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Suppose you work in a library, checking people’s books as they leave,
and a friend asks you to let him smuggle out a hard-to-find refer-
ence work that he wants to own.

You might hesitate to agree for various reasons. You mightbe afraid
that he’ll be caught, and that both you and he will then get into
trouble. You might want the book to stay 1n the library so that you
can consult it yourself.

But you may also think that what he proposes is wrong—that he
shouldn’t do it and you shouldn’t help him. If you think that, what
does it mean, and what, if anything, makes it true?

To say it’s wrong is not just to say it’s against the rules. There can
be bad rules which prohibit what isn’t wrong—like a law against
criticizing the government. A rule can also be bad because it requires
something that is wrong—like a law that requires racial segregation
in hotels and restaurants. The ideas of wrong and right are different
from the ideas of what is and is not against the rules. Otherwise they
couldn’t be used in the evaluation of rules as well as of actions.

If you think it would be wrong to help your friend steal the book,
then you will feel uncomfortable about doing it: in some way you
won't want to do it, even if you are also reluctant to refuse help to a
friend. Where does the desire not to do it come from; what is its
motive, the reason behind it?

There are various ways in which something can be wrong, but in
this case, if you had to explain it, you’d probably say that it would
be unfair to other users of the library who may be just as interested
in the book as your friend is, but who consult it in the reference
room, where anyone who needs it can find it. You may also feel that
to let him take it would betray your employers, who are paying you
precisely to keep this sort of thing from happening.

These thoughts have to do with effects on others—not necessar-
dy effects on their feelings, since they may never find out about it,
but some kind of damage nevertheless. In general, the thought that
something is wrong depends on its impact not just on the person
who does it but on other people. They wouldn't like it, and they’d
object if they found out.
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But suppose you try to explain all this to your friend, and he says,
“I know the head librarian wouldnt like it if he found out, and
probably some of the other users of the library would be unhappy to
find the book gone, but who cares? I want the book; why should I
care about them?”

The argument that it would be wrong is supposed to give him
a reason not to do it. But if someone just doesn’t care about other
people, what reason does he have to refrain from doing any of the
things usually thought to be wrong, if he can get away with it: what
reason does he have not to kill, steal, lie, or hurt others? If he can get
what he wants by doing such things, why shouldn’t he? And if there’s
no reason why he shouldn’t, in what sense is it wrong?

Of course most people do care about others to some extent. But if
someone doesn’t care, most of us wouldn’t conclude that he’s exempt
from morality. A person who kills someone Just to steal his wallet,
without caring about the victim, is not automatically excused. The
fact that he doesn’t care doesn’t make it all right: he should care. But
why should he care?

There have been many attempts to answer this question. One type
of answer tries to identify something else that the person already
cares about, and then connect morality to it.

For example, some people believe that even if you can get away
with awful crimes on this earth, and are not punished by the law or
your fellow men, such acts are forbidden by God, who will punish
you after death (and reward you if you didnt do wrong when you
were tempted to). So even when it seems to be in your Interest to
do such a thing, it really isn’t. Some people have even believed that
if there is no God to back up moral requirements with the threat of
punishment and the promise of reward, morality is an illusion: “If
God does not exist, everything is permitted.”

This is a rather crude version of the religious foundation for mo-
rality. A more appealing version might be that the motive for obey-
ing God’s commands is not fear but love. He loves you, and you
should love Him, and should wish to obey His commands in order
not to offend Him.

But however we interpret the religious motivation, there are three
objections to this type of answer. First, plenty of people who don’t
believe in God still make Judgments of right and wrong, and think
no one should kill another for his wallet even if he can be sure to get
away with it. Second, if God exists, and forbids what’s wrong, that
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IS IT ALL RELATIVE?

still isn’t what makes it wrong. Murder is wrong in i :
makes 1 . g in itself; and thyy
why God forbids it (if He does). God couldn’t make Jjust anyhgi; .

thing wrong—Tlike putting on your left sock before your right—

simply by prohibiting it. If God would punish fc i

. : you for doing that i °
would lbe inadvisable to do it, but it wouldn’t be wrong. Thidhiz lt*
of punishment and hope of reward, and even love of God, seen; ngi '

to be the right motives for morality. If you think it’s wrong to kil}
cheat, or steal, you should want to avoid doing such things beca ’
they are bad things to do to the victims, not Jjust because you fear ?}ie
consequences for yourself, or because you don’t want to offend ;
Creator. you

This third objection also applies to other explanations of the for,
of morality which appeal to the interests of the person who must accte
Eor exgmple, it may be said that you should treat others with con_‘
s@erahon so that they’ll do the same for you. This may be sound ad-
vice, but it is valid only so far as you think what you do will affect
how others treat you. It’s not a reason for doing the right thing if
others won't find out about it, or against doing the wrong thing if
you can get away with it (like being a hit and run driver).

There is no substitute for a direct concern for other people as the
basis of morality. But morality is supposed to apply to everyone: and
can we assume that everyone has such a concern for others? Obvi-
ously not: some people are very selfish, and even those who are not
selfish may care only about the people they know, and not about
everyone. So where will we find a reason that everyone has not to
hurt other people, even those they don’t know?

Well, there’s one general argument against hurting other people
which can be given to anybody who understands English (or any
other language), and which seems to show that he has some reason to
care about others, even if in the end his selfish motives are so strong
that he persists in treating other people badly anyway. It’s an argu-
ment that I'm sure you’ve heard, and it goes like this: “How would"
you like it if someone did that to you?”

