
Praise for Ethics for Beginners

“Peter Kreeft, one of the most thoughtful and proli!c Catholic schol-
ars living today, has done it again. Ethics for Beginners is an essential 
resource to introduce readers to some of the most important thinkers 
and ideas in this domain, as he makes the case that good and evil 
are real and knowable. "is is an indispensable volume, coming at a 
crucial moment. Anyone seeking to pursue the good life and happiness 
most richly understood owes Kreeft a debt of gratitude.”

— O. Carter Snead, University of Notre Dame Professor of Law,  
 Director of de Nicola Center for Ethics and Culture, and author  
 of What It Means to Be Human: !e Case for the Body in Public  
 Bioethics

“Peter Kreeft—prophet, sage, and winsome professor of philosophy— 
teaches readers how to unite the knowing, doing, and being of ethics  
against the backdrop of some of the most in#uential moral theo-
rists in history, including Socrates, Buddha, Moses, Plato, Aristotle, 
St. Augustine, St. "omas Aquinas, Hume, Kant, and Alasdair Mac-
Intyre, to name a few. "e cumulative goal is to make you a better 
person, a happy person—that is, an ethical person.”

— Matthew R. Petrusek, Professor of Catholic Ethics, Word on Fire  
 Institute, from the foreword

“Virtually anyone who has taken the time to look into academic dis-
course on ethics could understandably be scared o$. You !nd so many 
di$erent visions of the good, so much specialist jargon, so much argu-
mentative complexity, and so many ideological agendas. Peter Kreeft 
has written a book that o$ers folks a chance to bypass these roadblocks 
by diving directly into accessible visions of the great masters of ethics. 
We desperately need nonspecialists to take ethics more seriously, not 
only as a tool for changing their own lives, but for the building of a 
new culture by those who have had their lives so changed. "is book 
o$ers nonspecialists a chance to do precisely this.”

— Charles Camosy, Professor of Medical Humanities, Creighton  
 University School of Medicine









          

                   .       



Published by Word on Fire, Elk Grove Village, IL 60007 
© 2024 by Peter Kreeft 

Printed in the United States of America 
All rights reserved

Cover design by Peter Voth, typesetting by Marlene Burrell, and  
interior art direction by Nicolas Fredrickson

Scripture excerpts are from the New Revised Standard Version Bible: 
Catholic Edition (copyright © 1989, 1993), used by permission of the 

National Council of the Churches of Christ in the United States of America. 
All rights reserved worldwide.

No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever 
without written permission, except in the case of brief quotations in critical 
articles or reviews. For more information, contact Word on Fire Catholic 

Ministries, PO Box 97330, Washington, DC 20090-7330  
or email contact@wordon!re.org.

First edition published 2020 by St. Augustine’s Press 
Second edition 2024

First printing, January 2024

ISBN: 978-1-68578-076-0

Library of Congress Control Number: 2023941931



Contents

For ewor d  by Matthew R. Petrusek . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . xi

Nine  Introduct ions . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .1

1. "e Oldest Ethical Teacher . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 32

Four  te acher s  from  t he  East
2. "e Hindu Tradition: "e Four Wants of Man . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 39

3. Buddha: Nirvana . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 42

4. Confucius: Harmony . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 46

5. Lao Tzu: Nature as Teacher . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 50

T hr ee  te acher s  from  t he  West
6. Moses: Divine Law . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 57

7. Jesus: Agape Love . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 60

8. Muhammad: Surrender . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 65

T hr ee  Cl a ss ic  Gr eek  Fou nder s  
of  Philosoph y
9. Socrates: “Know "yself”. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 71

10. Plato: Socrates Systematized . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 77

11. Aristotle: "e Ethics of Common Sense . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 85

Sophists, Stoics, and Epicureans . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 96

T hr ee  L e sser  bu t  Mor e  Popu l a r  
A ncient  Philosopher s
12. Protagoras: Sophism . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 99

13. Epicurus: Hedonism . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 103

14. Epictetus: Stoicism . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 108



T hr ee  Medieva l  Chr ist i a n  Sa ints
15. St. Augustine: Love and the Heart . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 117

16. St. Anselm: "at "an Which  
Nothing Greater Can Be "ought . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 120

17. St. "omas Aquinas: "e Marriage of  
Christian and Aristotelian Ethics. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 124

An Interlude about Modern vs. Medieval Ethics . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 133

T hr ee  Moder n  Pol it ic a l  Philosopher s
18. Niccolò Machiavelli: "e Separation  
between Ethics and Politics . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 139

19. "omas Hobbes: Power as the Good . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 142

20. Jean-Jacques Rousseau: Feeling as the Good . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 145

T hr ee  Cl a ss ic  Moder n  Et hic a l  
A lter nat i v es
21. David Hume: Emotivist Ethics . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 151

22. Immanuel Kant: A Non-Metaphysical  
Moral Absolutism . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 155

23. John Stuart Mill: Utilitarianism. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 164

T hr ee  E x istent i a l ists
24. Søren Kierkegaard: "e "ree Stages on Life’s Way . . . . . . . . . . . 169

25. Friedrich Nietzsche: !e Antichrist. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 173

26. Jean-Paul Sartre: "e Ethics of Absurdity . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 177

T wo  Per sona l ists
27. Gabriel Marcel: "e Anti-Sartre . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 185

28. Dietrich von Hildebrand: "ree Kinds of Good  
and the Role of the Heart . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 188



T hr ee  A na ly t ic  Philosopher s
29. A.J. Ayer: "e Meaninglessness of  
Moral Propositions . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 195

30. G.E. Moore: "e Inde!nability of “Good” . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 198

31. Ludwig Wittgenstein: Ethics as “Mystical” . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 200

I s  Et hics  De a d?
32. Alasdair MacIntyre: After Virtue . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 205

Conclusion . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 210

Appendix I: 220 Questions. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 212

Appendix II: Ten Methods for Writing Essays . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 238

Appendix III: How to Write a Socratic Dialogue . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 240

Appendix IV: How to Have a Socratic Debate . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 246

Appendix V: How to Write a Logical Essay Using  
Aristotelian Logic . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 251

Appendix VI: How to Write a Summa Article . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 255





x i

Foreword
Matthew R. Petrusek

Contemporary secular culture tends to think about “ethics” in 
only two ways: (1) liability-mitigating corporate training modules 
that instruct you what not to say and do in the workplace, and/or  
(2) a “break-in-case-of-emergency” box of ideas to assist in weath-
ering a personal moral conundrum (e.g., “I just found out my 
friend’s boyfriend might still be using his dating app—should 
I say something?”). In other words, secularism has reduced the 
role of ethics in individual and social life to a bland mush of rule- 
saturated PowerPoints and disposable self-help advice columns. 
And we have all su$ered because of it.

