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ANY METHOD is a way of proceeding. As a way it proceeds frorn or toward 
sornething fixed : principles. A rnethod is a path for the movernent oí the rnind; 
principles are points oí departure or destinations oí this rnovernent. 

The principles of ethical theories can be divided into two broad classes. In 
one group are human goods conceived as ends. In the other group are aU other 
sorts of principles. Let us consider first and very briefly the second group, the 
one that looks for principles to something other than hurnan goods considered 
as ends. 

One rnethod reduces ethical questions to sorne principles that are conceived 
as given and unalterable. For exarnple, a traditionalism will simply investigate 
what has been regarded as right or wrong, confident that there is sorne fixed 
standard that can be discovered, perhaps by reviewing the sayings contained in 
tribal wisdom or by consulting the old men oí the tribe. A theological tradi­
tionalism will investigate what God has revealed to be right or wrong, confi­
dent that His will can be discerned, perhaps by consu1ting the records of 
earlier efforts of the Christian comrnunity to discern Ít, or by listening to the 
magisterium oí the Church. 

I wish to rnake no judgrnent on this rnethod of ethical inquiry, except to 
observe that it is non-philosophic. The philosopher rnust regard himself as a 
participant in a comrnon hurnan enterprise, IimÍted by the reason and experi­
ence generally accessible to all rnen. The traditionalist regards hirnself as the 
recipient of a special privilege, inasrnuch as he participates in a cornrnunity 
that provides access to principles not accessible to general hurnan reason and 
experience. 

Another rnethod reduces ethical questions to the actual wishes or interests 
or desires of rnen. For instance, a theory Iike that of R. B. Perry suggests that 
there is no standard of human good apart frorn interests. Ethical questions 
must be resolved by appealing to interests. Of course, the interests rnust be 
enIightened, and an interest in resolving conflicts rnust be considered together 
with other interests. 

A theory oí this sort is certainly philosophical . The question is whether it 
provides an ethics. Psychological and sociological studies of people's actual 
desires, together with technical inquiries into the most efficient way oí satisíy­
ing these desires, provide much useíul inforrnation. But such studies cannot 
settle the question whether the interests are sound, whether the desires are 
right. One rnight sirnplify such an ethical rnethod by merely asking people to 
vote on what they consider desirable or undesirable conduct. Is there no 
possibility of criticizing what the majority conceives to be right and wrong? 
When we consider how individuals go about casting votes, it seerns difficult to 




