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OSSIE HANFLING: Moral philosophers arc somztimes criticised

for discussing examyles of moral ob:igation which seem, on the
face of it, trivial. A favourite example which was around

for sume vears was the obligation to return a borrowea book,
In fact this example was so overworked that i becaue
something of a joke, even among philosovhers. ell, teday
we're going to tue otner extreme. ‘e're going to watch a
dramatisation of 21 confliet of moral reauscning, which led to
violent and tuerrible conseguences, and then afterwards we're
poirg to consider snme of the issues it reoises. The piuvce is
taken from '"Crime and Punishment' a novel by the great

19th Century authoi Dostcyevski. The bonk tells the rtory f
a young man, BRnskolnikov, who coumits a terrible wmurder, and
the scene we'ive goirg *o wateh tokes rlace. falriy earily in
the novel. Rasholuikav, wro's contemplating dciig the mwder,
goes into a tavern “.n 5t . Petersburg where he charces to
overhear a conversacion beiwesn two men, one cf whome is, like
himself, a penniless student.

OFFICER: Well, has she the resources to back it up?

STUDEST: Oh yes. Shke's rich 21l richt, rich as a Jev  If
If you want ghe'll let you have 5,000 rcubles. But
if you want to pawn sometkong for a roudle, that's
all right as well.

CFFICER: She sounds =z very accomodating old lady

STUDENT: 8he's a bitch., Look - she'll only let you have a
quar ter, ones quarter, of the value of arything you
tzke in. And she charges 7 per ceat a2 north.

OFFICERE: I sec.

-



STUDENT:

CFFICER:

STUDERT :

CFFICER:

STUIENT :

CFFICHR:

[ N

ST

-
This 'dear old lady' has o sister, Lizaveta. Now
she treats her like a ckild., Makes her do zull the
housework., And that 'echill's about thirty-frive
thirty-five and at lenst six feet trll.
She sounds phenomenal.
It's really crucl, though, Iizaveta élavea away
night and day, does all the cocki:g and sewing, and
more than that, she worke as = ‘harlady aad gives
everything sre earns to the old womon,
It s~unds to ne as 1. she has an altogether
wretched life.
Of yes - it's bizarre. HMind you, Lizaveta's real.y -
unecuth! I mean, sue's extraordinarily tall and
she's wry long feet that - I den't know - kind of
point ovtwerds, Ch, she's clear, I'11 give her that.
The really funny *h'ng is, though, che's always....
I Aon't heliceve it,

that, pregaant’

Well, she's reall;y rot all that hidecus. ©5he locks

goodnatured, Anl her evas are quite lovely.

Anywny, the proof of it is that lots of men find her

atteactive. She's so soft and goodnnturedu that

she'll put up with anything - anything ~- all. Iind

you, she really dees have a very sweet smile.

I think you're rather attracted ‘o her yourself.
W3ll, perhaps - but only - only becausc she's s>

I cculd

peculiar, Still, I'11l tell you cne thing.

ill that old woman. ‘iske off with her ioney. And
not feul the slightest prick of conscienc=.
Mo ~ serious! Un cn2 hand we lLiave o stvpdd,

senscless, worthles:. swpiteful, sick, Lorrid old
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woran, whe isn't only useless but is doing actual
mischief. An old woman who doesn’t know what she's
living for, and is going io die soon anyway.

Yes.

And on the other hand, we hav: fresh young lives
thrown away by the thousand every day for went of a
bit of heilp. I could do a thousaid good deeds with
that old womman's money. Hundr-ds, thousencs of
people ~ould be pat on the right path. Dogzens of
famiiies saved from ruin. Now I say kill that old
worlan. ‘Take her money and use it in the service
of humanity. 4nd don't you think that onc tiny
crime world soon be wiped oat by a thousana good
Cone on.

deads? Cne deatl: for « thousand lives?

come on, it & simple arithuetic, isn't 1t? Jesides,

what is Lte value c¢f that stupid old vwoman's 1ife

when velgied in the general good of mankind?

Absolutely nothicgy, nothing at all, no mor2 than

the 1ife of 2 _ouse or blackbectle, less ia fact,

because sho's doing peopie actwl harm, Do you

know, the othier day she - bit - Lizaveta's finger!
She - sho - bit it. I wenn she - bit il. Tt alzost
had to be ¢t off.