Peter Kreeft—prophet, sage, and winsome professor of phi-
losophy—has come to our rescue once again. His work, based 
in the wisdom of both natural law and revelation (another way 
of saying reason and faith), shows that ethics, properly de!ned, 
is neither obscure, nor rule-obsessed, nor grounded in fear, nor 
diminishable to mere suggestions or life hacks. Rather, ethics is 
about learning to be happy—truly, wholly (holy), and eternally 
happy, a happiness that, by its very nature, includes the generous 
love of both self and neighbor (see Matt. 22:39). "us, to study 
ethics is to study the art of happiness; and to excel in the art of 
happiness, one must move from being a student to a practitioner, 
from knowing, to doing, to being.



for e wor d

x i i

!at is what Ethics for Beginners is about: teaching readers 
how to unite the knowing, doing, and being of ethics against 
the backdrop of some of the most in#uential moral theories in 
the history of ideas. "e surveys of the minds who comprise this 
history—including Socrates, Buddha, Moses, Plato, Aristotle, 
St. Augustine, St. "omas Aquinas, Hume, Kant, and Alasdair 
MacIntyre, to name a few—are not only informative (though 
they inform exceptionally well) and not only intellectually stim-
ulating (though each chapter leaves you thinking); they are also 
teleologically edifying. "e critical examination of each thinker 
has a cumulative goal: to make you a better person, a happy per-
son—that is, an ethical person. "is goal is not a secret agenda 
burrowed between the lines in the text. It is the whole point of 
the book. Ethics for Beginners, Kreeft discloses, “takes a position, 
it argues, it tries to teach at least one very controversial idea that 
is unpopular among many academics, though not among people 
of common sense: that ethics is real, not merely ideal; that good 
and evil are not unknowable, subjective, or wholly relative.” 

Kreeft grants that many may not be willing to take this jour-
ney through the history of ideas. To all those souls standing (and 
sometimes booing) on the sidelines, he says, “Goodbye. Hope to 
see you back some day after you’ve gotten As in all your courses 
but not life.” To all those, on the other hand, who are curious, or 
curious-adjacent, about the meaning and purpose of life and how 
to live it well, no matter what slings and arrows come their way, 
Kreeft o$ers this warm invitation: “Welcome to the human race 
and please read on.”

Some advice? Don’t turn this one down.



Nine Introductions
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Whom !is Book Is For

It’s for intelligent beginners. "at’s why it concentrates on each 
thinker’s “big picture,” not on detailed step-by-step arguments or 
technical terms.

It’s not for lazy, stupid beginners, and it’s not for intelligent 
experts.

It’s from 32 gurus for students; from 32 large minds for 
middle-sized minds; from 32 wizards for hobbits.

Since the book is for hobbits, it is not for wizards. "ose 
who are wizards know most of the stu$ in this book already, and 
those who think they are wizards but are not are too arrogant and 
self-satis!ed to be good students.

Welcome, hobbits. Here are 32 ideas from 32 Gandalfs.
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How !is Book Is Di"erent

"is is the most boring chapter in the book. "e rest of the book is 
about life, but this chapter is only about the book. Only an idiot 
would prefer a book about life to life, and only an idiot would 
prefer a book about a book to a book about life.

Welcome, fellow idiots.
Philosophy professors are often intelligent idiots. A philosophy 

professor once died, and outside the gates of heaven, God showed 
him a bunch of red brick buildings. It was Harvard University. 
“Why is that here?” the philosopher asked. “"at’s for you,” God 
said. “You see, in this place everyone gets what they want the most, 
what they love the most. So everybody who loves wisdom the most 
gets to enter heaven, but those who love philosophy the most get 
to go to Harvard instead.”

"e “duh!” point of the joke is that “philosophy” literally 
means “the love of wisdom,” not “the love of philosophy” or “the 
love of Harvard.”

"is is not the usual ethics textbook, for four reasons.
First, it is not just a classroom textbook. It is that, but it is 

also a do-it-yourself textbook.
Second, it concentrates only on the “big ideas,” the ones that 

you will remember all your life and that can change your life as well 
as your thought. It’s about the big “existential” questions, not the 
little “analytical” questions. And since it is about the great ideas, 
it uses great minds (great philosophers) and their great books. It 
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borrows from the greatest ethical classics. It is historical rather than 
systematic. It’s not about the history of ethics, it’s about ethics; but 
it treats that history as a gold mine. You mine the mine for the 
gold. And the gold here is not the mine (history) but the minds; 
these gold mines are mind mines.

"ird, it takes a position, it argues, it tries to teach at least one 
very controversial idea that is unpopular among many academics, 
though not among people of common sense: that ethics is real, not 
merely ideal; that good and evil are not unknowable, subjective, 
or wholly relative. Most textbooks on ethics try to be neutral on 
this issue, and most of them do not succeed. "eir position is con-
cealed, but operative. Mine is equally operative but not concealed.

Fourth, it focuses especially on the three biggest of all “big 
ideas” in ethics. To see what these are, think of the human 
race as a #eet of ships and life as the sea. ("e image comes from 
C.S. Lewis.) Ethics is the ships’ sailing orders. "e instructions 
tell the ships the three things they most need to know. First 
and most important of all is their mission. Why are they at sea 
in the !rst place? Are they !ghting a battle, or delivering cargo, 
or ferrying passengers to a destination, or just taking them on 
a pleasure cruise? Second, how should each ship stay shipshape 
and a#oat? "ird, how are they to communicate and cooperate 
with each other instead of ignoring each other or getting in each 
other’s way?

"e !rst question corresponds to the question of the summum 
bonum or “greatest good” or “ultimate end” or “meaning of life.” 
"at is an ethical question—in fact, the single most important 
ethical question—because it is about the simplest and most 
fundamental of all ethical concepts, goodness, about a good life. 
You will ask this question only if you are dissatis!ed with getting 
As in all your subjects but #unking life.

"e second question corresponds to individual ethics, or 
virtue ethics: What kind of a person should I be? "is is about 
virtues and vices in ethics: good and bad habits of character.
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"e third question corresponds to social ethics: how we 
should behave to others, how we should treat other people. "is 
is about justice and charity, good and bad deeds, rights and duties, 
both private and public or political.

Most modern ethical philosophers have these questions upside 
down: they spend most of their time and e$ort on the third ques-
tion and little or none on the !rst. Clearly, the three questions are 
interrelated in a certain order of logical priority. We won’t treat 
others well (question 3) unless we are the right kind of person 
(question 2). (It’s also true that we won’t be the right kind of per-
son if we don’t treat others well.) But the whole point of both being 
the right kind of person (a shipshape ship) and treating others well 
(cooperating with the other ships) is to accomplish the mission of 
the #eet (the !rst question). "at is the most important question, 
the deepest and hardest question, and the one most modern ethical 
philosophers (except the “Existentialists”) tend to ignore.

Why? Not because they are lazy or because the question is too 
hard for them to think about, but because most modern philos-
ophers do not believe that human reason is capable of answering 
it. Most philosophers today have a weaker and narrower and less 
robust notion of human reason than the ancient and medieval 
philosophers had. So they leave that question either to religious 
faith or to personal feeling.

Another reason they ignore the question is because it’s a 
question all religions claim to answer, and typically modern minds 
don’t want to argue religion because they fear religious warfare 
(of which our civilization is rightly sick and of which we have 
seen all too much both in the past and in the present, especially 
in the Middle East). But that does not prove that it is not also a 
question for philosophy. Religion and philosophy can deal with 
some of the same questions without reducing either one of these 
two enterprises to the other if only they use di$erent methods. 
Philosophy uses human reason alone, religion uses also faith in 
divine revelation (in Western religions) or mystical experience (in 
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Eastern religions). I think this ignoring of the greatest of questions 
by philosophers is a disastrous error and a sin against philosophy, 
and this book is an attempt to make up for it. After all, one of the 
most important things that distinguishes mankind from all the 
animals is that we think about these three questions.

