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better action performed a worse one or of why the agent who could
have performed a worse action performed a better one rules out
even the explanation that it was a matter of chance.

In order to have control over the moral quality of his actions, an
agent must have certain requisite abilities—in particular, the abili-
ties necessary to see and understand the reasons and interests he
ought to see and understand and the abilities necessary to direct his
actions in accordance with these reasons and interests. And if,
furthermore, there is nothing that interferes with the agent’s use of
these abilities— that is, no determining cause that prevents him from
using them and no statistical process that, as it were, takes out of
his hands the control over whether or not he uses them—then it
seems that these are all the abilities that the agent needs to have.
But it is compatible with the agent’s having these abilities and with
there being no interferences to their use that it is not determined
whether the agent will perform a good action or a bad one. The
responsible agent who performs a bad action fails to exercise these
abilities sufficiently, though there is no complete explanation of why
he fails. The responsible agent who performs a good action does
exercise these abilities—it may or may not be the case that it is
determined that he exercise them.

The freedom required for moral responsibility, then, is the freedom
to be good. Only this kind of freedom will be neither too much nor
too little. For then the agent is not so free as to be free from moral
reasons, nor so unfree as to make these reasons ineffective.

SUSAN WOLF
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THE PRINCIPLE OF MORAL HARMONY *

ITH a few exceptions, moral philosophers seem to be

agreed that, at the level of the individual, morality

doesn’t necessarily pay. Hardly anyone who thinks

about it seriously would maintain that doing what he morally ought
to do invariably benefits the agent more than would some worse
alternative. However, when we rise from the level of the individual
* Earlier versions of this paper were read at several places, including SUNY at
Fredonia, DePauw, Vanderbilt, Ohio, and Northern Illinois Universities. I am
grateful to many of the participants in the discussions for useful comments. Many

other friends read and commented on the paper. I am grateful to all of them,
especially Eva Bodanszky, Earl Conee, and Terry Horgan.
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to the level of the social group, we find that the reverse is true. Quite
a few moral philosophers seem to believe that when all the members
of a social group do what they morally ought to do, the group as a
whole does benefit more than it would have from the performance of
any worse alternative set of actions. [ shall say that any such view is
a version of the Principle of Moral Harmony (PMH). These doc-
trines are the subject of this paper.

My procedure here is as follows: first I sketch some of the main
forms of PMH, and some of the main uses to which it has been put.
I then attempt to show that some of the most plausible forms of
PMH are false. After attempting to deal with some possible objec-
tions, I conclude by assessing the significance of what [ have shown.

I
PMH may be formulated in a wide variety of ways. One version is
suggested by Berkeley in Passive Obedience.' Berkeley held that God
has brought it about that certain sorts of action are morally right.
God’s judgments about the rightness of these actions are expressed
in a set of moral rules, or precepts. Berkeley calls the set of these rules
“the law of nature.” Concerning it, he says:

The law of nature is a system of such rules or precepts as that, if they
be all of them, at all times, in all places, and by all men observed,
they will necessarily promote the well-being of mankind, so far as it
is attainable by human actions (239).2

In this form, PMH tells us that if everyone always does his duty,
mankind as a whole is as well off as it can possibly be. So Berkeley’s
version of PMH applies only to the case in which we have universal
duty doing. In this case, he seems to be saying, we are best off. It
should be noted that this version of PMH does not have any direct
bearing on the question whether large-scale, but nonuniversal, duty
doing promotes welfare more or less than smaller-scale duty doing.

Bentham’s version of PMH seems to make just this point. Ben-
tham apparently held that the principle of utility tells us what our
duties are. To “‘pursue’’ this principle is to do the acts it tells us to
do—in other words, to do our duties. Bentham says:

The principle of utility is capable of being consistently pursued; and

it is but tautology to say that the more consistently it is pursued, the
better it must ever be for humankind.?

1 George Berkeley, Passive Obedience, in Mary W. Calkins, ed., Berkeley:
Selections (New York: Scribner’s, 1929), pp. 427-469.

2 It may be interesting to compare Berkeley’s view with Leibniz's. See especially
paragraphs 83-90 of the Monadology.

3 Jeremy Bentham, Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation, in
E. A. Burtt ed., The English Philosophers from Bacon to Mill (New York: Modern
Library, 1949), p. 796.
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So Bentham apparently wished to maintain that if most of us were
to do our duty most of the time, “humankind’” would be better off
than it would be if fewer of us were to do our duty less of the time.
More generally, his position seems to be that the greater the extent
to which we do what we should, the better off we'll be.

Some contemporary philosophers have affirmed versions of PMH,
too. Stephen Toulmin, for example, claims that the ‘‘function of
morality’’ is “‘to correlate our feelings and behavior in such a way as
to make the fulfillment of everyone’s aims and desires as far as possi-
ble compatible.”* This statement is open to a variety of interpre-
tations, and the context does not make clear just which one Toulmin
meant to affirm. Of these, however, the following seems to me to be
reasonable, and it may be the one Toulmin had in mind. First we can
say that the “fulfillment value’’ of a state of affairs for a society is
the extent to which that state of affairs leads to the fulfillment of the
aims and desires of members of that society. We can understand
these aims and desires to be the ones they actually have, although
ones they might have had under various counterfactual circum-
stances could also be considered. In any case, Toulmin’s statement
suggests the view that the fulfillment value for society S of the state
of affairs in which everyone in S does what is morally right is at least
as great as the fulfillment value for S of any other state of affairs the
members of S could bring about.

Kurt Baier, Hector-Neri Castafieda, and others have also sug-
gested versions of PMH.? So it isn’t hard to find moral philosophers
who affirm PMH, in one form or another. Furthermore, many of
these philosophers go on to make use of PMH in their work. Let us
consider some of the main uses to which this doctrine has been (or
might be) put.

