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To preach morality is easy,
to give it a foundation is hard.

ARTHUR SCHOPENHAUER
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Preface

Tt would be enormously presumptuous for any writer, in a
subject that has engaged the earnest attention of the world’s
greatest minds over twenty-five centuries, to claim very much
originality. Such a ciaim would, moreover, probably be more
presumptuous in ethics than in any other subject; for as 1 point
out in my Introduction, any ethical system that proposed a
“transvaluation of all {traditional) values” would be almost
certainly wrong.

Yet progress in ethics is none the less possible, and for the same
reasons that it is possible and has been achieved in other branches
of knowledge and thought. “A dwarf sees farther than a giant
can, if he stands on the giant’s shoulders.” Because we stand on
the shoulders of our great predecessors, and have the benefit of
their insights and solutions, it is not unreasonable to hope that we
can formulate more satisfactory answers to at least a few
questions in ethics than the answers they were able to find. This
progress is most likely to consist in achieving greater clarity,
precision, logical rigor, unification, and integration with other
disciplines.

I was myself originally led to write the present book by the
conviction that modern economics had worked out answers to the
probiems of individual and social value of which most
contemporary moral philosophers still seem quite unaware. These
answers not only throw great light on some of the central
problems of ethics, but enable us to make a better analysis of the
comparative moral merits of capitalism, socialism, and
communism than ethical specialists have hitherto been able to
offer.

After I decided to write this book, however, and began to think
and read more about the problems of ethics, I became
increasingly impressed with the enormous amount, also, that
cthical theory had to learn from what had already been
discovered in jurisprudence. It is true not merely that law enforces
a “minimum ethics,” that “law is a circle with the same center as
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moral philosophy, but with a smaller circumference.” It is true
also that jurisprudence has worked out methods and principles
tfor solving legal problems that can be extremely illuminating
when applied to ethical problems. The legal point of view leads,
among other things, to explicit recognition of the immense
importance of acting in strict accordance with established general
rules. I have sought here to present a “unified theory” of law,
morals, and manners.

Finally I was increasingly struck by the falsity of the antithesis
so commonly drawn by moral philosophers between the interests
of the individual and the interests of society. When the rightly
understood interests of the individual are considered in the long
run, they are found to be in harmony with and to coincide
{almost if not quite to the point of identity) with the fong-run
interests of society. And to recognize this leads us to recognize
conduciveness to social cooperation as the great criterion of the
rightness of actions, because voluntary social cooperation is the
great means for the attainment not only of our collective but of
nearly all our individual ends.

On the negative side, I have been depressed by the excessive
preoccupation of most of the serious ethical literature of the lase
thirty and even sixty years (if we begin with G. E. Moore’s
Principia Ethica) with purely linguistic analysis. I have touched
on this (in Sections 7 and 8 of Chapter 23) only enough to point
out why most of this hair-splitting and logomachy is a digression
from the true business of ethics.

In a field that has been furrowed as often as ethics, one’s
intellectual indebtedness to previous writers must be so extensive
as to make specific acknowledgment seem haphazard and
arbitrary. But the older writers from whom 1 have learned most
are the British Utilitarians beginning with Hume, and running
through Adam Smith, Bentham, Mill, and Sidgwick. And the
greatest of these is Hume, whose insistence on the utility of acting
strictly in accordance with general rules was so strangely
overlooked by nearly all of his classical Utilitarian successors.
Much of what is best in both Adam Smith and Bentham seems
little more than an elaboration of ideas first clearly stated by
Hume.

My greatest indebtedness to a living writer {(as 1 think will be
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evident from my specific quotations from his works} is to Ludwig
von Mises—whose ethical observations, unfortunately have not
been developed at length but appear as brief incidental passages
in his ereat contributions to economics and “praxeology.”
Among contemporary moral philosophers 1 have learned much,
even when T disagreed with them, from Sir David Ross, Stephen
Toulmin, A. C. Ewing, Kurt Baier, Richard B. Brandt, J. O.
Urmson, and John Hospers. And in tracing the relations berween
law and ethics, my chief sources have been Roscoe Pound, Sir
Paul Vinogradoff, and E A. Hayek.

I am deeply indebted both to Professor von Mises and
Professor Hospers (in addition to the help 1 have received from
their writings) for kindly reading my manuscript and offering
their criticisms and suggestions, Whatever the defects of my book
may still be, and however much I may have fallen short of
appreciating the full force of some of their criticisms, or of
making adequate correction, I am sure this is a much better book
than it would have been without their generous help.