"e three big questions in ethics, then, are:

1. What is a truly human life? What is “the meaning of 
life”—i.e., its point, purpose, goal, good, or end? What is a 
life good for? “Why was I born? Why am I living? What’s it 
all about, Al!e?” (A great old song and movie, by the way.) 
What is “the greatest good” (the summum bonum)?

2. How then shall I live? What kind of a person should I be? 
What is “a good person”?

3. How shall I treat other people?

If you are interested in these questions, welcome to the human 
race and please read on. If not, goodbye. Hope to see you back 
some day after you’ve gotten As in all your courses but not life.
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Why Read !is Book?

"is chapter is meant to “sell” the book to teachers. "at includes 
both teachers who teach others and teachers who teach them-
selves. ("is book can be used either in school classrooms or in 
the classroom of the individual mind.)

Typically, there are three kinds of ethics textbooks. All three 
are forgettable. "e point of this one is to be unforgettable. "at 
is why it concentrates on a few “big ideas”: they are the ones you 
will not forget but remember and use for the rest of your life, not 
just in an ethics class.

"e most common kind of ethics textbook is an anthology 
of articles by mainly contemporary writers about tricky ethical 
issues in the modern world and modern life, or (worse) in abstract 
thought, like which of the four starving men on a lifeboat should 
the other three kill and eat? "e advantage of this kind of text 
is that it grapples with concrete issues sometimes. But how often 
have you been in a lifeboat with three other people deciding which 
one to eat? "e disadvantages are (1) that the style of contem-
porary philosophy articles is almost always dry and technical, 
and (2) that the articles are written not by great sages but by 
second-rate scholars, students, and teachers of philosophy like me. 
"ere are no great philosophers alive today. If you dispute that, 
please tell me their names. Who are our contemporary Platos 
or Aristotles? What living philosopher will be remembered one 
thousand years from now?
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Sometimes, instead of anthologizing articles by contemporary 
philosophers, the author does all the work himself. But the text 
is still organized into issues, which are then analyzed and argued 
about logically. "is is !ne, and it may develop skills in technical 
analysis and argument (which is obviously a very good thing), but 
it is almost guaranteed never to change your life or even to !ll 
your memory; ten years after reading it, nothing is big enough 
to remember. And this author is not a great philosopher. He may 
write a good book, but the great philosophers have written great 
books. Why prefer good books to great books?

A third kind of textbook is a history of ethics, a summary of 
the Great Books on ethics. "is has the double advantage of being 
history—and therefore story, drama, narrative—and also covering 
the greatest philosophers. "e book you hold in your hands is 
almost that kind of book, but not quite. For though history is 
a very important thing indeed, since we cannot understand our 
present without understanding our past, history is one thing and 
ethics is another. An ethics textbook should be . . . well, an ethics 
textbook. It may use history to teach ethics, but it should not use 
ethics to teach history.

"is is a fourth kind of ethics text. In a single word, it gives 
you an apprenticeship to the great ethical masters—the sages, 
the gurus, the great minds from whom you can learn something 
unforgettable and life-changing. It summarizes and explains the 
big ideas from the big minds (and hearts), from 32 great ethical 
gurus at whose feet you can sit today because of that great inven-
tion of our ancestors: time travel through books.

Occasionally, instead of summarizing the guru I use his own 
words, because occasionally (but only occasionally) philosophers 
are clear and interesting writers.

"e text is not long. It is just long enough to provoke original 
ethical thinking about the big ideas. "us, at the end I provide an 
unusually “thick” set of guidelines for writing original essays on 
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the fairly “thin” selections. "e book is not designed to produce 
historical scholars but original, honest, clear thinkers about ethics.

Here are some of the greatest ethical thoughts of all time, by 
32 of the greatest minds of all time, on the most fundamental 
ethical issues of all time, explained for beginners. Why settle for 
anything less? Why learn ethics from me when you can learn from 
Confucius, Buddha, Socrates, Plato, Aristotle, Aquinas, Kant, 
Kierkegaard, Nietzsche, and Wittgenstein? 

"is kind of text also has the advantage of concentrating on 
basic philosophical questions, on principles, rather than on partic-
ular current (and therefore ephemeral) problems. Understanding 
the big ideas, the basic principles, is the best way to study any 
science. (And ethics is a “science” in the old, broader meaning 
of the term: a subject organized by reason, even if it doesn’t use 
the modern “scienti!c method.”) You don’t start physics with 
the problem of time travel or cold fusion, but with Newtonian 
mechanics. You don’t start math with calculus but with arithmetic 
and algebra. If you have clear basic principles, you will be able 
to use them to evaluate ideas and problems; but if you approach 
problems without understanding principles, you will not be able 
to critically evaluate the pro$ered solutions to those problems. You 
will simply think what the author thinks, or you will simply think 
what you already think (or merely feel). Nothing will change. As a 
college professor, I !nd few things more depressing than the fact 
that well over 90 percent of all students think exactly the same 
predictable “politically correct” thoughts (whether left or right), 
even while they think they are being critical and original thinkers.

Each chapter or sub-chapter of this book concentrates on 
one “big idea” rather than many little ones, because that is what 
you will remember anyway. If you ever took a philosophy course, 
you know that that is exactly what you do in fact still remember 
now, years later. And you remember it because it changed you—it 
changed your thinking and, therefore, part of your life. We have 
less than one hundred years of lifetime to spend; why waste it on 



n ine  in t roduc t ions

11

small ideas, books, and thinkers when you can invest it in big 
ones?

"e advantage of a “Great Books” approach is very obvious: 
we have great friends; let’s use them! If you have an important job 
to do, whether it’s something physical, like building a bridge, or 
something medical, like an operation, or something intellectual, 
like deciding what ethical principles you will believe in and prac-
tice for the rest of your life, you are a fool not to get all the help 
you can get: to pick as many big brains (and hearts) as you can,  
to get a “second opinion” and a third, to use whatever wise  
friends you have. And they will mightily help you to think things 
through yourself, to take responsibility for your own thoughts, and 
to open your mind to arguments on both sides of controversies.

We all have very many good friends in philosophy. "e best 
ones are dead. But the dead can still live! Dead writers are like 
ghosts: you can meet their spirits, their minds, even though their 
bodies are dead. In their books they left the products their minds 
made for us to use, just as those who built our cities left the 
products their bodies made for us to use.

"ese many philosophical friends of ours often profoundly 
disagree with each other. So you !nd not just one approach but 
many. Sometimes you can combine two or more big ideas, and 
sometimes you have to choose between them. But all of them 
are your friends; all of them will help you, even the ones you 
disagree with the most passionately. Especially them, for they 
challenge you to respond the most. You need reasons to disagree 
with someone even more than you need reasons to agree.

However, I must issue a word of warning. If you study the 
great sages instead of the little scribblers—i.e., if you use this book 
rather than any of the more typical ethics textbooks—you will 
be stretched and challenged; you will be bewitched, bothered, 
and (probably) bewildered, not only in your ability to follow an 
argument and in your ideological choices (which are the two 
things that most textbooks appeal to) but much more deeply, 
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in your deepest values and loves, in your deepest heart (not just 
your feelings) as well as your mind—unless the author of this 
book has totally failed to be a faithful disciple of the sages that 
grace his pages.

