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Common Decency

_ Cheshi}'e Calhour'zr

o Charfcs chkers s Ebenezer Scrooge is 2 portralt ofa man wzthout common de-
cency. Scroog\_ s.central failing is not his miserliness or cailousness toward suffer-
irig. His sometimes spectacularly contemptlble faﬂmgs—as when he suggests that
_ the poor should simply get on with dying and reduce the surplus popizlation— aré
" consected to a less spectacular but more pervasive failing: Scrooge has removed *
himself from the daily commertce of favors, mércies, small kindnesses, forgivings,
: e*cpresswns of gratitude, and social pleasanmes that are the stuff of common de-
- cency. He gruffly rebuffs his nephew’s invitation to Christmas dinner. He grum-
- bles at being cxpected to let his employees off on Christmas day. He threatens to
take a tuler to a Christmas caroler. And he refuses even the smallest comphance :
"“with the convention of charitable giving during the Christmas season. Though we
© see Scrooge’s faults at the Christmas season, his #iling is not seasonal Scrooge :
. routinely fails to behave like a decent human bemg, and for that redson no one
ever stops “him in the street to say, with gladsome looks, My dear Scrooge how
 are you? When wilt you come to see: me? No beggars 1mplored him t6 bestow a
" trifle, no children asked him what it was o’clock, tio man or Woman ever oce in.
“all his life inquired the way: to sich and such'a place, of Scrooge. wor ‘

That Scrooge has no truck with simple favors, such as telling others the time -
or giving them directions, mgna]s his lack of common decency. Paying Bob Cratch-
it barely a living wage, relentlessly collecting debts from the already 1mpover15heci

- and displaying an indecently callous attitude toward the destitute are sitiiply more
. egregious examples of Scrooge’s general inability to live up to our moral expecta-
tions about how minimally well-formed agents will behave.

In disappointing expectations about how a minimally well- formed agent wﬂl
behave, Scrooge does not invite others’ resentment or moral indignation. Nor is ey
guilt what he comes to feel about his past bad behavior. In A Christmas Carol, '
Scrooge’s lack of common decency is most often met with surprise, pity, con- ks
tempt, mockery, and cooled affections. What Scrooge himself comes to feel about :
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his lack of common decency is not guilt but a mixture of shame and loss of

human connection.

But for all that Scrooge is “an odious, stingy, hard, unfeeling men,” there is
no one whom he clearly wrongs. It may be indecent to insist that his employees
work on Christmas day, but he correctly observes that since they also expect to be
paid, he does not owe them this day off. Nor does he owe his nephew pleasantries,

Christmas carolers something for their cheer, Bob Cratchit higher wages than

agreed upon, his debtors a grace period in meeting their debts, or any particular
charitable organization a donation. These are all gifts that he is within his rights
t6 refise to bestow. As for what Scrooge owes others, Dickens gives us no reason
to think that Scrooge fails to render what is due. On the contrary, Scrooge is ob-
sessed with debts. He wants nothing more from others than exactly what they owe

him, In return, he will give others exactly what he o‘_wés‘ and not a bit more. His.

business and moral ledgers carefrlly t__réck debts payable to and by him, making

no allow_}ance fpr giving or reéeiving _that'éxq:eed; the _obligétofy’._ And _this _is~ the
source of his failure of common decency. For Scrooge, others are morally entitled

to expect only what is rightfully theits, He is unable to see the moral legitimacy

of their expectation that he will give them the grace ‘periods, sympathetic ear,
relief from work duties, livable wages, the time of day, and sociability that are just:

mattérs of common decency. Scrooge sees nothing morally objectionable about

rémoving himself from commerce with others” needs. “It's not my business,” he

says. “It’s enough for a man to understand his own business, and not to interfere
. s w3 L o .

with other people’s.

" The common decencies and failurgs of common decency at the center of

Dickens’s A Christmas Carol are familiar ones. Yet, from a philosophical point of

view, common decency is piizzling. Acts of common decency seem to. occupy a
shadowy territory between the obligatory and the supererogatory. On the one hand,
Scrooge seems withirt his Tights to withhold the kindnesses and mercies that are .

emblematic of common decency., He in fact doesnff owé his debtors gr_éce pc_eric_sds

or his nephew pleasantries upon' their meeting. Yet those around him also seem

justified in respondi_ng with moral contempt and a sévering of social bo'nd_s_._Th,ey
rightfully find moral fault with his behavior. But how can one be faulted for failing
to give what was never owed? What sense ¢an be made of our treating acts of com-

‘mon decency as tliough they were not obligatory but not purely elective cither?

