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|. Introduction

We say that an employer treats his workers decently, that a choir gives a decent performance, and
that we pay a decent price for a bike. Or we hear the US President address the decent American
people. Decency-talk is pervasive. Philosophers talk about decency mostly to pass positive
judgementswithout using conceptsoverloaded with philosophical heritage e.g., justice. But even
though its prominence in ordinary moral discourse and philosophical discussions of morality more
than warrants a closer interest in the concept of decency, there is little systematic treatment of
decency itself.* A notable exception is Margalit (1996), who discusses a decent society. However,
this only increases the demand for an account of the arguably more basic idea of adecent person.?
In this essay, | try to close this gap in our understanding of moral vocabulary. More precisely, |
submit an account of a morally decent person. This specificity is necessary because tak about
decency with regard to persons does not always pertain to moral discourse. Such talk may involve
connotations of “mainstream”, “normal” persons, leading unspectacular lives, respecting social
norms, and caricatured by people striving for a different kind of life. Or such talk may involve
connotations of manners and polite conduct. E.g., Hobbes, in chapter XI of theLeviathan, defines

decency “as how one man shoud salute another, or how a man should wash hismouth, or pick his



teeth before company, and such other points of the Small Moralls” Or we may talk about
somebody's being a decent teacher or a decent driver in much the same way as we may talk about
agood teacher or agood driver, i.e., without thereby making any moral statement. Rather, in such
contextsaperson's performancein aspedfic area(such asdriving or teaching) is eval uated in some
way. In this essay, | neglect al extrasmoral connotations of decency except the connotation with
manners. The association between “decency” and “manners’ is strong enough, and morality and
etiquette close enough, to warrarnt an examination of whether an account of an etiquette-abiding
person isilluminating for an account of amorally decent person.® Therefore, insection I, | explore
thisline. Unfortunately, theresultsare largely negative. In section 111, | start anew. | present some
observations to prepare the grounds for the account of the morally decent person that | develop in

section V.

I1. Etiquette: Elaboration on a Hobbesian Theme

(11.2) Can an account of the etiquette-abiding person help us understand the morally decent person?
To approach areply, | discuss the difference between morality and etiquette to assess the moral
significanceof etiquette. Evidently, morality and etiquette are not identical : Somemoral commands
arenot part of etiquette (" Do not kill innocent persons’), and vice versa ( “Hold your fork in theleft
hand”). Yet simple accounts of their difference fail. E.g., characterizing etiquette as “social
practicesand formsprescribedby convention or by authority” (American Heritage Didionary) sorts
out features that morality shares. Margalit (1996) characterizes etiquette as setting high society
apart. Y et thisis too narrow since, say, working class families also have greeting codes. One may

also claim that violations of etiquette affect lives less than violations of morality. That is so if we



contrast “Y ou should not kill” with “Y ou should hold your fork in your left hand.” But think of a
wealthy person who is not affected by a medium-size theft, but by being greeted disgracefully by
a socialy inferior. The symbolic significance of etiquette dooms distinctions of morality from
etiquette in terms of how much violations hurt unless we contrast etiquette with moral commands
forbidding physical cruelty.” But such cases differ both from etiquette and the rest of morality.

(11.2) Difficulties in distinguishing etiquette from morality arise because there are two kinds of
etiquette. An example of the first kind is the command “Hold your fork in your left hand.” Such
forms of etiquette shape arefined lifein which we do not simply eat, but dine according to certain
rules, or in which we do not simply talk but have conversations. An example of the second kind is
“Greet older people deferentialy.” Such forms of etiquette expressrespect for others. Possibly not
all commands of etiquette fall into one of these categories, but | think they are close to being
exhaustive. (Mutual exdusivenessis not anissue.) Using this distinction, can wenow distinguish
etiguette from morality, and can we see whether the etiquette-abiding person helps us understand
the morally decent person? Clearly, at most the etiquette-abiding person in the second sense can
contribute to our inquiry about the decent person. So we focus on that person. To distinguish that
second kind of etiquette from morality, one may argue that the former is about behaving
respectfully, i.e., about expressing respect, while what matters for the latter is having respect. It
follows, so this line of reasoning continues, that looking at the person obedient to this kind of
etiquette does not illuminate the morally decent person. Y et thisistoo quick. For although one may
show respect without having it, it is dubious that one may have it without showing it. Since
respecting people is morally significant, showing respect for people would be so too if one could

demonstrate that showing respect is necessary for having it. It seems this position that behaving



respectfully is a necessary condition for having respect demarcates the most favorable viewpoint
for the ideathat an account of the etiquette-abiding person illuminates the morally decent person.
However, even if we succeed in defending this viewpoint, we will at best obtain a necessary
condition for being amorally decent person. This path isunpromising. | prefer pursuing adifferent

approach, which in due course also shows why thisinitial one was bound to fail.