Ethics is not a kind of postscript to life, like a pair of boots 
or an umbrella. When you were a child, your mother probably 
warned you not to forget your boots if it was snowing or your 
umbrella if it might rain. And most people today look at ethics 
as a kind of boot or umbrella, so that before you go out to do the 
really important things in life, like business or law or medicine, 
before you do what you do with your heart, you should brie#y 
bother to check in with an ethicist to be sure that what you want 
to do is not unethical. "at’s ethics as a P.S. to life. ("at’s what 
most “legal ethics” or “medical ethics” or “business ethics” is 
composed of.) But for all the great philosophers, however radically 
they di$er from each other on speci!c ethical questions, ethics is 
about the most fundamental, prior, and important things in life. 
Socrates went so far as to say that a good person does not worry 
much about the little things, like whether he lives or dies, but only 
about the one big thing: whether he is a good person or a bad one.
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What Is Ethics?

          

Ethics is one of the main divisions of philosophy. But what is 
philosophy? 

“"e love of wisdom” is the literal meaning of the word, 
according to the ancient Greeks, who invented it. Inventors have 
naming rights over their inventions.

Most of what passes for philosophy today looks more like the 
cultivation of cleverness than the love of wisdom. It’s neither love 
nor wisdom. It’s not something that changes your life, and it’s not 
something to love so much that you would die for it, as Socrates 
did. For him, philosophy was a kind of religion, an absolute.

What is philosophy in today’s universities? It is a “depart-
ment.” Socrates would !nd that ridiculous. “"e love of wisdom” 
is a love; is love a “department”? Does the university have a “love 
department”?

"is book dialogues with giants, not with skittering little 
mouse-like minds that chatter but with big minds that think the 
big thoughts: Socrates, Plato, Aristotle, Jesus, Confucius, Buddha, 
Kant, Nietzsche. "is book turns back the clock. “You can’t turn 
back the clock” is not only a cliché; it’s simply false, and it’s stupid. 
Of course you can turn back the clock, and it’s the most reason-
able thing to do whenever the clock isn’t telling you the real time.
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I got that idea from G.K. Chesterton, a genius. "at’s what 
happens when you read Great Books: you get big ideas that 
challenge clichés.

So, what is ethics? I use “ethics” or “ethical” as synonymous 
with “morals” and “moral.” Some philosophers, following many 
sociologists and psychologists, distinguish these two things, using 
“morals” to mean a person’s lived values and “ethics” to mean 
the re#ective, detached study and logical critique of morals. Still 
another distinction that I will not use here is the one in popular 
language today, especially in the media, that identi!es “morals” 
or “morality” with sexual morality and ethics with the rest of 
morality—an example of our culture’s unique obsession. Albert 
Camus, the keenly satirical atheist novelist, said that future gener-
ations will be able to summarize modern man in two propositions: 
“He fornicated and read the newspapers.” Do not be surprised if 
this book expands that focus just a wee bit.

                : 
                   

Ethics is only part of philosophy, though it is the most obviously 
practical part, since it is about practice. What are the other parts?

Philosophy, as “the love of wisdom,” can apply to anything 
that we want to be wise about. "ere is the philosophy of politics, 
law, education, history, science, mathematics, religion, literature, 
art, music, sports, sexuality, etc. You can philosophize (seek 
wisdom) about anything, even defecation.1

1. "e philosophy of defecation? Well, consider this philosophical question: If the 
body and the mind are two dimensions of one and the same person, as they seem to 
be, is there then not a natural analogy between the way food comes in one end of our 
body, nourishes the body, and then goes out the other end as waste, and the way an idea 
comes into the mind, nourishes the mind in some way, and then in another way is also 
ejected by the mind insofar as it is waste? If truth is the food of the mind, can minds 
get constipated on truth as bowels do on food? Is there such a thing as mental diarrhea? 
Is that a ridiculous analogy? It may seem so, for after all, the law of noncontradiction 
doesn’t ever begin to smell bad even after a few millennia. On the other hand, doesn’t 
the mind critically accept only the reasonable aspects of an idea and eliminate the rest, 
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"e !ve most foundational divisions of philosophy seem to be:

1. Logic and method,
2. Metaphysics,
3. Philosophical anthropology,
4. Epistemology, and
5. Ethics.

Ethics, in fact, is usually based on, or derived from, or depen-
dent on, or at least strongly in#uenced by all four of these other 
areas of philosophy. "erefore, if you are to understand ethics, you 
must have at least a beginner’s understanding of these other areas.

Ethics seems dependent on epistemology because what we 
can understand about ethics depends on what and how we can 
understand, and that is what epistemology is about. Epistemology, 
in turn, depends on anthropology because what human persons 
can understand depends on what human persons are, and that is 
what anthropology is about. We are neither apes nor angels; that 
is why we think di$erently than both apes and angels. Anthropol-
ogy, in turn, depends on metaphysics because what we are, what 
kind of being we have, depends on what kinds of being there are; 
and that is what metaphysics is about. (For instance, if matter is 
an illusion, so are bodies, and if spirit is an illusion, so are minds 
or souls as distinct from brains.) 

Finally, what we will discover in any !eld depends on what 
methods of discovery we use.

1. Logic and method are not really part of philosophy so much as 
preliminaries to it. Methods are man-made and changeable, 

as the body is nourished only by the digestible aspects of food, and eliminates the rest?**  
**What! First a serious footnote about the philosophy of defecation, and now a second 
footnote arguing with the previous footnote? You can’t be serious; this has to be a joke. 
Answer: the distinction between the serious and the joke can’t be serious. It has to be 
a joke.
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but the laws of logic do not change with place or time but are 
the same everywhere and everywhen. For example, the law of 
noncontradiction does not change if you move to the People’s 
Republic of Massachusetts or if the Republicans overthrow 
the Republic.

But though you have no choice in logic (it’s like math-
ematics that way), you do have a choice in method, and 
the method you choose to use in order to think about the 
questions of philosophy often in#uences the conclusions you 
come to.

For instance, to see how method in#uences morality, 
consider a four-way conversation with Aristotle, Buddha, 
Marx, and Hume.

Aristotle believes, very commonsensically, that both 
the body’s concrete senses and the mind’s abstracting rea-
son coop erate, like two blades of a pair of scissors, to !nd 
objective truth. And therefore his method combines sense 
experience and abstract understanding, and combines both 
inductive reasoning, from particular instances, and deduc-
tive reasoning, from general principles. And he applies this 
method to moral truths as well as other kinds of truth.

Buddha believes that no method of ordinary thinking 
can show you what really is—only the mystical experience of 
Nirvana can do that—and that his “noble eightfold path” is 
the best method for getting those “enlightened” eyes, which 
will then perceive the illusory nature of the needy, greedy self 
that is the source of bad behavior.

