEGAL AND MORAL RIGHTS

Philosophers sympathetic with Kant can use his views concerning the
unique value of the individual as a foundation on which to rest their
positions about the rights of the individual. To make this clearer, it will
be useful first to explain some of the differences between the concept
of legal and moral rights.

First, moral rights, if there are any, are universal, while legal rights
need not be. Legal rights depend upon the law of this or that country,
and what is a matter of legal right in one country may not be so in
another. For example, in the United States any citizen eighteen years

"old or older has the legal right to vote in federal elections; but not
everyone in every nation has this same legal right. If, however, per-
sons living in the United States have a moral right to, say, life, then
every person in every nation has this same moral right, whether or not
it is also recognized as a legal right.

Second, unlike legal rights, moral rights are equal rights. If all
persons have a moral right to life, then all have this right equally; it
is not a right that some (for example, males) can possess to a greater
extent than others (for example, females). Neither, then, could this
moral right be possessed to a greater extent by the inhabitants of one
country (for example, one’s own) than by the inhabitants of some other
country (for example, a country poor in agricultural resources with a
burgeoning human population and widespread famine).

Third, moral rights often are said to be inalienable, meaning they
cannot be transferred to another—for example, they cannot be lent or
sold. If Frankie has a moral right to life, then it is hers and it cannot
become anyone else’s. Frankie may give her life for her country,
sacrifice it in the name of science, or destroy it herself in a fit of rage
or despair. But she cannot give, sacrifice, or destroy her right to life.

Legal rights, on the other hand, are paradigmatically transferable, as
when Frankie transfers her legal right to an inheritance to Johnnie or
gives him her car.

Fourth, moral rights are sometimes said to be “natural” rights, not
in the sense that they are discoverable by closely studying nature from
the scientific point of view but in that they are not conventional—are
not, that is, as are legal rights, created by the acts of ordinary human
beings.

Kant’s view of the unique worth of persons dovetails with these
four characteristics of the concept of a moral right: (1) all persons have
unique worth (that is, this value is universal among persons); (2) no one
person has this value to any greater degree than any other (that is, all
who have this value have it equally); (3) those who have this unique
value cannot transfer it to anyone else, or buy or sell it (that is, this
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§13 NEGATIVE AND POSITIVE RIGHTS

Even were we to agree that people themselves have a unique sort of

value and moral rights grounded in this value, we might still disagree
on what rights they have. Though the terminology frequently differs,
philosophers who defend the validity of moral rights all seem to agree
that some of these rights are liberty rights; in many cases, that is, to
have aright is simply to be at liberty to act as one chooses (for example,
to go to a concert, or to stay at home). Other rights are claim rights;
those who have such rights have a valid claim to be treated in certain
ways (for example, not to be injured, or have lies spread about them,
or be killed). Both sorts of rights have correlative duties. If Eleanor is
at liberty to have the chocolate cake rather than the strawberry yo-
gurt, then Franklin has a duty not to deny her the exercise of her
liberty when she makes her choice, somethinig he would be doing if
he coerced or forced her to choose as he wished. If, in addition, Elea-
nor has a right to life, then Franklin has a duty not to kill her except,
perhaps, in quite exceptional circumstances (as in self-defense).
Now, both those duties correlated with liberty rights and those
correlated with claim rights are negative duties. They prescribe what
people are not to do, how they are not to act, given that others havé
such rights. As such, it seems that we can fulfill these duties by doing
nothing. If, that is, Franklin does not personally kill Eleanor, then he
seems to do all that is required to respect her right to life, while if he
does not personally interfere with the exercise of her liberty, then he
seems to do all he is obliged to do to respect her right to liberty.
So-called welfare rights, however, if there are such rights, differ fun-
damentally. If people have welfare rights, we have a duty to help
them, not merely a duty not to harm them or not to interfere with
their liberty. And the performance of this duty to help, if this duty is
correlated with welfare rights, is something that we owe to those who
need it, is something they deserve, and so is their due as a matter of

moral justice.
Debates about our duties to the victims of famine frequently turn

on the position different people take concerning welfare or, as these
are sometimes called, positive rights. If those who are starving to death
have only negative rights, then people who do not choose to help them
are not guilty of violating the victims’ rights. People may, of course,
choose to help even if those who are starving have no right to be
helped, and the charitable acts of those who do decide to do this no
doubt should be praised. But people need not help if they choose not
to, preferring to do something else instead—say, spend a month at the
beach or a week gambling in Las Vegas. If the victims of famine have
no right to our help, then morality simply does not require that the
more affluent lend a hand. If, however, the victims of famine have a
welfare or positive right to our assistance, then people do wrong if