‘In what follows, I suggest that theé normative expectations connected with
common decency do not derive from a conception of what we owe each other.
Instead, they derive from a constructed conception of what can be expected of
minimally weli-formed moral agent. : : o

Two Species of Common Decéncy _

Since the term “decency” has many uses, let me say a bit about what I have in
mind by “common decency.” Then we can turn to the puzeling normative status

of cormmmon decencies.
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WHAT WE CUGHT TO DO FOR EACH OTHER

The term “decent,” like the terms “good” and “mediocte,” is a grading term.
Anvthmg that can be graded could receive the grade of “decent.” We spezk, for
example, of a decent cup of coffee, a decent selection of items, a decent scciety,

- a decent systemn of law, and decent housing. The core meaning of “decent” in all

of these cases is adequate or minimally aceeptable as good. What is decent just
satisiies the standard for items of a particular kind, A decent cup of coffee is a
good cup, but only just. “It's decent” offers only faint praise and draws attention
to what is only a cut above the shamefully inadequate.

Sometimes what is minimally acceptable and only a step from shamefulness is
the agents’ moral performance. The notion of minimally acceptable moral peformance
—and thus of common decency—can be understood in two different but related
ways. First, we sometimes equate common decency with fulklling one’s miinimal
motal duties. Philoséphers in pariicular tend to construe common decency in this -
way, althotgh they disagree on whether all duties or jisst some duties are “minimal.”™

 Doing what -morality minimally requires is, I think, an important form of
common decency.’ But it is not the philosophically most interesting form of com-
mon decency. Think back to Ebenezer Scrooge. Scrooge lacks common decency
not because he shirks his minimal moral obligations but because he fails to live

"up to others’ very strong expectations about the mordl gifts— pleasantnes, merc1es -

kindnesses, and favors—they can count on receiving from any agent who is at -
least minimally weli-formed. This second form of common decency is, as John
Kekes puts it, especially connected with “moral attitudes that call upor one to go
beyond the _rules.”6 It “invdlves good will toward fellow members of the sociely, 2

reluctance to injure others in pursuit of our own ends, even if we have the Tight

to pursue our ends. It is the attitnde opposite fo extracting our pound of flesh.”
Thus aithough it is true that we sometimes say ofa pezsol, “At least she had the
common decency to do what she agreed to do,” comunon decency is not simply
a matter of living up. to minimal moral obhgahons “Common decency also
names the basic sorts of things that we expect any rmrumally well-formed agent
will elect to do for others absent any requirement to do so.® g

These two forms of commion decency—fulfilling mlmma] moral duues and
giving those “moral gifts” that are only to be expected have a common core:

“common decency has to do with what can be expected from any minimally well-
formed moral agent. To have common decency is to be a good or acceptable

moral agent, but just barely.
{ now set aside the common decency of fulﬁlhng minimal moml obl:gatxons"

and turn exclusively to the common decency of giving those moral gifts of kind-
ness, mercy, pleasantness, and so on that are only to be expected of a minimally
well- formed agent.

Common Decency, Supererogation, and Obligation

Coramon decencies appear to occupy a shadowy territory between the supererogi-
tory and the obligatory. Consider fizst their relation to supererogation. Commeon
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decencies differ from typical supererogatory acts because they are expected of
agents and are shemeful to omit. But common decencies share with supereroga-
tory acts the feature of being nonobligatory.’ As Scrooge understood so well, com-
mon decencies are elective—gifts one is morally free to give {or not). Because of
this, the kindnesses, mercies, favars, and the like that constitute common decency
seem to fit quite naturally within the basic categories of supererogatory acts:

(1) favors; (2) acts of beneficence; (3) volunteering; {4) mercy and forgiveness; (5) -

praisings, congratulating, and hononngs (6) gratitude; (7) gift givings; and (8)
sainfliness and heroism." '
Saintly and heroic acts are obvicusly not matters of common decency. But

 each of the remaining seven categories contains some mixture of common decen- -
 cies that are expected of all minimally well-formed agents and especially virtucus

acts that could only be expected from unusually well-formed agents and thus are
left fully to the agent’s discretionary judgment. How do we determine which acts
are common decencies? Let me propose for the morient that, as 2 general rule,
any act falling into categories (1) through (7) that has been socially conventionsl-
ized—so that it is just “what is done”—will be a matter of common decency.
Giving one’s child a birthday present is, for example, soczally conventionalized.
So, too, in many orcamzat;ons is volunteering to take one’s tun at some undesir-
able task {s.g., serving as depar!ment chair). Holding a stranger’s place in line,

 giving directions or the time fo those who ask, opening the door for those whose
hands are full, and giving up one’s bus seat to the eldedy are familiar convention-

alized favors. Such conventonahzed giftings, volunteenngs and favors are matters

‘of common decency.

Although common decencxes resemble supererogatory acts In bemg mo:ally

.good but nonobligatory, they also differ in one important respect: they are not

fuily morally elective. An act is fully morally elective when

1. Omitting the act is not moraEIv criticizable. -
2. No “ought” stronger than an “ought” of moral advice glvmg is approprzately
 used to recommend it.
3. Choosing the act is mentonous—sornethmg we commend or ‘admire the
" agent for doing rather than iake as owed or simply to be expected.
4. Gratitude untempered by any thought that one has some morai title to the
gift bestowed is the proper response to the act. ‘

.Common decencies dre not fully moraﬂ_v elective In any of these senses. First,

people who don’t manage to do what is just a matter of common decency are

" criticizable. They are not criticizable for wronging others, but their failure to give
expected moral gifts does open them to the charge of being petty, mean- spmted :

contemptible, disappointing, irritating, and a poor excuse for a moral agent.”

Such criticism underlines the sub par nature of the moral performance. Con-
tempt, pity, cooled affections, resentment, and (the agent’s) shame are all appro-
priate reactive attitudes to failures of common decency. By contrast, supereroga-
tory acts are ones whose omission does not warrant moral criticism or negative

reactive attitudes.
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Failures of common decency thus have an odd status. On the one hand, they
are not wrongs. On the other hand, they are not morally acceptable omissions.
Scrooge's mercilessness toward his debtors, for example, was clearly taken by oth-
ers to be an offense, yet one that he was not morally obligated to avoid. Failures
of commen decency thus seem to have the interesting status of being morally
disvaluable acts that are nevertheless permitted rather than forbidden. Chisholm

“has called acts having these features “permissive ill-doings” {or o&'enses )" and
Julia Driver has described them as “suberogatory.”™

Second, common decencies are not fully morally elective becasse even if the
“ought” of obligation does not apply te ¢ommon decencies, an ought -that is
considerably stronger than mere advice gwmg does apply. Joel Feinberg is perhaps
best known for making this observation.” Feinberg uses the example of one kind

of common decency—simple favors—to argue that “there are someactzons which . -

it would be desirable for a person to do and which, indeed, he oughf to do, even
though they are actions he is under no obligation and has no duty to do.” He
invites us to imagine being approached by a stranger who poiitely asks for a hght
“Ought I to give him one?” he asks, and replies, T think most people would agree
that I should, and that any reasonable man of good will would offer the stranger -
a match.”'® The sense of “ought” here falls sermewhere between 2 command to.
do one’s duty and the observahon that th1s Is one among many morally good acts
- that one might elect. : _
' Third, common deccnmes afe not fully morally electwe because they esmb—
lish our minimal acceptabthty as a moral agent; they do not signal our achiave-
ment of a virtuously high standard of moral agency. This is why omitting common
decencies is criticizable. It is ‘also why choosmg 16 behave with common decency
-is not mentonous—somethmg that we ¢ommend or admire the’ agent for doing
rather than take to be owed or s1rnp1y to be expected In the United States; for
example, tipping waitpersoris 15% to 20% is a common decency, only to be ex-
. pected of any minimally well-formed agent who is familiar with tipping conven-.
tions. It is not an indication of comimendable virtue.” By contrast, supererogahon E
. is the domain of commendable and admirable virtue. '
- Fourth, the proper response to a fully elective moral gift is gratltude The
proper response to being shown common decency is at most perfunciory grat-
tude. Because we are normatively entitled to expect common decency from oth-
ers, gratitude in excess of simple thanks for commonly decent treatment would
- be misplaced. Given this difference between common decencies and supererogatory
moral gifts, a good way to discem which favors, mercies, volunteerings, and so on
are just matters of common decency is to ask oneself, “What favors {mercies, volun-
teerings, etc.) could I ask of others without putting myself in the position of incur
ring a debt of gratitude for a meritorious display of goodwill?” Some ways of flling-
in requests such as “Would you do me the favor of .. . ?” “Could you spare . . . ?”
“Would you mind letting'me . .. ?” and “Could you tell me...?” clearly impose
on others’ goodwill and would, if granted, incur a debt of gratitude. In other cases,
we siruply assume that others should be willing to grant our request because we
aren’t asking for a meritorious display of goodwill —just common decency.
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Utilitarian and Kantian Cbligation to Show Common Decency