Marx believes that only a strictly materialistic, empirical 
scienti!c method can cut through deterministically con-
ditioned class prejudice and tell you the truth; that reason 
is incorrigibly prejudiced by class ideology. "erefore, the 
!rst and overriding moral obligation is a social and political 
revolution.
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And Hume believes that since “relations of ideas” and 
“matters of fact” never coincide, you never get certainty about 
anything real (only probability at best, and only by strictly 
empirical methods), and that since empirical methods dis-
cover no moral values, these values must be subjective feelings 
rather than objective truths.

You can easily see how di$erent methods lead you to 
di$erent conclusions.

2. "is question of methodology is obviously closely connected 
to the questions of epistemology, or theory of knowledge, 
which deals with the questions of how knowledge works and 
how it should work. But methodology is also closely connected 
with, and has at least implicit assumptions in, metaphysics 
and anthropology. For instance, a method always, at least 
implicitly, assumes some answer to the mind-body problem. 
Take the following two disagreements among our four philos-
ophers above. (a) Buddha believes that the impersonal mind 
can and must be freed from the illusions generated by the 
personal body, while Marx believes that the mind is only part 
of the body, or an e$ect of the body. (b) Hume believes that 
the mind cannot transcend the body, while Aristotle believes 
that the mind can !nd universal objective truths, as the body 
cannot, by abstracting the intelligible form (essential nature) 
from sensible matter.

You don’t have to understand all the details of these very 
inadequate descriptions of di$erent philosophies to see that 
the questions of ethics are entwined with questions in all the 
other areas of philosophy. Some philosophers (e.g., Kantians, 
pragmatists, and many “analytic philosophers”) believe that 
ethics can and should be dealt with not as dependent on 
metaphysics or anthropology but in itself, independently, 
avoiding the uncertainties and disagreements found in 
these other areas of philosophy. Others, like most classical 
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premodern thinkers, believe it is impossible to do that. "at 
is one of the questions we will look at in this book.

3. Metaphysics is that division of philosophy which goes beyond 
(“meta”) physics in generality or universality; the part of phi-
losophy that asks questions about all reality, not just physical 
reality. But it’s not just about non-physical reality either, if 
there is such a thing. Indeed, that is one of the questions of 
metaphysics: Is matter the only thing that is real, or is there 
also spirit, or mind, or soul? If so, is there a super-human 
spirit, or God? Another metaphysical question is whether the 
cause-and-e$ect relationship that we use in all our expla-
nations is objectively real or is merely the way our minds 
have to work. Another metaphysical question is whether 
universals (like justice, human nature, or twoness) are real or 
only mental. "at obviously impacts ethics because ethical 
values and virtues are universals. Justice, for instance—justice 
itself, the essential nature of justice, the quality of justice, the 
“whatness” of justice—is not the same as an individual just 
man, or just act, or just law. Is justice objectively real, to be 
discovered, or is it just invented and imposed by our minds?

Of all the questions of philosophy, the questions of 
metaphysics are the most abstract, the most removed from 
concrete, particular experience. But they are also the most 
important in the sense that it seems that our answers to 
all other questions depend (at least implicitly) on answers 
to the questions of metaphysics. For instance, imagine our 
four philosophers above—Aristotle, Marx, Buddha, and 
Hume—arguing about one of the most basic questions in 
ethics, namely, what is a good life?

Aristotle would say that it is a life that ful!lls natural 
purposes or ends both of body and of soul. He can say that 
only because he believes there are natural purposes and that 
we are both body and soul. Marx would deny both of these 
assumptions because he is a metaphysical materialist. “Good” 
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for him is not discovered but constructed by political and eco-
nomic power. Buddha would base his ethics on the opposite 
metaphysics from Marx’s: that matter is only a projection of 
mind. So he would say that the good life is one that leads to 
mystical mental enlightenment and bliss, or Nirvana. And 
Hume would say that we cannot know what “good” means 
because all we can know, as distinct from believing or opin-
ing, are our material sensations and our own emotions. So he 
would locate ethical goodness in our subjective feelings and 
emotions. "e point is that these four di$erent ethics depend 
on four di$erent metaphysics, or on the skeptical denial of 
metaphysics (Hume).

4. Philosophical anthropology asks what human nature is. Its 
answers lie between those of metaphysics and those of ethics, 
as can easily be seen if we continue with our imaginary conver-
sation among the four philosophers above. What are human 
beings? We are either (a) body and soul, as Aristotle says, or (b) 
body only, as Marx says, or (c) mind only, as Buddha says, or  
(d) unknowable, as Hume says, because reality, or being, is 
either (a) both material and spiritual, or (b) material only, or 
(c) spiritual only, or (d) unknowable. So all four answers in 
anthropology presuppose answers to the question of meta-
physics. Our ethical good is dependent on our anthropology 
and our anthropology is dependent on our metaphysics.

Or is it? Hume, Kant, Nietzsche, and Wittgenstein all 
deny this. Many modern philosophers are skeptical of meta-
physics (and sometimes of anthropology too) but not totally 
skeptical of ethics. "ey would deny that ethics has to base 
itself on these other divisions of philosophy, but they would 
not deny that there has to be an ethics. Very few of the great 
philosophers have nothing important to say about ethics. 
(Descartes, Hegel, and Heidegger are the only three major 
examples I can think of. "at is why they are not included 
in this book.) For epistemology and ethics are about the 
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two things that nothing else in the known universe can do: 
rational thinking and moral choosing.
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What Is Ethics  
Fundamentally About?

"ere are at least three candidates for the most important word 
in ethics: good, right, and ought. Premodern philosophers focus 
on good (vs. evil) as the most fundamental notion. "is is a 
metaphysical approach. Modern philosophers often concentrate 
on right (vs. wrong) and rights (speci!ed by rules or laws), or on 
the psychological experience of moral obligation or duty.

"e word “values” can apply to all three approaches and does 
not presuppose either that these moral “values” are objective, 
metaphysical, and discovered, as most premodern cultures and 
philosophers believed, or that they are subjective, psychological, 
and created, as many modern philosophers believe.

If we begin with this word “values,” we can say there are three 
fundamental questions in ethics: (1) what (moral) values are; (2) 
what their basis is (i.e., their foundation, their premises, their rea-
sons); and (3) how they are to be applied, or their consequences. 
In other words, their essence, their cause, and their e$ect. Or, as 
Aristotle would say, their formal cause, their eJcient cause, and 
their !nal cause.



22

             

!e Relation between Ethics 
and Everything Else

“Everything else” includes at least (1) religion, (2) science, (3) law, 
(4) politics, (5) psychology, (6) art, and (7) death.

1. Ethics is an essential dimension of every religion in the world. 
And the world’s religions, although apparently very di$erent 
in their theologies, are not very di$erent in their ethics. "ey 
all have a very high and idealistic ethics and demand the 
overcoming of our basic egotism or sel!shness.

As a matter of historical fact, religion has always been for 
most people the strongest source and foundation for ethics. 
Yet ethics, as a division of philosophy, relies on reason, com-
mon sense, and experience, not on religious faith. Believers 
in di$erent religions will argue from di$erent faith premises; 
but contrary arguments in philosophical ethics should have 
the same premises, derived not from religious faith but from 
universal human experience, common sense, and logical 
reasoning.