[11. Preparing the Ground

(111.1) Let us start anew. | discuss three observations about what it is to be a decent person to
prepare the ground for section 1V. To begin with, | argue that the morally decent person is not a
person with a specific virtue. Rather, | suggest that calling somebody a decent personisgiving a
certain positive overall evaluaion of this person'scharacter.® Secondly, | explore ways of denying
somebody’ sheing decent. Thirdly, | arguethat not every agent comesup for an evaluati onin terms
of decency.

(111.2) The morally decent person isnot a parson with acertain virtue. My strategy is to show that
the concept of decency behavesdifferently from virtue concepts. The challengeisto makethisclaim
independent of the unity-of-virtuesthesis(UT), i.e., thethesisthat having onevirtuesimplieshaving
all virtues.” Thefirst argument isthis. Virtues constitute genuine partsof aperson's characterin the
sense that having one or more virtues does not conceptually imply a positive evaluation of the
person’ swhole character. (It does not do so conceptually although it may do so causally.) Thus a
virtue could be operativein aperson whose character we evaluate negativdy intheend. Yetinview
of how we usethe concept of decency, there cannot be a decent person whose character we evaluate

negatively. So decency is not avirtue. This argument assumes the falsity of UT.



The next argument is arguably independent of UT: Statements like “Person X has virtue Y”
indicate how we may expect X to act under those kinds of circumstances to which Y applies.
Suppose X ismodest, and thisisall we know about X. We arethenin agood positionto predict X’s
behavior, say, when X is asked about her past achievements. Y et we have no cluehow X actsin
situations, e.g., when courage matters. Decency operates differently. Just how decency operatesis
my concern in section 1V, but it is clear enough that decency is not associated with a specific kind
of situation in away in which virtuesare. Thus decency is nat avirtue. Hereis an objection: “This
argument is not independent of UT. For wewould know how the modest person acts when courage
matters. For, remember, having one virtue means having them al, according to UT.” Reply tothis
argument: The statement “Person X hasvirtue Y” indeed only tellsuswhat to expect from X when
Y applies. We need UT asan additional premiseto warrant the inferenceto X’ saso having virtue
Z. So theinformation about X' s behavior when Z appliesis not contained inthe original statement
itself. Y et an advocate of UT - say, Socratesin Plato’ sLachesor Protagoras -- deniesthat we need
an additional premise, claiming that spelling out the meaning of the original statement leads us to
other virtues. So we do not yet have a conclusive argument independent of UT.

However, consider the following two points: For one thing, even if we need to resort to other
virtues to spell out one of them, we do not need to resort to the concept of decency to do so.
However, when spelling out decency, we may haveto resort to virtuetalk. Thisisnot because being
adecent person implies having specific virtues. Y et it may imply having some portion of courage,
or some share of modesty, etc. Thisindicates that virtue talk is more basic than decency talk. For
another thing, calling somebody a decent person means bestowing smaller praise than ascribing a

virtue. The virtuous person stands out by displaying exceptional behavior in difficult situations,



whilethe decent person merdy handles ordinary situations reasonably well. Thesetwo points show
that the decent person isnot aptly understood asa person with a certain virtue even if UT istrue.®
Instead, | suggest that adecent person is a person with a character meriting a certain positive
overal evaluation, in line with being a good person, beng a saint, or being arighteous person.
Section IV elaborates on what kind of character is described by calling somebody decent. Let me
just defend this suggestion against one objection. This objection is that considering somebody a
decent person may also be a pogtive evaluation of his overall performance rather than of his
character. But thisiswrong. Suppose we are clear about what adecent person would doin avariety
of cases and observe somebody doing these things. It may be that hisactions coincide with what
decency demands under those circumstances, but he may be motivated by prudence or custom. So
under different circumstances, he may deviate from what decency demands. Such a person would
behave decently at times, but he would not be a decent person. This doesnot imply that a person's
actions are irrelevant for his being judged a decent person. If he fails too many timesto live up to
what a decent person should do, we could not reasonably think of him as a decent person. There
must be a certain consistency of passing thisjudgement with his acting; his decency must “show”.
But being a decent person does not reduce to showing a certain kind of performance.
(111.3) Next | explore three ways of denying that somebody is decent. One such way is trivial,
whereas the other two lead to interesting points. The trivial denial isto say that a person is not
decent. Whatever account of the decent person we submit, we deny that somebody is covered by it
by saying that he is not a decent person. The second denial is calling him indecent. The meaning