In sum, common decencies appear to occupy a hybrid cafegory, sharing some
features of obligation and some of supererogation. One might, however, balk at
this idea. In particular, one m1ght object that if common decencies are what we
ought to do, then common decencies are obhgatory Both utilitarizns and Kan-
tizns would probably insist that the injunction “You ought to do that; it's just
common decency” points to an obligaticn. A utilitarian rnight take comion de-

cencies to be strictly obligatory, as a rule, because they benefit others but cost the '
agent little. And utilitarians think that we are always obhgated to do w}*atever w1H :

maximize welfare

- Kantians woul& probabiy categor;ze common deoeneres among 1mperfect du-
-_':tes If ‘common decencies are impetfect duties, ‘this would explain why. the |

“ought” reeornmendmg comimon decency seems weaker than the “ought” of obli-

_gation. No act fulfilling an lmperfect obhgatron is stnctly required. Trnperfect ob- ..
ligations simply reguire that one perform some acts of.a particular kind—for ex-

" ample some possible favors. The * ought recommendmg, for eacample doing

 someone the favor of holdmg hér. pface in line is thus not the strorig “ought” of

- perfect obhga’aon that commands what we must do now. It is the weaLer ought,
. requlnng that we do some. favors but not necessanly this one ngw, .

-Both utlhtarzan and Kantian approaches solve the puzzle over the' normatwe L

status of common decencies by denying there ever was 4 puzzle: the' “ought”

reeommendmg common decency just is the * ought of obligation. Neither ap- -

‘proach, however, enables ts to retain much of the ordinary coniception of cotn-

mon: decency. Cons1der first, the utilitarian view, A utilitarian would have to g
_insist that common decencies are obhgatory ifi just the way that keeping promises .

B “and telhng the fruth are obligatory. Thus the utxhtanan would have to insist that™ -

... Scrooge wasn't just criticizable for not giving ] his debtors a grace penod ‘but he
_ actually wronged them. A utilitarian would also have to drop the ided that com- -
- mon decéncies are more strongly requrred than are saintly mercies and kindnesses.
" but are less strongly required than minimal promise keepmg, _truth telling, and 50
on. Al acts that maximize uhlzty—wheﬂler acts-of promise keeping or of common' _

décency or of saintly beneﬁcenee——are equally obligatory. Of course; a utilitarian
could try to argue that our commonsense distinctions between the strxctly obhga-
. toty, the commeonly decent, and the samﬂy are useful fictions to. preserve ! Per-
haps we gain somethmg when people are left free to elect to be decent, and ﬁeer
yet o be saintly, rather than feeling obhged But this still amounts to jéttisoning, at
the metalevel, our everyday distinctions between different éeg:ees of “oughtness.”
The Kan‘aan toa, milst re;ect the idea that there are different degrées" of
oughtness First, both common decenc;es and unuisually virtaous meral gift giv-
ings are simply different ways thiat agents might elect to discharge their imperfect

" obligations. The same “ought” of imperfect obligation applies to both types of act.

