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PREFACE

THERE was never a time when the foundations of
ethics seemed so obscure as they seem to many
thinking people to-day. Strange theories of conduct
find currency and win disciples. Moral principles
which once seemed fixed are called in question. The
moral questions at issue and the problems before
civilized man take on a new scale of immensity and
seriousness.

The design of this book is to set forth a simple,
philosophical, and inspiring vital principle, which
governs all ethical questions, and ensures the develop-
ment of noble, useful, and happy character.

The treatment touches the great issues of human
life, the significance of conscience, the problem of
evil, the supposed antagonism between freedom and
necessity. The effort is made to treat such questions
without any theological or metaphysical preposses-
sions, but simply from the study of the facts of
consciousness,

The main object of the book is practical. The
author desires especially to help men in the art of
the good life. While he does not believe that the
true is the same as the useful, he believes that the
true and the useful are at last one. The good theory,
therefore, shows itself good only so far as it is prac-
tical. The closing chapters take up various modern
ethical problems and ask point by point: Does our
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ruling principle hold good? A paper on the “ Ethics
of Speculation ” in the Atlantic Monthly for Decem-
ber, 1907, illustrates at the same time the author’s
point of view and his method of approach, with re-
gard to the great subjects which the book discusses.

One fact further may serve to attract the reader.
While the author discovers in his theory of ethics
the lines of an eminently religious philosophy, and be-
lieves that the practise of this theory is essentially the
practise of a great religion, yet the application of his
thought seems to be valid for any agnostic or * hu-
manist ” who desires to realize the highest values in
life.

The substance of the book was given in a course
of lectures before the Brooklyn Institute in the season

of 1906-7.
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PART 1
ETHICS AND EVOLUTION

CHAPTER 1

THE NEW CONDITIONS OF ETHICAL STUDY

WE have before us under the name of ethics the
most interesting and profound of all the subjects
which concern human welfare. It involves our phi-
losophy of life; it touches every question of religion;
it also presides over the details of each man’s daily
conduct. There is no science so practical as ethics.
Its facts are gathered from every field of human ex-
perience. Its traditions and precedents come down
from the earliest times. Its laws rule the household,
control trade and commerce, and bind men in States.
Its ever new and fresh problems challenge the high-
est and best trained minds of the thinkers, the poets,
the jurists, the legislators, and the men of affairs
of each generation. These problems were never so
fascinating and complicated as they are to-day.

The object of my enquiry in this book is to seek
to discover what kind of ethics befits and corresponds
to the needs and social relations of civilized men.
Ethics is the science of human conduct. As a science,
it must meet the demands of our intelligence. It
must harmonize with other sciences and help to make
our thought of the Universe congruous and com-
plete. Have we a kind of ethics which can satisfy
the minds of thoughtful, educated, and civilized men?

We demand of our ethical theory that it shall not
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only meet the reasonable conditions of thought, but
that it shall also work out into, and inspire, rational
and beautiful conduct. What sort of conduct suits
the enlarging requirements of a true and happy
civilization? Civilization has been described as the
art of living together in human society. What fun-
damental principles, if obeyed, will establish the
domestic, the industrial, the economic, the communal
or civic, the international relations of a civilized
world? What persuasive motives will appeal to men’s
consciences in such a world, will determine and mor-
alize their personal habits, will ennoble their individual
character, and even induce social enthusiasm? We
want a theory of ethics whose formulas shall hold
good for such actual questions as men are asking
every day about riches and poverty, about land and
monopolies, about marriage and divorce and the
family, about the use of the alcoholic drinks, about
war, about backward races.

This is not all. It is idle merely to talk about what
men ought to do in a thoroughly civilized world. The
most favored nations are not civilized yet. Without
going to India or China, Christendom is still full of
people who, in their thought and practice, in their
customs and inherited traditions, are only emerging
from barbarism. We need not only an ethical theory
which might suit the men of a Golden Age, but also
a kind of ethics which we can use at once in this
very inchoate society in which we live. It must not
be merely a fine Stoic philosophy good only for the
few; it must be democratic.