2. Ethics is a “science” in the broad, ancient sense of the word: 
a body of knowledge based on human reason and argued 
through logical principles, especially cause and e$ect. But it is 
not a “science” in the modern sense of “science”; that is, ethics 
does not use the scienti!c method, controlled experiments, 
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or quantitative measurement, nor does it con!ne itself to the 
empirical, the sensory. But since truth, by de!nition, cannot 
contradict truth, a true ethic cannot contradict true science.

3. “Law” could mean either (a) the laws of physical nature, like 
gravity, evolution, or relativity; or (b) the laws of a state, a school, 
a club, a team, or some other humanly invented association; or  
(c) the moral laws all persons ought to obey in order to be morally 
good persons. We know (a) by science, (b) by socialization, and  
(c) by conscience. Almost no one doubts that the laws of nature  
(a) are objective and discovered rather than subjective and 
created, or that the laws of society (b) are subjective and cre-
ated rather than objective and discovered. "e fundamental 
controversy in modern ethics is about the laws of morality 
(c). Which are they like? Are they objective and discovered by 
reason, like the laws of physical nature, or are they subjective 
and created by will, like the laws of a nation? "e latter is 
called legal “positivism” because it holds that moral laws are 
“posited” by man.

4. A political system invents its own laws. "ey are civil laws. 
"ey di$er from one society to another. If, in addition to these 
civil laws, there are also moral laws that are universal, then 
these moral laws can and should judge states and the laws 
of states as being morally good or bad; and these judgments 
can be argued about. If this is so, then there can be such 
things as “crimes against humanity” as well as crimes against 
American, German, or Turkish law. If not, there cannot. And 
if not, then it seems logically to follow that the Nuremberg 
trials of the Nazi war criminals for “crimes against humanity” 
were not an expression of moral justice but only of the power 
of the winners of the war.

5. Psychology tells us how we do in fact think, feel, desire, 
choose, and act. Ethics tells us how we ought to. Psychology 
(and also scienti!c anthropology and sociology) tells us what 
human beings are like, and that is certainly part of the basis 
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for what they ought to be like. But it is not the same thing. 
So a good basis for ethics would be a good knowledge of 
human psychology (and anthropology and sociology). And 
that knowledge is not necessarily from textbooks or classes. 
It could be from life or from great literature, which often 
gives us deeper insights into human character than abstract 
psychological theories do.

6. "e moral good and the artistically beautiful are more 
separated in our society than in many past societies, includ-
ing our own roots in classical, medieval, and Renaissance 
culture. We today usually expect artists to be immoral, and 
moralists to be unartistic and “hokey.” But the two can be 
allies rather than enemies: great art can be a very e$ective 
moral educator (and not just by preachy “moral lessons”), and 
great ethics can be the main stimulus for great art. For ethics 
is not just about rules; it is about being more perfectly and 
completely human. We have said above that ethics is not just 
a postscript added to other things, like business, medicine, 
art, education, or law, a kind of “don’t forget your boots 
and umbrella when you go out to do the really important 
things.” It is about the really important things, about the 
goal and value of all these other things, about life itself. It 
is about “the meaning of life”—i.e., about life’s value, about 
your good, end, purpose, or goal. It’s about your value, not  
just your values—i.e., about the real value of you, not just 
about your opinions about values.

7. And therefore ethics is also about death, which puts life itself 
into question. Any ethical system that is silent about and 
irrelevant to the mystery of death is trivial. No one ever said 
on their deathbed, “I regret caring too much about ethics and 
not enough about economics.”
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Personal Quali$cations for 
Understanding Ethics

Some people are skeptical of making any ethical judgments at all. 
"ey are ethical relativists, or ethical skeptics, or ethical subjec-
tivists. "ey argue, “Who’s to say, anyway? Who’s to say what’s 
good or bad? Who knows what’s good or bad?” "at is a fair and 
important question. But the answer to that question is very clear: 
the good person knows what’s good or bad, and the bad person 
does not. Good people are wise and trustworthy, even if they are 
not brilliant; wicked people are not, even if they are brilliant. 
Everyone knows that that is true. "at’s one of the things we just 
can’t not know. We all know that by experience and common 
sense, not clever or controversial philosophy.

So what quali!es you for ethical wisdom? It is not your 
ideological beliefs or scholarly expertise but your character traits.

And they come in pairs, so that it is very easy and very 
common to emphasize one half of each pair and forget the other 
half. "ese include:

1. adamant, committed honesty and #exible, experimental 
open-mindedness;

2. a hard (logical) head and a soft (loving, empathetic) heart, 
toughness and tenderness;
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3. fair, unbiased, impersonal detachment and personal commit-
ment and loyalty;

4. impatience (passion) and patience (maturity);
5. idealism and practicality; and
6. profound seriousness and lightness, playfulness, a sense of 

humor.

Nearly everyone agrees that all these qualities are desirable. 
"e problem comes in reconciling and marrying the pairs. "ere 
is no easy gimmick.

It is like marriage between men and women that way: it’s 
one of life’s hardest tasks but also one of the most worthwhile 
and wonderful.

But this is a necessary task for each individual life if we are 
to develop wise and mature personalities. More than that, these 
qualities are not only necessary to have in order to become an 
ethically good person, but they are also necessary to have in 
order to understand ethics. You don’t have to be a tree or a star to 
understand trees or stars, but you do have to be a good person to 
understand both goodness and personhood.

And it works the other way around too: the more we under-
stand what a good person is, the more likely it is that we will 
become one. "is means that we don’t have to wait until we are 
saints to study ethics. We can begin by philosophizing about 
ethics long before we are saints. But it does mean that the saints 
will almost certainly understand this division of philosophy better 
than anyone else.
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!e Basis for Morality:  
Five Essential Options

"e essential content of ethics does not vary very much, no 
matter what era, place, race, religion, culture, or philosophy we 
look at. No one but Nietzsche ever seriously called for, and no 
one ever succeeded in creating, a wholly new moral system, a 
“transvaluation of values,” as he called it, in which arbitrariness, 
self-indulgence, egotism, cruelty, injustice, force, deliberate lying, 
and arrogant, sneering superiority were virtues, while wisdom, 
self-control, altruism, kindness, justice, reason, honesty, and 
humility were vices. It is psychologically impossible to experience 
a moral obligation to live the set of vices in the !rst list or to 
experience guilt about living the set of virtues in the second.

However, the basis for morality, the reason to be moral, the 
criterion of morality, is not nearly as clear. "at is a question 
philosophers seriously disagree about. "ere are !ve basic options. 
"ey need not exclude each other. Many philosophers, such as 
Plato and Aquinas, aJrm more than one of them. But usually, 
one takes precedence.

Every one of them can be found both in ancient Greece, 
where philosophy began, and in the modern world.

First, there is "deism: the idea that it is religious faith, rather 
than reason, that justi!es moral behavior. "is is taught by Eu-
thy phro, in Plato’s dialogue by that name, and by Christian or 
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Muslim “fundamentalists” in modern times. For them, an act is 
good simply because God wills it. Both are examples of Western 
thinkers, for whom God or the gods have a moral will; but in the 
East, the religious answer typically takes another, mystical form 
in which the absolute good and end of human life is a radical 
transformation of consciousness that can be called “enlighten-
ment.” (Hindus call it mukti or moksha; Buddhists call it Nirvana, 
satori, or kensho.) In this system, morality is a necessary means 
to that end—not because God wills it (for the God of Eastern 
religions has no will, usually no personality, and sometimes not 
even existence) but because getting egotism out of your system is a 
necessary preliminary for enlightenment. It is like wiping the dirt 
o$ the lens of the telescope so that you can see the stars.