There is thus no obvious way of capturing the idea that common decencies are
normatively expected in a way that other motal gifts are not. Second, the Kantian
cannot capture the idea that particular, individual acts of common decency are
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what we ought to perform. One might ordinarily think that absent a special ex-
cuse, you really ought to give the match fo the person who asks you for one, and
you are criticizable if you refuse. From 2 Kantian point of view, however, what is
criticizable is adopting 2 policy of refusing to render assistance. Omitting a partic- -
ular act that would discharge an imperfect obligation cannot be criticized. Within
a Kantian framework, the only way to capture the individually criticizable nature
of failures of common decency would be te treat common decencies as matters
of perfect obligation. That move, too, has a serious drawback. One of the distin-
guishing features of common decencies is that they involve not standing on one’s
rights when one is entitfled to. This is most obvious for the common decency of
not insisting on taking one’s fan' share it is also obvmus for the common decency_..
‘of bemg merciful or forgmng R : .
.+ 7 In sum, if common decenmes ate govemed by the cucrht of obhgatlon——--
" sither strict or 1mperfect«-then much ordinary talk about common decency must

“"be set amde as confused. The alternative i is to see if we can make sense of there . -

being an “ought” that is weaker than the “ought” of obligation and stronger than
. the “ought” of moral advice. Is there some way of making sense of the zdea that_ _'
o there are eIectzve acts that we wculd be cntzczzable for not pelforlmng? R

b Constructlng the Category of the Decent

- -What I want to prop05e is that the category of the decent——mth 1ts pecuharly
__hybnd propertzes—zs constructed out of an’ antecedently determined domain of

. _-supererogatory acts. What 1 have'in mind is -this: we begin from some moraI_ -

tieory that  enables ‘us to ‘determine what acts are obhgatory and whit acts are -
: supererogatory The determination of the domam of the obligatory sets ‘bouridaries

to what could possibly be a matier of cornmon decency Somethmg that is itself .

& obhgatory cannot be a matter. of ¢ common decency, a moral gift that we are within
* our moral nghts not to give. Nor can violations of obligation be common decen-

cies since they are morally proh;blted ' Only supererogatory (eiectwe and morally L

_ vaiuabie) acts are candidates for common decencies. The actual list of commonly':_
decent dcts is consiructed from those candidates. By * “constructed” T mean that
. unlike the sbligatory and the superérogatory, norms of common decency emerge
. only from within a social practice of morality, Those norms amculate what moral .-
glft»glvmg participants in a particular social ptactice of morality are expected to
~ elect”! The expectation here is normative. It is not just that we happen in point
of fact to expect other people to be willing to do_us simple favors, forgive s for
. small failings, or volunteer to take a turn: We also take ourselves to be justified in
having these expectations and to have a legmmate basis for cr1t1c1zmg those, like -
' Scrcoge who disappoint us. :
This takes us to the central questlon From what source doés this subset of
nonobligatory, morally good acts that we caH common decency get ifs hezghtened

norrnatmty?
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Conventions

One account (which I will ulnmately reject) of the heightened normativity at-
tached to common decencies draws on the value of having and sustzining scc:al
conventions of moral gift giving: The argument goes like this:

1t is often remarked within moral philosophy that securing the reliable perfor- '

mance of some acts has a special urgency. Qur ability to carry out any life plan

at all would be seriously undermined if we could not rely on others not to injure-

“or kill us, to keep their agreements, to respect our privacy and property, and to
communicate with us truthfully. This form of reliability—reliable forbearance

from undermining others” security or agency—is, indeed, of great moral impor-
tance, and the concept of moral obligation works to seciire that teliability. How-

éver, otr need to rely on others etends well beyond matters of basic security and
nonmampulated agency. Like Blanche Dubois, we find that we unavmdably de-
pend on the kindness of strangers. ‘We néed help in carrying out our plans, emo-

“tional support, occasional release from promises, forgiveness and mhercy for errors,

. a grace period fof repaying debts, and so on. That is, we depend on people elect-

" ing o give us moral glfts Pessonal. planmng and social coordination are en-

hanced, however, if some of what' others might e elect to do fc)r usis routhzed 50

that we can have advance i\mwledge of the contexts in which we can or cannot .