40  10m Hegan

(t)htszrfsa;lf ;;) ::;ﬁ; nildeed,. if the victims have a right to be helped, then

oty lf) e, natllonal governments or, perhaps, international

pEomotes) cou € morally authorized to coerce the more affluent t
P, using the threat of force, punishment, or some other sanction t(c)’

is . .
i :E:tzf :la;;x:llilse. I'talmakt?s 1ts presence felt in virtually every important
oo ab heaJ(Z}(;l policy, f'ror_n education and employment to voting
of politiedl mp cai:'e, and is, indeed, a sort of litmus test for the type
view, ronghin :a;;( u)ll gonti :tczzgltls. Ltiibe;tlari((zinism, for example, is the
' . ing, . rational individual has a basi -
glze lrixll)oral nght to liberty, a right that morally can be limitl::isfnllle%)a
berty rights of others. In other words, I am at liberty toy d();

and the ) ; YOu may even
hink wrong. But that does n(?t give you a license to interferz with

§14 THE CRITERIA OF RIGHT-POSSESSION

S

h:‘;::?ls;rt:lle .c<})1ncept of a moral right is clear and that some beings

e I partizlgl ts. Many questions would still remain to be exploreg
. ular stands out: What are the criteria of right-possessioné

have been pro
posed. Here are some ex les
o . : amples: (a) All and on}
iSa i;gl?‘l,il()lilsgs havg moral rlghfs; (b) All and only sentient beiII:g); (ftrlf:t’
n"ghts- o, 11s caga le of experiencing pleasure and pain) have moral
mora]’rights~ ( (aimAHoply beings 'who are able to use a language have
mora endun"ng )idenat?t()i/ <()tn}iytb.emg}s1 wl}:o have a concept of themselves
at 1s, who ha ir i i

as T{e same self over time) have moralvr(iegzi‘lt?s(.mcept °f their identity

ow might one rationally choose among these alternatives? This

Introduction 29

methodological question is hotly disputed, but one way to proceed

Jere is as follows. Suppose that not only “normal” adult human beings

but also infants, the senile, and the mentally enfeebled of all ages have
moral rights. If this much were granted, there would be powerful
grounds for denying the correctness of some of the proposed criteria
of right-possession listed above. Infants, for example, presumably do
not have a concept of themselves as an enduring entity, so that, if they
have moral rights, this proposed criterion cannot be correct; having
a concept of oneself as an enduring entity cannot be a necessary
condition of having rights, granting the assumption about infants, etc.,
having rights. Neither could being free and rational be correct, since
many mentally enfeebled humans lack these capacities. And the same
is true of the ability to use a language, since it sets as a necessary
condition of right-possession a capacity that many human beings.
(some of the mentally enfeebled, again) fail to satisfy. In this way, then,
an argument could be developed against the correctness of various
proposed criteria of right-possession. To argue in favor of the correct-
ness of a proposed criterion would consist, at least in part, in asking
whether any given criterion sets forth conditions that those humans
assumed to have rights (infants, the enfeebled, etc.) can satisfy. If there
is such a criterion, then its claim to correctness is to that degree a
strong one, given our assumptions. The criterion of sentience, for
example, arguably passes this test, and thus, given our assumptions,
must be considered to be a strong candidate for the correct criterion

of right-possession.

§15 WHAT BEINGS POSSESS WHAT MORAL RIGHTS?

Suppose that the criterion of being sentient is the correct criterion of
right-possession; then only those beings who are sentient and all those
beings who are sentient have moral rights. Now, if this is true, a
position would have been reached that is fraught with enormous prac-
tical implications. To begin with, there are many nonhumans who are
sentient—namely, many nonhuman -animals. If all sentient beings
have moral rights, then these animals have moral rights; and if these
animals have moral rights, we must seriously stop to inquire whether
we are doing anything that violates their rights when we eat or experi-
ment upon them. This is a question that is pursued in considerable
depth by Singer in his essay. Moreover, there are some human beings
who lack sentiency—namely, those who are comatose. If a being must
be sentient to have moral rights, then has the comatose individual lost
all rights? This is an issue discussed in James Rachels’s essay on eu-
thanasia.

Still, is sentience a necessary condition of right-possession? Recall
that the reason underlying the introduction of the idea of moral rights
was that it seems possible to act in ways that harm or wrong people.
But why must the ideas of harming or wronging be limited to people
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The Idea of Innocence Innocence is an important moral idea. In the
case of punishment, for example, it is morally wrong to punish some-

.one who is known to be innocent. Innocence might be extremely

important in some cases where rights conflict. Suppose the right to life
of two beings, A and B, conflict; and suppose, further, that A is inno-
cent of any wrongdoing whereas B is in this situation because B has
not acted responsibly—for example, perhaps B has been negligent.
Then ought not A’s right to life prevail over B’s? Ought not such cases
of conflict be settled by appealing to the following rule: “Whenever
the right to life of two beings conflict, the right to life of the innocent
party must always take precedence over the right to life of the party
who is not innocent”?

Unfortunately, the situation is not so simple. For though innocence
always is a relevant moral consideration, it is not clear that it should
always be given a place of preeminence. To make this clearer, let us
apply the previous drgument to the case of abortion. The fetus, it is
agreed, is innocent. Let us assume, however, that the woman and the
prospective father have acted irresponsibly: they have not taken due
precautions to avoid pregnancy. Thus, it hardly seems fair to abort the
fetus. But suppose we know that the fetus, if it is permitted to develop,
will become a grossly deformed child—no arms or legs, blind, and
acutely mentally defective. Is the fact that the fetus is innocent, while
the potential parents are not, a sufficiently weighty reason to insist
that, morally speaking, the fetus ought not to be aborted? Are there
not other, possibly weightier, reasons in addition to the comparative
innocence of the parties in question? Many philosophers think so.
Feinberg explores some of their arguments in his essay on abortion.
But the kind of problem just described, where rights conflict, is to be

met with in many of the essays.