Cf course shc doesn't deserve te iive, DBut there you
are - that's nature,
But the point is that we hove to direct and coryect

the course of nature. If we didn't, we'd drown in

Don't youa 3es, without thot

an occan of prejudice.

there'd never have been a single rreat uan. 'Well,

peorle tallk about duty, conscience., CLut what I want

to know is, what Jo ve mean by them, eh? No, hold

o Zem
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there's something else T want to ask -
o, you hang on a minute. Tnere's something '
want to ask ycu.
Well?
Yell, you do all thils ialking, make 21l these fine
specches. BDut teli me - would you Fill the old
wepan yovrself?
Cf course not. 7T rean it's nsiaing to do with ne -
I'm onl, arguing the Jjusticz of vhe case.
HWell, I think if you weuldn't do it yeourself there’s

no justice in it ¢1l. Let's play another gane.

Wgll, that corversatlion certsinly had a great
inflience on Raskolrikov and his sahsequent conduct,
but of voursz it olsc ralses sode broudsr questions
about meral preblaiws, ~nd che questionr s ~f sone
relevance to Kont's ovtledsk Mow I hav=s with me
today two philosophers with an interest.in meral
piilosophy, and I'm going to ask them to discuss
these wnlters. They are Professor 4. FPhill-rs
Griffitns of the Uriversity of “arwick and Frofessor
Bernard Yilliams of Kings Colleg:, Cambridge.

I'4 like %o begin by coming straight to tae
relevance to Dant's outloock, and perhaps I could
ask you first of all, Griff, what you tLink Fart
would have made of that scene 1f, s,y, he'd been
Jith us te cee it, and wiac he wiuld have said to
the student's argument ahout what woas *“he right thing

go do ir tlhis case.
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GRIFFITES: Well, Kant claimed that anyone who was sufficiently
in possession of his faculties to ask him self what it was
right to d¢ could find out by.applying what he seenmed teo think
was a not too difficult test. The first

formulation of the categorical iluperative, which is the
supretie - for Kant - the wlpreme nrinciple of morasity -

is act only en th-* mnxim which could become by your own will
a universal law of nature. So one has to ask can I will that
the maxinm on vhich I an scting can become a universal law

of nature. Now I tate it that the iw, er the maxin which
he student is proposing to act on, or os it turns out wnct
propesing to act on in the end is in order to do gocd to
others, tc brighten other lives, T shall arbitrarily *ake the
1ife of another. And the ouertion is, whetrer onc ccald will
that that should peccoe wniversally a maxin of all nen's
actions. And I thirlke Kant weuid say, end I bzee this on what
he savs aboub other exmuples in the book, that if all wmen
thought it permissiple to take the 1ife of ancther wienr then
believed that this would be of some value to the welfare of
others, that this would lead to such a general state of

B

insecurity that in fact the general welfare would he lorred,

hot inereased. And hence that the end of the raxra is in
contradiction with whut the result would be, so that it woulcd
be seif-defeatinz. And henrre ic is contradictory to suppose

in
situation/which every man acted on this princirle.

a
HANFTING: Yes, so thot pives us appar:ntly @ rather simple
e ! BE

straight-Torward tosi agninst which we car neasure thes
arguient, and we find it deesa't work, and thaat's *hat, we

reject it. But preswably th: situaticn isn't quite as

simple zs that., Or x& i1?
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WILLIANS: Well, I think there's cbvicusly a great deal to be
said for this Kantian formulation, the categorical irperative,
which Griff lhas referred to, of course when stripped of its
elaborate terninology really is: the fundenental test, how
would it be if everybody were to dc that, or if evervboay were
to act on that principle, is the idea, isn't it? Bat I

think that perhaps it's worlh emphasising, and I think this is
a very importaut point toth in iteell and in relation to the
novel, though I think pirhaps we won't want tc spend

a lot of time on this today, that it'c absolutely essential

to Kant's test, as it ic to a lot of cur moral recsoning,

and after all he thoiglt Lis test was imblicit .n our ordinary
moral reasoning, or in = lot of it, that the consequeaces don't
have to be actunl ones. That is, if we asked ihe yuesticn how
would it be if evervone did ihat, it's not apprupriate to answer
in Xant's view thit they're not going to. Th:z purely imagined
test of everyone's going to is enough, nnd I think thut's guite
an important point about XKaut's picturc of our noral outiook.
ind of course it is rather differcnt freu Raskolnikov's
positioa, because Raskcliailkov hhiaks he has a special irsighec
such that the faoct that other people aren't going to do it

