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The Sense of Morality

What does morality mean to the individual
and to society? These are vital questions
to ask at a time when moral conduct seems
to have gone out of style. Here we look
at morals from a logical standpoint. And
find that it only makes sense to ’be good’...

[] Whatever happened to morality? There are
times these days when people brought up accord-
ing to the traditional moral code of the western
world may wonder whether our society has lost
sight of the difference between right and wrong.

The news over the past few years has done little
to dispel this pessimistic impression. To cite two
glaring examples, a racing car driver who had
broken a rule to win a championship appealed his
disqualification on the grounds that the infraction
was "common practice," and a student caught
cheating on her final exams sued her university
when it refused to grant her a degree.

Still, there is comfort in the thought that the
news media would not go to the trouble of reporting
cases of moral and ethical dereliction if people did
not see anything wrong about them. If morality
were really dead, then immorality would not be
shocking. It would not be news.

It seems that what is missing is not so much the
sense of morality as the sense of shame that once
restrained people from doing things that were
deemed disreputable. It was not all that long ago
that a person caught committing an immoral or
unethical act might find himself ostracized in the
community, snubbed by his former friends, for-
saken by his family, and/or out of a job.

The severity of social censure got out of hand
under the Victorian moral regime which lingered
to a diminishing degree well into the 20th century.
It fed itself on ruined men and fallen women whose
chief offence was to make a mistake. It lacked the
Christian spirit of forgiveness. The Victorians
managed to turn the essentially humanistic ethic
of earlier times into a reign of terror of petty rules,
self-righteous malice, and calculated hypocrisy.

We have come a long way from the days when
so-called morality stifled the normal urge to enjoy
oneself within limits. On the whole, this has been
a healthy development. The question is whether
we now have come too far for our own good.

For if morality is based on the word of God, it is
also based on earthly common sense of the kind
that says that people must abide by some funda-
mental rules if they are to live together in society.
If, in the absence of a formal set of dos and don’ts,
everyone were to assume the right to do whatever
he wants, society as we know it would fly apart.

True, we do have laws, but if the mass of the
population were to ignore the basic principles of
morality, all the judges and policemen in the
world could not halt a return to the anarchy of
the jungle. The body of law is merely a part of
the ethical structure of civilization. In most




