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beneficence

The principie of beneficence in its simplest form is
that we ought to do good or, if expressed as an ob-
ligation, that there is an obligation to help others. A
more substantial version is that human beings ought
to be taught to be strongly benevolent and benefi-
cent; where ‘benevolence’ signifies “a wish or dis-
position to help others”; where *beneficence’ signi-
fies “actually producing good”; where by helping
others is meant more than helping one’s children,
FAMILY, friends, or country; and, where the degree
to which we ought to help as well as the question
whether the relevant normative statement is best ex-
pressed as a virtue, definite or indefinite duty, rule,
or cooperative project is left to the particular theory
to specify.

One of the most sustained arguments against the
principle is as follows: There is no good reason why
we, as, moral agents, ought to be beneficent outside
our own bailiwick, i.e., outside our children, spouse,
in lesser degree friends, and in time of danger our
country. A rational person must first address herself
to her own survival. Unless she duly cares for her-
self, her CARE for others is quickly ended by DEATH.
Moreover, when there are more resources than nec-
essary for subsistence, she should use them to attain
the best possible life. If there is an even greater sur-
plus, she should put it away as a form of protection,
as insurance against loss. Expressed differently: In
the case of bare subsistence or grinding poverty
there is litile to distribute; in situations of abun-
dance, beneficence—or at least that special form of
beneficence called kindliness (intended helpfulness
toward someone in need, not in return for anything,
nor for the advantage of the helper herself)—is not
conducive to her own welfare. It is not conducive
because rational living requires that we live well be-
fore giving to others which, in turn, demands ade-
quate savings or its like.

A few preliminary points need to be made before
considering how some influential moral theories
may be able to parry or meet this objection. First, it
is necessary to distinguish between ALTRUISM and
extreme altruism. Extreme altruism requires that we
sacrifice our own good for the good of others. Typ-
ically, it does not place limits on what morality or a
principle of beneficence can legitimately demand.
Altruism, or to be more accurate, an altruistic the-
ory, requires only that we contribute to the welfare
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of other persons, where ‘other person’ denotes
more than one’s children, family, friends, or coun-
trymen. It follows that all forms of the more sub-
stantial version of the principle of beneficence are
part of altruistic theory; but not that all theories of
altruisrn must have an explicit formulation of the
principle of beneficence. It also follows that altru-
ism, per se, does not require sacrifice. Sometimes
sacrifice is involved; but often it is not. Thomas Na-
gel correctly observes that sometimes altruistic ac-
tion involves neither self-sacrifice nor nobility—as
when we tell someone he has a flat tire, or a wasp
on his hamburger. Second, it is necessary to avoid
the quagmire concerning the role of justice. Justice
is often viewed as being synonymous with social jus-
tice or with morality as a whole. It also may be in-
terpreted more narrowly as giving each person his
due according to a rather stringent interpretation of
merit and dis-merit. Given the latter, proponents of
beneficence neither believe justice has the sufficient
normative power a moral theory requires nor do they
believe that when a benefit is conferred as not being
due, it is gratuitous. Third, not all advocates of be-
neficence formulate their position in terms of the
principle of beneficence. It is true that modern
thinkers tend to do so. But others often begin from
a larger or different frame of reference, viz., the per-
spective of God’s law, the law of LOVE, compassion
viewed in its broadest sense, or, as in the empiricist
tradition, from role played by sentiment and
EMOTION.

Traditional Judaism

Perhaps the most influential formulation of the
principle of beneficence, one often referred to as the
GOLDEN RULE, occurs in Leviticus 19:17-18. We are
told: “Thou shalt not hate thy brother in thine heart.
... thou shalt love thy neighbor as thyself.” In the
same chapter we find the additional injunction that
thou shalt love the stranger as thyself (verse 34).
These passages contain two elements: First, they
mandate altruism; second, they instruct us to attach
a prima facie, if not actual, weight to the well-being
of another individual that is exactly equal to our
own. In addition, there are other definite duties.
These include leaving the gleanings of the grain
fields and orchards and vineyards for the poor and
for the stranger (Leviticus 19:9-10); allowing the
products of the seventh year, when the fields lie fal-
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low and the vineyards are not to be pruned, to be
freely shared by all members of the community in
order that the poor of your people may eat (Exodus
23:11, Leviticus 25:27); and canceling all debts at
the end of the seventh year (Deuteronomy 15:2).
More general formulations of this duty include the
injunction to open one’s hand to one’s poor and
needy brother (Deuteronomy 15:11) and to relieve
the oppressed (Isaiah 1:17).