of being anindecent personisfocused ontheareaof sexual behavior. Peopleinvolvedin prostitution
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and pornography tend to be considered indecent. People who display lack of care to exchange
intimacies in a private place strike us as indecent, and so do those who only incompletely cover
their erogenous zones, or cover them with the wrong material, e.g., go to the beach in underwear.
Also, we may call people indecent who expose their emotional life to strangers or who tell sexual
jokes under inappropriate circumstances. More generally, an indecent person is not sufficiently
concerned with preserving her privacy. It seemsthat we not only grant people aright to privacy, but
also impose aduty to keep this private sphere to themselves and their friends.

In (111.2), 1 suggested that being a decent person means having a certaintype of good character.
How do these observations aout calling somebody indecent fitin there? Denying that somebody
is decent by saying that she is not decent is more general than saying that somebody is indecent.
Calling somebody indecent isonly one among various ways of saying that somebody doesnot have
the specific type of good character that we ascribeto the decent person. It is striking that this kind
of violation of privacy makes enough of an impression on usto warrant, asit were, aspecial place
among possible characters that are not decent. This indicates how deegy the demand that what is
considered private has to stay private is integrated in our ideas of interacting with each other.

Thereisathird way of denying that somebody is a decent person. We may say tha thereisno
reason to call this person decert. It isinstructive to investigate how denying that somebody has a
certainvirtue by claiming tha thereisno reason to say so, isdifferent from denying that somebody
is decent by claiming that there is no reason to say so. First, virtues occupy the (positive) extreme
end of a spectrum. Saying that somebody has such and such a virtue means bestowing very high

praise. So claiming that thereisno reason to call somebody a person with thisvirtue may mean that
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we agree on (possibly high) praise, even though we would not be willing to grant highest praise.
Second, onefeature of virtuesisthat we ascribe themto peoplein view of their behavior i n extreme
situations. Y et we do not frequently observe people in such situations. So saying that there is no
reason to say that somebody has a certain virtue may meanthat we do not have sufficient evidence
to judge whether somebody has a certain virtue or not. Both points are dfferent with regard to
decency. As for the first point: “Decent” operates like “appropriate’. Calling somebody or
something decent or appropriate meansto express asmall compliment, minimal praise Thereisno
conceptual space left to deny that somebody has this feature without actually saying something
negative. Other expressions like that are “acceptable’, “dright”, “reasonable’, “competent”,
“normal”, or “regular”. This feature of decency as minimal praise isimportant in section V. We
have now also arrived at another way of seeing the difference between decency and virtue. Asfor
the second point: evidence for calling somebody decent is more easy to come by than evidence for
ascribing virtues to people. Judging somebody a decent person draws on experiences made in
situations of the kind that we all tend to beinvolved in. That ispartly why the decent personis*one
of us.”

(111.4) Let me proceed to the third observation. In the novel Sophie's Choice, a Nazi officer makes
Sophie choose between the life of her daughter and the life of her son. Was he decent ? Surely, we
reject any claim to this person's decency. Y et thisanswer is unsatisfactory. After al, he made a
mother choose between the lives of her children. Itis more appropriate to deny that this question
even arises, and to say that we need to give up on such a person as a moral agent. Such

consideraions apply to Hitler, Stalin, or Nero and other more locally known people who are
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notorious for their cruelty. These people are used to teach children what being evil is all about.
Similar phenomena exist on the other end of the spectrum. To ask whether somebody is a decent
person who is introduced as a sant would be equally odd. In Catholic areas, children encounter
saintsas personifications of what itisto be good. (Likewisewith respect to the Christian God.) So
it seems that decency talk does not range over the universe of all moral agents. In order for
somebody to come up for thiskind of consideration, we must be able to take him seriously as a
moral agent (sheis not deeply evil) without describing him in away that renders him beyond any
moral dispute (sheisnot a saint).” One may object that cdling a moral monster indecent may still
be true, but as a matter of pragmatics we are not inclined to speak like that. This objection misses
the point: Surely, we can enforce the principle of bivalence and ask whether it istrue or false that
some evil person is decent. But the phenomenon to be accounted for is why there is something

amiss.