Moreover, the world is becoming conscious of its
barbarism, as it never was before, dissatisfied with
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it, ashamed of it, at times quite disheartened on ac-
count of it. There is need of a theory of ethics which
shall somewhat explain and interpret moral evil and
unhappiness, and, while explaining, give new courage
and hope. In short, the ethics of civilization must
touch the springs of the human will; it must stir
men’s hearts. May it not be found to be one with
the essence of religion?

We are living in a period of tremendous ethical
change and confusion. The world seems to be un-
dergoing some such change as that which comes over
the youth who, going out of the house of his child-
hood, confronts the rush and turmoil of the life of
a great city. Let us fairly face the facts which make
this period notable.

In the first place the ends of the earth have been
rapidly brought together in the last hundred years.
China and Japan have become nearer neighbors to
the United States than England was a few decades
ago. War, commerce, travel and science have pene-
trated into the remote valleys of Europe and Asia,
and have suddenly awakened their half-slumbering
populations, and presented to their eyes the sight of
strange flags, and costumes, different religions, new
manners and morals. In Hindustan, in Egypt, in
Japan, in Europe and America, the old order, both
moral and religious, is threatened, if not already un-
dermined. The new teachings of physical science
have clashed with time-honored superstitions and have
challenged every historic form of religion, either to
overwhelming readjustment or to death. Successive
waves of peaceful and industrial immigration, more
vast than the ancient processions of the Goths and
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the Huns, have swept over the seas, and broken in
upon the sleeping lands of North and South Amer-

tant Siberia and Manchuria, and are altering the
geography of the world. Coming to live under new
skies, mixing with new and alien populations, adapt-
ing themselves to changed social environments, institu-
tions and laws, losing the old moorings and habitudes
of generations, the new immigrants have brought
irresistible disturbances of belief and practice into
the countries where they have wandered.

In New York, in Chicago, in Boston, the old Puri-
tanism of New England or Scotland stands at bay
in the face of strange and nameless immoralities
brought together from every capital of the old world,
survivals of Rome and Babylon. There is an inde-
cency, both in the slums and in the palaces of a great
city, worse than that of savages; for the savage has
his immemorial code of rules, while thousands of
men and women in modern cities have lost or forgot-
ten not only the religion but the morality of their
forefathers. Grant, if you will, that most men mean
well and are kindly disposed; but lacking convic-
tions and losing religion they become more or less
irresponsible. The fact is, men are making experi-
ments in ethics, and in religion, too, as they make
experiments in science and trade, They discover
to their surprise how many different schemes, codes
and rival standards of conduct are somewhere, at
least, held respectable. Ingenious new pleas and ex-
cuses are published, sophisticating men’s native ideas
of right and wrong. For what barbarism cannot
even the preachers of religion make out a case, pro-
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vided it stands with the prestige of wealth and
numbers?

I hope to show in the end that this prevailing moral -

confusion is a phase of progress, but this fact does
not appear on the surface. There have been other
times when a cry of fear has gone up from the con-
servators of morality over the “ wickedness ”’ of their
world. But a new and subtle form of peril appears«
to-day. It concerns the standards of morality; it
touches the minds, not merely of careless and child-
ish people, but also of moral and thoughtful persons.
The early and common thought of ethics, associated
more or less intimately with every religion, has been
a rigorous, unchangeable, and absolute moral code
decreed from heaven. Men have habitually written
over ethics, as over their religion, the words: * As
it was in the beginning, is now and ever shall be.”
This idea has prevailed especially in the name of
Christianity. In the current and traditional Christian
thought a complete scheme of moral teachings is sup-
posed to be drawn from the Bible. “How is it
written? ” men have been accustomed to ask. They
have thought that whatever the Bible forbade was
wrong for all men and in all times, and whatever the
Bible failed explicitly to condemn was permissible.

The Nineteenth Century, with its tremendous doc-
trine of evolution altering all the physical sciences,
made no exemption, in the application of its new
teaching, in favor of morals and religion. Religions
grow and change and pass on into higher forms, or
else, if they cannot fit the new needs of the new gen-
eration, they pass away, like the early Saurian
creatures. The ethical standards of any age or race
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are likewise, evidently, the index of the degree and
quality of its civilization. The study of ethics can
never again be any mere rabbinical or exegetical ex-
ercise upon a divine code, Mosaic or Christian. It
is more profound and stimulating. It consists, like
other sciences, in tracing the underlying laws which
govern moral movement and growth; it compels us
to observe the facts of moral health and of moral
disease ; the trained imagination leaps from that which
is now to the vision of what ought to be. Ethics is
not a science of mere “statics,” as if man’s moral
nature were ever at rest or had attained its perfec-
tion; it is rather a science of vital “ dynamics,” show-
ing the forces at work which build up a civilized
society.

