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A SCIENTIFIC TREATMENT OF MORALITY

Introduction

That there is somethinz seriously wrong with the sys-
tems of ethics by which most men and nations presumably zuide
their conduct today has been realized, more or less vaguely, by
a growing section of our population for some years. In every
commnity in our country this feeling is expressed in the ac-
tions of those who while they profess a belief in the ethical
ideals of their forefathers, tecitly govern their lives by whol-
ly different codes. The transition is troubling another consid-
erable section who have broken loose from the principles they
call unsuitable for their era, but who have not yet found a new
philosophy whereby to steady their conduct and to justify their
discarding of former standards. It is calling forth the laments
of the reactionaries who cry that these moderns have torn down
the old 1deals, and have furnished no new ones to take their
places. lence, these guardians of tradition say, the icono-
clasts are drifting into a chaos which will lead to a destruc-
tion of all the real values of civilization. Set free from re-
pression by stable principles, modernists will, if the conserva-
tives are right, be misled by impulse into a moral anarchy.

| Meanwhile life has become more complicated than before, so that

one's behavior is bound to affect persons in ever-widening circles.




Man certainly needs moral control of an effective type if he is
not to be dangerous to his commnity, and he requires the high-
est available ethics if he is to accomplish his greatest pos-

. 8ible work in his group. With heated proponents of the old and
the new orders celling to him, a man can do no better than to
study the situation reasonably before deciding to advocate a
change to a new system of morals, or an adherence to the old. If
he has an open mind, he should be willing to listen to ideas for
improvement before he rejects them. There is a scientific method

2. of morality, worked out particularly by Dewey, representing an
attempt to meet the needs of the present social crises. We sub-
mit in this essay the outlines of the method, together with some
evidence and speculations as to the consequences of its adoption
in private or in public life,

Since this scientific method is first of all a ecri-

3. tique of present nrthnﬁoxy, it is necessary to begin by stating
its objections to the traditional moral codes. Probably the fun-
&amental error in the philosophy inherited from the previous cen-
tury is that it aaaﬁmes a separation of morals from other phases

¥ of 1life. Mundane tasks like operating a business or teaching a
school it admits that we learn by planning, observing, experi-
menting and checking our conclusions; but morals, it declares,
have their sanction and their one legitimate guide in some realm

5 "higher" than ordinary life, - the divine raalm of spirit, as
the pious would say, or the domain of reason, in transcendental

terms. Accordingly, this creates dualism, with watertizht com-



partments in each person's thinking process: one compartment for

his practical concerns, and the other for his moral principles.

. They are by their natures separate and distinect. Spirit, or rea-

son, is superior to vulgar matter, and unlike the latter, never
changes throughout the aeons. What it dictated at the time of the
flood is still, therefore, precisely correct. Kant, the profound
philosopher reared in the strictest interpretation of this doc-
trine, gave it renewed force by his theory of the divorce between
the world of appearance (phenomenal) and the world of reality
(noumenal).irﬂe showed that the moral truths or categories origi-
nating in the noumenal realm had no connection with the events in
the phenomenal sphere, although the former ruled the latter un-
conditionally. To learn, then, the right in any given situation,
one need only have recourse to the rule dictated by divine spirit,
or by pure reason. These are found in the records of the divine
will, in the interpretation thereof by constituted authority, in

conscience, or in the clear ideas perceived by man's reason. Obe-

dience to these principles will assure perfect behavior for the

3
individual or for the public.

In this scheme, the critical scientific philosopher
finds gross errors. He goes back to the origin of transcenden-
tal ideals, and denles that they have a sacred origin. tThrough
research in anthropology he discovers that environmental condi-
tions, such as dangers from invading neighbors, or need of mutual
trust, were actually responsible for the creation of the ideals

under which society has lived for thousands of years. The im-

portance of obedience to the ideal was so great that leaders



were perhaps justified in insisting, at the time, that the gods
had propounded these decrees, and would pinish any infractions
of them. Similarly today the new idealists are vehement in pro-
testing that the only way to the good life is by obedience to a
set of arbitrary principles, be they of communism or of humanism.
Philosophy, as Dewey has shown, arises in some state of failure
and tends to build on traditian.L Its glorification of pure rea-
son to take the place of divine sanction for ideals is exempli-

