PERSONAL ETHICS
Archie J. Bahm

Limiting consideration of ethics to persconal ethics (as distinect
from social ethics), the concept of person isobviously centralin ethi-:
cal theory. Unfortunately for simplicity, the concept of person is
complex, too complex for complete exposition hers. Treatment will be
limited to three concept ingredients in the concept of a person.

Since I propose an onlightened self-intersst theory of ethics as
the soundest, most obvious, and the most easily and fully demonstrable
theory, I will examine concepts concerning the nature of self, of inter-
‘ests, and of enlightenment.

Self

Clues to the nature of a self can be observed in how it concelives
itself. : :

1. A1l selves are alike in having self-conceptions. Selves differ
by having differing gelf~conceptions. All selves are alike in having
some essential kinds of self-conceptions, £.g., whatever concepts are
Beécessary for the existence of a person. These include conecepts of

haviag a body, of perceiving through sensations, of breathing, eating
and excreting, of having desires, satisfactions and frustrations, of
naving feelings, pains, emotions, fears, ideas ang ideals, and of being
awake or asleep, acting or resting, vigorous or ill. But selves differ,
and the same self differs at different times, regarding how such esszen-
tial, as well as non-essential, conceptions are conceived.

2. A self conceives jtseif in terms of things with which it iden- |
tifies itself and of things to which it opposes itself. In addition to
identifying itself with a body, its desires and actions, etc., outlined
above, a self may identify itself with parts of its body, e.g., organs
Such as head, heart and hands, with cells, molecules, atoms and elec-
trons. 4 self may identify itself with its parents, siblings, children,
ancestors.and descendents, race, all mankind, all sentient beings, the
universe as z whole, with group memberships such as family, neighborhood,
school, state, nation and world groups, with scocial roles such as wife,
daughter, mother, citizen, taxpayer, renter, owner, driver, cook, edi-
tor,; teacher, soldier, etec, A self may also oppese itself to each of
the above .things. Some persens have been taughttoconceive their selves
1S eternal souls temporarily imprisoned in an undesired body and to seek
escape, e.g., through voga. Some oppose themselves to groups, institu-
tions, and even all other persons. Hevertheless, these feelings of iden—
tity and opposition are essential to the nature of self.

3. Selves differ regarding how stable their self-coneeptions, in
terms of identification and oppositions, remain and how flexible their
self-conceptions are when a person confronts new situations and new
adaptive problems. Some develop very rigidly, some very flexibly, and
ome with rigidity in some conceptions and flexibility relative toother
onceptions.
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Interests
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Not only does each person naturally desire to maximize his goods
and mpinimize his evils, but also rightness, 1 propose,consists in. in-
tending to-choose and act in such a way as to produce the best results
for one's self in the long run. So defined, acting rightly is what each

perscn most wants to do. Why, then, does one ever act wrongly? My
answer to this question appears in the next secticn on enlightenment .
Qughtness, I propose, consists in the power which an apparently -

greater good has over anapparently lesser good incompelling our choices.
When oughtness is so conceived, each person naturally wants to choose
and act as he ought. When, then, does any person ever believe that he
has not acted as he ought? Again, see the next section.

The preseat section is devoted to outlining some kinds of inter-
€sts persons may have, how interests are acquired and lost, and conflicts
of interests.

1. Each person naturally has interests in every part of his self,
in whatever he conceives as identified with his self, whether or not
esgential tvo his 1ife. Some interests are momentary and some life-long.
Some are easy to realize, some are hard, and some may be unrealizable.
Some  are simple, others complex. Some pertain to only one part of life,
othérs te many parts and their harmoniocus cooperation. Some are con-
sumptive, terminzting values completely; some ars productive, leading
to more future values. Some are purely private; some are fully social.

2. Each person naturally acquires more interests as new objects,
activities, opportunities and capacities occcur. Is there some limit to
the number that ope can or should acquire? Can cne acquire too many
interests? Are interests acquired accidentally or intentionally, hap-
hazardly or by design, experimentally or by drawing on experiences .of
cthers? Some interests are instinctive, some are acquired from earliest
associations, and scme emerge after mature experience. Each person also
loses interests. Those that are momentary pass with the moment. Some
acquired in childhood disappear during youth,. Some cease when oppor-
tunity ceases or when ability ceases. Some lose out in competition with
others that are more interesting. Some cease when resulting apparent

evils ocutweigh apparent goods. Many cease because of conflicts of in-
terest.

3. Conflict of interests occurs whenever one has two wants, both
of which cannot be -satisfied. A New Yorker cannot be vacationing in

Bermuda and Hawaii at the same time. Most persons naturally acquire more
interests than can be realized, so coaflicts of interest develep natur-

ally. Such conflicts are themselves the cause of choices, of oughtness,
and thus of ethics. The kinds of interests each person. acquires and the

conflicts that appear ameng them determine the kinds of ethical problems
he faces.

Enlightenment

The more a person knows about himself and interests the more possi-
ble will it be for him to maximize goods and minimize evilg. ffow does
one know what is best for himself and how can he learn about them?

Some interests are instinctive. Some, especially those based in
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physiological needs, such as hunger, azssert themselves automatically.

Some develop in mother-child and primary-group associations. Some re-

sult from personal experiences. Many are taught by others, for example,
oral instruction, schoolrocm or books. With the rapid growth of the

sciences, technologies, publications, libraries, colleges, universitles,
and research institutes, more and more knowledge becomes available. To-
day the problem of toco much knowledge becomes an ethical problem for

more and more persons; how to sift from the deluge parts that are most
relevant and most beneficially enlightening.