The profoundest question in ethics touches the
ground of authority upon which the individual or
society proceeds to think and to act. The criticism
of the Bibles of the world has forced everyone to
raise this question of authority anew. Who is to
pronounce what is right? Our Bible is not the kind
of book which our forefathers imagined. A Bible
is the result of a growth; it is the literature of a
people who thought upon righteousness and religion;
it embodies the experiences of a procession of devout
and earnest souls. It contains their rules of life,
their legislation, their aspirations and ideals; it bears
a prophecy of the times to come, when man’s highest
prayers for justice and human welfare shall be
realized in the institutions of society. Such a Bible
is not less precious for the fact of its human growth;
but it ceases straightway to be specifically authorita-
tive for all times, and least of all upon those details
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of conduct which make the problems of each new
generation.

There are, indeed, certain general principles, such
as the rules of justice, of truth, and of mercy, which
are contained in all the Bibles, which arise generally
out of men’s daily experience, and may be called
universal. But the demand for authority concerns
the practical questions about the application of the
principles. The ethical need is greatest where author-
ities differ, where Bibles are not explicit, or even are
silent, where the conscience of only the few has yet
felt the presence of a new commandment. Ethical
problems consist largely in the application of uni-
versal principles, already commonly admitted, to new
and altered circumstances, or to new phases of hu-
man life as it grows more sensitive from age to age.
Ethics is like mechanics in this respect. The modern
engineer has to deal with forms of force and new
enterprises which even the builders of the Pyramids
never contemplated. The text books, the plans or
maps, the rules and methods of the ancient engineers
or astronomers were never intended for the construc-
tion of the Panama Canal or for the investigation of
double stars. In the same way we must frankly ad-
mit that the Bibles with which we begin the new
century were never intended to determine the details
of modern ethics.

Moreover, modern skepticism goes to the roots of
things. Men ask whether the so-called universal prin-
ciples—justice, mercy, truth—are always and every-
where binding? We hear strange theories about a
supposed egoistic “ superman” who cares for none
of these things. If ancient authority fades, if there
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is no supernatural authority to which men may have
recourse, what valid urgency can be brought upon
the unwilling mind? Upon this point more than any-
where else turns the enormous difference between the
old-world view of ethical theory and the modern
thought.

This change of ethical view-point does not come
because men have been consciously thinking and in-
vestigating, so much as because they have been liv-
ing and acting. Practical necessities and even econ-
omies have compelled the reconsideration of the ethics
of the code and the book. It was largely the pres-
sure of practical life that brought men up against
the question of slavery. They found a certain dis-
comfort in buying and selling their fellow-Christians,
not infrequently of their own flesh and blood. The
business became incongruous with the conditions of
modern life and with the institutions of popular gov-
ernment. A new sensitiveness of conscience was
developed which could not be put to sleep. So with
the problem of intemperance. How could the men
of the Bible, who had never seen a pint of distilled
alcohol, have any clear answer for modern people
who want to enact a prohibitory law? Does anyone
seriously suppose that Jesus, who is credited in one
of the New Testament stories with having actually
changed water into wine, had the slightest sense of
the modern problem of the use and control of alco-
holic drinks in a modern city? We have new con-
ditions of life that raise an interrogation mark over
a way that was once held to be safe enough. Drunk-
enness, a matter of course for a barbarous people,
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becomes an unbearable nuisance in the streets of a
crowded town.

Take another question of the last century. What
is the modern citizen’s relation to the State, when for
example, his State makes unjust laws to catch slaves
or to treat Chinamen with indignity? The writers
of authoritative Bibles had no conception of a demo-
cratic government in which citizens are at the same
time law-makers, and subject to their own laws.