fied in Plato's philosophy as in Kant's. By its support dualism

has become so intrenched in thought that it is extremely diffi-
cult to camh&t.iiIet that task seems essential to the critical
philosophy of the scientific school. For it believes that a du-
alistic philosophy is responsible for the twentieth century's
failures as a civilization. When environmental conditions have
altered from the simple tribal society which promulgated a cer-
tain law, to the myriad ramifications of a hectic industrial civ-
ilization, ordinary intelligence would seem to declare that the
law ought to be changed in proportion. At least, it mizht need

to be examined critically with the purpose of discovering wheth-

3
er it still brings about the actual good of a modern era.

Wherc the moral law is flagrantly antiquated, what

happens is that it loses its efficacy even if it still remains

4
on the ethical statute books. Then, as Dewey states it, "A

theoretical acknowledgment of the supreme authority of Right,
of moral law, gets twisted into an effectual substitute for acts

which would better the customs, which now produce dull, halting,

and evasive observation of actual social ties." Thus many lead-



ers who micht be furthering the development of an improved social
order waste their powers on a defense of a system which consti-
tutes an escape from the world of real life.l Thus the followers,
not satisfied with a flight to a transcendental ideal realm and
not provided with the means of forming their own ideals here and
now, actually "muddle along" without being influenced by ideals
at all. Their conduct becomes confused and un-moral, inasmuch
as it depends on nothing but the whim of the moment or the buf-
feting of circumstances. A tragic result is that they are like-
ly to discard the useful along with the useless ideals of the
past, the former being in truth far in the majority. Too fre-
quently where parents have lost contact with the changing trends
in their children's lives they have insisted on obedience to ar-
bitrary rules made by the parent, until they have lost all oppor-
tunity to influence the yuung.ﬂdlnstead men seek those goals
which promise immediate satisfaction, - such values as wealth,
popularity, and excitement. Where they cannot achieve thése per-
sonally, they accept vicarious forms, purchasable at sensational
movies and the like. That existence can be happy for those who
have been taughﬁ the secrets of the good life is incomprehensible
to the non-moral, jazz-loving generations. Disillusioned from a
few years of chase after materialistic values, they turn cynic,
saying that all is vanity. A critical philosophy today seeks out
the causes for the very apparent lack of inner discipline, and
frankly asks what can be done to provide that moral stimulus that
the o0ld ideals once furnished.

A philosophy which is a critique of ideals says that



no supernatural revelaticn is necessary to teach man how to live
in mutual harmony with his fellows. HNatural interaction in a com-
munity will prove the desirability of social instead of anti-soc-
ial typés of behavior, Thieving, murder and slander are wrong
not because the ten commandments inveigh against them, but this
moral code condemns them because the long experience of mankind
has convinced the socially-minded that these actions lead to dis-
astrous consequences for the group. Similarly zood is not inher-
ently that which arbitrary authority pronounces as righteous, but
thet which brings propitious after-effects for every person con-
cerned.,'Reason or authority cannot safely be trusted to hand
down decisiongs arrived at by either pure logic or divine revela-
tion, &s experience has shown that both may err, or may suit on-
ly one specific geographical and historical situation. That bril-
liant eighteenth century, the "enlightenment" era, illustrates the
folly of hoping that reason would suffice for developing just, hu-
mane ins’l:.:[1;111:1(::1'13..:l "It predicted liberation (by reason) from all
evils ceaused by former ignorance," Dewey reminds us. Soon reason
became another tool for promoting personal and class interests,
power over othere, resulting in that leissez-faire competition
that has built trusts and unemployment. On paper a system rear-
ed by thought may look impregnable; in reality it may be full of
flaws dangerous to masses of people.

These flaws should, in the natural course of events,
be detected and eradicated by intelligence before they have done

much damage. This is the case when mistekes are discovered in, for
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instance, an engineering product. Only in the so-called moral
field are certain abuses perpetuated as if beyond possibility of
alteration.! "When practical conditions are not frozen in men's
imagination into crystalline truths, they are naturally fluid.
They come and go. But when intelligence fixes final ideals, pet—
rifaction is likely to occur; and philosophy gratuitously took
upon itself the responsibility for justifying the worst defects
of barbarian Europe by showing their necessary connection with di-
vine reason." The reference is to the feudal hierarchy of class-
es and the theory of fixed ends.