just suow; thelr limitations, their blindness and s¢ on. So,
for him, they aren't going to do it, is in fact a relevant
congideration. But perhaps we'll leave that cie side and go on
cenfine ourselves to Kant's test, how would it be if everybody
@it it even if they were not going to, C.7.7 ‘'ell, the thing I
would first want tc add to wiat Griff ssid, viuch I agree with
certainly with his definition of Zaul's cutloock, is that the
fucts you have to appeal to in order to show that something

pretey drendful would follow from universaliging this waxinm,

G
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WILLIANS (SCIT'D):
supposing that everybody acted like this, depend only on sotle

very general featu-es of human action. Nonely first that we
21l have linited inferuntion,we all moke nistakes and don't
Ynow what we're doin: quite often, and secondly that we are

in various ways binsed, have special affections, have snecial
conerns and so on. You sec, this man set himself up as the
exccutioner in the nane of justice of this old woman, really,
thnt's what he's claiming to be, buat you knew, lhe's first of
a1l his knowledge of all such situations is enormocusly limited,
and secondly he has particular reasons for hating this old
woman and we gather to some extent being fond of her sister.
Now if you were to - this is Kant's point ~ if yom were to
generalise this practise, you'd have absclutely everyboly
setting themselves up as juiges of justice, and who wshould be
wiped out for the sake of ~hat,and the result would obviously
be o collapse tally of the scei:l and moral fabric, I *take it
it that's the idea isn't 1t?

HANFLING: So where does this leave us eractly with regard to
Kont's position? I wmean dees Kent have a woral ~ does Kant's
moral cutiook have some applicaticn here, or are we left no

better thnn we would have been.

ILLIAMS: Can I malke one revurk - sorrv,'I'm gouing on a Hit,
but I'd like to know Griff's reaction to that. I mear, T think
that what one's just said, what we've both said, is perfectly
reasonable - I mean there clearly is some force in the point of
saying if everybody acted on that principle, setting themselves
up as unique judges, specinl judges of the justice and so on,
acting as executioners, youn know, everytiing would fall to bits,

T thipk that is ~ that is a powerful one, but there's scme

-8~
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WILLIARS (CONTID): sense I think in which one feels that it

in a way misses the depth of this question, because the thing
that frightens cne about that student isn't that he's reached
the wrong  ersser to the question; it seems to me, but that
somehow he's embarked on the question. That's vhat I think
frightened Dostoyevski, that it was the idea that peorle
were prepared to consider the idea of wiping people out in
order tc forward utilitarian aims, making things better,
hat really, that ought to have been stopped before it even
got going, that is that there shouldn't be a subject for
discussiocns on such a project. And I think in a way Kant

not have
wenld / totally disagreedwith that either, What do you
think of that?
GRIFTITHS: I think his second formulation of the
cotegorical imperative~tirzat humanity 1n your own person and
in that of others always as an end and never as a liere Jeans,
emphasises the unconditionnl absent value of the individual.
So mach so that it is never right to hurt or harm and certainly
not kill ancther individusl for the soke of any other, that is
to say for the sake of any purpose cutside that ‘ndividual.
Hence tc consider whether one may have purposes with regard
to the young or to the sister which would jus*ify hurting,
herming or killing the ¢1d woman is ruled out of court
imnedintely on the bnsic principle of morality for Kant.
HANFLING: Yes, so what we have here 1s a balance of two
consideraticns, one of which is the 1ifc of the cld woman
and the other is the benefit which will be achieved by the

money, but for Kant these ore nct commensurate,..
GRIFFITHES:  Yes of corse, but Kant...

e
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HANTT.ING: No, cne of them has an absolute unconditionnl
Value eeon

GRIFFITHS: Yes...

HANFLING: “we of which can't be set apgainst .

GRIFFITHS: That's right. I mean cKant, of zourse regarded it
as a duty to consider the interests of others and to further
them, but for him it was an imperfect duty, that is to say

in general one ought to have such a policy that an imperfect
duty is overriden by a periect duty, it 1s never right to

%ill for the sake of benefit to others.