Moreover, we have waked up to see that, as 2 mat-
ter of fact, whatever men’s professions of devotion
may have been to the teachings of Moses or of Jesus,
only a bare fraction have ever actually endeavored to
square their conduct with the moral code contained
in the sacred books of their religion. How many
Jews or Christians have ever declined to take interest
money because it is forbidden in the Bible? How
many Christians believe that there is only one just
cause of divorce from a cruel, brutal, or beastly hus-
band? Or, how many non-resistant Christians range
themselves with Tolstoi and the Quakers? Evidently
the world is not moored to any single ethical an-
chorage ground. Our ship is fairly launched on an
ocean. Have we a compass, and are we steering a
course? Are there sun and stars over us, by which,
however distant, we may make out our direction?
We have to show that we have an ethical theory which
takes all this change of the basis of authority into ac-
count and, in fact, presupposes it.



CHAPTER 1II

THE MATERIAL OF ETHICAL STUDY

THE material which we are set to observe in the
physical sciences is wholly external to our minds.
We classify it under the abstract and mysterious term
of matter. We describe it under various forms, col-
ors, sounds and sensations with which it impresses
itself an our senses. We apply elaborate instruments
to observe, measure and weigh it. We distinguish
behind its manifold changes the play of what we name
motion or force,—another mystery. We can even
make out a case that all the matter in the world is
simply the manifestation, in myriad forms, of force
or will. However this may be, the mind is impressed
with the fact of a world outside of itself, but with
which its existence is involved, which seems to con-
sist of what we call matter, and through its continued
motion to reveal the working of force.

The study of ethical subjects proceeds with a dif-
ferent order of material. It is not altogether outside
of ourselves. It is also within our own minds or
consciousness. We have, indeed, to deal with sights,
sounds, motions, blows perhaps, the actions of other
men like ourselves. We use our senses wherewith
to translate men’s gestures and movements, their
looks, the tones of their voices, the glance of their
eyes, but we are as sure as we can be of any fact that,

12
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behind the acts, the glances, the gestures of each man
whom we see lies the working of a quite invisible
mind, precisely like the mind of which each one is
conscious in himself,

The material of ethical investigation, then, does not
consist merely in such conduct as we observe through
the use of our senses in watching the people about us.
It consists also in all manner of feelings, affections,
sentiments, thoughts, convictions, memories, the sub-
stance of our inward or personal life. Qur study is
one of more or less self-consciousness. We watch
the conduct of others, and observe their outward
treatment of us, for a purpose beyond the mere sen-
sation of pain or pleasure which their conduct im-
mediately happens to convey. We want to know, also,
how they feel toward us; we want to know what
their conduct means; why they treated us as they did
and not otherwise. We need to know how to treat
them in return. Our happiness, our existence, all
that makes life worth living, depends on the conduct
of the people with whom we are in daily contact, on
multitudes also beyond our sight,—but whose acts
may change the course of civilization. It is not
enough to know what they are doing; it is necessary
to surmise what they intend, what they desire, what
ideals are in their minds. The study of ethics is the
study of nothing less profound than the depths and
heights of human nature. What is man? What is
he capable of? What changes may be wrought in
him through culture? How may the forces playing
through him, physical and spiritual, be turned to more
fruitful use for the welfare of all men?

" Not observation alone, but reflection based up-
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on experience also throws light on these searching
questions. We surmise that all men have a com-
mon nature. We are persuaded that they respond
to common motives and urgencies. What the in-
dividual may become under certain conditions,
we think multitudes likewise tend to become
with the same conditions, whether favorable or in-
jurious. What moves us, we discover, tends (other
things being equal) to move other men. History,
literature, oratory, poetry, religion, all contribute their
part to the study of the vast realm of ethical ma-
terial.

There are various characters that we attribute to
people, inferred more or less accurately from their
actions, and known also by self-consciousness in our-
selves. We call men just, truthful, generous, or else
mean, cruel, unfair, and other such terms. We judge
them as good or bad by these characterizations. We
describe qualities which lie in the invisible region of
men’s personality. These qualities emerge into a
vast complexity of ethical products and ideals. There
is never, however, any difficulty in knowing a thor-
oughly just man when he appears. Even a child will
often entertain a high ideal of justice. Goodness
has its own way of shining forth. Depravity carries
its own ill odor. All the material for ethical enquiry
has its proper and obvious marks for identification
and classification, as real, though somewhat subtle,
as the material upon which a chemist or geologist
works.

