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Introduction

“Everything that serves to preserve the social order is moral,
everything that is detrimental to it is immoral.”
—LUDWIG VON MISES, Liberalism

This book is an abridgment of Henry Hazlitt’'s The Foundations
of Morality (first edition, 1964; second edition, 1972). In his 1963
Preface to that book, Mr. Hazlitt wrote that he believed progress in
ethics was no less possible than in other branches of knowledge and
thought. He hoped to contribute something to our understanding
of ethics and morality by bringing together the teachings of other
disciplines, especially economics and jurisprudence.

Hazlitt was an economic journalist of note, the author of the
best-selling Economics in One Lesson and business columnist for
Newsweek. Countless editorials and book reviews by him had been
published in the New York Times and other newspapers. His famil-
iarity with economics led him to reject the thesis of many moral
philosophers that the interests of the individual and the interests of
society were in opposition. His studies in the field of human action
had convinced him that “modern economics had worked out
answers to the problems of individual and social value of which
most contemporary moral philosophers still seem quite unaware.”
Thus, he believed that ethical theory had a great deal to learn from
modern economics. Ethical theory could also learn from jurispru-
dence, especially respecting “the immense importance of acting in
strict accordance with established general rules.”

“When the rightly understood interests of the individual are
considered in the long run,” Hazlitt wrote, “they are found to be in
harmony with and to coincide (almost if not quite to the point of

v




vi Bettina Bien Greaves

identity) with the long-run interest of society. And to recognize
this,” Hazlitt wrote, “leads us to recognize conduciveness to social
cooperation as the great criterion of the rightness of action, because
voluntary social cooperation is the great means for the attainment
not only of our collective but of nearly all our individual ends.” This
reasoning led Hazlitt to agree with his close friend and mentor, the
Austrian economist Ludwig von Mises, quoted above, that the crite-
rion for making moral judgments was simply whether or not it fos-
tered or hindered social cooperation. To Hazlitt, however, the ethi-
cal implications of this position called for further elaboration than
Mises gave them in his many economic writings. Hence The Foun-
dations of Morality.

This abridgment attempts to include the most important themes
presented by Hazlitt in The Foundations of Morality. Tt is not
intended to supersede the longer work. It is offered to those who are
interested in the conclusions derived from exploring the age-old
philosophical controversy over morality. Of course readers who
wish to pursue these issues further may refer to the longer work.

—BETTINA BIEN GREAVES



Foreword

Any sensible policy position presupposes understanding the
reality that the natural and social sciences investigate. It also pre-
supposes value judgments—notions of good and bad, desirable and
undesirable, right and wrong. Ethics thus enters not only into pri-
vate 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. It supposedly invites govern-
ment hyperactivity aimed at maximizing some misconceived aggre-
gate 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 inteflectual atmosphere, Henry Hazlitt forth-
rightly 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] ultimately {though
it will shock many to hear this) on utilitarian considerations.”
[p. 112 in this abridgment] 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
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viii Foreword

more than one) is also necessary, a judgment so ultimate that it lies
bevond any series of reasons one might offer. Examples of relatively
specific value judgments, in contrast, are the standard condemna-
tions of murder, lying, cheating, and 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 theo-
rizing appeals to a variety of specific intuitions instead of to one
broad and fundamental value judgment. In a chapter omitted from
this new edition, Hazlitt recommends applying Occam’s razor to the
promiscuous multiplication of alleged 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 plau-
sible?

Henry Hazlitt’s great insight, following writers like David Hume
and Ludwig von Mises, is that direct appeal to the criterion of hap-
piness over misery is seldom necessary. A surrogate criterion is more
tractable. Mises and Hazlitt call it “social cooperation.” It means a
well-functioning society, one in which people live together peace-
ably 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 pre-
requisite to the happiness of its members. Economics and the other
social and natural sciences have much to say about what does sup-
port or undercut social cooperation.

Hazlitt gives powerful reasons for repudiating the brand of util-
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itarianism (“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-utilitar-
ianism” instead, which, following John Gray’s reading of John Stu-
art Mill, might better be named “indirect utilitarianism.” Hazlitt
calls for adherence, almost without exception, to ethical principles
that do satisfy the utilitarian criterion.

Hazlitt 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 Hazlitt’s books on various topics and of all books on
ethics that | have read, The Foundations of Morality is my favorite
by far. Hazlitt 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, 1s that
Hazlitt lacked the standard academic credentials. He was a pro-
foundly educated man, but mostly self-educated. Holding no pro-
fessorship, 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 Hazlitt chose his quotations remarkably well, and they do help
carry his own argument forward.

This new edition omits many of those quotations. It is not a
condensation of the Reader’s Digest sort. That sort, as I understand
it, tries to squeeze out superfluous words by rewriting even individ-
ual sentences and paragraphs. Hazlitt’s excellent writing style leaves
little scope for such tightening. Instead, large chunks of text have
been omitted, including whole paragraphs, quotations, and espe-
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cially whole chapters—18 out of 33. I was sorry to see the sacrifice
of chapters on “Satisfaction and Happiness,” “Prudence and Benev-
olence,” “Egoism, Altruism, Mutualism,” “Duty for Duty’s Sake,”
“The Law of Nature,” and “Justice.”