V. An Account of the Decent Person

(IV.1) The decent person is aperson whose character deserves minimal praise. | take thisto mean
thefollowing: Calling somebody adecent per sonisto passa bottom-linejudgement that thisperson
has a basic concern for other people, their reasons and feelings, but this judgement is consistent
with hisnot having many morally desirable propertiesand with hishaving morally significant flaws.
My strategy for expandingon thisclaimisasfollows: | begin by taking for granted an idea of what
it is to have a basic concern for others and their reasons and feelings; roughly synonymous

expressionsareto care about otherstosome extent, or that they matter to some extent. | first explain
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(inl1V.2 and 1V.3) what kinds of weaknesses and flaws do not prevent us from ascribing to aperson
the basic concern for others required to call him a decent person in the bottom-line judgement.
Then, in1V.4,and 1V.5, | say more about the positive part of thisjudgement. | elaborate on what
it is about this person that makes us pass the positive judgement as opposed to what we would put
up with without cancelling that judgment. | explain having abasic concern for others in terms of
acting proportionately in situations involving basic human needs and concerns® In1V.6, | explain
why | say that our bottom-line judgement is consistent with the lack of certain character traits.
Finally, in1V.7, | raisesome problemswith my account. We areworking in avery amorphous area
of our moral discourse, but | hope that this discussion brings into better focus what it isto be a
decent person.

Here are two examples. Suppose we encounter the decent person as an employer. She pays
appropriate (but no unusual) wages, does not humiliate her employees, and does not abuse the
asymmetry in power. She does not go out of her way to accommodate her employees and puts
priority on her businessinterests, but she considers their interests. The grounds on which we call
such an employer adecent person arewell reflected inthe statement that she has abasic concern for
her employeesand caresabout their reasons and feelings. Suppose next that we encounter the decent
person as ateacher. This might mean that she makes her expectations reasonably transparent to the
students, does not openly discriminate in the classroom, and makes some effort to accommodate
studentsin difficulties. Y et she doesnot go out of her way and sometimes cannot hel p taking her bad
moodsout on her students. Wemay aptly call her decent, and thisjudgement reflectsour impression

that she hasabasic concernfor her students reasonsand feelings. (Recall from the Introduction that
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we do not discuss a "decent teacher" or a "decent employer” if that expresses an evaluation of a
person's performance as a teacher or as an employer. We discuss decent people and assign
professions to them here in order to flesh out the cases.)
(IV.2) Let us explore what limitations on such a concern still allow for calling somebody a decent
person. Consider the supererogatory and the heroic, i.e., two ways of doing more than the
appropriate. Clearly, the supererogatary and the heroic differ. Sometimes the les than
supererogatory is already heroic. Suppose that by jeopardizing his own life, a person could save
many people, and that he is strongly obligated to each of them. He could be morally required to
jeopardizehislife and therefore would not act in asupererogatory way. But it would be heroic. The
difference between an action's being supererogatory and its being heroic isthat thefirst dependson
the situation, whereas the second depends on someone's capacities. The decent person is neither a
hero nor a person who tends to do the supererogatory. Both kinds of persons are gratesquely
underdescribed as decent persons. It follows that the decent person is not simply the person who
doeswhat ismorally required. For what ismorally required may demand a heroic deed. The decent
person merely doeswhat isin proportion (moreonthat |ater). The decent person doesnat even have
to do occasional heroic or supererogatory deeds. For we count statementslike“But thiswould have
been heroic/supererogatory” as excuses for failing to act. A person on whom we only bestow small
praise is excused without thereby losing this praise.