Behind the surface of men’s conduct we distinguish
in general three different attitudes in which they
stand to one another. Their mood or attitude or
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mode of contact is far more to us than their acts or
words. One attitude is that of antagonism, or dis-
like, or at least suspicion. There may be race hatred,
class jealousy, personal antipathy or prejudice. It
may be baseless or it may have roots in tribal tradi-
tion and history. It may have come to be quite
unreasonable. But it has to be reckoned with
and accounted for, and in case humane relations
are desired, it must somehow be cleared away.
How to overcome repulsions and enmities is
one of the most practical of all questions which
men have to consider, No problem in electrical
or mechanical science is so important. The fact
is that hardly anyone is so unnatural and inhu-
mane as not to be willing to keep the law and order
of his own society or group. The trouble comes in
being obliged.to keep the order and rules prescribed
by another set or group of men, not one’s own
fellows. The work of democracy, and its faith, is to
be able to convert all men to allegiance to the com-
mon order, suitable for all men.

A second attitude in which men stand to each other
is indifference. Men daily look others in the face
for whom they do not care. They rub against their
fellows in the streets, as if they were all so many
posts, They do not even dislike one another. They
live as if the others, their neighbors on the same
street, it may be, did not exist. They may even buy
and sell with one another, and be devoid of personal

‘and human feeling. In many cases, this prevailing
indifference rises into a mood of slumbering and half-
conscious superiority. The employer imagines him-
self to be of finer clay than the crowd of new immi-
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grants who crowd into his mines from Hungary.
The university student belongs to a superior world to
the uneducated multitude. The Englishman in India
has his own caste line which divides him both from
the people over whom he rules and the common sol-
diers who came out in the same ship with him. Here,
then, is an attitude which, without being antagonistic
at all, may even divide men of the same tongue, the
same religion, the same national flag, as if a gulf ran
between them. The most advanced of the great reli-
gions of the world proclaims a universal rule of love.
The most searching problem of religion is how to teach
love in any valid sense of the word to men whose ha-
bitual attitude is indifference or self-complacent pride.
Outside of all religion the problem of the statesman is
practically the same, namely, how to bind in endur-
ing forms of union, respect and co-operation the sep-
arate strata of society, wherein now men and women
hardly recognize each other. The problem at least is
how to prevent this perilous and inhuman separate-
ness from passing over, under some slight excite-
ment, into positive hatred and injury.

The third attitude in which men stand to one an-
other is friendliness or good will. This is evidently
the normal attitude. The natural tendency always
is, as fast as men know each other, or wherever they
work for a common cause, to discover in one another
the ethical marks of more or less worth, and to re-
spect and like one another accordingly. “I do not
know,” said a teacher of considerable experience,
“that I ever have met a really bad boy.” Here was
a case where the attitude of kindliness or humanity
on the part of the teacher operated to bring out a
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response of the same kind from his boys. In a gen-
eral way, we may premise that the ideal ethical life
would be one in which men of all races, traditions and
religions met each other in the attitude of humanity.

The attitude of a man is related to his character,
as just, pure, true, or the reverse; but his attitude is
a somewhat different order of fact from his character.
Thus a2 man may possess various virtues, such as
courage, faithfulness, .a clean life, and yet be full of
suspicions and hatreds. The veriest Ishmael may
possess high personal virtues. A man may give
scrupulously honest measure to a customer whom he
despises. An English judge or resident may be the
soul of integrity in a land which he would like never
to see again. On the other hand men of very coarse
habits will be models of devoted hospitality to utter
strangers.

The attitude of a man seems to be largely a matter
of social disposition. The social temper may even
be an open door to peculiar temptations, to loose liv-
ing, to complacency towards injustice, and may urge
a man to go with the crowd to do evil. Neverthe-
less, the social temper, as we shall see, lies at the basis
of moral education. That our fellows shall approve
us, shall be friendly to us, shall act with us, is at the
root of our happiness. That the largest possible
number of men shall be honest, faithful, generous,
brave, kindly, is the condition upon which human
life, and especially civilized life, proceeds. The ma-
terial of ethics is thus the material out of which
human society builds itself.

