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THIS paper is an exposition of the
thesis that a scientific foundation for
moral action is not only possible but that
it is the only foundation that can bring
about results that are at all desirable.
A scientific search for moral prineiples
must be guided by four criteria:
(1) That a principle to be applied to
man must be derived from man, must
be consistent with the facts of man's
nature.
(2) That if conformity to a principle
can be obtained only by compulsion, of
whatever variety, it is an indication that
that principle belies human nature, since
a principle that is true to the nature of
any material is in conformity with that
material, and the material therefore
already obeys that principle.
(3) That if a principle is consistently
violated by the material to which it is
to be applied, it is the principle that is
false, and not the material that is obstinate. A material can not be wrong, but
a conception of its nature can be false.
(4) That if a principle fails to bring
about expected or desired results in the
realm in which it is applied it is the
principle that is at fault and not the
realm in which it is supposed to operate.
If a medicine fails to cure a disease it
is the medicine that is wrong and not
the disease. The disease can not be
wrong.
Since these four criteria represent
scientifie caution, it follows that a principle for moral action that is consistent
with these criteria has scientific validity.
And such a principle in the history of
moral theory is found in the Socratic
conception of virtue as knowledge as
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expounded in the Protagoras. The discussion between Socrates and Protagoras
arises from the circumstance that Protagoras, a Sophist, a public teacher of
virtue, tells Socrates that the young men
who come to him for instruction increase
in virtue day by day, that every day
in every way they get better and better.
Socrates expresses doubt as to whether
virtue can be taught, which brings about
a discussion regarding the nature of
virtue. The discussion opens with Socrates raising the question as to whether
virtue is like the parts of the face, each
of which is independent of the others,
in that each can exist without the others,
and each of which is distinctive from the
rest in structure and function, or
whether virtue is like the parts of gold,
all of which are of the same quality and
can differ only in size. If virtue is like
the parts of gold it can be defined, its
nature can be determined, in which case
it becomes knowledge and can be taught.
On the other hand, if virtue is like the
parts of the face the virtues can only
be named, and enumeration is not a
definition or knowledge. To state this
differently: if we say that virtue consists of honesty, truthfulness, loyalty,
and so on, we know nothing unless we
proceed to define these terms and show
why they are virtue, which only leads
us to a need for a definition of virtue itself. On the other hand, if we have a definition of virtue itself we also have a
definition of every specific virtue, since
a definition of the whole is also a definition of its parts, a part being a partial
manifestation of the whole of which it
is a part.
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In insisting upon a definition of the
nature of virtue rather than an enumeration of the virtues as the way to a
knowledge of virtue, and thereby making of virtue something teachable rather
than preachable, Socrates brings virtue
into the sphere of science, of investigation, of inquiry. And this is inevitable.
For the moment we insist upon a definition that is to tell us the nature of a
thing in terms of the real thing itself
our procedure for reaching such a definition, if we adhere strictly to what we
profess to wish to know, must be scientific, for we discard all preconceptions,
reject all dogmatic statements, and insist
upon verification of results. In so far,
then, as Socrates calls for a definition
of virtue that consists of a determination
of its nature, and rejects a definition
that only lists a number of disconnected
items each of which itself stands in need
of defining, his approach is scientific.
After Socrates had shown that knowledge lies not in enumeration and specification, but in generalization, that virtue must be defined as we would define
gold rather than a face, he proceeds to
the main issue, namely, if virtue is
knowledge, it must lie in the knowledge
of something. What, then, is this something knowledge of which is virtue? It
is my main purpose to indicate that the
conclusion Socrates reaches in answer
to this question is also scientific, in that
it is supported by what we know to-day
about human nature through the science
of psychology.
