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SOME HINTS TO THE STUDENT COM-
MENCING THE METHODS OF ETHICS.

Tne following dissertation was written by the
author when an *° Advanced Student™ in the
University of Cambridge, and was accepted by the
University 1n June, 1901, as an “orgmal contri-
bution to learming™, It was, thercfore, in no
sense written for the elementary student of ethics.
There is, however, some ground for belicving that
it may prove of assistance to such a student, and
with this object, amonug others, in view, it has been
published 1n book form.

The neophyte in ethics generally avoids the
Methods, for the work hus a not undeserved
reputation for difficulty. Even those students
who have the temerity to commence its scrious
perusal olten become rapidly discouraged and fly
to text-books of a more popular type.  The
reasons for this are not hard to find, and some
of them will be referred to at greater length in
the course of the dissertation.  Briefly it may be
pointed out that among the chief difficulties of
the Methods are its length ; its avoidance of clap-
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trap rhetoric and of vivid and popular illustrations
(poetic and other) ; the absence of any strenuous
advocacy of some plausible constructive theory,
such as the elementary student impatiently de-
mands—in short, its unpartisan character (mistaken
by the superficial reader for colourlessness) ; lastly
the fact that some of the earliest chapters are by
no means the easiest, so that the student finds
himself overwhelmed with difficult problems from
the very first. The result s that many readers
never get beyond the first halfhundred papes.
such a comparative m:gl::ct of 2 truly great
work like the AMechods of Esfvicr 1s little short of
a philosophical disaster.  T'he writer has had before
now to look over the papers of elementary students
of ethics. L'hey contain much cheap and hackneyed
criticism of Mall, and much half-digested idealistic
dogma, but they show surprisingly little conscious-
ness of the real difhculties of the subject. The
present writer hus no little sympathy with idealism,
and with the many excellent manuals which have
tssued during the last decade from that school of
thought—so far as he has any ethical views at all
they are of an idealistic complexion. Nevertheless
he avows his belicf that there is no idealistic work
in existence which will bear comparison with the
non-idealistic Methods as a propadeutic to the sub-
ject of ethics.  In ethics, as perhaps in theology,
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a baptism of scepticism is an excellent and essential
initiation into its mysteries and problems, and the
individual who has escaped this initiation can never
expect to do more than play with the subject.
Hence in the interests of sound thinking all ethical
students should be urged to grapple with the
Metheds, well assured that they will spend their
time meore profitably than by digesting a dozen
inferior works.

How should the student set about his task?
e should perhaps begin with the first chapter
of the Methads, for this contains some very im-
portant introductory matter. Thus in the very
first purapraph we find Sidgwick defending the
independence of ethics aganst those who would
reduce the “ought™ to an “is7 a naturalstic!
school of writers whose influence is great and
perhaps increasing,  In the same (‘hapter Wi havtg
a clear statement of the three important ethical
methods which he proposes to examine, and a
characteristic avowal that all three are prima fucie
rational,

The next two chapters may be omitted on a first
reading ; chapter iii. is, as a matter of fact, im-
portant, but somewhat difficult for the beginner.
Its burden is that we cannot get rid of the “ought™.

Chapter iv. is extremely valuable. In it Sidg-
wick refutes psychological hedonism ; this refu-
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tation was really necessary for the establishment)
of his own doctrine of ethical hedomsm. [If we
“ought™ to seek happiness for self or mhersi
(ethical hedomism) it is imphed that we do not
always do so. Chapter iv. should thus on no|
account be overlooked.

The remaining chapters in the first book may
perhaps be omitted on a first reading.

The discussion of the common virtues in book
ili, may now be read by the student. The vul-
gar theory of moral obligation is a crude kind of
intwitionisni; there are, it 18 supposed, a number of
distinct wirtues, justice, benevolence, veracity, ete.,
which men ought to practise.  Sidgwick’s discussion
of this *“common sense "’ doctrine is admitted by
all eritics to be extremely able, to be, in fact, the
most irrefutable part of his book, The student)
may well spend much time over this dis:u:ssit}n[
(book iii, ch. 1i.-x.), He will thus come to see
the weakness of popular intuitionism, and the
necessity for a sounder ethical theory, Chapter
xi., book iii., is an admirable summary of this
attack by Sidgwick upon “ common sense 7.

It should, of course, be remembered (see preface
to second edition, p. x.) that his criticism is not)
directed against the practice of benevolence, courage, ‘|
etc., but only against the view that vulgar intui- i
tionism is adequate and satisfactory as a scientific |
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ethical theory. “ Common sense™ is a valuable
guide, but it is not always infallible, nor yet is it
always even clear and consistent,

The student may now turn to the chapters on
ggoism (book i1.). On the break-down of * com-
mon sense ' men sometimes fly to epoism, for this
commends itself as simple and consistent. Sidg-
wick examines this system on its merits ; fnds
that it involves many practical difficulties, but
Ere:!'hs::s to deny 1t a place in ethies.  The last
chapter of this second hook 15 valuahle but diffi-
cult; in it Sidgwick shows that evolutionary
scicnce has not been able to remove the practical
difficulties which surround egoism, and, mdeed,
hedomsm pencrally, In other words he shows
that the boasted attempts of * scientific ™ writers
to come to the rescue of hedonism are not really
successtul,

Perhaps the student had better now turn to the
tast book (an exposition of wtilitanamsm) or he
may, if he choose, grapple with the two central
chapters of the Methods, chapters xin. and xiv.
of the third book. These two chapters repre-

nt Sidgwick's own views, and, together with
the concluding chapter of the fourth book, should
be studied with great care. The chapters on
utilitarianism {book iv., ch. i.-v.) are full of good,
but not specially striking, matter,