On the other hand, this shortened edition will attract new read-
ers and new adherents to the intelligent utilitarianism that provides
(in my view) the soundest philosophical basis for the humane soci-
ety that is the ideal of classical liberals. Many of these new readers,
we may hope, will go on to study the uncut version of The Founda-
tions of Morality, which FEE is also keeping in print.

—LELAND B. YEAGER
* Ludwig von Mises Distinguished Professor of Economics Emer-
itus at Auburn University, Alabama

* Paul Goodlow Mclntire Professor of Economics Emeritus at the
University of Virginia

March 1998



CHAPTER 1
The Mystery of Morals

Each of us has grown up in a world in which moral judgments
already exist. These judgments are passed every day by everyone on
the conduct of everyone else. Each of us not only finds himself
approving or disapproving how other people act, but approving or
disapproving certain actions, and even certain rules or principles of
action, wholly apart from his feelings about those who perform or
follow them. So deep does this go that most of us even apply these
judgments to our own conduct, and approve or disapprove of our
own conduct insofar as we judge it to have conformed to the princi-
ples or standards by which we judge others. When we have failed, in
our own judgment, to live up to the moral code which we habitually
apply to others, we feel “guilty”; our “conscience” bothers us.

Our personal moral standards may not be precisely the same in
all respects as those of our friends or neighbors or countrymen, but
they are remarkably similar. We find greater differences when we
compare “national” standards with those of other countries, and
perhaps still greater differences when we compare them with the
moral standards of people in the distant past. But in spite of these
greater differences, we seem to find, for the most part, a persistent
core of similarity, and persistent judgments which condemn such
traits as cruelty, cowardice, and treachery, or such actions as lying,
theft, or murder.

None of us can remember when we first began to pass judgments
of moral approval or disapproval. From infancy we found such judg-
ments being passed upon us by our parents—*good” baby, “bad”
baby—and from infancy we passed such judgments indiscriminately
on persons, animals, and things—“good” playmate or “bad” play-
mate, “good” dog or “bad” dog, and even “bad” doorknob if we
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2 Henry Hazlitt

bumped our head against it. Only gradually did we begin to distin-
guish approval or disapproval on moral grounds from approval or
disapproval on other grounds.

Implicit moral codes probably existed for centuries before they
were made explicit—as in the Decalogue, or the sacred law of
Manu, or the code of Hammurabi. And it was long after they had
first been made explicit, in speech or writing, in proverbs or com-
mands or laws, that men began to speculate about them, and began
consciously to search for a common explanation or rationale.

And then they were faced with a great mystery. How had such a
code of morals come into being? Why did it consist of a certain set
of commands and not others? Why did it forbid certain actions?
Why only these actions? Why did it enjoin or command other
actions? And how did men know that certain actions were “right”
and others “wrong”?

The first theory was that certain actions were “right” and others
“wrong” because God (or the gods) had so decreed. Certain actions
were pleasing to God {or the gods) and certain others displeasing.
Certain actions would be rewarded by God, here or hereafter, and
certain other actions would be punished by God, here or hereafter.

This theory, or faith, held the field for centuries. It is still, prob-
ably, the dominant popular theory or faith. But among philoso-
phers, even among the early Christian philosophers, it met with two
difficulties. The first was this: Was this moral code, then, merely
arbitrary? Were certain actions right and others wrong merely
because God had so willed? Or was not the causation, rather, the
other way round? God’s divine nature could not will what was evil,
but only what was good. He could not decree what was wrong, but
only what was right. But this argument implied that Good and Evil,
Right and Wrong, were independent of, and pre-existent to, God’s
will,

There was a second difficulty. Even if Good and Evil, Right and
Wrong, were determined by God’s will, how were we mortals to
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know God’s will? The question was answered simply enough, per-
haps, for the ancient Jews: God himself dictated the Ten Com-
mandments—and hundreds of other laws and judgments—to
Moses on Mount Sinai. God, in fact, wrote the Ten Command-
ments with his own finger on tablets of stone.

Yet numerous as the commandments and judgments were, they
did not clearly distinguish in importance and degree of sinfulness
between committing murder and working on the Sabbath day. They
have not been and cannot consistently be a guide for Christians.
Christians ignore the dietary laws prescribed by the God of Moses.
The God of Moses commanded “Eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand
for hand, foot for foot, burning for burning, wound for wound,
stripe for stripe” (Exodus 21:24,25). But Jesus commanded:
“Whosoever shall smite thee on thy right cheek, turn to him the
other also” (Matthew 5:39); “Love your enemies, bless them that
curse you, do good to them that hate you” (Matthew 5:44); “A new
commandment I give unto you, that ye love one another” (John
13:34).

The problem then remains: How can we, how do we, tell right
from wrong? Another answer, still offered by many ethical writers, is
that we do so by a special “moral sense” or by direct “intuition.”
The difficulty here is not only that one man’s moral sense or intu-
ition gives different answers than another’s, but that a man’s moral
sense or intuition often fails to provide a clear answer even when he
consults it.

A third answer is that our moral code is a product of gradual
social evolution, like language, or manners, or the common law, and
that, like them, it has grown and evolved to meet the need for peace
and order and social cooperation.

A fourth answer is that of simple ethical skepticism or nihilism
which affects to regard all moral rules or judgments as the product
of baseless superstition. But this nihilism is never consistent and sel-
dom sincere. If one who professed it were knocked down, brutally



