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In his book Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, Ludwig Wittgenstein makes the following statement: 

“When an ethical law of the form ‘Thou shalt. . .’, is laid down, one’s first thought is, ‘And what if I do not do it?’ It is clear, however, that ethics has nothing to do with punishment and reward in the usual sense of the terms. So our question about the consequences of an action must be unimportant.  At least those consequences should not be events. For there must be something right about the question we posed. There must indeed be some kind of ethical reward and ethical punishment, but they must reside in the action itself….”


In this statement Wittgenstein seems to be expressing the belief that evil is its own punishment and goodness is its own reward. Assuming that Wittgenstein is correct in this holding, I will take a different direction in this case than in my previous approaches of first describing and then analyzing a particular ethical dilemma. The latter approaches emphasize the negative, in concentrating on imperfection rather than perfection, on the unnatural rather than the natural, and on that which detracts from the common good rather than that which promotes it. So rather than focusing on unethical behavior, I am going to take a more proactive stance here and concentrate on positive ethical behavior.

What this will mean for each individual will differ according to that individual’s interpretation of the meaning of life: Idealists will try to realize the ideal of perfection in all of their activities; Realists will try to achieve a measurable natural balance in their lives between moral excess and moral deficiency; Pragmatists will concentrate on social concerns, trying to achieve the greatest good for the greatest number of people; and Existentialists will focus on personal responsibility in making life choices.

To give you a more personal example, I will propose Professor Heinz von Foerster as a case in point. He was the nephew of Ludwig Wittgenstein, whose quote about the identity of evil with punishment and goodness with reward began this case.  Heinz von Foerster was my treasured friend and colleague at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign where he served on the faculties of Biophysics and Electrical Engineering and was Director of the Biological Computer Lab there.  He was the most committed of Realists. He believed passionately in the scientific method and saw nature as the basis of reality. His living out of this Realist view with humor and kindness led one of his students to write of him: “Professor von Foerster serves to show us what it means to be human.” 

At this point I would like to give you an opportunity to begin to observe a positive ethical approach based on your own philosophic outlook. First, complete the Philosophic Inventory to be found at the end of this paper, just before the endnotes. Then, using the scoring section of the Philosophic Inventory, find which sub score on the Philosophic Inventory identifies your predominant philosophic outlook on the world. Finally, describe three practical attitudes or habits that you could adopt which would help promote a more consistent adherence to your predominant worldview. For instance, if you are an Idealist you could resolve to adopt the habit of reflecting at the end of each day on your practice of some aspect of ideal behavior during that day. If you are a Realist you could adopt the practice of using only measurable standards in evaluating other people’s moral behavior, rather than judging them by your emotional inclinations. If you are a Pragmatist you could make it a practice to consult group opinion before reaching a decision, rather than simply acting autocratically. If you are an Existentialist you could regularly try to foresee the outcomes of your actions before you act, asking yourself if these actions are something for which you are willing to take personal responsibility.

There is no avoiding the necessity of examining societal ethical dilemmas. But by first focusing on how well we as individuals adhere to our own preferred philosophic outlook, we will have a chance to better exemplify what it means to be human and make society better…beginning with ourselves.
Philosophic Inventory

For each of the statements below, if you strongly agree with the statement put 2; if you agree put 1; if you are undecided put 0; if you disagree with the statement put -1 and if you strongly disagree put -2. 

1. Learning is a process of interacting with people and things around us. It leads to new understandings which can then be used to solve social problems. 

2. The human person is primarily a nervous system that is influenced by interaction with the physical environment along lines recognized by science. 

3. Education should lead a person to spiritual understanding. 

4. Knowledge involves successful adaptation to our surroundings. 

5. Knowledge is accurate if it reflects physical, material reality. 

6. The human person is basically a spiritual being. 

7. The human person discovers knowledge from the physical, material world. 

8. Knowledge is meant to be used. It is ultimately a means to survival. 

9. Education is basically a process of spiritual growth. 

10. Good is anything that results in achieving a goal agreed upon by society. 

11. Knowledge is found by considering the practical implications of ideas. 

12. The human mind is simply the brain at work. 

13. Learning is a process of choosing our identity. 

14. The mind is a spiritual entity that determines what reality is (rather than reality determining what the mind is). 

15. All true knowledge engages the feelings of the knower. 

16. The most important thing in reality is the ability to choose or decide. 

17. Intelligence is the ability to know physical, material facts. 

18. A person is nobody until she/he takes action. It is in acting (choosing) that a person determines who she/he is. 

19. Intelligence is the ability to formulate and test out new solutions to problems. 

20. Reality results from God holding the universe in existence by the power of God's thought. 

21. The test of any theory or belief must be its effect on us, that is, its practical consequences. 

22. Knowledge is objective (rather than subjective), that is, it is in accord with the teachings of physical science concerning the nature of material reality. 

23. A person is really the sum of that person's choices up to the current point in that person's life. 

24. God is the spiritual summit of reality. 

25. Reality basically consists of dealing with questions of love, choice, freedom, personal relationships, and death. 

26. Education is a process of stimulating students to search themselves for their identity. 

27. True ideas are those which we can validate or verify through the use of our senses (that is, through scientific observation). 

28. Knowledge ultimately comes from a supernatural (that is, a divine) source. 

29. Since a person acts freely, he/she is responsible for his/her actions. 

30. A person must reach beyond this material world to fulfill her/his spiritual destiny. 

31. The physical world as experienced by our senses is basically factual, objective reality. 

32. Knowledge is that which is useful in achieving a solution to some problem. 

33. Reality has its basis and origin in the material, physical world. 

34. Obtaining knowledge is basically a process of searching the physical universe for objective facts. 

35. People receive knowledge by revelation from God. 

36. People can reconstruct (remake) solutions to problems and this results in new knowledge. 

37. Reality occurs when a person chooses to face a situation and make a commitment. 

38. The mind is biological in origin and can be explained in physical, material terms. 

39. The laws by which human conduct is judged are determined by God. 

40. Reality ultimately exists in the individual person. 

Scoring: 

After answering all of the questions, figure your subscore for each philosophic theory by, first, totaling the scores for the ten items that are shown below as keyed to Idealism. Then totaling the scores for the items keyed to Realism, then totaling the scores for the items keyed to Pragmatism, and finally totaling the scores for the items keyed to Existentialism. 

Idealism item numbers are: 3, 6, 9, 14, 20, 24, 28, 30, 35, 39 

Realism item numbers are: 2, 5, 7, 12, 17, 22, 31, 33, 34, 38 

Pragmatism item numbers are: 1, 4, 8, 10, 11, 19, 21, 27, 32, 36 

Existentialism item numbers are: 13, 15, 16, 18, 23, 25, 26, 29, 37, 40 

Keep a record of your four subscores for Idealism, Realism, Pragmatism, and Existentialism. 

� Ludwig Wittgenstein, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1961), section 6.422.
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