To use intelligence as an apology for the status quo
is certainly a corruption of man's faculties. Anyone who looks
steadily at our graft-eaten, wise-cracking superficial culture,
where anything is all right "if you can get away with it," must
hope for some remedy for things as they are. There is no use in
repeated prescriptions of the same old medicine, adherence to the
advice of our predecessors. The patient is i11 after a hundred
years of accepting the inevitable. Chanzing doctors might still
save the sick old earth.

Indeed there are those who believe that a partial trans-
formation of the existing scene is worse than none. The radicals
among philosophers, utterly disgusted, want a complete overthrow
of the old order, followed by the establishment of communistic gov-
ernment, education, religion, with a new set of fixed principles,
as rigid as the discarded, but held with emotional zeal, and func-
tioning as guides to the conduct of individual and public. In this

ruthless overthrow of every item connected with tradition there is

likely to be discarded much wheat along with the tares. Russia



has probably lost precious emotional and inspirational treasures
in casting out religion instead of modernizing it. This school
of thouzht would pattern a world civilization upon the soviet mod-
el. There, too, science would be supreme, but its method of try-
ing experiments would be regulated by the officials in power. In-
stituting another dualism, suéh a shift would deny that all prin-
ciples are subject to test. Capitalistic ideals it would pro-
nounce worthless, but communistic principles it would enshrine be-
yond cumplaint., That the principles evolved by radical brains are
infallible is, however, doubtful. Thus radicalism would at the
outset curtail the freedom of thought implicit in a scientific
method. For experiment can scarcely make significant advances if
it faces warnings to "Keep off this territory. No experiments
here."

Again the scientific method clashes with radical ideal-
ism on the question of valuable achiavamants.i'The new idealist
scorns operating within the present environment to manipulate
changes gradually. Instead of improving upon democracy as it is
practised-in city end nation, he holds himself aloof from the Am-
erica of 1932, but preaches a utopian vision. His ideal is placed
so far in the future that everyone knows it cannot be reached in
a lifetime, if at all..ﬂ "The utopia cannot be realized in fact but
it may be appropriated in fantasy and serve as an anodyne to blunt
the senseé of a misery which after all endures." Hence one form of
"ivory tower" of escape from misery is merely exchanged for another.
%he ideal becomes a compensatory dream. In the meanwhile the prac-

tical reformer, of scientific mind, is active within his every-day

VI



aurroupdings, building slowly. a fragment of an improved society.
Perhaps he, too, has a vision of a promised land, but he does
not let it interfere with his vision of a result to be reached in
today's ende&vnr.f Randolph Bourne, criticizing the pragmatic
failure in time of war, urged the malcontents to engage in a pro-
gram of ceaseless fault-finding. As a preliminary to construc-
tion, destruction is invaluable. Taken without its second step,
is it not weak? Intellectual Amerigans enjoy this purgation of
their woes. It is a healthy sign if followed by action to remove
the cause of the defect. Otherwise, bitterness becomes chronic
and one's world remains poor.

Radical idealism and scientific morality are akin in
their reaction against the traditional standards, especially as
these perpetuate a social order built upon the feudal segregation
of classes and the dominance of private wealth. They are alike
also in desiring a future wherein the brotherhood of man shall be
a reality. The methods whereby they expect to achieve their ends
present a contrast, literally that between evolution and revolu-
tion. History has examples of the progress of nations toward
greater cgocial justice by both methods; as against the gains for
the working class due to the Russian Revolution, there is the per-
slistent work done by labor unions through the world., If the lat-
ter represents a slower means toward the end, it is undeniably
less costly in bloodshed and agony. Moreover, the way of science
offers advance, though sliczht, at the present time, whereas mil-

lions now living will hardly witness an entry into a social para-



dise. ‘One plan counsels cooperation, the other resistance. Each

must choose the way that seems to him more profitable. If eventu-
ally the goal is reached, it will probably be because the radical
idealists and the scientific moralists have been moving, though by
separate paths, toward the same end. llTo both groups this passage

from Dewey may offer both a warning and a hope: "It is easier to

separate a miser from his hoard than a man from his fixed opinions."
An attempt is made in the following chapters to explain

a moral view based on intelligence, the middle ground between the

orthodox and the radical idealisms. Perhaps this method might be

called creative idealism, as it aims to enable each person to

create his own ideals according to the requirements of a situa-

tion. The method of creation is that of experimental science,

with intelligence as the chief factor.
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CHAPTER 1