Traditional Judaism, conceived of as knowledge
of divine law, commands and commends benefi-
cence to the poor. it insists that there is a general
duty of BENEVOLENCE, beneficence, and specific du-
ties of kindliness. Beneficence is considered the sa-
cred duty of the individual who must return part of
what he has received from God. It is the sacred duty
of the community as well to protect its members
against the basic vicissitudes of life; and to the extent
that the community is rational, it recognizes that un-
less help and care are effectively institutionalized,
the hopes of the poor and the needy will be in vain.
In other words, beneficence is rational because it is
part of the ideal way we are required to live in the
world. It is rational because we are required neither
to sacrifice to the point of, or even close to the point
of, death, nor are we required to enrich our fellow
man. We are only required to maintain life, to live
more simply in order that others may live.

A Christian View

Christianity, or at least a Thomist (THOMAS AQul-
NAS [12257-1274]) interpretation of it, differs. It
stresses the redemptive role of Jesus, the definitive
AUTHORITY of the Church, and the importance of
practical beneficence in all its forms, by exalting love
as the root of all virtue. It also is largely responsible
for explicating certain distinctions. Jesus declared
the love of one's neighbor to be the second great
commandment besides the love of God which is the
first (Matthew 22:39;: Mark 12:31; Luke 10:27).
Combining this with the light of reason, we come to
understand that the first principle of morality is the
love of God. Because CHARITY is the efficient cause
which unites man with God, it is a good which is of
prime importance. Beneficence, doing good to some-
one, is an act of charity. It, therefore, follows that
every act of beneficence brings us closer to God. Ev-
erything which is a duty is good: but the converse is
not true—good is not always a duty. An obligation
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is imposed by reason and binds the FREE WILL to
perform that act which is necessary for the attain-
ment of the last and absolute end. Supererogatory
acts, on the other hand, are desirable (as, for ex-
ampie, acts of exceptional goodness or heroism), but
not mandatory. [t is in this vein that the story of Jesus
speaking to the rich young man and telling him to
sell all that he has and distribute it to the poor (Mat-
thew 19:16-30; Mark 10:17-31; Luke 18:18-30)
is understood by the fathers of the Church as coun-
sel, not precept.

To be worthy of full respect, beneficence cannot
be autonomous. It must work from a system of NAT-
URAL LAW and rules, including rules other than the
injunction to be beneficent. Yet the authority of nat-
ural law does, indeed, mandate a general duty of
charity and sometimes a definite duty of beneficence.
We are not required to do good to every singie per-
son since that is impossible; but each one of us is
bound to do good in some particular case; for charity
binds us, not actually to do good to someone, but to
be prepared to do good to anyone if we have time
and the resources to spare. Whether a particular act
is a duty is determined by comparing the relative
needs of self and others, and requires the judgment
of a prudent person. Some thinkers provide a more
canonical formulation and conclude that one is mor-
ally required to help when a neighbor is in imminent
peril of deadly EVIL to soul or body and is unable to
help himself, when the act of help is neither a venial
sin nor an exposure to the proximate occasion of sin,
and when by helping one would not be so similarly
imperiled.