‘depend on others to help out: For example, when' giving directions, te]lmg the
time, and lending a match are converted from fully elective, supererogatory gifis

into socially institutionalized, expected gift givings, we can venture out in the-

world unburdened with maps, watches, and lighters. Or, for example, when forgiv-

ing those who are five or ten miinutes tardy for appointments is conventlonahzed .
we are spared fror’ always hamng to allow extra time to arrive: In short, ophmal

social functioning depends not only on individitals fulﬁﬂlng their moral duties

 toward others but alsg'pn the reliable exchange of moral gnfts Convertmg fully -

elective supererogatory acls into normatwely expected ones by instititionalizing
them in the shared, everyday moral practice of a group of people produces that
reliability. When socially mshtuhonahzed formeriy fully elective acts such ‘as
picking up items dropped by another, giving up one’s seat on a bus to the eIderly,
and letting those with only 2 few items go ahead of oneself in line become things
that a decent person ought 1o do; even if others cannot demand them as a right-

" Drawing on this idea that acts of comimon decency are part of an institetion-
ahzed practice of moral gift giving, we can explain the heightened normativity of
common decencies in one of two ways. First, it is advantageous for there to be
moral gift-giving conventions rather than leaving it entirely up to individual dis-
cretion which, if any, favors, mercies, forgivings, volunteerings, and the like they
will do for others. Supporting those conventions thus has moral value because
those conventions are useful ones.

Alternatively, one might gbserve that the fact that common decencies are
institutionalized practices of moral gift giving from which everyone benefits means
that those who insist on their right to refuse to be decent are a kind of free rider.
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Whether they wish to or not, they in fact benefif in myriad ways from cthers’
participation in the practice of bestowing those moral gifts that constitute corm-
mon decency. Indecent people, like S Serooge, reap the berefits of moral gift-giving
conventions without deing their part in this systern of reciprocal favors, mercies,
volunieerings, and forgivings. And that is unfaiz. -

Now, here is what [ think is the problem with this way of explaining why we
ought to treat others with common decency and are criticizable if we don't. An
appeal to the social utility of moral gift-giving conventions and the unfaimess of
free riding on those conventions justifies too much. Common decencies tum out
to be not just cbligation-like. They are obligatory. Many have argued, for example,
that the usefulness of a conventionalized practice of promising and the unfairness
of free riding on that practice ground an obligation to keep promises. So, if we -
are going to make sensé of the electiveness of common decencies, we need an

© account of their normativity that doés ot draw on the moral value of sustammg
: useful convcntmns or of avoiding free r1d1ng on them ' e

Mzmmczl Agency

A second account—which thmlc is the better orze—shxfts our attention from the
*'status of norms that recommend de¢ent ‘conduct to the status of the identity that -

: behavmg decently sustains. Scrooge doesn't just behave badly. He disappoints-our
expectations for how any ‘minimally well-formed agent will behave. The mioral
importance of the identity “minimatly well-formed agent” generates the norma- -
tivity of common decency. That 1dent1ty is morally important because any func-
tioning prachcc of morality must presume that its practitioness are capable of

- meeting a minimal standard of moral performance I now tum to a more detailed
explication of the central ideas in this second account of the normatmty of the

“ought” that recorhmends cormmon decency..
The thought that we can expect any minimally well formed agent to do %Y,
and z arises both for obhgatmns and for eiectlve moral gifts. That is why there.

. are, as [ observed earlier, two related forms of common decency—one periaining
to minimal ‘moral obhgatlons and one pertaimng to minimal moral gift giving.
Consider, first, our expectations about obhgatory moral performance Although

. everyone stands under the obligation to do one’s duty. and meral failures meet
with criticism, we nevertheless tolerate a good deal of moral backshdlng We toler-
ate it in the sense that much wrongdoing seems unsurprising and a normal hazard
of everyday moral practice. We expect to meet with and accommodate a good
deal of moral misbehavior that results from a variety of character shottcomings.
We know that variations in natural and acquired dispositions, moral education,
and strength of will result i in ~variation both in individuals’ moral performances.
and in their overall “success” as moral agents. There is, however, a baseline that
we expect agents, no matter their individual character and temptations, to be able
to manage to achieve. Even if it would be unreasonable to expect that fellow moral
agents will always do what they ought, there are at least some things it is reasonable
to expect.” Those who disappoint these expectations compound the wrongfulness of
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what they do with the senselessness of subjecting others to what even the most
minimally well-formed agent should have been able to manage to avoid.
In general, acts that are reascnably expecied of even minimally well-formed

