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Absolute and Relative Ethics in Herbert Spencer

Masataka HISANO

Herbert Spencer is mostly known as a philosopher who addressed individualism,
social Darwinism, evolutionary ethics, and so on. Many arguments about these
ideas have been put forth, but little consideration has been given to his two types
of ethics: absolute ethics and relative ethics.

This paper’s objective is to discuss Spencer’s absolute ethics and relative
ethics in light of Sidgwick’s criticisms of Spencer. Spencer proposed the
distinction between absolute and relative ethics in the last two chapters of The
Data of Ethics. According to Spencer, absolute ethics concern the laws of the ideal
man living in an ideal state, whereas relative ethics serve to guide everyday
decision-making in the actual world.

First, the paper outlines absolute ethics and relative ethics. Second, it
presents an analysis of the ways that they relate to each other. Third, some of
Sidgwick’s criticisms are examined based on the discussion of these two types of
ethics in the first part of the paper. Last, the paper proposes a new way to interpret

Spencer’s ethics in light of these criticisms.

1 ANUY—OmEEAT, BIECHSEH T, AWF L T2 BRERICH
HTHZENTED, ZOHRERICIIZODOBEND D, TD 1 2iF, &
RBIZOWTOHEENLRIFELITO, MEICBAL TUTXZbEbim v, @l
Jo & LTHIERICEB g chY, Fo. I 121id. 295 LIzAED
& 0 FICEBAN ORI A L U, BUESH 22 T LRI L 2 B A T b D
DHD, BEF TFEERZITHD] o (29T DH&E] ~OBITE2E
ST EHHME LI Th D, ARV —OEMIHRED LS IR S,
HEF =0 4 = XL LRI E ERE L SN I ENEN, (71
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