A gquestion that may occur to some readers at the very
beginning, and must haunt many a writer on ethics at some time
during the course of his study and composition, is: What is the
use of moral phitosophy? A man may know what is right and still
fail to do it. He may know that an action is wrong and still lack
the strength of will to refrain. I can only offer for ethical theory
the defense offered by John Stuart Mill in his Awutobiography for
the usefulness of his System of Logic, that “whatever may be the
practical value of a true philosophy of these matters, it is hardly
possible to exaggerate the mischiefs of a false one.”

Hrenry HAZLITT
December 1963






Preface to the Second Edition

I wish to express my gratitude to the Institute for Humane
Studies for making this new edition possible.

No changes have been made from the original edition of 1964
except to correct a few typographical errors. This does not mean
that my ideas on ethics have undergone no change whatever in
the last nine years, but simply that these have not been important
enough to justify rewriting and resetting.

Moral philosophers often have second thoughts. The ideas of
Bertrand Russell underwent such frequent and radical changes
that in 1952 he wrote to two anthologists (Seflers and Hospers)
who reprinted an essay of his published in 1910: “I am not quite
satisfied with any view of ethics that I have been able to arrive at,
and that is why I have abstained from writing again on the
subject.” (Later, however, he did.)

I have no such violent reversals to report. I cannot think of a
single change, for example, that I would make in my views as
summarized in the final chapter. Yet if I were writing the book
afresh, there would no doubt be changes in emphasis and in
minor points. In discussing the ultimate goal of ethics I would use
the word “happiness” less frequently and more often substitute
“satisfaction” or “well-being” or even simply “good.” In fact,
would give less attention to trying to specify the ultimate goal of
conduct. As social cooperation is the great means of achieving
nearly all our individual ends, this means can be thought of as
itself the moral goal to be achieved.

If T have anywhere written a sentence which seems to imply
that individuals are or should be always actuated by exclusively
egocentric or eudemonic motives, I would now modify or
withdraw it. 1 would emphasize even more strongly than [ do in
the section which runs from page 123 to page 127 that though
the ideal rules of morality are those best calculated to serve the
interest of everyone in the long run, there will nevertheless be
occasions when these rules will call for a real sacrifice of his
immediate interests by an individual, and that when they do so
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this sacrifice must be made because of the overriding necessity of
maintaining these rules inviolate. This moral principle is no
different from the universally acknowledged legal principle that a
man must abide by a valid contract even when it proves costly for
him to do so. The rules of morality constitute a tacit social
contract.

Is the moral philosophy advocated in these pages “utilitarian”
or not? In the sense that all rules of conduct must be judged by
their tendency to lead to desirable rather than undesirable social
results, any rational ethics whatever must be utilitarian. But
when the word is used it seems most often to arouse in the minds
of readers some specific nineteenth-century writer’s views, if not a
mere caricature of them. I found it extremely discouraging to
have my ideas characterized in one so-called scholarly journal as
“straight utilitarianism” (whatever that may mean) even though I
had pointed out {p. 359), however facetiously, that there are
probably more than thirteen “utilitarianisms,” and in any case
had unequivocally rejected the “classical” ad hoc utilitarianism
implicit in Bentham, Mill and Sidgwick, and espoused instead a
“rule-utilitism” as earlier propounded by Hume, The review just
cited only reinforced the conviction I expressed (also on page
359) that the term Utilitarianism is beginning to outlive its
usefulness in ethical discussion. I have called my own system
Cooperatism, which seems sufficiently descriptive.

HenrRY HAZLITT
Awngust 1972



Foreword

Any sensible policy position presupposes understanding the
reality that the natural and social sciences investigate. It also
presupposes value judgments—notions of good and bad, desirable
and undesirable, right and wrong. Ethics thus enters not only
into private lives but also into public policy. But what is the
grounding of ethics?

For many decades, utilitarian ethics has undeservedly had a
bad press, not least in libertarian circles. It draws scorn as the
mindset of crass, grasping, unprincipled people. Tt supposedly
invites government hyperactivity aimed at maximizing some
misconceived aggregate welfare. The critics would instead
ground ethics and policy in noble and intuitively obvious
principles such as unswerving respect for human dignity and
natural human rights.

In this hostile intellectual atmosphere, Henry Hazlite
forthrightly and courageously avows a utilitarian ethics {although
he did seek a more attractive label, perhaps cooperatism). Two
classical-liberal think tanks, carlier the Institute for Humane
Studies and now FEE, also deserve admiration for keeping his
book in print. Hazlitt does not scorn human dignity and rights—
of course not. But precisely because they are important, those
values deserve a solider grounding than mere intuitions reported
in noble-sounding language. The inviolability of rights rests, he
says, “not...on some mystical yet self-evident ‘law of
nature’...[but] altimately (though it will shock many to hear this)
on utilitarian considerations.” [1964 ed., p. 286] Utilitarian
philosophers can give reasons, grounded in reality, for respecting
cherished values and the standard precepts of morality.