It’s not easy to explain how this argument is supposed to work.
Suppose yQu’re about to steal someone else’s umbrella as you leave a
restaurant in a rainstorm, and a bystander says, “How would you like
it if someone did that to you?”” Why is it supposed to make you hesi-
tate, or feel guilty?

Obviously the direct answer to the question is supposed to be, “I
wouldn't like it at all’” But what’s the next step? Suppose you were
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1o say, 1 wouldn’t like it if someone did that to me. But luckily no

 one is doing it to me. I'm doing it to someone else, and I don’t mind

 ghatatalll”

This answer misses the point of the question. When you are asked

 how you would like it if someone did that to you, you are supposed

to0 think about all the feelings you would have if someone stole your
- gmbrella. And that includes more than just “not liking it”~—as you
_wouldn’t “like it” if you stubbed your toe on a rock. If someone stole

our umbrella you’d resent it. You’d have feelings about the umbrella

" thief, not just about the loss of the umbrella. You’d think, “Where
" does he get off, taking my umbrella that I bought with my hard-

earned money and that I had the foresight to bring after reading the
weather report? Why didn’t he bring his own umbrella?” and so forth.

When our own interests are threatened by the inconsiderate be-
havior of others, most of us find it easy to appreciate that those oth-
ers have a reason to be more considerate. When you are hurt, you
probably feel that other people should care about it: you don’t think
it's no concern of theirs, and that they have no reason to avoid hurt-
ing you. That is the feeling that the “How would you like it?” argu-
ment is supposed to arouse.

Because if you admit that you would resent it if someone else did
to you what you are now doing to him, you are admitting that you
think he would have a reason not to do it to you. And if you admit
that, you have to consider what that reason is. It couldn’t be just that
it’s you that he’s hurting, of all the people in the world. There’s no
special reason for him not to steal your umbrella, as opposed to any-
one else’s. There’s nothing so special about you. Whatever the rea-
son is, it’s a reason he would have against hurting anyone else in the
same way. And it’s a reason anyone else would have too, in a similar
situation, against hurting you or anyone else.

But if it’s a reason anyone would have not to hurt anyone else in
this way, then it’s a reason you have not to hurt someone else in this
way (since anyone means everyone). Therefore it’s a reason not to steal
the other person’s umbrella now.

This is a matter of simple consistency. Once you admit that an-
other person would have a reason not to harm you in similar circum-
stances, and once you admit that the reason he would have is very
general and doesn’t apply only to you, or to him, then to be consis-
tent you have to admit that the same reason applies to you now. You
shouldn't steal the umbrella, and you ought to feel guilty if you do.
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) Someone could escape from this argument if, when he was ask
“How would you like it if someone did that to you?” he anS\:zS oo
I wogldn’t resent it at all. I wouldn’t like it if someone stole m ey
b?eﬂa In a ranstorm, but I wouldn'’t think there was any reasc}: U?P
him to consider my feelings about it.” But how many people ot
honestly give that answer? I think most people, unless the I?re g
would think that their own interests and har;ns matter ynotcrzzly,
to themselves, but in a way that gives other people a reas,on to st
about them too. We all think that when we suffer it is not ; b
Jor us, but bad, period. st bad
The basis Qf morality is a belief that good and harm to particul
people (or animals) is good or bad not just from their point of viz v
but from a more general point of view, which every thinkin -
son can understand. That means that each person has a reasiper_
cggmder not only his own interests but the interests of others inndto
ciding what to do. And it isn’t enough if he is considerate onl e;’
some others—his family and friends, those he specially cares abz), 2
Qf course he will care more about certain people, and also about;
himself. But he has some reason to consider the eifect of what }111
icioesh onhthe good or harm of everyone. If he’s like most of us thai
s ;:’taftr i; (31511;1}(; i(:lthers should do with regard to him, even if they

STUDY QUESTIONS

1. What does Nagel mean by “an objective basis for morality”?
How does he argue for it? In your opinion does Nagel succeeci
in demonstrating that morality is “objective”?

2. How, according to Nagel, may someone who “has no direct
concern for the feelings of others” nevertheless be forced to ac-
knowledge that it is wrong to harm them?

3. How does Nagel proceed from the premuse that people univer-
sally resent unprovoked harm to the claim that they have a rea-
son not to inflict unprovoked harm on someone else and finally
to the conclusion that it is morally wrong to visit such harm on
anyone?

4, Bqth Nagel and Kant (pages 167 and 251) argue for the univer-
sality and objectivity of ethical principles. How do they differ?
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Whom do you favor? Consider the objections to Kant’s moral
philosophy that Rae Langton raises in chapter 2. Is Nagel subject
to similar objections?

The Deep Beauty of the Golden Rule

R. M. Maclver

R. M. Maclver (1882-1970) was a professor at Columbia
University in sociology and political science. His works
include Academic Freedom in Our Time (1967) and Commu-
nity: A Social Study (1970).

R. M. Maclver finds in the Golden Rule—*“Do unto

others as you would have them do unto you”—the way

out of the relativist impasse. It is a sensitive rule based on

reason and common sense. It does not oppose itself to

the norms of any given society because it does not tell
anyone what to do. However, it does provide a policy to
be followed which puts one on the alert: “If you would
disapprove that another should treat you as you [are]
treat[ing] him, is this not a sign that by the standards of
your own values, you are mistreating him?” This proce-
dural rule is universal precisely because it is compatible
with the values of both parties, provided both respect the
other’s rights and liberties.

The subject that learned men call ethics is a wasteland on the philo-
sophical map. Thousands of books have been written on this matter,
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