Kant

Immanuel KANT (1724-1804) also maintains
that we have the duty to relieve the fortuitous dis-
tress of others when we can do so without great in-
convenience to ourselves. The difficult question is
whether he held more than this. He admits that the
grounds for the duty of beneficence lie, in part, in
the fact that human beings are in need of mutual
help, and that only by means of mutual help can the
systematic harmony of their purposes be attained.
Kant often talks as though duty requires a person to
share with others less fortunate than himself, right
up to the point when all good fortune is equally di-
vided. He maintains that it is a duty of every man tc
be beneficent (i.e., to be helpful to people in need
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according to one’s means, for the sake of their HAP-
PINESS and without hoping for anything in return).
He also explains why the altruistic maxim of benef-
icence toward those in need is a universal duty. The
reason is that all men are to be regarded as fellow
men, i.e., as needy rational beings, united in one
dwelling place for mutual aid. However, he does not
conclude from this that we have a strict {inflexible)
duty to help others. His reasons appear to be: first,
that it is not within our powers to further the ends
of all men equally, and that this “law” holds only for
maxims, not for definite actions; and second, that
we ought to regard the duty of beneficence only as
a laxer (meritorious) duty because raising it to a
stricter duty would deprive some men of their free-
dom, their autonomy as ends in themselves, and this
simply will not do. In other words, because we re-
spect and wish to preserve the SELF-ESTEEM of other
human beings, and because undiscriminating benef-
icence may humiliate or encourage them to be less
self-helptul than they would otherwise be, we cannot
legislate that men must always be helpful to other
men.

Mill and Sidgwick

JOHN STUART MILL (1806-1873) distinguishes
between 'the virtue and obligation of beneficence,
and in the latter sphere, between the obligations of
the individual and of the state. Professor Warnock
suggests that Mill’s thesis, that “actions are right in
proportion as they tend to promote happiness,
wrong as they tend to produce the reverse of hap-
piness,” where happiness “is not the agent’s own
greatest happiness, but the greatest amount of hap-
piness altogether” (Utilitarianism), reduces to “the
contention that beneficence is really the sole and suf-
ficient moral virtue.”

The question of obligation is, of course, more
complex. Mill maintains that there are “many posi-
tive acts for the benefit of others” which a person
may “rightly be compelled to perform.” Among
these he includes certain acts of individual benefi-
cence, such as saving a fellow creature’s life or in-
terposing to protect the defenseless against ill us-
age—things which whenever it is obviously a man’s
duty to do he may rightly be made responsible to
society for not doing. He also adds that a person may
cause evil to others not only by his actions but his

e IR



inaction and in either case he is justly accountable
to them for the injury.

Miil does not say only that it is our duty to render
aid because by not doing so, we harm another. Nor
does he formulate a principle of beneficence that re-
quires each person to perform the action, of those
available, that will make the best outcome. What he
does say is that it is our duty to render aid in certain
circumstances, when if by not doing so we will harm
others, and-when we have evaluated that harm ac-
cording to the principle of utility. Nor is Mill con-
flating the notion of having a moral obligation with
having a legal one. There are many acts which, being
directly injurious only to the agent himself or inju-
rious to society only in the short run, ought not be
jegally interdicted. Rather, the ability to help oneself
which may thereby accrue, more often than not, has
overriding utility. He concludes that “a State which
dwarfs its men, in order that they may be more doc-
ile instruments in its hands evén for beneficial pur-
poses—will find that with small men no great thing
can really be accomplished” (On Liberty). Thus, we
are left with a principle of beneficence which in part
reads: society has an actual duty to aid others when
by not rendering aid that omission is a causal factor
in the harm fortuitously suffered by another, and
when that harm would not be outbalanced by the
general utility, the felicific beneficence, of having a
society of autonomous, self-respecting, and often
creative human beings.