Various moral philosophers, including Kurt Baier and Brian
Medlin, have appealed to PMH in connection with attempts torefute
ethical egoism.® An argument against this form of egoism, based on
PMH, might go as follows: sometimes interests conflict in such a
way that, if each participant in a group attempts to maximize self-
interest, the group as a whole will be worse off. Thus, if each mem-

4 The Place of Reason in Ethics (New York: Cambridge, 1950), p. 137; paren-
thetical page references to Toulmin will be in this book.

5 Baier, The Moral Point of View, abridged ed. (New York : Random House, 1965).
see especially pp. 106-109; parenthetical page references to Baier are to this book.
Castaneda, The Structure of Morality (Springfield, Ill.: Charles C Thomas, 1974).
J. L. Mackie, Ethics (New York: Penguin, 1977), see esp. ch. 5.

6 Baier, op. cit., pp. 95/6. Medlin, “Ultimate Principles and Ethical Egoism”
in David Gauthier, ed., Morality and Rational Self-Interest (Englewood Cliffs,
N.]J.: Prentice-Hall, 1970), pp. 56-63.
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ber does what egoism says to do, the group does not do as well as it
would if they performed some alternative combination of actions.
However, according to PMH, morally right actions cannot have this
feature. Doing them must always maximize group welfare. Hence,
egoistic actions are not morally right, and egoism is allegedly
refuted.

This argument can be clarified by means of an example. Suppose
there is a small community living around a lake. Let the community
be called ‘S’, and suppose the members are Vincent, Margaret,
George, and Mary. Suppose each produces a moderate amount of
garbage, and, as things stand, each takes his own garbage to the com-
munity dump a few miles away. Vincent, we may suppose, recog-
nizes that he has two main alternatives with respect to his garbage:
he can either (a) take it to the dump, or (b) secretly throw it into the
lake. Suppose he could get away with throwing it into the lake, no
harm would come from doing so, and he would thereby avoid a
bothersome trip to the dump. Egoism says he morally ought to throw
his garbage into the lake.

However, egoism tells Margaret, George, and Mary the same
thing. Each of them, according to this view, should take advantage
of his or her neighbors, and use the lake as a dump. But, if they all
did so, the lake would soon be polluted, they would all be worse off,
and the community would suffer. PMH says that morally right ac-
tions never have this feature. Their joint performance must be maxi-
mally beneficial to the community. Hence, it has been argued, egoism
must be wrong.

PMH also figures prominently in some discussions of the question,
Why should I be moral? Baier claims that one of the main functions
of morality is to provide us with a systematic way of resolving con-
flicts of interest. ‘‘By the moral point of view,”’ he says, ‘‘we mean a
point of view which furnishes a court of arbitration for conflicts of
interest’’ (96). Baier goes on to claim that the acceptance of a moral
system ‘‘is in the interest of everyone alike” (106-109). His point
seems to be that social groups benefit from having moralities since
the moral rules provide an especially good way of resolving conflict.
Thus, if each of us does what the rules specify, the group as a whole
will be better off than it would have been if each of use had behaved
in some other way. In light of this, each member of the social unit
has an overridingly good reason to ‘‘be moral.” Each of us should act
in accord with the moral rules of our society, Baier seems to argue,
because the group will be best off if we do (see 148-162).
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Other philosophers make use of PMH in their attempts to give an
account of the nature of morality. This is an interesting puzzle: what
is it that makes a set of rules a set of moral rules rather than, for
example, a set of rules of etiquette or prudence? One suggestion is
that moral rules must be designed to serve a certain function. Toul-
min, as we have seen, says that the function of morality is ‘‘to corre-
late our feelings and behavior in such a way as to make the fulfill-
ment of everyone’s aims and desires as far as possible compatible”
(137). He goes on to claim that ‘“what makes us call a judgment
‘ethical’ is the fact that it is used to harmonize peoples’ actions”
(137). So Toulmin would apparently want to appeal to a version of
PMH in an attempt to explain what morality is. The morality of a
society is a set of rules adopted by that society for the purpose of
resolving “‘lower-level’”’ conflicts, and thereby ‘‘harmonizing’’ peo-
ples’ actions. Thus, a form of PMH might be said to be true in virtue
of the meaning of the term ‘ethical’.?

PMH might also figure in an argument for act utilitarianism. For
purposes of argument, we can assume that the ‘“‘well-offness’ of a
society may be considered to be the same as the total amount of
utility enjoyed by the members of the society. Act utilitarianism
tells each of us to do what maximizes utility. [t may seem obvious
that if each of us does what act utilitarianism tells us to do, our soci-
ety will be best off.> PMH says that morally right actions have this
feature, too. Hence, we may want to conclude that the acts act utili-
tarianism tells us to do are one and all morally right. In other words,
act utilitarianism is true.

So PMH has been formulated in a variety of ways, and has been
(or might be) put to a variety of philosophical uses.

11
Now let us consider some of these doctrines a bit more critically.

Bentham maintained that ‘it is but tautology to say that the
more consistently [the principle of utility] is pursued, the better it
must ever be for humankind.”’ I take this to mean that the greater
the extent to which we individually do what maximizes utility, the
better off we'll be collectively. Let’s call this PMHs,.

Even if we evaluate our collective ‘‘well-offness’” strictly in terms
of how much utility we collectively enjoy, this is surely no tautology.
It seems clear enough that two moderately bad wrong actions may
have a much less bad total impact on our collective well-offness than
one moderately good right action together with an absolutely hor-

7 It might be instructive to compare this view with that proposed by Castafieda

in The Structure of Morality, ch. 8.
8 This view is criticized below, pp. 175 ff.