Unscientific Judgment of Conduct

As an example of an ordinary moral judgment, John
Dewey cites the case of a street-car conductor who has to decide
whether he will obey the command of his union that he strike. Be-
fore giving his answer, he conciders the various aspects of his
joining the strike.ir The suitability of his work; the purchasing
power of his wages; his family's dependence on his income; his
hopes for improving the future of his children; the extent to
which the strike will affect his friends' lives; the debt he
owes the union for past benefits, - these and many other factors
enter into his mental calculation of the desirability of the
present strike, That is, he takes brief imaginative excursions
into the past, where he finds the circumstances leading to the
order to strike, and into the future, where he tries to fore-
see the consequences of whatever decision he may make. He has
looked keenly at the facts of his experience, so far as he is
able to interpret them. Upon these he builds that theory which
is to pass into action. This case, says Dewey, is typical of
the moral decisions which we human beings make.‘lﬂuorals has to
do with all activity into which alternative possibilities enter.
For wherever they enter, a difference between better and worse
arises. ... Every act is within the scope of morals.”

You may declare that the conductor cannot, with his

3
presumably inferior intelligence and limited knowledge, arrive




at the best possible decision. At present, this is probably the
truth. But where can he go to find wise guidsnce? An economist
might be able to predict the success or failure of the strike,
and its effect, under existing circumstances, upon the street-
car brotherhood. As everyone knows, his advice is scarcely a-
vailable to a workingman. This avenue is barred, then. Never-
theless, we shall not pardon hie error because of his ignorance;

neither will his wife, if his jll-considered action brings dis~-

L]
aster upon the family. m4istakes are no longer elther mere un-—

avoidable accidents to be mourned, OT moral sins to be expiated

and forgiven. They are lessons in wrong methods of using intel-

ligence, and jnstructions as to a better course in the future.”

Pérhaps the trouble with the street—car conductor is that he has

to rely on common—Sense, which "does not realize that science is

needed for adequate judgings; hence jts are only half-judgments,

products of custom, chance circunstance, vested interests.”

If his common-—sense i1s inadequate to the solution of

this or any other problem in his daily life, the usual advice to

guch a man is that he discover the will of God upon the subject.

This he might attempt by means of prayer, in the faith that the

be jnterested ip indicating the divine verdict on

Lord would
would probably be deter-

intelli-

strikese. Yet the answer in that event

s motive, far less

¢ht seek enlighten—

mined by some insistent subconsciou

2
nclusion. Or he mi
¢ be puzzled by su
to obey their macte

gent than nis reasoned €O
ch contra-

where he woul

ment from seripture,
'Sy

dictory passages &% that urging gervants

admonishing hi

m to do a8 he would Dbe done

or the Golden Rule,



by. Again he would select whichever rule accorded with his
strongest desire, and feel justified by divine sanction. If

he pleced his trust in the clergy, he might question his spirit-
ual advisor, who, in nine cases out of ten, would use his power
to uphold the sacred rights of property, law, and order.

The first and the second of these aids would take in-
to consideration none of the elements of today's complex indus-
trisl order. That the discrepancy between the cost of city life
and the income of its lesser workers is still appalling; that
the union is responsible for substantial gains in the laborers!
working conditions; these are two of the numerous facts which
could mot have been in the minds of the writers of the scrip-

|
ture. How, then, can their injunctions be potent in a twenti-

eth century dilemma?