Second, there is simple hedonism: the idea that pleasure is 
the supreme good and reason is to be used to calculate pleasures. 
Epicureanism is the ancient form of this; utilitarianism is the 
modern form of it. Happiness is identi!ed with pleasure, and  
the moral good is whatever produces the greatest happiness  
for the greatest number of people. "is is a “whatever” kind of 
moral relativism, but it is a rational and objective calculation 
according to the principal calculation that the end (pleasure) 
justi!es the means.

"ird, ethical emotivism holds that ethics is a matter of sub-
jective feeling. We just “feel yucky” when we see something that 
displeases us, like a murder, and we unconsciously project that 
subjective feeling out onto the deed or its doer, calling them “bad.” 
But in fact the only thing that is really bad is how we feel. David 
Hume, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, and A.J. Ayer teach this in modern 
times. "is could be regarded as another version of hedonism; but 
utilitarian hedonism emphasizes rational calculation of pleasurable 
consequences, while emotivism emphasizes the immediate feeling. 
Pop psychology’s imperative to “feel good about yourself” could 
be seen as a popularization of this philosophy.
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Fourth, an ethics of duty centers on the obligation of prac-
ticing rational virtue, especially the Golden Rule (do unto others 
what you want done to you), simply because it is the right thing 
to do; and it is right because it is rational. "is is the heart of 
Stoicism in the ancient world and Kantianism in the modern.

Fifth, the most popular position of all in most premodern 
cultures is an ethic of teleology—from telos, the Greek word for 
“end” or “purpose,” and logos, the Greek word for “reason.” "us 
ethics is the study of ends. (“Ends” means objectively real good 
here, not just subjective desires; needs, not just wants). "us, “the 
good” is our ultimate purpose or end, and “the greatest good” 
is the reason for lesser goods. "is implies that a “natural moral 
law,” in which human nature and its inherent laws, as known 
by rational wisdom (not just either feeling or calculation), is the 
basis of morality. "e “four cardinal virtues” of wisdom, courage, 
self-control, and justice perfect human nature and make for both 
subjective happiness and objective goodness. (We might call the 
combination of both “blessedness.”) "is is taught by Socrates, 
Plato, and Aristotle in the ancient world, and by Aquinas in the 
Middle Ages, who added a religious dimension to it (that the 
natural law is a participation in the eternal law of God). Our 
modern Western civilization is the !rst in history in which some 
form of this “natural law ethic” is no longer believed by most of 
the mind-molders in formal (university) and informal (media) 
education.
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For Teachers

A practical note here for teachers: there are at least three di$erent 
ways to use this text in a typical thirteen- or fourteen-week course 
in ethics.

1. If there is too much here, just select the thinkers you deem 
the most important and omit or extra-credit the rest.

2. If there is too little here, supplement it with some readings in 
the works of the great ethical philosophers—e.g., Aristotle’s 
Nicomachean Ethics, Kant’s Grounding for the Metaphysics of 
Morals, and Sartre’s Existentialism and Humanism (a great 
three-way contrast).

3. If there is just the right amount here, cover all 32 thinkers, 
one, two, or three each class day, in a two- or three-day-a-
week, thirteen- or fourteen-week course. If possible, take a 
whole day each on Plato, Aristotle, Aquinas, and Kant, and 
perhaps also Nietzsche and Sartre.

Each big idea will typically have seven parts to its treatment:

1. "e question it answers. (Nothing is duller or more meaning-
less than an answer to a question you don’t understand or care 
about.)

2. "e answer, the point, the fundamental thesis, the “big idea” 
itself.
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3. "e explanation of it, in the philosopher’s own words or in my 
summary.

4. "e arguments for it.
5. "e presuppositions or arguable assumptions behind it.
6. "e corollaries or consequences, both in thought and in life.
7. "e objections to it.

"e student is invited to supply an eighth and last step: 
an imagined dialogue between its defenders and its critics or a 
comparison and logical analysis of the reasons for and against the 
idea. Suggestions for such essays are given in Appendix I; methods 
for organizing them are given in Appendix II.

One obvious format for each such essay is the following !ve-
step analysis: (1) What is the question, issue, or problem, in your 
own words? (2) What is the philosopher’s answer to it? (3) What 
is his basic reason for his answer? (4) Do you agree or disagree 
with his answer? (Or do you do both, by making a distinction 
somewhere?) (5) What are your reasons for agreeing or disagreeing 
with his answer and with his premises or arguments? Remember 
that there are only three ways to disagree with an argument’s 
conclusion: by !nding (1) a term used ambiguously, (2) a false 
premise (either stated or implied but needed for the argument), or 
(3) a logical fallacy such that the conclusion does not necessarily 
follow even if all the premises are true.

Students need to remember these logical structures and 
principles while actually writing their essays. "at point may seem 
obvious, but I !nd that even intelligent students !nd it diJcult 
to resist the temptation to forget them in practice and to “go o$ 
on tangents” that they !nd interesting, or to merely “express their 
feelings” instead of giving reasons.
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!e Oldest Ethical Teacher

How do we begin? I think we should begin a book about ethics 
by looking at how we all did in fact begin to think ethically, both 
individually and collectively as a human race. Who taught us? It 
was not a human person, but it was the most important teacher of 
all. If this teacher did not exist, none of the other teachers could 
teach a single ethical truth.

Religious believers will identify this teacher as God, non-
believers will not. But both will have to agree that this teacher is 
real, because if it is not, then ethics is not possible any more than 
mathematics is possible if there is no such thing as a calculable 
number; no more than physics is possible if there is no such thing 
as the universe (i.e., intelligibility in matter); no more than music 
is possible if there is no such reality as harmony in sound; no more 
than art is possible if there is no such reality as beauty.

All cultures in the history of the world, except one, have 
believed in the reality of this ethical teacher. Our present culture, 
modern Western civilization, is the !rst culture in history whose 
mind-molders, for the most part, no longer believe in its existence.

Di$erent past and present cultures have di$erent names for 
this ethical teacher, di$erent philosophical explanations for it, and 
di$erent religious or nonreligious accounts of it. For instance, for 
some (Western religions) it is the personal character and will of the 
Creator God. For others (Eastern religions) it is the impersonal law 
of Karma, the moral law of cause and e$ect or cosmic justice 
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(Hinduism, Buddhism). It assumes that objective reality is more 
than what our senses can see and our calculating minds can cal-
culate, even when those senses and minds are vastly expanded by 
scienti!c instruments. It means that there is a moral law that is just 
as objectively real as physical laws. "is law is called Karma (jus-
tice as fate) and R. ta (cosmic order) and Tao (the way of nature, the 
nature of things) in the East, Dīkē (justice as order) and Logos 
(truth, wisdom, reason, word) in the West. It means that just as 
the physical universe has walls in it, so that when you throw a ball 
straight at a wall it bounces back to you straight, and when you 
throw a ball at an angle at a wall it bounces back at an angle, so 
the moral universe has a kind of moral wall in it, so that when you 
throw a good deed at it, it comes back to reward you with good, 
and when you throw an evil deed at it, it comes back to punish you 
with harm. "ere is no free lunch. No one ever really gets away 
with anything. “You reap whatever you sow” (Gal. 6:7).