WILLIAMS: So an imperfect duty, thot's o term of art in the
Kantian moral philesophy, is it - that nwans something that it
is in general required of one *hat one should whers possible
advance, but the strict duty is something which is an

absolute obligation in the particular case, to do or not to do,
sc that in the present unse we'd have a conflict between

you mean the perfect duty in this rather ocd terminology,

which is never t- kill anybedy, or at least in such....
GRIFFITIS: Never to kill anyone for the sake of

venefitting others.

WILLIANS: Ye'd better comc back to that - as agosinst the

very general what's called imperfect duty of as it were
pushing nlong the boat of hunma satisfaction or wtility ond

as Cssie put it just now these aren't actually weant to be

put into the scales agninst one another. and for a Kantian

the great sin of utilitarianism is that it's ~lwaye prepared
to weigh onything against onything. I menn, uake rie an offer
is the fundewmental maxin of inaeed a 1ot «f moral conscicusness,
ut not for Kant, thnt's the point, you've got to say it's

ruled out from the beginning, that's the - bul you see, what

~10—
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WILLIAIS (CONT'DY: I'm unclear about now, for Kant, is

what exactly is ruled cut. It sounded from your
exposition, I think it is the expeosition of Kant's doctrine
about treating people as ends, never as he puts it werely
as means, is that you can't for instance banp scmeboly

of f te forward some other couse or to satisfy some other
duty. Is that right? DBut what obout situntions - 1

mean that might be thought a rather pious and pure
doctrine, because in fact there ave circumstonces in which
people are just faced with choices of sacirificing the life
of whone lot of people or indeed bringing cbout the death
of one lot of people in order to avold, as they suppose,

sone larger evil, I don't -

HANFLING: This is something that I wanted tobring in,

t~ broaden this thing out 2 bit, because ve seew to be agreed
generally on the Reskolnikov case ana on the unacceptability
of the conclusion, but aof course looking around the world
today and so on we can see that there are people resorting
to violence beeause they want to cionnge things that they
consider are wrong in their sceiety, now in a way that's
what the student in the scene there was proposing to do. He
@aw certnin evils and he thought it morally right

that he should resort to violence to rectify things as he
saw it. Now there arc pecple oround the world today,
terrorists and guerilla fighters and such like, we don 't
have to lock far for examples., Souwe of llew we synpatiiise
with and I suppose some of them we don't, but how exoctly

do we decide, does the Kantinn type of approach give us

sone insight here about whe is right in resorting

¢ violence and who isn't?

.



GRIFFITES: Well it scems to me that, as Sernard saild,

e Knntian position is a purist position and it Lias an

immense appeal. 7The utilitarian position is, as you say,

nake me an offer, ~nd vou can balance anything against anything,
but it seems to .e that - Kant talks nbout the ordinary moral
consciiusness, but o quite common humnn view is that the kind

of caleulation thnt tlhe student ,engaged in is sawdry and
wreng but that the Kantiar purism is inpossible and thnt

perhaps its a matter of scale, where the stnkes ore high enough,
when one's talking about the future of o whols society, cr the
welfare of a very larpge group, tiat at that polnt 1t is cigat,
can re right, indeed it is o duty to engage in violence,
violence which will in foet  2disposs of the innocent,perhaps
not as directly as he was prepared to kill the old woman,

but with the same effect. Now when you ask does Kanl help us in
this dilemma, it seems to we that what Bernard was saying in the
beginuing was right - in = way it rules it cut, the answer

of Kant is you den't start that kind of calculation.

VILLIAMS: Well, we've got to anke o kind of distincticn lere
havert we? I mean, the point abeut @ engoging in pelitical
violence, and I'm spealing now of violence done by he cbjectors
to a state, nct violence done by the state itself, is cf course
that it involves the death of thc innocert, I nean throwlng
bombs at - pub, Lurning up hosiitals or whatever it may be to
secure ns is supnosed sowe political end of justice and so onh,.
NHow in the case we were given of cnurse the studen: didn't
represent the old lady as being on inncecent party ns sonme
s;edtator uny, sie was hersell supposed te be the villain,

so the analegy tec the political case between this case and a

straight political case, 1s not much murdering the innocent

-12-
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WILLIAILS {(CONI'D): in the cause it is supposed of justice,

fre.don and so fortli, but as it were of tyrannicide....
H/ANFLING: Yhat's av interesting point...

WILLIEMS: :....0f killing the unjust persons thcuselves...
HANFIING: Scrry. Thet's an interesting point, because
in a woy it -uts the student in o stronger position,
doesn't it?