Although discovering or deciding what is best for one's self is al-:
ways a personzl responsibility, help from others,especially in an age
of multiplex scierices and technologies, is to be expected. Which others?
There are many others. who can help, especially all other scientists and
technicians having specialized competence. fach competeént specialist
iz an ethical authority regarding what isbest in his own field. So each
self-interested person has interests in learning as much abeut-his self
a5 he can from both general scientists ({physical gcientists, informed
about the physical, chemical, geological, geographical, astronomical,
etc. | conditions for the existence of each person; bioclogical scientists,
informed about -the genetic, botanical, zoological,physiclogical, etc.,
zonditions about the existence of each person; psychological scientists;
social scientists; . and philosophiczal scientists, informed about the
metaphysical, epistemological, logical, axiological, aesthetic, ethical,
religious, etc., . conditions of-human existence) and from specialized
scientists and technicians {dieticians, dentists, phvsicians, agricul-
turalists, architects, psychiatrists, bankers, automotive engineers,
ete. ). .

The importance of competent scientists having gspecialized ethical
authority is toco often overlookasd by some ethicists. But also the im-
portance of axiology and ethics as sciences having their own basic pro-
blems to solve is also too often overlocked by other scientists. Ethics
as a general science inguires into the nature of right and wrong, ocught-
ness, obligation, duty, justice, conscience, intentions aad choice.
Specialized ethical sciences, such as medical ethics,legal ethics, en-
vironmental ethies, educational ethics, etc., depend for understanding
their problems upon relevant conclusions from both ethics as a general
science and the relevant specialized sclences. Past and present prac-
tices of seeking ethical advice from priests and ministers has retarded
the development of ethics as an applied science, as has the prevalence
among professional counselors of cultists, suchas behaviorists, psycho-

analysts, romanticists and existentialists. But professional ethical
"engineers', specialists in applied ethics, hoth general and special
(and for both personazl and social ethics)},  are urgently needed today.

What are some of the problems that belong more properly to personal
ethics than to any other field (even though, because gethical problems
and principles. permeate every other field of life? They are often dealt
with in other fields also). My list is not complete.

1. How does one cbtain more enlighteament? As menticoned above,
one who advocates a theory of enlightened self-interest sees ingreasing
understanding of how to maximize goods and minimize evils as a primary
problem.
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¢. Specializing versus wholesomeness. Enjoyment of excellence re-
sulting from specializing is a major value. When preoccupation with a
specialty prevents enjoyment of other values, it becomes an evil, unless
somehow a person does not have abilities. to develop other interests.
Enlightenment @bout one's range of possibilities and probabilities may
enable one to obtain some balance of the major kinds of values people
find desirable in life, or at least some minimum of each when fuller
achievements are not possible. A person able to comprehend nis life as
a2 whole, i.e., as a valus whole, seems more likely to enjoy pursuit of
sach kind of interest more when he is aware that 1t also contributes
harmoriously to such a whole. )

7. How to get the most out of others. Getting the most out of life
normally involves getting the most ocut of others {and out of groups and
institutions). Persons varv in scclal abilities, ranging from having
a single contact-person to world-wide reputation exploitation. To in-
crease enlightenment about the number and kinds of social interests =z
person may-have and. how to maximize values obtaipnable through these in-
terests is a primary cbligation of each wisely self-interested person:
Yet, persons often neglect to benefif from some well-known and easily
demonstrable principles. B

The most obviousand impertant of these is the principle of recipro-
city. It is an omnipresent condition of association, both throughout
l1ife and in all areas of interests, including esteem, companionship,

- love, production of goods, security and adventure. Persons tend to
treat each other as they are treated by others. The principle operates

variably because persons and circumstances differ in many respects; but.

studies of kinds of variations yield additional principles that self-
interested persons can utilize beneficizally. The faect that selfishness
prevents maximizing self-interested values has been demonstrated again

and again, not merely in historical literature but alsc in the life of
each person. It operates negatively as well as positively. Despise me,
and I will despise you, at least for despising me. Admire me, and I

will admire you, at least for admiring me. Reasons for exceptions are
discoverable; and reasons for unexpected benefits can be demonstrated.
Although discovery of how the principle works indireetly, through group
memberships and group interactions, in megalopolitan and global society,
may be too difficult for many persons, development ¢f ethics as a sclence
interdepending with all other science can provide more of a kind of en-
iightenment nreeded increasingly as life becomes moTe intricately complex.

Why act wrongly? If acts are right because intended to produce the
best results for one's self in the long rur, why does a person ever feel
that he has acted wrongly, or that he has not done as he ought? There
are two general kinds of reasons:

1. He lacks enlightenment. He does not have all needed facts. . He
does not foresee all of the coasequences. He deoes not fully understand
all of his interests at stake when forced to choose.

2. He lacks clear. awareness. BEven when one has learned about his
interests, he may at times become incapable of thinking clearly about
them. This lack of clarity cperates both negatively and positively.

a. Negatively, illpess, fatigue, drugs, distractions, emotions
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. to get, does he act both wisely and rightly.
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Egeb Flf;t Noblg Trﬁtg : "everyone suffers”. Other explanations (Grggi:3
‘huoris’; Hebraie, "sin'; Taoistic, "lacking Tak") abound. But a teh;'
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