In The Methods of Ethics, Henry SIDGWICK
{1838-1900) admits that, although this duty is
more or less unhesitatingly laid down by common
sense, it is difficult or impossible to extract from it,
so far as it is commonly accepted, any clear and pre-
cise principles for the determining the extent of the
duty. What may be of more value is his implemen-
tation of the distinction between principle and
method, and his fastidious exploration of the prob-
lem of how to reconcile rational self-interest and
duty. Sidgwick is convinced that commonsense mo-
rality embodies different ultimate principles and that
one of them is benevolence. Since benevolence (not
in Aristotle, but in modern times) is frequently held
to be a supreme and architectonic virtue, he believes
this sufficient to give it the first place after the virtue
of wispom. In his polemic against Kant, Sidgwick
insists on the importance of the affection of {the
emotional element contained in) love and kindness.
Not only does benevolence demand at least the cul-
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tivation of these feelings and the disposition to act
lovingly, but there is a duty to cultivate them so far
as it is possible to do. His discussion implies a dis-
tinction between having the strict duty to feel an
emotion (which he admits is problematic) and the
duty to inculcate these sentiments in such a way so
that they will excite, when appropriate, love in both
the helper and the individual helped, to the mutual
benefit of both. He reminds us that UTILITARIANISM
does not prescribe that we love everyone equally, but
that we should aim at happiness “generally as our
ultimate end, and so consider the happiness of any
one individual as equally important with the equal
happiness of any other, as an element of this total;
and should distribute our kindness so as to make this
total as great as possible, in whatever way this result
may be obtained.” Then, because of considerations
of PRACTICAL REASON, he retreats from this formu-
lation and seems unclear as to how it is to be best
formulated. One attempt reads that the utilitarian
doctrine “is that each man ought to consider the
happiness of any other as theoretically of equal im-
portance with his own, and only of less importance
practically, in so far as he is better able to realize the
latter.”

One may respond that this and similar formula-
tions represent an overaccommodation to practical
reason or mistake PRUDENCE for morality. Prudence
may say that we are entitled to give greater weight
to our own INTERESTS and purposes simply because
they are our own, but morality does not always. Al-
though Peter Singer’s formulation may be vulnerable
to what Liam Murphy calls “the over-demandedness
objection,” Singer maintains (in his essay “Rich and
Poor™) that there is a relatively unqualified obliga-
tion to assist others. “Helping is not, as convention-
ally thought, a charitable act which it is praiseworthy
to do, but not wrong to omit; it is something that
everyone ought to do.” One formulation of the ob-
ligation to assist others is this: “if it is in our power
to prevent something very bad [as, for example, fam-
ine] from happening, without thereby sacrificing
anything of comparable moral significance, we
ought to do it.” He is aware of the charge that this
may be too strong a formulation. Nonetheless he
contends that, given the extreme evil of people starv-
ing to death, the more conventionally accepted stan-
dards are too weak and, therefore, are not as plau-
sible as his own. He concludes the chapter with a
tithing suggestion, namely, that there may be some-
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thing to be said for contributing a round percentage
of one’s income, like 10 percent. This suggestion
serves to remind us that compassion, when limited
to working directly with the needy, is often self-
defeating and is definitely so in the case of famine
and similarly complex social problems. In this aspect
Singer’s utilitarianism invites comparison with one
of the most important practical insights of Judaism
and Christianity: as metitorious as acts of an indi-
vidual (directly} helping are, unless help and care
are effectively institutionalized, the hopes of the

poor and needy will be in vain.
. ~

john Rawls

RAWLS’s arguments are similar to Kant’s. The
duty of mutual aid is a reasonable requirement be-
cause it is not rational for a person to assume that
she will not need help during her lifetime and that
she will not be better off in a society where everyone
is prepared to render aid, when needed and when
they can easily do so. But he also draws a distinction
between actual beneficence and the sense of security,
confidence, and TRUST which depends on knowing
that one can count on others to come to one’s aid.
As such, a decisive rational advantage is gained. For
“the primary value of the principle is not measured
by the help we actually receive but rather by the
sense of confidence and trust in other men’s good
intentions and the knowledge that they are there if
we need them” (A Theory of lustice).