BILLIANS: That's right..

GRIEFITHS: Of course Kant wculd deny this, beecnuse what

Yant would say isl punisiment is right, and if a person is

immoral tihen that person ought to be punished., Dut that

=2

enns you must not ~nly cct in accordance with the law,

I nean it would be in a sense punishment the cld woman by
killing her, and perinps morally she deserves death,

but he weuld be acting in accordance with the law but not out
of reverence for the law, becouse his renson for killing her
would be to get other people woney, and possibly himself,
not winply that she should suffer the amount of

pain or harw that is approprinte to Ler imsorality.

TTLIANS: I think he's on stronger ground in the first

sort of agargument we considered, both you know, one's bound
to say who's the stulent to set himsclf up to quote’punish!
this particvlar person, nnd of course it isn't punishoent,
it's just o private thing. ond of ccurse the lady is in a
sense, though wicled or bad, or horrible, she's not in the
same position as some venomcus ruler of a state, hy ony
reans. 1 mean, shc is a c¢itizen who's being os nasty oe

no doubt cruntless other citizens are being ,

HAUFLING: Yes, except there is an izportant difference

~1T-
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UANFLING {CUNT'D): bebween the two kinds of situations, butb

I menn one does feel that - or at least one uay feel in
certoin cases that there is justification for resorting to
violence in the political situntion, and I don't see why soue
of that sympathy shouldn't reflect back on the kind of
situstion that the student was in, because althiough therc
is the difference between politicnl situation and just
wiierc one perscn was involved, neverthcless the student
saw Limself as righting a sceial wrong. I mean, he thought
it was wrony thot there should be all this wealth Lioarded
upbths<ﬂdmm¢mdtmmeoﬂmrpmmh:mwﬂdgonaﬂm
and he thought that he ought to reetify this.
UIDLIANG:  Vell, T do think honestly thet if we think it
throuch more deeply we find a great difference. It seecus to
me that the doctr.we about wiere is just rebellion, v use a
very old-foeblored phrase, that much truth was said about it
by for instance #t. Thomas fquinas. I menn in the tradion
tradition where you say you resort to this only wierc there
are - wherc the tyranny is of great severity, no othier means
are available to change it and what, you know, that wha
vou scourc, the evils thot you do ore net worse than
what you arc trying t« prevent anc sc on. Now in the case
of this cld wonan who is doing this, many other nenns ewist
if me takes it sericusly as a political act for stopping the
things she is doing. You can get the sister te go away frou
her, you stop people going thers to lend money and SO on.
‘ell if vou say you can't step uoney going - peorle going -
taere to get wemey from her because tney are poor, well rov

vou are touching :n the pentine nolitical issue -

b
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VILLLL

(CONT'D): inequalities in the society, and this

may peint to political chonges in the suciety. But knocking
of f cne o0ld woran becouse vol happen to be fond of her

sister is in faet - is not serious as an approach to a
political revelt, or a political dssue.

FANFLING: Dut I mean - I would like to aglc you you wers
saying - sorry - not sericus, anc that brings ne to che

hing I wonted tr raise about the last bit in the scene here,
an? we'll have to be rather brief about this, but one thing

I di¢ want to ask you at the end of the scene the student.
as you re.e.ber backs cway and says oh I weuldn't cctually

do it myself, I was just theorising, now is this in fact

sorie sort of Lantian insight ccming through, or is it o plece
of noral cowardice m his porc?

GRIFFITIS: I con't see how it's in nny way a Kantian ainsipght.

. after all
LANFIING: Well, is he in BoLe way reeing that/in spite of

all his - er th~t kbis reasoning is superficial, that it's
wndermined by the sort of Kantian consideration...

GRIFFITES: There's no suggestion that the student can see

that his reascning is superficlal.

VILLTALS: I thinl thet in the end he feels he con't do it,
and I think we touch round herc on the frightfully important
noint that wint feelings people have about what they find
tclerable or not may be o lot more inpertant than the
abstract woral reasoning that they engage in to decide that
issue,

HANFLING: Do you agree with thnt?

GRIFFITHS: T thinkt in ceneral it's true. I wouldn't say that
this means one shouldn't engeze in it, one should just do it

better than thc student drese.

-15=
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HANFLING: So therc is an impertant rcle for both of

these things. Yell, thonk you very much Dernard Willioms
and A. Phillips Griffiths for coming along and giving your

Views.



