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Why be good? 
 
Divine Command Theory: Because it’s God’s will. 
(There are no moral truths independent of God’s commands.) 
 
The divine command theory takes the second horn of the Euthyphro Dilemma in ethics: 
“Does God command actions because they are morally right, or are actions morally right 
because God commands them?” 
 
 
Psychological Egoism: Because it’s in our self-interest.  
(We always act from selfish motives and therefore morality is merely a social 
convention which benefits the individual – it has no intrinsic value.) 
 

Glaucon in Plato’s Republic: 
No-one acts morally voluntarily and for its own sake, but only under compulsion 
and because doing so has beneficial consequences, i.e. because it is in one’s self-
interest. 

 
Hobbes in Leviathan: 
While human passions, desires etc. occur naturally, morality and justice are 
‘artificial’ social conventions. The only motive for any individual to accept such a 
restriction of their natural powers is self-interest: a greater hope of ensuring 
one’s own survival and well-being.  

 
 
Ethical Objectivism/ Naturalism/ Rationalism: Because it’s in our rational nature. 
(This view takes the first horn of the Euthyphro Dilemma: Morality has unconditional 
intrinsic value and it is grounded in human rationality.) 
 
Many philosophers claim that to be good is simply to be rational. That is, they reject 
both the traditional view that morality is conditional on God’s will (the divine command 
theory) and the consent theory’s claim that it is conditional on our nature as self-
regarding beings.  
Three of the most influential moral philosophers – Aristotle, Kant, and Mill – all argue 
that morality is grounded in our nature as rational beings. What exactly that nature is, 
and how it influences our conception of the good, is, however, a matter of great debate 
and much disagreement between them. 
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New question:  What is the good? 
Specifically:  1. What is the highest good?  

2. What makes an action good?  
3. What makes a person good? 

 
Aristotle (384-322 BC) 
 

1. Happiness is the highest good because, unlike other goods, it is  
 always chosen for itself (it is an intrinsic good), AND 
 never chosen because of something else (it is never an instrumental good). 

 
2. Virtue is  
 a mean between two vices. 
 a state of character involving reason (rational choice). 

 
3. A virtuous person  

“first, must know [that he is doing virtuous actions]; second, he must decide on 
them, and decide on them for themselves; and, third, he must also do them 
from a firm and unchanging state.” 

 
 
Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) 
 

1. The good will is the highest (supreme) good because its goodness is intrinsic 
and because having a good will is the only good which is fully within our control. 

 
2. An action is good when it conforms to the Categorical Imperative:  

“I ought never to conduct myself except so that I could also will that my 
maxim become a universal law.” 

 
3. Moral worth of character is found in a person who performs actions which are 

good, simply because they are good (duty for duty’s sake). 
 
 
John Stuart Mill (1806-1873) 
 

1. Happiness (=pleasure) is the only completely intrinsic good and therefore 
the highest good (hedonism). 

 
2. The Utilitarian Principle:  

“The creed which accepts as the foundation of morals, Utility, or the Greatest 
Happiness Principle, holds that actions are right in proportion as they tend to 
promote happiness, wrong as they tend to produce the reverse of happiness. By 
happiness is intended pleasure, and the absence of pain; by unhappiness, pain, 
and the privation of pleasure.” 
 

3. The disposition/ motive from which an agent acts is relevant to the utilitarian 
only in terms of its consequences, i.e. insofar as it may lead to good or bad 
actions. 