Rawls acknowledges that his definition and ar-
rangement of this duty is untidy and that he has
failed to deal with their more detailed specification
and with questions of priority.. Part of the explana-
tion is that “there are no obvious rules for settling
these questions.” Other thinkers make a stronger
claim and say that there are not (and, in principle,
cannot be) any rules for making generic forms of the
principle more substantial or for explicating how to
adjudicate conflicts of principles or conflicts in par-
ticular cases. In their dispute with Clouser and
GERT, Beauchamp and Childress suggest that their
“open” formulation may be the best one can do, that
we may be able to say only that the principle of be-
neficence expresses an obligation to help others fur-
ther their most important and legitimate interests by
preventing and removing harm, and an obligation to
weigh and balance possible goods against possible
harms of an action. What this, in part, means is that
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the principle of beneficence is a prima facie obliga-
tion. It is always binding unless it conflicts with ob-
ligations expressed in another moral principle, in
which case a balancing of the demands of the two
principles is necessary.

Most important, Rawls’s discussion of this duty
occurs in the context of his discussion of the nature
and duty of mutual SELF-RESPECT. Parties in the
original position (where free and equal persons must
choose to govern in terms of their cooperation)
know that in a society they need first and foremost
to be assured by the esteem of their associates and,
therefore, understand that everyone benefits from
living in a society where the duty of mutual respect
is honored. Similarly, in Political Liberalism, he
writes that the fundamental “importance of self-
respect is that it provides a secure sense of our own
value, a firm conviction that our determinate con-
ception of the good is worth carrying out. Without
self-respect. nothing may seem worth doing, and if
some things have value for us, we lack the will to
pursue them.” Thus, self-respect as well as other
forms of protection seem to be confirmed, if not
most effectively encouraged and supported, by the
duty of mutual aid.

Finally, it should be noted that not all altruistic
theories can be reduced to, or should be interpreted
solely in terms of, moral principles. A principle of
beneficence, even if it is combined with other prin-
ciples, seems to make little sense, as far as many
altruistic thinkers are concerned. Bertrand RUSSELL
(1872-1970) argues that, since there is no conceiv-
able way of making people do things they do not
wish to do, being a moral person is less a matter of
knowing correct principles, and more a matter of
having right dispositions. Since the only way to mo-
tivate people is by ethical education, by strengthen-
ing certain desires and weakening others, what
should be inculcated is a feeling of benevolence, not
a principle of beneficence. Lawrence Blum suggests
that the duty of beneficence, if it exists, must be re-
garded as encompassing only a small area of the po-
tential aid we may bring to others. Instead of being
content to solve problems by seeking principles that
have universal applicability, a growing ethics of care
movement (inspired in part by the writings of Carol
Gilligan) stresses the need to develop altruistic dis-
positions and a sense of a broader self as well as the
need to approach problems situationally, using the
voice of RESPONSIBILITY and relationships.



The sentiment here being expressed is that a mo-
rality that effectively curbs the egoistic or antisocial
tendencies of human beings cannot be achieved by
means of moral principles alone or by placing the
primary emphasis on such principles. Stated posi-
tively: The first step is to open the windows of wis-
dom and morality as wide as is reasonably possible
by assisting human beings to feel more benevolent
and to extend the scope of their beneficence beyond
their own compatriots. If benevolent/beneficent
people, when they have the power and are reason-
ably informed, produce more good than people mo-
tivated by other attitudes, then it may follow that we
should employ the best means to achieve this end,
including ideals and ideology, ethics and law, atti-
tudes and emotions.

See also: ALTRUISM; BENEVOLENCE; CARE; CAUSA-
TION AND RESPONSIBILITY; CHARITY; CHRISTIAN
ETHICS; COLLECTIVE RESPONSIBILITY; DUTY AND OB-
LIGATION; EMOTION; FINAL GOOD; GOLDEN RULE; IN-
STITUTIONS; INTERNATIONAL JUSTICE: DISTRIBUTION;
JEWISH ETHICS; JUSTICE, DISTRIBUTIVE; KANT; LOVE;
JOHN STUART MILL; MORAL COMMUNITY, BOUND-
ARIES ‘OF; PERSONAL RELATIONSHIPS; PRUDENCE;
RAWLS; SELF-ESTEEM; SIDGWICK; SUPEREROGATION;
SYMPATHY; THEORY AND PRACTICE; THOMAS AQUI-
NAS; UTILITARIANISM; VIRTUE ETHICS; VIRTUES.
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