








case that they have always been good. We need only think
of Alexander the Great, Augustus Caesar, Jenghis Kahn,
Cesare Borgia, Martin Luther, Peter the Great, Catherine
the Great, Louis XIV, Florence Nightingale, John Pierpont
Morgan, Lord Beaverbrook and David Lloyd George.
I have avoided bringing the list up to date with Hitler
and Stalin, in order to avoid the question whether we are
going so to construe greatness that causing an inordinate
amount of evil strips one of the title. There will still be no
denying that they were major historical figures and I
suspect that, on the whole, they were satisfied with their
lives, Hitler at least until his last days and even then he
seems to have seen the collapse of his fortunes more as
the failure of the German people than his own; Stalin quite
probably until the very end. since even if he was poisoned
he was not aware of it.

In the realm of the arts, the disparity is not so flagrant.
but still there is no positive correlation between being a
great artist and an amiable man. Wagner is perhaps the
most obvious counter-example. There is little correlation
between goodness and happiness. If virtue is said to be its
own reward it is because it so often acquires no other.
As the Psalmist put it, it is the ungodly whom one sees
‘flourishing like a green bay-tree’. In speaking of the
ungodly I am not straying into deism. I am not even think-
ing of major criminals, who quite often come to grief, but
of the multitude of minor villains who appear to have
come to the fore in recent years, persons skilled in sharp
practice on the stock exchange, hooligans, racists of one
or other colour, persons whose principal aim is not merely
to keep up with the Jones’s but to outstrip them without
being too scrupulous about the means.

The obvious disparity between virtue and prosperity
in this world troubled the philosopher Immanuel Kant.
He believed that there ought to be another world in which
this balance would be redressed and thereby discovered a
motive for believing in a God who would bring this about.
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I use the word ‘motive’ rather than ‘reason’ because, much
as I dislike Kant’s moral philosophy, I have too much
respect for his intelligence to suppose that he regarded his
pious hope as a serious argument. After all, it was Kant
who first demolished the tricky ontological argument for
that the existence of God, the surprisingly durable pretence
that the existence of a necessary being can be established
by smuggling the factor of necessity into some grandiose
concept, and went on to dispose with equal ease of the
argument from design and the argument to a first cause.

My reasons for disliking Kant’s moral philosophy are
not only technical, inasmuch as he never succeeds in find-
ing a way to bring his good will into action, but also moral.
I do not care for the supremacy which he accords to the
sense of duty over every human sympathy or principle of
altruism. In his theory, indeed, it is only the sense of duty
that counts. This is because he believed, mistakenly, that
to act or fail to act in accordance with it lies in our power,
in a way that the possession of the motives for other forms
of action and our responses to them do not. In fact, actions
done from a sense of duty are no less subject to causal
conditioning than any others. Does the extent to which our
actions are causally conditioned rob them of their moral
value? I think not. I think that acts of cruelty or kindness
are ugly or attractive in themselves, irrespective of their
being correlated, in some measure, with states of our
central nervous system, or explicable, however vaguely, in
terms of our genetic endowment and the stimuli to which
we have been subjected. This question is more difficult
when it is directed towards the agent. Our ordinary moral
judgements imply that he could not only have acted but
in many cases chosen otherwise and it is not entirely clear
to me what this means. I am inclined to think that the
concept of desert which is included in our notion of moral
responsibility is incoherent, but this is not a question into
which I can enter here.
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