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Questioning the worth of morality can raise many puzzling questions, yet seems to be a fundamental part of assessing what a life well lived consists of. In doing so, ancient thinkers created a model of the ‘good life’ and the role morality played in achieving this. If morality, as it is alleged, can lead to the good life, then we should ask if this is a reason for why a person should act morally. Also, though, we should consider the possibility that amongst us are those that care not for the common good, and that to some, morality serves a different function.

According to Aristotle, the greatest good is that which we desire for its own sake – namely, the ‘good’ itself [footnoteRef:1]. It follows that knowing this gives direction to our actions, and he asks, ‘like archers, shall we not be more likely to attain that which is right, if we have a mark?’ [footnoteRef:2]. Using our idea of good, and our rigorously exercised minds, Aristotle believed that we can do good things by cultivating goodness in ourselves. This in turn leads us to do moral deeds, eliminating the struggle to aim our moral arrow at an obscured target. However, attaining this good requires mediation of one’s moral character in accordance with virtue, the mean between two undesirable extremes. Aristotle describes the conduct of an improper student, one who is driven by passions and not by the pursuit of knowledge, as well as the incontinent student, here meaning one who lacks moderation [footnoteRef:3]. Reigning in these extremes brings us to the virtuous centre, where knowledge can be accrued without struggling in vain. Aristotle quotes the poet Hesiod, who writes, ‘He that is not wise himself, nor can hearken to wisdom, is a useless man’ [footnoteRef:4]. For Aristotle, the question of why a person should act morally might lead to the following answer. Utilising our reason and wisdom is both a path to morality and within our innate nature as rational beings. Without doing so, we are rendered useless to ourselves and to others.

In his novel ‘American Psycho’, Brett Easton Ellis gives insight into the mind of investment banker and murderous psychopath, Patrick Bateman. Ellis produces an entirely contrasting character to Aristotle’s ‘man of the good life’. Bateman appears sophisticated, intelligent and charming, but within he harbours violent and sadistic urges that become increasingly overpowering [footnoteRef:5]. What can arise from contrasting Bateman’s life to the good life posited by Aristotle? Many aspects of Bateman’s lifestyle seem familiarly good to us, after all he is wealthy, handsome, admired and successful. However, his actions are not attuned to an innate good. In fact, such a good may not exist for him. [1:  Aristotle, The Nicomachean Ethics (London: Bell & Daldy, 1867) pg.3]  [2:  Aristotle, pg.3]  [3:  Aristotle, pg.4-5]  [4:  Aristotle, pg.7]  [5:  Brett Easton Ellis, American Psycho (London: Macmillan, 2012)] 

‘There wasn’t a clear, identifiable emotion within me, except for greed and, possibly, total disgust. I had all the characteristics of a human being—flesh, blood, skin, hair—but my depersonalization was so intense, had gone so deep, that my normal ability to feel compassion had been eradicated, the victim of a slow, purposeful erasure [footnoteRef:6].’ [6:  Brett Easton Ellis, pg.271] 

Clearly, Bateman has not cultivated himself in the way Aristotle suggests. Conversely, he has destroyed his own compassion, resulting in misdeeds as commonplace as manipulation and coercion, and eventually as terrible as murder, mutilation, sexual assault, cannibalism and necrophilia [footnoteRef:7]. Rather than attuning to his virtues, Bateman’s semblance of morality serves predominantly to hide his moral shortcomings. In an early chapter, Bateman delivers a monologue at the dinner table, speaking of the problems his world faces. He enraptures the guests with his extensive knowledge, discussing issues such as the need to end apartheid, to slow down the nuclear arms race and discover a cure for AIDS [footnoteRef:8]. Here, rather than using his intellect to the end of achieving the good, Bateman uses morality as a mask, using false virtues to cover his innate vices and continue his infiltration of society. This would seem to be the only argument for why a person should act morally that Bateman would see sense in.

Moral behaviour is often thought of as an obligation. Bernard Williams extrapolates from this that an obligation to moral behaviour is essentially akin to an obligation to do what is best [footnoteRef:9]. This idea of best, in turn, seems akin to Aristotle’s idea of the greatest good. The fulcrum on which the idea of moral obligation turns, according to Williams, is Kant’s famous aphorism ‘Ought Implies Can’ [footnoteRef:10], therefore it seems impossible to obligate all moral deeds as not all moral agents can achieve them. Williams also highlights the importance of choice, of willingly taking on moral tasks, which he claims lead to the negative feelings we experience when we fall short of our expected moral standards [footnoteRef:11]. Perhaps Patrick Bateman’s condition would render him unaffected by this, as he claims to have no compassion at all. Even when considering the needs of others, he does so in a calculating and methodical manner, not at all how we would consider the moralist to think. Therefore, the idea that people should act morally because they are obliged to, whilst appealing at first, seems too inconsistent to be sustained across the spectrum of human variety.

Aristotle’s argument displays the relative small scale of Aristotle’s world. Today, would that we had the time to cultivate wisdom and temperance in the way he celebrates. This does however seem more like a workable solution to the question of ‘How can a person act morally?’, but perhaps it does not tell us why, in any fashion that we can universally apply. Williams keenly reveals the flaws in obliging others to act morally, suggesting that we might often do so to escape the pursuit of self-blame. Bateman, disturbingly, shows that although a certain sense of morality may be innate, the drive to use it for the good of all is certainly not. Though fictional, he is a chilling reminder of individuals who have shocked the world with their heinous actions and unfeeling responses. Morality is maybe best understood as something which each of us appropriates in our own way, and our motivations for this surely differ wildly, but there may not be a universal argument that can be provided for why every person should act morally. [7:  Brett Easton Ellis, pg.14, pp.271-279, pg.286]  [8:  Brett Easton Ellis, pp.14-15]  [9:  Bernard Williams, Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy (Abingdon: Routledge, 2006) pg.175]  [10:  Bernard Williams, pg.175]  [11:  Bernard Williams, pg.177] 
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