Other principles from either testament have lost eve-
ry shred of meaning. "The servant is worthy of his hire," you
may quote. This gives absolutely no information, for each will
read his own meaning into it. Someone points to a passage on
justice as the law of the Lord. Obviously the employer and the
employee will have totally different opinions on the application
of this principle. In the eyes of the priest, speaking for the
status quo which supports him, justice will counsel submission,
resignation, respect for power. To an embittered labor leader,
the lack of justice seems so flagrant that he will incite the

workmen to revengeful destruction. Hence wherever the inquir-



sources from which, if he knew them, the poor man might profit-
ably derive a practical procedure. In the deepest gloom, says
the Stoic, he may yet be serene, knowing that he is the captain
of his soul.' Complaint is an evidence of weakness; no conditions
are intolerable to the courageous. The modern responds that such
a course is commendable only after every available method of bet-
tering the present has proven vain. On the other hand, Stoic-
ism champions the equality of men, the dignity and worth of the
slave's personality, under whatever external oppression he may
live. Whether this justifies the laborer in attempting to force
his employer to recognize that sacred individuality is a diffi-
cult question.:EOnly by recourse to reason can a reply be made;
this philosophy, too, will leave the actual settlement to the
conductor himself, who will depend upon his experience, in the
end, to furnish the conclusion.

In Kant one micht hope for light in the categorical
imperative, "So act that thou mayest will that the maxim of thy
conduct become the universal law.“E;Making no allowances for ex-
ceptional circumstances, this rule provides meager advice for
our changing world. Yet Kant has the humanitarian viewpoint
in énother principle: "Use every human being always as an end
in himself, and never merely as a means." This would strengthen
the strikers' conviction of their inalienable rights. They are
not cheap robote, created to earn profits for their overlords,
but persons with needs and families, for whom work is a means.

Cen their good be secured by demanding higher pay at once, or

by waiting until their union has attained greater strength? Once




more the philecsophic key does not fit without a recourse to the
locksmith,

From the Utilitarians comes a doctrine which at least
recognizes the right of the individual to make his choices on the
basis of his own reckoning of benefits to be derived. By counsel-
ling man to keep his attention on future pleasures, however, it
is likely to dim his sight to the needs of the present. Today
the rent mist be paid, and the price of coal is rising. These
items loom higzher than the thought of better pay in the next
presidential era.

After all, the man had better not trust any of the
traditional philosophies if he wants to make his little share
of the world more habitable. None of these antigquated meth-
ods will inform his judgment, making it a secure groundwork for
the next decision in his affairs. None of them can improve
on an industrial order of which the classic philosophers were
not cognizant, Although he is not aware of it, man is quite
rizsht in depending on the facts of experience.tn formulate his
theory of action. Fortunately, he does solve most of his prob-
lems in the empirical fashion. Yet his understanding of the
world is so insufficient that his judgments are in reality at
least half blind. If the fear of "scabs," of the financial in-
security of his family, or of his feiling to regain his posi-
tion is too strong, this fear will outweigh his demand for
improved working arrangements. More extensive knowledge of the
total situation involved would increase his courage, and enable

him to endure temporary loss for the sake of important gain,



End - or means? Which is to determine his course? So far the or

~ dinary man has not mastered a method whereby he can compute accur-

ately the benefits to be derived from following means or ends
While it would seem, according to the above, that the

ind
ndividual judges his future acts freely, the actual forces that

lie bghind his solution of any problem are as powerful and relent—

1 -
ess as the gods of Greek tragedy. A complex set of factors from

his own past, and from the past of his group, create both the pre-—

dicement and his attempt to emerge from it. From the momeni of
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older members of the family, nurses, and playmates, - these soon
teech us which actions are approved by the group, and which are
not. ,Friends and enemies teach us, not by quoting authority, but
"by what they do to us. Thus, as a child learns by being burnt
not to put his hand in the firé, we learn why we must acknowledge
the right." Soon, knowing how others will treat us, we ponder
upon our deeds before we perform them, instead of only afterwards.
2

Eventuelly "An assembly is formed within our breast which discus-

ses and appraises proposed and performed acts. The community with-
ocut becomes & tribunal within, a judzment-seat of charges, asses-

ments, and exculpetions."