§17 MORAL ATOMISM AND HOLISM

Despite their many differences, all of the normative ethical theories
discussed so far are “atomistic”; that is, each holds it is of crucial moral
importance that individuals be considered equitably. Some of the
theories, it is true, emphasize the importance of considering the rights
or worth of individuals, while others emphasize consideration of indi-
vidual interests or preferences. Still, all take the notion of the impor-
tance of the individual as a sort of moral datum in terms of which we
must do our thinking about moral right and wrong. As so often hap-
pens in philosophy, a widely shared assumption has given rise to a
cadre of critics, persons who for a variety of reasons argue that the
traditional importance attached to the individual in moral theory is
misplaced at best and morally perverse at worst. In place of the perva-
sive “atomistic” emphasis in moral theory, these critics would have us
develop a “holistic” vision, a vision that lpcates ultimate value in sys-
tems rather than in the individuals who comprise them. It is, on this
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have a moral right to life because their lives are inherently valuable.
And this, if it were true, could have direct implications for debates
over the morality of capital punishment, euthanasia, suicide, etc. If it
is morally wrong to destroy an inherently valuable life, why are not
all cases of capital punishment, euthanasia, and suicide morally
wrong? As we might expect, just this question is considered in the
essays on these respective topics. But the idea of life’s value finds a
place in each essay. To ask about the role that this idea plays in the
several essays, therefore, is to formulate a final question that can be

asked of each.

§19 A FINAL SET OF QUESTIONS

The discussions of ideas in the preceding sections provide few, if any,
answers, but like earlier discussions, they enable us to formulate a set
of questions which we can take to the readings that follow. Here are
some examples.

1. Does the author being read make use of the idea of individual
rights and, if so, are the rights invoked legal or moral rights?

2. Is any effort expended to say what rights are (that is, how the
notion of a right, whether moral or legal, is to be analyzed?)
If so, how adequate is the analysis that is offered?

3. If moral rights are invoked, are they negative rights, or posi-
tive (welfare) rights, or both? And is any argument offered in
support of recognizing the validity of the rights appealed to?

4. Does the author address the question of the scope of rights
(that is, the question of who or what has rights)? For example,
is the question concerning animal rights examined and, if so,
how is it answered?

5. Does the author implicitly or explicitly subscribe to an an-
thropocentric vision of morality? Are human interests and
rights, and only human interests and rights, assumed to be the
measure of right and wrong?

6. Does the author implicitly or explicitly endorse an atomistic
vision of morality, one that places the rights and interests of
the individual at the center of our moral thinking, or is a
holistic vision advocated, one that places value in the integrity
and stability of whole systems or, perhaps, the entire bio-
sphere? In either case, what arguments, if any, are offered to

support the author’s vision of the moral scheme of things, and
how rationally compelling are these arguments?

As before, when we put our questions in terms of, say, the rights
of the individual or the value of ecosystems or their nonhuman inhabi-
tants, this final set of questions hardly exhausts those we can ask of the
philosophers whose work we will be reading. Like the previous ques-
tions, however, those just given provide us with a map of sorts, helping
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to guide us through the thicket of ideas that lies ahead by reminding
us of some of the questions we will need to ask if we are to understand
where we are and where we are going. Philosophy, Aristotle remarks,
lfoegins in wonder, and to wonder is seriously to ask “What?” “Why?”
“How?"—is, that is, seriously to question. To have a store of questions
at our disposal, therefore, questions we will seriously pose of the essays
that follow, is already to have begun the journey that is philosophy.

2

Euthanasia

JAMES RACHEL

In this essay we shall discuss the major moral and legal questions
concerning euthanasia. Is euthanasia morally permissible, or is it mor-
ally wrong? Should it be against the law, or should it be legal?

I. INTRODUCTION

It would be useful if we could define at the outset exactly what we
mean by the word ‘euthanasia’. But that is not an easy task. The word
derives from two Greek words that mean, literally, “a good death,” but
we mean much more by it than that. The nearest English synonym for
‘euthanasia’ is ‘mercy killing’, which is close. Beyond that, it is hard to
give a precise definition because the word is used in connection with
a wide variety of cases.

§1 THE CENTRAL CASE

Let’s begin by looking at a case that illustrates perfectly what eu-
thanasia is. (Incidentally, all the examples of euthanasia that I use
throughout this essay are taken from real life.)

Albert A., a hospital patient, was dying of cancer, which had spread
throughout his body. The intense pain could no longer be controlled.
Every four hours he would be given a painkiller, but over many
months of treatment he had built up a tolerance for the drug, until
now it would relieve the pain for only a few minutes each time.
Albert knew that he was going to die anyway, for the cancer could
not be cured. He did not want to linger in agony, so he asked his
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