The study of ethics is simply the highest form of
the study of human nature. No one has to travel
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across seas or to burrow in the earth for material to
investigate. It lies all about him and within him.
No psychologist in his laboratory has special advan-
tage over his fellows, who observe men on the street,
in shops, and in courtrooms. The professional stu-
dent is even likely to be swayed with undue interest
toward the bypaths of external and physical phe-
nomena, so as not to do justice to the fruitful field
of self-consciousness where the main facts of the
ethical life emerge. As with all practical manage-
ment of human affairs, from the tiny home to a great
government, as with the successful conduct of the
high art of friendship, so in the study of ethics,
what counts most is wealth of observation and rich-
ness of experience; also, most likely, a sense of the
great human ends in personal welfare, happiness and
social efficiency to be secured through the elevation
of beautiful standards and the inspiration of noble
motives. In other words, the surmise or suggestion
naturally follows here, that among the conditions of
the successful study of ethics a certain ethical dis-
position on the part of the enquirer may be essential.
This is like saying that for the best study of the sense
of sight an excellent normal eye is demanded, or
for the study of music a good ear and a sense of har-
-monies. So, for ethical study one ought to have a
strong predisposition toward the most humane social
life. A selfish or overbearing or contemptuous ob-
server would naturally stand at a serious disad-
vantage.



CHAPTER 1III

TWO RIVAL THEORIES

Two master theories of ethics, representing op-
posite philosophies, have long been before the world.
They express different tendencies of the human mind.
One theory considers man as an outgrowth of Nature;
he is regarded as the creature or resultant of circum-
stances; his conduct is dominated by his material
or physical environment; the springs of his action
are reached and played upon through the senses; his
interests, his pleasures, his fears, his ambitions for
power, wealth and influence are his ruling motives.
Show him at every point what makes for his own
happiness,—in short views, if he is ignorant,—in
longer views, if he is more intelligent,—and his morals
will correspond. In short, each man is here in this
world for what he can get and enjoy. This is his
nature, as true, though in more subtle form, of the
refined and educated, as it is obviously true, in coarse
and sensual forms, of gross and barbarous men.

Such, briefly, is the epicurean or utilitarian theory
of ethics. It is related to what is known as the eco-
nomic view of history. It is often associated with a
materialistic philosophy, but it is not incompatible
with certain kinds of religion. There are religions
which doubtless make their appeal, either to the self-
ishness or the fears of their votaries. A religion may
offer selfish gods who seek their own glory, who ad-
minister future rewards and punishments like oriental
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potentates, and make miraculous interpositions in be-
half of their favorites. The utilitarian theory fits
such a religion. It may also profess a doctrine of the
freedom of the will, or again, it may be the theory
of necessitarianism. Its characteristic emphasis in
all cases is the same, namely, its assertion that the
grand and persuasive motive of ethics in each indi-
vidual is his own happiness or welfare,—if not in a
narrow and animal sense, then in a large and high
sense.

It must be frankly confessed that the opponents
of the utilitarian school of ethics have hitherto
scarcely succeeded in giving a clear and consistent
account of their own thought. It is easy, however, to
show what their emphasis and the tendency of their
thinking has been. They have held that there is some-
thing infinitely more than happiness, in whatever
sense you use the word. Truth and righteousness,
spelled with divine and capital letters, they teach, are
more precious than the happiness of all the men in
the world. The urgency of conscience is imperative
and inexorable, while every instinct and desire for
pleasure may be and often ought to be frustrated.
A man had better die in doing a just act than live
through a millennium of pleasures purchased by dis-
obedience. To be happy is one thing; to be
“blessed ” is another and far worthier object of life.
The fact is, we are told, aside from and quite above
the titillation of the senses, there is the most real of
all realms,—the kingdom of the ideal things. Here
are the poet’s and artist’s visions of beauty; here lies
“ the City of Light” which the prophets and reform-
ers of all ages have foretold; here is the divine plan
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of everything that ought to be,—the infinite possi-
bilities of the perfection of all human relationships.
Here, then, not outside, but. within a man, is the su-
preme source of all ethics.

To the practical questions: What must a man do
in the midst of the tangled skein of this earthly life?
Shall he not do simply what his most exalted sense
of advantage or utility dictates? Can he not at least
be content with trying to seek what seems to him
“the greatest good of the greatest number?” No,
answer the idealists. He can never be content unless
he does whatever is right. Let him do what the

shining ideals require. Let him do, not even what is+—

good for the multitude for to-day or to-morrow, but
what is eternally good,—what is good, therefore, for
all men. In some such general way as this, speak
all the clarion voices of the opponents of the utili-
tarian ethics.