The gist of the Socratic conception of
knowledge as virtue lies in such statements scattered throughout the Protagoras as that a person may live inferior
to himself, that to prefer evil to good is
contrary to human nature, or that it is
absurd to say that a person knows what
is good but because he is overcome by
pleasure he does evil. The implication
throughout is that at any and every
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occasion one does that which one knows,
and if the action results in evil it is not
because evil was chosen but because the
knowledge was defective. Now in what
way can a man's knowledge about his
behavior be defective? The answer is
that he can mistake the lesser for the
greater, the immediate for the remote,
or, in other words, he can act impulsively or habitually instead of by choice,
discrimination or deliberation. When
a person acts in the former manner he
is acting inferior to himself, in that his
action is below his capabilities. And it
is action in which something is mistaken
for something else, a case of mistaken
identity, that leads to evil, since a person is acting under a delusion, and
brings about consequences that are
harmful to him. But he does not purposefully deceive himself, he does not
deliberately mistake the lesser for the
greater. The only reason why he does
the lesser is that at the time it appears
to him to be the greater, that is, the most
desirable. The inferiority of a man to
himself arises out of ignorance, while
the knowledge that spells virtue is the
knowledge of magnitudes, of lesser and
greater, and the art of virtue is therefore the art of measurement, of discrimination. Socrates' own summary of the
conception of the nature of virtue is as
follows:
Now suppose happiness to consist in doing or
choosing the greater, and in not doing or in avoiding the less, what would be the moving principle
of human life? Would not the act of measuring
be the saving principle; or would the power of
appearance? Is not the latter that deceiving art
which makes us wander up and down and take
the things at one time of which we repent at
another, both in our actions and in our choice
of things great and small 6 But the art of measurement would do away with the effeet of appearance, and, showing the truth, would fain
teach the soul at last to find rest in the truth,
and would thus save our life. Would not mankind generally acknowledge that the art which
accomplishes this result is the art of measurement6
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When we translate this philosophical
language of Socrates into psychological
terminology we find that the definition
of virtue as the art of measurement reduces itself to the conception of moral
action as action in keeping with human
intelligence, that is, a human being living as a human being can live because of
his place in mental evolution. It is the
mental stature of man that makes of
him a moral being. In other words, it
is the moral action that distinguishes
man from infra-human organisms, and
moral action is synonymous with action that is indicative of the operation
of human intelligence. To define morality scientifically, therefore, all that is
needed is a definition of human intelligence.
The behavior of all animal forms is
intelligent, in that it is selective, discriminatory, motivated activity. All
that intelligence then means is activity
stimulated by the environment, bnt directed and controlled by the organism
itself. The stimulus influences, but does
not determine the response. Selective
behavior means behavior in which the
acting agent is also the determining
factor in the behavior performed, so
that without a complete knowledge of
the present condition and the past history of the acting body no prediction of
the ensuing behavior is at all possible
from the stimulating situation alone.
Since the term intelligence is applied
only to the activities of animal life, and
since the distinguishing characteristic of
animal activity is selectivity, it follows
that selectivity is the sign of intelligence, and also that the degree of selectivity of behavior is the sole indication
of the degree of the intelligence of the
behavior.
Man is the most intelligent of animals
because of the degree of selective behavior of which he is capable. The selective behavior of the animal is on a motor

level. When a situation presents itself
the animal will react to it either by an
established habit or it will engage in a
series of exploratory movements which
will result in the setting up of an habitual
response. Even the alleged learning by
insight of some of Ko1hler'sapes was on
a motor level, in that the insight took
place only, if it took place at all, after
the motor trial and error had failed.
Man is capable of dispensing entirely
with motor exploration and to engage
only in selective activity that is the
fruit of mental exploration, or thinking
proper. He can make anticipatory adjustments, can make exploratory movements in his mind, so to speak, and to
engage in motor activity only after having reached a decision as to what he
really wishes to do. The factors that
enter into the making of the final decision are of no importance in the present
connection. The important point is that
this ability for what we may call delayed
behavior by thought lifts man to the
pinnacle of selective behavior, namely,
knowing what he is doing, because he
can deliberately proceed to know before
he does.
This ability of man to look before he
leaps, and thereby learn by looking
rather than by leaping, assumes two
forms. Human selective activity can be
either activity that consists of discriminated means for the accomplishment of
unconsidered ends, or of discriminated
ends that necessarily also imply considered means. In other words, the
thought problem before the person may
be only that of determining the most
expedient way of accomplishing a goal
that appears desirable, or it may consist of an examination of the desirability of the goal itself. And it is these
two forms of human selective activity
that lead to an identification of morality with human intelligence. Moral
action can not consist in the pursuit
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of indiscriminate ends by discriminate
means, for such action invariably and
inevitably leads to a rationalization of
the ends pursued, and rationalization is
humanly unintelligent, since the need
for it arises from the failure to use human intelligence in its complete form.
Furthermore, even if some animals do
learn by mental manipulation, its fruit
is always the selection of means, never
of ends, and consequently, a human being acting in that manner is living on
the level of animal and not of human
intelligence. To put this in Socratic
language, the person who pursues uncritical ends by critical means is ruled
by the lesser good, because the immediate
good, and therefore acts out of ignorance
and not by knowledge. The Socratic virtue of the art of measurement is precisely that of distinguishing between
that which appears desirable and that
which is really desirable, and that means
a discrimination between ends.
A moral act, then, for a human being,
is an act in which human intelligence is
operating in its complete form, an act
for which the person assumes full responsibility, an act performed in full
knowledge of what it is all about, and
such an act is realized only when the
chosen means are prompted by chosen
ends. To be moral is to know what you
are doing, and to be responsible for what
you are doing, because you know where
you are going, why you are going there
and how you are to get there. It is to
live the life that is worthy of a human
being to live because he is capable of
living it. And this is the life of human
intelligence. Man's obligation to be intelligent, which simply means to be a
man, a human being, is also his obligation to be moral, which in turn means to
indicate by his actions that he is aware
of himself as a man.