Still, decency may require heavy sacrifices. For example, somebody may have to sell his shop
and go out of businessin order to make animportant operation possiblefor arelative towardswhom

he has obligations. Suppose that he would not be reduced to starving, but that his wealth would be
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heavily diminished. He did nothing supererogatory or heroic. Although such cases are exceptional,
the fact that something involves heavy sacrifices does nat by itself exempt the decent person from
doing it. Requiring that somebody be decent may be asking for “much” in terms of how it affects
the agent, but not “much” from amoral point of view. (Inexamples| must ask for the reader’ sgood
will: It is possible to add detals to such storiesthat undermine their point; but in each case, or so
| trust, such details can also be filled in to support the point at issue. This remark is not supposed
to immunize the cases from criticism. Y et the alternative to asking the reader’ s good will is to do
without examples or to describe them in tedious detail.)
(1V.3) Evidently there are agents who deserve more than minimal praise although they neither do
the supererogatory nor the heroic. The good person is like that. To distinguish the good from the
decent, | argue next that aptly considering somebody decent is consistent with hishaving morally
significant flaws. Such flaws are flaws for which we blame somebody and which weigh strongly
against eval uating hischaracter positively. They prompt objectionsto any positive evaluation of his
character (“But he has such and such flaw”) that we could not simply dismiss. Rather, we would
haveto grant the objection, or to argue something like“ Y es, that istrue, and it does matter alot, but
al things considered, it does not turn out to be decisive in my evaluation.” | claim that somebody
may be considered a decent person and still have such flaws. Calling this person decent means
giving a bottom-line judgment that is not oblivious to objections in terms of morally significant
flaws, but that does nat count them as successul in refuting the podtive judgment.

Vices are morally significant flaws, but they do not exhaust the field. We al so blame somebody

short of calling him viciousin someregard. E.g., we may say that somebody lacks couragein many
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situations in which it matters or may even be morally required, but we would not therefore
necessarily call him acoward per se. Suppose somebody islittleinclined toface conflicts. He puts
up with alot himself andis not easily willing tostand up for others. Still, in situationsin which the
other side pushesiit too far hedoes stand up for himself or for others. Or think of somebody who
searches for ways to let other people know how smart a woman she is, but does not do so in any
obnoxious way. We may not want to call her immodest, but we do want to speak of a morally
significant flaw. The concept of amorally significant flaw isweaker thanthe concept of avice, but
ascribing to somebody a morally significant flaw is stronger than blaming her for an occasional
omission.

I now discusstwo casesto explorethe limits of our willingnessto call somebody decent. Suppose
somebody gets drunk regularly and sometimes turns violent then. The next day, he dways regrets
hisconduct. Y et helikesgoing out with hisfriends, and so drinksagain. Also, heisill-tempered and
rude at times. Such bad character traits are morally significant. We blame this person for not trying
harder to abstain from drinking, and we blame himfor taking hisill temper out on others. Still, this
is compatible with his being afair-minded employer or ahelpful neighbor,i.e., considerations that
may be strong enough for us to consider him a decent person. We may say “All things considered,
he is a decent person, but there are these things which he just does not manage to get agrip on”,
or” He sometimes has odd days, when it's better to stay out of hisway.” Reconstructingthissituation
such that we excuse his flaws would be wrong. We do consider his flaws in passing an overdl
character judgment, but in the end, these considerations do not succeed.™

Consider a more involved case. Survivors of the death camp Sobibor report that the SS guard
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overseeing the kitchen occasionally passed some extra food to the prisoners (Novitch (1978)).
Sobibor was aplace of sheer horror wherethe prisoners spared fromimmediate gassing had towork
under humiliating circumstances. | do not possess more information about this guard, but since
historical accuracy does not matter here, | try to tell astory thet gives plausibility to my claim that
adecent person may have morally significant flaws. Suppose that this guard “somehow ended up”
in Sobibor; that his SS career was not the career of afervent supporter of Anti-Semitism who made
a point of treating Jews cruelly. Suppose that he himself did not kill any prisoners, and that his
motivation for doing service in the kitchen in Sobibor was to avoid the Eastern Front. These
stipulations are not implausible for atimewhen most males of acertain agerange had to be soldiers.
We can tell astory in which this guard gave bread to the prisoners because he had a basic concern
for them, i.e., because he was a decent person. One may deserve that kind of minimal praise even
under such circumstances. Still, we do want to blame him. Since tens of thousands of Jews were
murdered in Sobibor, we arenot willing to excuse anybody because he did not himself kill anybody
or because he was trying to avoid service at the Eastern Front. Yet let us not carry this discussion
too far into extreme cases. | meant to show that being a decent person is compatible with having
morally significant flaws, and nothing depends on precisely how far we are willing to go hee.

(IV.4) 1 have argued that calling somebody a decent person means passing a kind of positive
judgment on her character that is consistent with her having morally significant flaws. Also, |
claimed that it is her basic concem for other people that makes us pass that judgment in the first
place. The account is still unsaisfactory becausel need to say more about what it is that makes us

positively evaluate this person in spite of the absence of virtues and the presence of morally
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significant flaws. | needto say more about what the judgement is actually grounded on as opposed
to what it is consistent with.