Thus social pressure bears down upon us, forcing us
to conform to the morals of the clicue or strata to which we be-
long. Of little use are our pleas of ignorance or accident.
tiOthers say to us by their deeds, 'We do not care a fig whether

you did this deliberately or not. We intend that you shall de-

liberate before you do it again, and thet if possible your de-
liberation shall prevent a repetition of this act to which we
object.'"™ From this stern censure of the community we develop
a sense of responsibility, the direct origin of which is a pru-
dent preference for not being punished. Who cen deny that mor-
als are social? Too eerly in childhood we learn, by experience,
this ethical code of our crowd, exactly as we learn its peculi-
arities of pronunciation. And the mores of this group are again
determined by vital forces, prominent among which is its econom-
ic status. Given a secure, sufficient livelihood, and agreeable

conditions for earning it, parents will naturally surround a
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!
quality. "Present activity is a course of action including mem-

ory, observation and foresight." But these, we have seen, are

themselves direct results of our interaction with our surround-

ings. The amount of innate mental alertness in a human being is

impossible to measure. Behavioristic psychology holds that one's

mental egquipment depends entirely upon external circumstances.
According to Dewey,ihBiology has accustomed us to the notion that
intelligeﬁce is not an outside power, but a method of adjustment
of capacities and conditions." and "All reason thus is method,

not substancej; operative, not end in itself." Whenever one makes

a moral decision, his past experience, and the influence of his

environment, are speaking. The character of his selected actions

depends upon the moral climate which has enveloped him. For it

is easy to see that social pressure mey fix wholly incorrect prin-

ciples in our minds. Who has not seen a selfish mother imbuing

her child with her own greed for possession of things and power?
That the majority once declared the burning of witches to be
just assuredly did not sanctify that atrocity. That the mob
howls for a lynching does not Justif'y the sober citizen in turn-
ing mad along with his fellows. Surely no sane thinker still

criec, with Nietzsche, that might makes right.

There was a street—-car conductor whose little share
in the contingencies of the universe started us on this quest.
All of this discussion, like all of his effort to think out the
correct answér, was stimulated by the call from his union.

Without that summons, he would have gone on, grumbling but



after year. 1t takes some upsetting event to stir us out of the
rut of habit.' "Conflict is the gadfly of thought." Therefore
Browning sang of rebuffs thét turn earth's smoothness rough,
"Each sting that bids nor sit nor stend, but gol™ This would be
a static earth if nothing prodded us into unaccustomed paths.
Only in a fixed universe could a man safely model
his life upon the dogma of his forefathers. Steadfast and un-
changing, the staid, orthodox clergy admonish us to be in our
ideals. But this restless earth changes ceaselessly, and we
must live on this sphere, not in the blue empyrean. We cannot
answer today's riddles by the formilae of a dead culture.élNor
can we make headway by allowing circumstances to push us, willy-
nilly, to this or that conclusion. We have found that public
opinion, like professiocnal philosophy, may lead us into un-
sound judgments. Is there no hope of discovering a present-
day, this-worldly wisdom? If there is none, we shall lose the

earth as we have already lost heaven.
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CHAPTER II

Scientific Judgment of Conduct

That we must go to experience to learn how to make our

moral judgments is the growing conviction of popular as well as of

the Dewey school of philosophic thought. As an example, note the

subject of birth control, fought with renewed vigor every year by

the most conservative religious groups. Their perishioners lis-

ten to the exhortations of their spiritual advisors, but act ac-

cording to their own xnowledge of their ability to support chil-

d the father's capaclty to feed and ed-

Families far beyon!
tion of population who re-

e their own intel-

genye.
common among the secC

rd as divine, becaus

ucate are still

vere every priest—spoken WO

1igence has not developed to the pol
Where the lessons of sociology, ©F of economicCs,

own authority.
from public experience, the

1iberal, ©OT atheis~
ps today,

are learned either from personal or

whether in orthodoX,
in intelligent grou

iberately planned by the parentse. Ex~
!

s the pasis of the choicee

judging according %0

smaller family'prevails,

1t seems undeniable that

e family is del

not traditional authoritys 5

+ic homeSe

the size of th

periance,
g the method of

Modern and daring &
ar back a3 Soc-

seem, 1% may be traced ab least 88 b ¢

d that an une

experience may

declare

xamined 1ife 1

rates, who