agents are, first, acts that are not motivationally taxing, They cost the ageat very

little. Doing them is, as it were, no skin off one’s nose. Nor do they presuppose
any appreciable degree of virtue. As a result, excuses appealing to temptation or
understandakble failures of virtze are unavailable. Second, they are acts whose
moral value in the situation at-hand is obvious and unambiguous. Se such excuses
as “T didn’t realize [ should ...” or “¥ wasn't sure I ought...” are not plausible.
Third, in virtue of their bemg motlvatlonally noataxing, obvious, and unambigu-
ous, they are the sorts of acts whose omission is not open to standard excuses, and
this is why we so strongly expect people not to omit thern.

* Some obligatory acts are like this. Some supererogatory acts are like th1s too.
The domain of the superérogatory covers acts that vary widely in the degree to.
which they tax agents’ motivational resources. Some supererogatory acts,” particu-

larly the saintly and the heroic, entail s1gn1ﬁcant losses for the agent. Because of .

that, their performance requires exceptional metivational resources. So we under-
stand why people do not usuzlly elect these forms of supererogatmn The domain
of the supererogatory, however, also includes many ‘unspectacular acts that are
- motivationally nontaxing. Although evervthmg in the domain of the supereroga-
 toty is elective, the further one moves away from the saintly and heroic, the more
reasonable it becomes to wonder why one would not elect to do this or that
morally valuable act. As we imagine rno’avat;onaliy less and less taxing supereroga-

tory acts—such as doing favors or engaglng inidle pleasantnes——we find it increas- -

ingly dificult to make sense of 2 person’s refusmg or neglectmg to elect them.
This is, in pat, because the level of goodwill, concemn for others’ welfare, and

commitment fo the vahie of rahona] agency that MOoves a person to satisfy her .

- minimum obligations should zlso move her to elect some morally good but nonre-

quired acts. Someone who only did what duty required and elected no supereroga-
tory acts would, thus, not be a plausible candidate for a minimally acceptable -

agent” On the contrary, when someone like Scrooge doesn’t elect even the least
" motivationally taxing supererogatory acts, we have to suppose that somethmg has
~gone wrong with his moral psychology. He suffers, perhaps, from excessive self-
absorption of deficient sympathies. In this way, reflection on what can be expected
of a minimally well-formed moral agent leads us to construct a conception of
commoniy decent moral gift givings from the larger domain of the supereroga-
tory.” Those gift givings refin their elective character, but their incorporation
into our conception of what any minimally well-formed moral agent would elect
heightens their normativity. - -~
Clearly, however, not every supererogatory act that is motivationally nontax-
* ing is a matter of common decency. There are endless favors, mercies, kindnesses,
forgivings, volunteerings, praisings, and present givings that we could do for others
that are relatively cost-free. Most are not expected of all minimally well-formed
agents. Stooping down to tie a stranger’s shoelace when his hands are full of
packages, for example, is no more motivationally taxing than stepping forward to
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open the door for him. Yet shee tying is not a matter of common decency,
whereas door opening is. So why are some motivationally nontaxing moral gifts
matters of common decency but others are not? The obvious difference between
shoe tying and door opening is that opening doors for others is a socially conven-
tionalized moral gift giving. Tying strangers” shoelaces is not. Such conventions
convert supererogatory acts into common decenc1es )

Social conventions can convert supererogatory acls into common decencies
in part because they make it obvious end unambiguous what it would be good to
elect. When there are no conventions, giving people motal gifts can be problem-
atic in all the ways that giving people ordinary material gifts sometimes is. We
may"give the appearance of bribing, currying favor, being patemnalistic, taking
liberties; showing favoritism, of seducing. This was the problem with tying the

 stranger’s shoe. What was intended as a kindness may come across 4 an invasion

* of privacy, presumptuousness, patcrnahsm ora blt of seduction. So although tying
~ the stranger’s shoe may be motivationally riontaxing; its uncertain reception makes

. it neither obviously nor unambiguously a good thmg w 0. Conventlons disam-
blguate They render. obvious and unamblguous the desuablhty of, say, opemng
doors for strangers with their hands full.