Having a concern for other pegpleis seriously considering them in one's decision making. This
does not mean that one counts oneself only as one among those who are affected by adecision. The
decent person may put priority on the pursuit of her own plans. Y et others affected by his actions
should enter his deliberations & least in ways such as thefollowing: If the decent person has to
choose between actions A1 and A2 such that A1 leads to a noteworthy, but not considerable
improvement compared to the outcome of A2, but implies considerable disadvantages for another
person, whichisavoided by choosing A2, then the decent person chooses A2. Or if thechoiceof A2
over Al leads to a strong improvement of the other agent's situation, whereas A2 leads to a
noteworthy, but not considerable deterioration for the decent person ascompared to A1, thenagain
shechooses A2. Hereisan exampl e of thefirstcase. Suppose achain store owner could open astore
either at location L1 or at location L2. He knowsthat astore at L1 ruinsasmall business next door
whichwould survive otherwise. According to the chan store owner's cal cul ations opening hisshop
at L1 isalittle more profitable than opening it at L2. Opening his store at L2 drives nobody out of
business. The decent person optsfor L2. Hereisan exampl e of the second case: Suppose somebody
has a choice between going on vacation to some lovely seashore resort and visiting his (estranged)
sick sister who may die soon and to whom it matters a lot to see him again. The decent person
choosesto visit hissister. (I must remind the reader of the request for good will. Itis possible that
the store that is being run out of businessis afront for some morally atrocious activity. But that is

beside the point.)
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Such reasoning is about proportionality, and it is not exhausted by these two kinds of cases.
Proportionality reasoning plays a major role in everyday interaction. Just what the decent person
should do in the outcome of such proportionality reasoning may be a matter of controversy. For
frequently it is not clear how to assess the significance of what is at stake for the people involved.
Y et in many casesit is clear enough what the decision should be. After al, we are comparing goods
about whoserelative standingwe havefairly clear andcommonly shared views. This seemstruefor
the two cases discussed above.

(IV.5) However, the proportionality reasoning involved in explaining what a basic concern for
others amounts to is not any proportionality reasoning per se. Suppose two wealthy olygopdists
meet to distribute market shares. Suppose neither of them needs such amarket share in any serious
sense of “need.” Then it seems odd to assess their dispute in terms of decency. Rather, the decent
person acts proportionately when basic human needs and concerns are involved. The chain store
owner opening a store a L1 is not decent because he puts a small gain in profit abovethe basic
needs of the weaker competitor. The decent employer doesnot take advantage of times of economic
hardship, and Zola s Germinal e depi cts employers who are not decent people. Basic human needs
and concerns are not only needs pertaining to one's survival, athough those are an important
subclass. They are, more broadly, needs and concerns relating to one's quality of life in a serious
sense. For example, if A canbuild hishouse such that it would take away al of B’sview, but (at
asmall loss for hisgardening plans) could also build it elsewhere, it would not be decent for A to
obstruct B’s view (assuming that having his views obstructed would indeed affect B’s quality of

life). What counts as affecting one’ s quality of lifein a serious senseis context-sensitive and even
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then frequently arguable, but no less important for that.

We do not require atangible victim in order to evoke such proportionality reasoning. In 1996,
German police discovered that several hundred highly ranked physicians and hospital offidals
systematically purchased human organs for too high a price and shared the benefits with the
company distributing the organs These people strike us as not decent because they make a lot of
money, and it isout of proportion for them to enrich themselvesin suchways. But it would be hard
to point to victims other than the members of the insurance companies and the tax payers, who are
only marginally hurt. Y et these crimes affect the quality of life of the community asawhole, even
if no single person is strongly affected.