The bare facts of objective reality cannot by themselves provide
this grounding. Some fundamental value judgment (or
conceivably more than one) is also necessary, a judgment so
ultimate that it lies beyond any series of reasons one might offer.
Examples of relatively specific value judgments, in contrast, are
the standard condemnations of mueder, fying, cheating, and
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stealing. For them, one can give reasons that adduce the realities
of human affairs, as well as some further and fundamental
intuition. Only sloppy ethical theorizing appeals to a variety of
specific intuitions instead of to one broad and fundamental value
judgment. Hazlitt recommends applying Occam’s razor to the
promiscuous multiplication of alieged intuitions.

The one fundamental intuition of utilitarianism is approval of
human flourishing, of people’s success in making good lives for
themselves, and disapproval of the opposite conditions. To use a
single word for each, though each word requires much
unpacking, utilitarianism welcomes happiness and regrets misery.
This is a tame value judgment, to be sure; but combined with
positive knowledge of the physical world and human affairs, it
goes a long way in ethics. What fundamental value judgment or
criterion could be more plausible?

Henry Hazlitt’s great insight, following writers like David Hume
and Ludwig von Mises, is that direct appeal to the criterion of
happiness over misery is seldom necessary. A surrogate criterion is
more tractable. Mises and Hazlitt call it “social cooperation.” Tt
means a well-functioning society, one in which people live together
peaceably to their mutual advantage, all reaping gains from
specialization and trade, trade not only in the narrow business sense
but also in the informal interactions and mutual accommodations
and courtesies of everyday life. Actions, institutions, rules,
principles, customs, ideals, dispositions, and character traits count as
good or bad according as they support or undercut such a society,
which is prerequisite to the happiness of its members. Economics
and the other social and natural sciences have much to say about
what does support or undercut social cooperation,

Hazlitr gives powerful reasons for repudiating the brand of
utilitarianism (“act-utilitarianism”) that calls for whatever action
seems most likely, on each particular occasion, to contribute most to
the sum total of happiness. Although that brand has now sunk
almost to the status of a mere straw man, it remains the favorite
target of superficial critics of utilitarianism. Hazlitt advocates “rules-
utilitarianism” instead, which, following John Gray’s reading of
John Stuart Mill, might better be named “indirect utilicarianism.”
Hazlite calls for adherence, almost without exception, to ethical
principles that do satisfy the utilitarian criterion.
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Hazlier also argues that the interests of the individual are not
fundamentally in opposition to those of “society.” A person’s
rightly conceived or long-run self-interest coincides with what
serves social cooperation. (This reconciliation holds in a long-run
or probabilistic sense, as the Austrian philosopher Moritz Schlick
and others have explained; for life offers no absolute guarantees.)

Of all of Hazlite’s books on various topics and of all books on
cthics that I have read, The Foundations of Morality is my
favorite by far. Hazlite himself, in a 1977 interview, called it his
own favorite among the fifteen books he had then written. Yet—
let us face the fact—it has so far made only a small splash among
academic philosophers and economists. Why? One reason, I
suppose, is that Hazlitt lacked the standard academic credentials.
He was a profoundly educated man, but mostly self-educated.
Holding no professorship, he could form no school of students
and disciples. The book itself, with its many long direct
quotations from other writers, may have repelled potential
readers who merely flipped through it. But Hazliet chose his
quotations remarkably well, and they do help carry his own
argument forward.

Hazlitt’s book is admirable not only for substance but also for
writing style. The editor of a condensed version (also published
by FEE) could not employ the “Reader’s Digest” approach. As 1
understand it, that approach tries to squeeze out superfluous
words by rewriting even individual sentences and paragraphs.
Hazlitt’s writing left little scope for such tightening. Instead, the
editor had to discard large chunks of text, including whole
paragraphs, quotations, and chapters. Readers graduating to—or
starting with—the complete book deserve congratulations. It is a
full exposition of the intelligent utilitarianism that provides (in
my view) the soundest philosophical basis for the humane society
that is the ideal of classical liberals.

— LELAND B. YEAGER

*Ludwig von Mises Distinguished Professor of Economics
Emeritus at Auburn University, Alabama

“Paul Goodloe Mclntire Professor of Economics Emeritus at the
University of Virginia

March 1998