"is basic notion transcends the di$erences among religions, 
and even transcends the di$erence between religion and irreligion. 
For some, it is the personal will of God (e.g., Al-Ash‘ari and main-
line Islam). For some, it is the unchangeable character or nature of 
God (e.g., the mainline Christian, especially Catholic, “natural 
law” tradition). For some, it is a kind of divine nature without a 
divine face or name (e.g., Stoicism, Platonism). For some, it is just 
the inner structure of “practical (moral) reason” (Kant). And for 
some, it is just objective and unchangeable moral truth without a 
God as its foundation (atheists and agnostics like Albert Camus, 
Kai Nielsen, and Antony Flew before his conversion).

"e ancient Greeks called this the Logos, the law of nature.  
"e ancient Hindus called it the R. ta. "e ancient Chinese called 
it the Tao, “the Way.”

Even though most of the philosophers of our modern 
Western culture are skeptical or relativistic or subjectivistic about 
this Logos-R. ta-Tao, everyone without exception in all cultures, 
including our own—even those who deny its reality in their 
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philosophy—appeals to it in their use of moral language, in moral 
arguing. We do not merely !ght like animals; we argue, we claim 
that we are ethically or morally right or wrong. We say things 
like, “Hey, get to the back of the line; I was here !rst,” or, “How 
would you like it if someone called you that insulting name?” 
or, “"at’s not your suitcase; put it back!” We praise and blame, 
reward and punish, warn and counsel, admire and despise. And 
we do not act as if we thought this was mere personal feeling or 
private preference. We distinguish between two distinctions: the 
distinction between right and wrong and the distinction between 
convenient and inconvenient, or pleasure and pain. We do not 
argue about the latter, only the former. "at’s true of all of us, 
even those who are moral skeptics, relativists, or subjectivists who 
believe, in their philosophy, that ethics is just the rules of a game 
we invented, like baseball. No one feels guilty about changing 
the rules so both teams can go home after !ve innings instead of 
nine if they want to. But we do feel guilty when we cheat, rob, 
rape, or murder. Ethics is in fact a universal dimension of human 
life as life is actually lived, even when it is doubted or denied in 
philosophical thought. And it is a dimension that nearly everyone 
takes very seriously, as one of the most important dimensions of 
human life—in fact, usually even the most important one. Even if 
the robber feels no moral guilt in robbing, he feels a moral outrage 
in being robbed.

Why did I take so much time to make this simple point? 
Because that point, that fact, is what justi!es my writing the rest 
of this book and your reading it.

Typically, modern philosophy (Hume, Kant, and most 
post-Kantian ethics) is skeptical of metaphysics and therefore 
grounds ethics in something else: desire (Hobbes), feeling 
(Rousseau), choice (Sartre), rational consistency (Kant), practi-
cality (pragmatism), politics (Marx), or utility (Mill). Yet most of 
us still treat moral conscience as authoritative, even without any 
metaphysical foundation (God, Logos, Tao).
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From a historical point of view, that is the single most momen-
tous and important issue in ethics; and the most distinctive and 
unique feature of our contemporary civilization is that it no longer 
rests the house of ethics on that foundation.

           

C.S. Lewis, !e Abolition of Man
C.S. Lewis, Mere Christianity, Book 1 
Aldous Huxley, !e Perennial Philosophy
Aldous Huxley, Brave New World





Four Teachers from the East





39



!e Hindu Tradition:  
!e Four Wants of Man

"e oldest philosophical formulation of what is taught by this 
universal ethical teacher is probably Hinduism, whose roots likely 
go back at least !ve thousand years.

Hinduism is the only religion not identi!ed with one founder. 
It is amazingly diverse; its four major “yogas” or “sacred tasks” 
( jnana, bhakti, karma, and raja) amount to four quite di$erent 
religions. And so Hinduism has four ethical philosophies. But the 
common basis for them all is a psychology based on “the four 
wants of man.”

For thousands of years, India has explored and mapped 
the details of the inner, spiritual world of the human psyche as 
doggedly as the West has explored the outer, material world of our 
planet and our universe. And India has concluded that universal 
human nature has four wants, or natural desires, which can be 
mapped in a series of concentric circles. 

1. Most external and obvious is the desire for pleasure. (Freud 
never got further than this “pleasure principle.”) 

2. "en comes power (which is deeper because it includes the 
power over pleasure). 
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3. "en comes the desire to !nd ful!llment in more than one’s 
own individual ego, resulting in altruism, duty, and social 
service. 

Yet even altruism is insuJcient, for it amounts to the 
blind leading the blind. Giving away the mere toys of pleasure 
and power that we have renounced does not constitute true 
altruism. It lacks the wisdom that knows our true ultimate 
good. Until we !nd the real meaning of life, we cannot share 
it with others.

4. Finally, at the heart of the human heart, if we search honestly 
and passionately enough, we !nd the (usually unconscious) 
desire for mukti or moksha, which means “liberation” from 
limitations on the three things we want most deeply: sat, chit, 
and ananda, or unlimited life, understanding, and joy; being, 
wisdom, and bliss. We taste these three foods of the soul in 
tiny, !nite amounts, like appetizers, and our hearts are restless 
until they rest in the main course.

But these are the attributes of Brahman, the supreme and 
in!nitely perfect God. What we really want is to shed our !nite 
egos and become God, or one with God, or to realize that we 
always were God, since God is not subject to time and change. We 
can become ourselves only when we cease to be merely ourselves 
and become what in!nitely transcends us. We have to shed our 
very selves.

How can the self escape itself? What can be done about this 
impossible catch-22? What is the way? "e way is experience. "e  
way is to live all ways and to learn from them all.

Unlike Western ethics, Hindu ethics does not forbid indul-
gence in the lesser wants, either egotistic (the !rst two) or altruistic 
(the third). In fact, it encourages this, hoping that eventually 
(perhaps after many reincarnations—belief in reincarnation is 
at the root of Hindu patience) one will learn by experience that 
nothing less than mukti will satisfy.
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And then comes the supreme realization or “enlightenment”: 
that we all already have sat, chit, and ananda. In fact, in the depths 
of our Atman or common soul (which is like a single undersea 
continent manifesting itself as separate islands to our surface con-
sciousness), we are already Brahman: tat tvam asi, “thou art that”; 
Atman is Brahman. So we already have what we most deeply want: 
the supreme good. Really, there is nothing but Brahman, nothing in 
addition to Brahman; Brahman is “the one without a second.” We 
are “inside” of Brahman, not outside; we are not Brahman’s created 
children, but Brahman’s concepts or dreams; we are not spectators 
of the divine play, but actors in it.

"is mystical theology is at the basis of Hinduism’s ethics. 
For all of Hinduism—from the caste system to the four yogas, 
and from ritual to philosophy—is designed to purify our desires 
and thoughts and thus bring us to that point of enlightenment. 
"at realization of “the beyond within” is the greatest good, the 
meaning of life, the whole point of human existence.

           

Huston Smith, !e World’s Religions, “Hinduism”
Ainslie T. Embree, ed., !e Hindu Tradition