L et me highlight three important aspects of the proportionality reasoning in situationsinvolving
basic human needs and concernsthat | use to explicate what | mean by having a basic concern for
other people. First, being able to apply this kind of proportionality reasoning presupposes having
what is colloquially called a sense of “what life is dl about.” It involves enough good sense to
perceive and understand what it islike for people to be under constraints, to live under hardships,
etc. Second, this proportionality reasoning islocal in the sense of Elster’s (1992) studiesin local
justice. He studies the multitude of ways of alocating scarce resources or dividing burdens
practiced on alocal level. One of histheses istha it ishardly possible to reduce these procedures
that make sense locally to principles of atheory of fairness of which they could be instantiations.
Thisproportionality reasoning isof that kind too. Y et | tried aboveto give some patterns of relevant
proportionality reasoning and exemplified them with the chain store case and the hesitant brother

case. Third, the decent person doesnot haveto be aperson who goesthrough thiskind of reasoning
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explicitly. Rather, she might just do what she does, and proportionality reasoning is a rational
reconstruction rather than a recipe. The decent person does not have to bereflective.™

(IV.6) | need to elaborate on the point that the absence of virtues and the presence of morally
significant flawsisconsistent with the overall judgement that somebody isadecent person. | present
different paradigmatic cases of the decent person which should make clear why | want to talk this
way. One such agent is a person whom we consider decent and who has marally significant flaws.
We pass this minimally positive judgement on his character in spite of the presence of these flaws,
possibly because these flaws do not interfere too frequently or too heavily or in too many areas of
thisperson'sinteractionwith other people. A second agent| havein mind does nothave any morally
significant flaws. Thereisno major objection against his character. But still, simply the absence of
such flaws should not makethis person agood person. Hisconcern for othe people may be so small
that thisjudgement would be exaggerated. So somebody may deserve only minimal praise although
thereisno morally significant flaw to hold against him. This seems plausible also becauseit would
be odd for an analysis of what it is to be a decent person to imply that, whenever we address
somebody as a decent person one needed to ask “ Okay, what ishisflaw?’ A third agent comesto
mind: the person who possesses some virtues and some morally significant flaws.(Thisassumption
presupposesthedisunity of virtues.) Could she be considered adecent person? It seemsodd toevoke
the picturethat virtuesand flaws may “ cancel each other out” such that the overall judgement would
bethat sheisdecent. Y et there may be such people. So an account of what it isto be adecent person
should not depend on the absence of virtues in the sense that a judgement of somebody as decent

would beinappropriate as soon as somebody has somevirtue. The possibility of such agents prompt
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me to talk about consistency of the overall judgment with the presence of undesirable properties
rather than about some entailment relation.

(IV.7) | close by discussing some problems with this acoount. The first problem is that it isstill
dubious how precisely to distinguish between the decert person and the good person. Could not
somebody be a good person who is very much like the third character introduced in the preceding
paragraph? Possibly. However, it seems that we ssimply cannot expect a sharp demarcation. Our
moral discourseisvague here. All we can hopefor isadistinction between paradigmatic cases, and
thisis adistinction that my account allows for.

The second problem isrelated. My account treats the decent person as one who deserves minimal
praise. So how can we accommodate expressions like “He had a spark of decency left”, or “ That
was extremely decent of him”? Two points in reply. For one thing, the mere fact that the decent
person is one who deserves minimal praise does not by itself exclude that there is some variation
within the range of decent people. That thereisindeed such variation follows from my discussion
in (IV.3), where | consider the limits of our willingness to call somebody a decent person. The SS
guard may be a person with a spark of decency. It isfutile to argue whether this meansthat heis at
the lower end of the range where thisjudgement is still appropriate or that heisnot “really decent”
any more. For another thing, the application of expressions like “extremely”, or even “very” to
expression like* appropriate”, “ competent”, “ reasonable”, or “ decent” (discussed attheend of 111.3)
renders difficult a clarification of these |atter expressions with regard to expressionslike “good”,
“righteous”, etc. For what is appropriateor reasonable is not as highly praised aswhat isgood, but

what is called extremely reasonable or very appropriate tends be praised more highly than what is
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called good. It seems that the best way of making sense of such expressionsisto think of them as
hyperbolic.

A last problemisthis. A well-known exampl e of proportionality reasoning appearsin Thomson
(1971). She discusses cases of abortion, recommending that assessments of the legitimacy of
abortions should be made by comparing the death of the fetus to the sacrifices involved for the
woman. The decent action for Thomson is an action in accordance with such proportionality
reasoning. She elaborates by distinguishing between the Minimal Samaritan and the Good
Samaritan. The Good Samaritan shows a strong concern for ather people. The Minimal Samaritan
shows merely some concern and isadecent person in my sense. Thomson's considerations draw our
attention to atricky issue. How are the results of such proportionality reasoning related to what is
morally required? Thomson refersto the case of two children one of whom owns a piece of cake
and has therefore aright to eat it al by himself. But since the second child makes big eyes on the
cake, it seems decent to share. Is the first child mordly required to share? An dfirmative answer
entailsthat he is morally required to disrespect hisright, contrary to what it means to have such a
right. A negative answer entailsthat doing the decent thing means doing morethan what is morally
required, contrary to our analysis of the decent person as aminimally praiseworthy character who
does not tend to do the supererogatory. | am committed to the view that it sometimes is morally
required not to exercisearight. I aminclined toaccept thisand dismisstheright since having aright
is consistent with there bang overriding obligations not to exerciseit. (A similar issue also lurks
behind the chain store case, since the chain store owner probably has aright to open the shop where