Thus far I have but indicated that the
Socratic conception of virtue as knowl-
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edge of lesser and greater makes moral
action a function of human intelligence,
and therefore makes the science of behavior, psychology, the basis of the
moral, or good, life. It now remains to
see whether the identification of morality with intelligence is tenable. The evidences to be considered are fourfold: (1)
that the view is in harmony not only
with moral theory in general, but even
with traditional or authoritarian morality; (2) that it is in keeping with the
fact that morality is an exclusively human concept and even then only under
certain circumstances; (3) that it is
confirmed by common experience; and
(4) that it is the only view that promises
to fulfil the function of any moral principle.
(1) That moral action is impossible
without critical knowledge, without the
art of measurement, is recognized both
by moral philosophy and moral tradition. There is a difference, however,
even among moral philosophers, as to
what it is that critical intelligence is to
be applied to. For Plato, as has already
been indicated, the knowledge of good
and evil is the knowledge of magnitudes,
resulting in the triumph of the greater
over the lesser. In Aristotle, who identifies virtue with happiness, in that happiness is the supreme good because it is
the end for which all else is desired,
happiness is stated to consist in man's
power to live the rational life in keeping
with perfect virtue, and perfect virtue
is defined as the life of moderation or
the avoidance of excess and defect. The
difference between Plato and Aristotle
is that whereas for the former critical
intelligence is virtue, for the latter critical intelligence can be virtue. In other
words, the intelligent man of Plato can
do no evil, whereas the intelligent person
of Aristotle may do evil. In this respect
Aristotle is more in the keeping with
what we call practical common sense
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than Plato, and to that extent Aristotle
is probably also wrong. Spinoza, verging on the mystical in his pantheism,
nevertheless conceives of virtue to lie in
man's intellectual power, reason, which
leads to knowledge, to understanding of
ourselves. Virtue, he defines, as " acting,
living, and preserving our being as reason directs," and "reason desires nothing but to understand, nor does it
adjudge anything to be profitable to
itself excepting what conduces to understanding." The absolute virtue of the
mind is to understand, and only in so
far as it understands "can it be absolutely said to act in conformity with
virtue. " Kant opens his treatise on
" The Fundamental Principles of the
Metaphysics of Ethics" with the proclamation that " It is impossible to conceive of anything anywhere in the world
or even anywhere out of it that can
without qualification be called good, except a Good Will." And this good will
is good "not because of what it causes
or accomplishes, not because of its usefulness in the attainment of some set
purpose, but alone because of the willing,
that is to say, of itself." But this good
will is impossible without reason, in that
reason is absolutely indispensable to it,
because the good will itself consists in
the conception of a law, and this conception is possibly only in a rational being.
This law, the conception of which is the
supreme good which we call moral, and
which serves as principle for the will,
Kant formulates as follows: "I am never
to act otherwise than so that I could at
the same time will that my maxim should
become a universal law."
Now, whatever the differences to be
found among the moral philosophers, on
one thing there is agreement, and that is
that human intelligence is the source of
moral action, that to act morally is to
know what you are doing, which consists
of knowing the ends being pursued, and

controlling the action to conform to the
end. The person planning to rob a bank
does not know what he is doing because
he has not stopped to examine the end
he is pursuing.
Like moral theory, the moral injunctions of the religions, which together
constitute the moral tradition of mankind, place moral action in the realm of
knowledge. They hold, in agreement
with moral theory, that a moral act is an
act performed in full consciousness of
the end to be achieved. But the end of
moral tradition is a legal injunction of
superhuman origin to which man is to
give his consent and follow without question. By his own intelligence man can
not discover his good, but by his intelligence he can learn to know the law,
make it his own and demonstrate to himself that to obey it is wisdom, to disregard it is folly. Human reason operates
for human good only when it is used to
justify God's ways with man. Far
apart, then, as moral theory is from
moral tradition, both nevertheless posit
knowledge as the basis of morality.
(2) When we examine the question as
to why it is that no moral significance
is attached to the actions of animals,
infants, feeble-minded, insane, and even
to normal human beings under certain
conditions of stress, the answer again is
critical intelligence. A man in a rage is
not responsible for his actions because he
is off his head, does not know what he is
doing, although whatever he is doing
may be well done. The person with a
homicidal mania may show uncanny
shrewdness in carrying out his purpose,
but he is irresponsible because his purpose is insane. The infant and animal
are judged to be neither moral nor
immoral, but amoral, because we do not
consider them capable of consciously
controlled activity, and they are therefore irresponsible. The criterion, then,
that we use in making moral judgments
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in ordinary daily contacts is then that
of critical intelligence: an act being
judged moral only when it produces the
impression that the acting agent is fully
aware of what he is about.