" . Conventions also affect what agents do and do ot take to be mo’avatlonally
b When there are moral gift-giving conventions in place, agents expect the
costs associated with them. When you board a bus, you expect to give up your'
seat to elderly passengers. When you go to 2 dinner party, you expect to biing a
token gift. When you teach a course, you éxpect to give some grace periods. Such

. expected costs are not buréenscme because our plans and expectations for our-

- selves aIready include their poss;bzh’cy We don’t feel parhcular}y burdened by

- giving up our seat because doing so is not an additional cost of riding the bus. It
comes with the territory of riding the bus. So, too, bnngmg a token gift comes -

' with the territory of dinner parties, and showmg occasxonal mercy o students

' comes with the territory of teaching. : o s -

In short, gift-giving conventions determine whlch electlve acts will be motzva—

" . tionally nontaxing and obviously and unambiguously desirable. But this mearis

. that there is no one standard for bemg a minimally well- formed moral agent.
The moral gift- giving conventions of actual moral practices supply the standard
Common decency is thus always a local construction. .

Decent people are, then, like decent cups of coffee or decent housmg Their
decency is relative to local standards. A decent cup of coffee in Nebraska is not a
decent cup of coffee in Italy. Decent housing in rural South Carolina is not
decent housing in San Francisco. This is not to say that there are no objective
limits to what could count as decent housing or coffee. Any decent housing must
provide some protection from the elements. Any decent coffee must use noncon-
taminated water. But these are very general guidelines. Local conventions supply
the substantive content, and they may set the bar for ‘decent coffee or decent
housing higher or lower.

So, too, local moral gift-giving coriventions supply the substantive content for
the concept of common decency. Here also there will be objective limits to what
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could count as common decency. Cormmon decencies cannot strain hurnan na-
ture with their motivational deinands. But just as the standard for a decent cup of
caffee may vary with locale, so miay the standard for common decency.
Conceptions of common decency can vary horizonially. Among the vast array

of motivationally nontaxing supererogatory acts, different moral practices might
- conventionalize different sefs. So, for instance, California Bay Area residents con-

ventionally gift each other with enormous forbearanice in wearing per‘umed prod- -
" uets, but they have no conventions for doing drivers ‘who wish to change lanes
the favor of permitting them to do so. Eisewhere, one finds conventions ¢f domg

feliow drivers favors but none’of forbearmg to wear perfume.
Conceptions of ¢common decency might also vary vertically. Some lo\,ales

" may have lower standards all around for commonly decent behavior. The villagers -
in Le Charnl)on ‘during World War I constructed what seems to us an extraorch—

“narily high ‘standard of decency. They clandestmely assisted apprcnmately 3,000,

:-_; largely Jewish refugees ‘when «doing so was potentlally severely punishable. W'hat ff

to us seems like grave risk tal:lng to protect Jewish strangers from Nazi capture
-came fo be simply what was to be’ expected As Lawrence Blum observes, knewmg

that many others were involved in aiding. the reﬁ.tgees had & double efféct: it made
- the worthwhileness of taking the 1isk to help miore obvious, and” unamblguous and
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it reshaped the villagers’ sense. of undue l:-urden makmg it motwatmnally easier’

o to choose to taLe those nslcs L

:Thls Tiow, 15, whai we mlght say ’co Scrooge you tal<e yourself to. be a mlmmaliv

" well-formed moral agent. ‘Indeed; you pride. yourself on paying your debts and N -

' e\{actmg the debis from’ others. that they, owe. you. But you. have mlseoncewed o

* what it. means to be a rmrumally well formed moral agent. If you really had the

basic competence to prachce rnorahty with ofhers mcludmg caring about others’

_Well -being-and ‘agency, you would at least elect those. supererogatory acts that . o
are motwatlonally nontaxing and obwously and unamblguously desirable. Being w

' pleasant o your nephew, gwmg your émployees Christmas off; and showing some .

mercy to your most destitute debtors should have been obvious, unamblguous
“anid easy. moral gifts for you to give because they are ‘conventional practlces ir}

- your social world; In refusmg to give those gifts, you show yourself to be a shame-".

iully 1nadequate mcral agent—»a bemg thhout common decency

Notes
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