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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 
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accept that the meaning o f  human existence should rest upon such a n  arbi­
trary, subjective, and relative a point of departure. 

Another method reduces ethical questions to a formal standard for the 
mode in which one must reason and will. Thus, for Kant, if one's reasoning 
and willing would have to be inconsistent with itself in the doing of an act or 
in diverse acts subject to the same rule, then such a rule must be considered 
unsound, and aU acts relying on its authorization must be considered im­
moral. 

A great deal of nonsense has been written in criticism of theories of this 
sort. But proponents, especially Kant himself, are partially responsible for the 
nonsense, since they often state the position in a confused way. Kant seems to 
have imagined that acts naturally faU under one and only one rule. He over­
looked the ambiguity often present in human action, and the possibility of 
reinterpretation by which we commonly remove our less sterling performances 
from a moral cl ass under which they would be condemned-e.g.,  racial dis­
crimination becomes "protecting the value of my property." 

Kant also ignored the arguability of the issue whether some kinds of acts do 
involve inconsistency in the moral agent. For example, does masturbation 
involve such inconsistency in reason and willing? Kant attempted to settle 
issues such as this by appealing to the dignity of human nature, and by 
offering something that looks very much like a perverted-faculty argument.l 
His treatment of such issues often is marked by an evident determination to 
find justification for the morality he learned at his mother's knee. 

It seems to me that Kant's basic requirement is sound but extremely inade­
quate. Qne must be consistent in his moral reasoning and in the application of 
moral rules to particular cases; one may not discriminate among persons. Qne 
also must be sincere, not pretending to hold as a moral norm what one is not 
willing to follow oneself and have others follow too. 

1 think most people admit that these requirements belong among moral 
norms of conduct. If 1 am attacked for inconsistency or insincerity, 1 do not 
admit the charge yet still maintain 1 am justified in being inconsistent or 
insincere. Instead 1 try to show that 1 am not really inconsistent or insincere, 
or 1 admit that 1 am so and that my action is unjustifiable-that 1 should 
change. 

However, it seems obvious to me that there must be other moral norms of 
conduct. Qne can be perfect1y consistent and sincere while burning witches, or 
practicing the art of brain-washing, or maintaining a nuclear deterrent, or 
making public programs of contraception a condition of granting foreign aid. 
Are these acts clearly justified? Qr is their morality at least arguable on bases 
other than the norm of consistency and sincerity? 1 think it is significant that 
those using ethical methods like Kant's make few criticisms of accepted moral 
norms. 

Undoubtedly, other methods of ethical inquiry can be proposed, but it 
seems to me that they are likely to faU victim to one of the three lines of 

1 Immanuel Kant, The Metaphysical Principles 01 Virtue: Part II 01 the Meta­

physics 01 Morals, trans. James Ellington (Indianapolis :  Bobbs-Merri1l Co., Ine., 
1964) .  pp. 85-87. 
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criticism out1ined above unless they appeal to human goods, considered as 
ends, for their principles . Without this appeal either they will be non-philo­
sophic, or they will fail to provide ethical justification, or they will provide 
only an inadequate criterion of morality. Let us therefore consider two meth­
ods of ethical inquiry that do regard human goods, considered as ends, as 
principles. 

One such method considers the actual efficiency of acts for achieving such 
goods as the norm of their morality. This method looks to the experienced 
consequences of acts. Of the alternatives that happen to be open in a given 
situation, the act offering the most net benefit will be regarded as good. 

Let us call this OOt method "utilitarian." The end in terms of which benefit 
is measured need not be pleasure or satisfaction; we are not here concerned 
with the specific content of the principle but with the method of ethical 
inquiry that is based on human goods conceived as ends to be efficient1y 
achieved. Utilitarianism may defend a code of moral principles, for they can 
provide helpful guides in practice. Even general rules may be defended as 
helpfuI technical aids for obtaining good consequences. But the criterion re­
mains the good consequences. For utilitarians, the end does justify the means. 
Nothing else could. 

Clearly a theory of this kind can define classes of acts in terms of its own 
criterion, and then declare that all acts falling in such classes have a definite 
moral character. But if acts are classified independent1y, the variety of situa­
tions and other factors wilI make it impossible to say that any kind of act is 
intrinsically evil. 

Utilitarianism takes a variety of forms, and utilitarians of diverse schools are 
their own severest critics. Here 1 am only trying to sketch a broad outline, so 1 
wiIl not attempt to distinguish the various forms of utilitarianism, but will 
offer some criticisms applicable to all of them. 

First, either the ends in terms of which rightness of action is determined 
must be very limited and definite, or the proposed method demands a knowl­
edge never possible for us men. If one assumed that a simple athletic feat were 
the be-all and end-all of human life, then one could tell with some accuracy 
what would efficiently promote its performance. But if the goods are reason­
ably various and indefinite-as is required to make the theory plausible-then 
there is no possibility of ca1culating the greatest net benefit. If justice, health, 
and true knowledge are all included together with contentment, for example, 
there is no possibility of ca1culating, since these incommensurables cannot be 
weighed against one another. 

The utter impossibility of ca1culation may not strike us with full force if we 
imagine that in a given situation the possibilities of action are already prede­
fined. Shall a pregnant girl get an abortion or not? A good question in the 
abstract. Concretely, at a given moment, her options are to ring the number of 
an abortionist suggested by a friend, or to go out for a walk, or to have a 
sandwich, or to finish reading the movie magazine she started before her 
friend called, and so on ad infinitum. The friend may consider seeking abor­
tion the only relevant option; the girl herself may not even care to think about 
this possibility. 