(3) A further piece of evidence favoring the identification of moral action
with the art of measurement is the use
of the term character as a designation of
personality. What is it that distinguishes between the weak and the strong
character? The drug addict is a weak
character, obviously so because he is
ruled by his appetite. He may show no
end of ingenuity in obtaining his drug,
yet he is a weakling because he fails to
control himself by controlling the end.
Again, the concern here is not as to the
reasons for his pursuit of an uncritical
end, the point simply is that the judgment of weakness, with its implication
of immorality, or perhaps amorality, is
the value placed upon an act that does
not involve the functioning in full of
what human intelligence is capable.
Weakness is sickness, and sickness is a
lesser form of health. And when the
lesser predominates over the greater in
behavior, no matter what the cause, the
character suffers, like a person with a
physical ailment.
(4) But the final test of the validity
of the psychological conception of morality as action in conformity with human
intelligence must be in the objective
of all moral precepts and principles,
niamely, the bringing about of a stable,
harmonious society. And it can be
demonstrated that the conception here
presented not only promises to bring
about an ordered society, but that it is
the one indispensible condition for such
a society. This can best be done by seeing whether the ills of society are not
directly traceable to the operation of the
very principles of moral tradition that
are proposed for their cure, because
these principles violate the criteria set

251

down at the outset as the axioms of
moral truth.
That society is sick, and that traditional moral precepts have failed to cure
it, is not denied by even the most
uncritical and fanatical supporter of
supernaturalism in moral thought. But
he will deny that the failure demonstrates the falsehood of his principles,
but rather indicates the obstinacy and
natural depravity of man. According to
the moralist, what is needed is not a
change of principles, but bigger and better enforcement of them, that is, more
authority for the authoritarian. But
this attitude violates all four axioms, in
that a valid principle, that is, a principle
derived from a material, does not have to
be forced upon that material, because it
already obeys it as the substance of its
being. The fact, then, that a moral principle has to be defended, in other words,
rationalized, is an indication that it is
a false principle, and that is the reason
why it calls for force to be put in operation. And the application of such an
arbitrary principle to a material by force
can only produce a distortion of the inaterial. Besides, if a principle is concocted out of pure air, the realm of that
principle becomes the playground for
any one attracted to it, with the result
that a horde of contradictory principles
arises each of which is to be established
as superior to the rest, and while the
physicians quarrel the patient is passing
out. The ailments of society are therefore implanted and aggravated by the
medicines that are prescribed to cure
them.
Another count against traditionalisin
is that it defines virtue, as did Protagoras, by enumerating the virtues, and
calls this enumeration knowledge. It
calls upon human beings to be honest,
but does not define honesty, to be truthful, without defining truth, with the result that any one particular virtue becomes anything one finds convenient to
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practice, just so long as he attaches the
right name to it, and a label becomes
a sanction for a practice, and pretty
words substitutes for works. Thus the
delusion arises that giving consent to a
phrase transforms one into whatever the
phrase represents, because that which
the phrase represents, whatever it may
be, or is supposed to be, is virtue.
The fundamental question of morality,
namely, that if human beings are to be
taught to practice virtue it is necessary
to ascertain its nature, traditionalism
ignores.
The conception of moral action as
critical intelligence, on the other hand,
begins with a definition, which is the
first step in any scientific procedure, and
the definition itself is scientific in that
it consists of a principle deduced from
the material to which it is to be applied.
It states what human action can be,
rather than what it should, ought or
must be. Since it defines virtue in terms
of human nature it is consistent with
human nature, and therefore true. Such
a principle human beings can violate
only by not living up to it, and if they

fail to live up to it, it is because of ignorance, not out of obstinacy due to depravity. According to this principle, what
human beings need in order to be virtuous is instruction rather than compulsion. A virtuous human being is one
who lives as a human being can live
because that is his nature. From this
standpoint a good man is no different
from a good potato. A good potato is
one that adheres to the nature of a
potato, that is all that a potato can be,
that lives up to "potatoness." A poor
human being is, again, like a poor potato,
a potato that is not everything that we
know a potato can be, that falls short of
being a potato in its fullness. Morality
as human intelligence thus obeys the
criteria of scientific truth, namely, it is
consistent with the facts, with the human material from which it is derived.
As such it coordinates, orders and harmonizes human beings in their interrelationships, that is, socially, since in any
coordinated whole a part that functions
in a manner true to itself is also acting
in a manner true to every other part,
and therefore true to the whole.