You might suppose that these idealists, with their
conviction of a realm of absolute truth, beauty, and
goodness, must, perforce, hold to some form of re-
ligion. You might even suppose that they would
agree in believing in some precise form of revela-
tion, through which the vision of the divine and ab-
solute facts could be assured. On the contrary,
some of the staunchest of the idealist teachers are
almost, if not quite, agnostics, with regard to the
problems of religion, such as prayer, providence, and
immortality. The greatest of the idealists in all times
have indeed depended upon no authority of external
revelation; they have affirmed that every man may
see for himself the beautiful laws and the command-
ing visions of that moral and spiritual realm to which,
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they have urged, all men rightly belong. Thus Jesus
characteristically says to his ordinary hearers: “ Why
even of yourselves judge ye not what is right?”

‘You might think that the idealists would surely be
of one mind upon the vexed questions of freedom
and necessity. But cross-sections divide them like
their antagonists upon various questions of phi-
losophy, as well as religion. Neither are they at all
agreed, either in the report which they make of their
visions of the absolute goodness, or in determining
practical rules of conduct for themselves or other
men.

I believe that the time has come when we may be
able to discriminate the elements of enduring truth
which are contained in both of the current rival
theories of ethics. It is certainly impressive that each
theory considered by itself corresponds to well-known
facts of common experience. It is true that men are
always asking: What shall we get? What will pro-
mote our welfare as men? It is equally true that
there is an element in human nature which, on oc-
casion, throws all considerations of expediency, at
least of personal or temporary interest, to the winds
and yields itself to some invisible force of moral
gravitation, which involves as its immediate results
more or less of cost and pain, and whose final results
in human welfare, however they may enter into men’s
hopes, are altogether beyond any explicit demonstra-
tion. I believe that the facts of ethical experience,
when brought together and carefully studied, build
up into a theory of conduct wherein there is a com-
prehensive harmony and no discrepancy between the
two views which have usually been thought opposed
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to one another. I mean that the true theory of ethics
must frankly acknowledge everything which the ex-
treme utilitarians have tried to say. Meanwhile, the
idealists and absolutists in ethics, while holding fast
to all the facts of man’s higher moments of moral
experience, must concede certain important modifica-
tions of their thought, whereby in the end the whole
range of ethical consciousness may be included in
unity. Never, indeed, can there be satisfactory ethical
theory or practice, so long as two groups of re-
spectable minds are obliged to dispute with one an-
other about the foundations upon which human con-
duct rests.



CHAPTER 1V

THE SELFISH WORLD AND THE SOCIAL WORLD

WE are apt to use the word selfishness in a loose
sense, without asking just what we mean by it. We
must now define it with some care. It is the instinct
in man, as in all creatures, which seeks to get, to draw
to itself, to appropriate. It makes self the center of
its existence and all things else subsidiary to its own
advantage. As the earth seemed the center of the
universe to the primitive astronomy, so self appears
to the primitive man. In proportion as he becomes
intelligent, so his desires grow. To get things,—
clothes, ornaments, money, lands, to get praise, favor,
and power, to obtain all forms of happiness, to make
acquisition the end and aim of life,—this is selfish-
ness. It is not necessarily an evil thing.

No one surely cares to deny that this is and always
has been a selfish world. Even its prevailing religions
have appealed to men’s selfishness. Prayers and de-
votions have been offered mostly at least for the bene-
fit of the worshipers. Christianity has appealed
through hundreds of years to men’s hopes or their
fears. At all events, men have so understood its
appeal. “ We have left all and followed thee. What
then shall we have?” asked Jesus’ disciples. The
ethics of the world, as a rule, have necessarily been
the ethics of selfishness. Human laws make one con-
tinual appeal to men’s interests and especially their
fears. It has even been a common apprehension
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among the men who have doubted the validity of re-
ligion, that if the dread of a future judgment were
taken away, or the fear of hell removed, mankind
might relapse into lawlessness. [Even superstition
was a prophylactic, men have urged, since its rewards
and punishments stirred the selfish multitudes to obey
the laws.