he likes.)*®
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1.Rawls (1995) introduces the concept of decency because “its meaning is less demanding’ than
the meaning of the concept of justice and because decent societies are not just without
gualification. In Rawls (1971) and Rawls (1993), decency plays no role. Nagel (1991) usesthe
concept of decency without even explicitly introducing it. Y et throughout his book, he speaks of
“decent housing”, “a decent standard of living” or “a decent social minimum”. Hampshire (1989)

also occasionally uses the concept without explaining it.
2.The only attempt to deal with this question that has come to my attention is Bolnow (1968).

3. Etiquette and mordity are close, e.g., because they share important vocabulary such as
“respect.”

4.This question arisesregardless of whether one accepts Hobbes' s understanding of etiquette as
Small Moralls, i.e., asapart of morality. If we endorse thisview, we have to ask about the
difference between etiquette and the rest of morality that is not covered by etiquette. If we do not
endorse this view, we can raise the question in the simpler form in which we put it here. Either

way, the answer would be substantially the same. Foot (1978) contains illuminating remarks on
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the relation between etiquette and morality, but her concern isto highlight the similarities.

5. Schopenhauer neglected this point when he mocked the duel practice of hisday in hisParerga
et Paralipomena.

6. | shall move swiftly back and forth between talking about what it is to be a decent person and

what we mean when we (aptly) call somebody a decent person. No confusion should arise.

7. The discussion of the unity-of-virtues thessis atraditional one, and since there are easily
accessible sourcesfor it, | do not further discussit. For arecent discussion of thisissue, cf.

Cooper (1998) or Baahwar (1996).

8. It may be objected that this account is hard to square with our talking about, say, exceptiondly
honest people, i.e., with degreesin our talk about virtues. However, on account of the first point
above (virtue talk being more basic than decency talk) this issue does not raise a probl em for my

argument that decency is not adequately understood as a virtue.

9.1 am thinking of a saint in the sense of Dogojewskij’s Elder Sosimain his Brothers
Karamasov. |.e., asaint asalife ideal, not necessarily a saint as martyr, who might have lead an
unresponsive and self-absorbed life that might make it difficult to relate him to the decent

person. Saints, of course, are not uncomplicated characters in ethics any more, cf. Wolf (1982).

10. | talk about “concems’ while | explain what it isto “have a concern”, | but do not think that

thereis any vicious circularity lurking here.

11. It seems, then, that rudeness/inconsiderateness is a morally significant flaw that may be
consistent with someone's being decent. It is not absurd so say “Yes, heisrude, but, al things
considered, heis adecent person.” This confirms my negative evaluation of the promise of

further inquiriesinto what it is to be a decent person from the point of view of the etiquette-
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abiding person. Hampshire (1989) makes this point well by saying that “[i]t became clear that
high culture and good education are not significantly correlated with elementary moral decency”
(p 8). We can assumethat etiquette isincluded in high culture here. So Kant's view on decency
(Anstand) as the socially necessary art of deceiving that everybody iswell advisad to possess
applies at most to the decent person in the sense of being etiquette abiding, but not to the morally

decent person (cf. Kant (1923), 9, 486, 22.)

12.The connotation of being unreflective and aso unintellectual is emphasized for the German
word Anstandigkeit in Thomas Mann's essay “ Uber die Wiedergeburt der Anstandigkeit” and
his book Betrachtungen eines Unpolitischen. There we read about Anstandigkeit as part of
German Kultur, in contrast with the “cdd” and “artificial” Zivilisation of France and Anglo-
American countries.

13.For fruitful discussions about decency or comments | am grateful to two anonymous referees,
to David Hilbert, Matthias Hild, Chad Mohler, and in particular Gopal Sreenivasan. Most of all, |

am indebted to Harry Frankfurt for hel pful comments on various earlier versions.

24



