
Morality

Thoughts on Morality Throughout The Ages

“Honor is simply the morality of superior men.”

H. L. Mencken, American Social Commentator, 20th Century

“A system of morality which is based on relative emotional values is a mere illusion, a

thoroughly vulgar conception which has nothing sound in it and nothing true.”

Socrates, Greek Philosopher, 5th Century BCE

“A man does what he must - in spite of personal consequences, in spite of obstacles and

dangers and pressures - and that is the basis of all human morality.”

John F. Kennedy, POTUS, 1961-1963

“Liberty cannot be established without morality, nor morality without faith.”

Alexis de Tocqueville, French Philosopher, 19th Century

“Human morality is unthinkable without empathy.”

Frans de Waal, Dutch-American Primatologist

“Morality, not money, is the principle commerce of civilized nations.”

Thomas Jefferson, American Political Thinker, POTUS, 1801-1809

“Art, like morality, consists in drawing the line somewhere.”

Gilbert K. Chesterton, English Philosopher 20th Century

“Morality is the basis of things and truth is the substance of all morality.”

Mahatma Gandhi, Indian Civil Rights Leader, 20th Century
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“Morality matters because we believe that there are other and more human ways of living than

instinctual gratification tempered by regret. It matters because we believe that some essentials

– love, marriage, parenthood – are so central to our being that we seek to endow them with as

much permanence as is given to us in this unpredictable and transitory life. It matters because

we must not abdicate our responsibility for those we brought into being by failing to provide

them with a stable, caring environment within which to grow to maturity. It matters because we

believe there are other routes out of the Hobbesian state of nature – the war of all against all –

than by creating a Leviathan of a state. It matters because as long as humanity has thought

about such things, we have recognised that there are achievements we cannot reach without

the collaborative bonds of civil society and the virtues that alone make such a society possible.

Morality matters, finally, because despite all fashionable opinions to the contrary, we remain

moved by altruism. We are touched by other people’s pain. We feel enlarged by doing good,

more so perhaps than by doing well, by material success. Decency, charity, compassion,

integrity, faithfulness, courage, just being there for other people, matter to us. They matter to

us despite the fact that we may now find it hard to say why they matter to us. They matter to us

because we are human and because, in the words of Victorian philanthropist Sir Moses

Montefiore, we are worth what we are willing to share with others. These truths, undervalued

for a generation, are the cultural climate change we now need. They are about to become vital

again, and not a moment too soon.”

Morality, Chapter 22, p. 315

“The contemporary world has given morality a rough ride. The word itself now evokes all we

distrust most: the intrusion of impersonal standards into our private lives, the presence of

judgment where judgment does not belong, the substitution of authority for choice. When a
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objective or manipulative. When I use wealth or power to achieve my purposes, I am advancing

my interests as an individual, not our interests as a moral community. This does not help the

cause of trust. It further damages it. The beautiful thing about morality, though, is that it begins

with us. We do not need to wait for a great political leader, or an upturn in the economy, or a

new mood in society, or an unexpected technological breakthrough, to begin to change the

moral climate within which we live and move and have our being.”

Morality, Chapter 22, p. 310

Questions: Compare and contrast the quotes above. Do you see a common theme in them?

Now try to pinpoint Rabbi Sacks’s essential view of morality. Can you boil it down to a few

sentences?
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