Mass together the hundreds of millions of men on
the earth. How many of them can you depend on, in
the face of strong desires or passions, to do right,
purely and simply because it is right? Give them
complete exemption from any personal consequences,
or from all fear of punishment, in case they do
wrong, then subject them to the stress of severe temp-
tation,—how many of them will do right because
right seems to them an absolute good? What idealist
will claim that these would be more than a small
“remnant?” Let us grant that men’s average con-
duct is controlled by selfish motives.

We are not blaspheming our common human nature
when we say that this is a selfish world. We mean,—
what all enlightened people to-day know,—that hu-
manity takes its rise, both for the individual and the
race, in animal conditions. Each individual child
grows up out of such conditions. We never blame
the child because it is selfish. This is only to say
that it is still a young animal. We do not dream yet
of preaching to the child about altruism, about ideals
or the absolute. If we say that he must do right, we
picture to him as clearly as we can the nature of the
consequences of good or bad conduct. Why should
we blame childhood for the conditions which con-
stitute childhood? We may as well blame early man
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for his ignorance as to blame him for being selfish.
In body and mind he is that which his primitive an-
cestry made him. The selfishness is of the animal
nature. To get and to keep, to satisfy his desires,
to express passion, is a primary and instinctive com-
mand. Let us disabuse our minds of the idea that
the selfishness of the animal man is reprehensible or
wicked, or that we ought to be surprised if it sur-
vives in us. We might as well be surprised that we
have bodies and physical appetites. Neither let us
imagine that we shall ever rise to the heights of
ethical beauty and truth, unless we likewise descend
in our enquiry to the depths of our natures, and
recognize the common soil in which the roots of hu-
man life are bedded.

Selfishness, however, is only one fact in the primi-
tive human nature. There is also a social element
even in animal life. It is doubtless one of the primitive
conditions of existence. Kropotkin and others have
acquainted us with very remarkable instances to illus-
trate the working of the law of this social instinct.
It bids the individual creature take any and all risks
of annihilation, when the need arises, for the sake of
progeny, or for the defense of the hive or the herd.
The timid mother bird suddenly becomes a fierce
fighter, reckless of life; the dog, as if some inscrutable
inspiration seized him, will plunge into the waves to
rescue not only his master, but even some one of his
master’s race whom he has never seen before. The
selfish instinct sends the savage out to hunt or to rob
his neighbor; in the pursuit of his selfish ends he is
cruel and unscrupulous. The social instinct in the
same man bids him give all he has to his hungry
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tribesmen ; it may even possess him to take in a help-
less stranger and divide with him his last morsel of
food. -

We understand nothing about ethics till we learn
to take into account not only the selfishness of the
child or the primitive man, but also the characteristic
social nature present in wild animals and gleaming
out from the eyes of quite young children, The few &~
simple laws of early men,—against murder, against
theft, against adultery,—do not merely represent the
selfish side of human nature. They were not made
because each selfish man, fearful of his neighbor’s
hate or greed, in cold blood established a contract
with the others and added the fitting sanction of oaths
and punishments. The early laws seem to have come
out of the growing social sense among men. As a
certain subtle sympathy and comradeship binds the
creatures of any group of the higher animals, so
that they do not appear to wish to hurt one another,
much more this social instinct binds the men of a
family or a clan together. There was never a time
(barring the momentary insanity of mob excitement)
when any considerable number of men wished to
break the laws and to injure their fellows. Not
fear or favor, not rewards or punishments, but the
instinctive sense of a common good and a common
necessity have restrained and subjected selfishness.
This fact is as obvious among Maories or Malays as
among men of the Aryan races. In every period the
man of normal development, the ordinary man of his
generation, has had enough of this social feeling or
humanity to perceive that there were points and
areas from which his selfishness, rushing forth to
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get or enjoy for himself, was quite ruled away. Not
external authority, but a law of his own being,
namely, this social law, thus sets itself up against the
law of the brute. If throughout the course of history
men have appeared with little or no sense of this
social law, or in whom this instinctive regard for the
common good was lacking, such men have been held
by their fellows as abnormal. We call them brutes
and not men.

This is to say that sympathy is a very primitive
trait in human nature. The man without any sym-
pathy, we say, is not quite human. Now sympathy
is at the heart of ethics.

There are men who say that force is beh