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Introduction

“The Philosophers Are Here to See You, Milord”

Downton Abbey has captivated fans on both sides of the Atlantic. Week in and week out, we tune in to see the latest travails of the Crawleys and their servants as they deal with issues of inheritance, class, love, injury, and propriety. We admire Bates’s sense of honor, feel for Mary’s aimlessness, envy Carson’s steadfastness, and thrill to Violet’s caustic wit and subtle wisdom. Every character brings something unique to the household and to the show, and every situation reveals something new about all of the characters and their relationships with one another, as well as the evolving social structure and mores of the day.

The chapters in Downton Abbey and Philosophy introduce some of the most essential topics in philosophy using a few of the most familiar and controversial story lines from the show. Was Matthew right to push Mary away after his injury in the war? Should Daisy have lied to William about her feelings toward him—especially to the point of marrying him? Would Lord Grantham have been justified in blocking Lady Sybil’s marriage to Branson, the chauffeur? Should Mr. Bates have been upfront with Anna from the beginning about his past? What does it mean to say that O’Brien’s actions leading to Lady Grantham’s miscarriage were objectively wrong? How do the female characters of Downton Abbey reflect different views of feminism? And is Thomas really such a bad guy?

Philosophical speculation awaits. So take a seat in your personal library, have the butler pour a cup of tea, and let’s begin!





Chapter 1

“The Cat That Walks by Himself”

Sacrifice, Duty, and Love in Downton Abbey

Mark D. White

One of the most captivating things about Downton Abbey is its variety of romantic relationships, and the two that capture our imaginations the most seem to be the relationships between Matthew and Lady Mary upstairs and between Mr. Bates and Anna downstairs. (I’d add the Dowager Countess’s undying love for herself, but that would take an entire chapter to itself!) We know from the first episode that Matthew and Mary are destined to end up together, especially after they are repulsed by each other on their first meeting. The attraction between Bates and Anna, however, smolders over the first few episodes before they announce their feelings for each other halfway through the first season.

One of the reasons we’re drawn to these two romances in particular is the noble self-sacrifice displayed by both Matthew and Bates.1 Each man tries to shield his beloved from having to carry the burden of injury (in Matthew’s case) or a sordid past (in Bates’s case). In this chapter we’ll use the duty-based ethical system of Immanuel Kant (1724–1804) to explore Matthew’s and Bates’s behavior toward Mary and Anna, respectively, especially in terms of how they put the women’s happiness above their own—reminding us how wonderful a great love story can be.

Wait a Minute—Kant? Really?

It may come as a shock that I would use the moral philosophy of Immanuel Kant to look at romantic relationships, given Kant’s reputation for being rigidly logical. Kant is best known for the categorical imperative, his formalization of the “moral law,” which people are supposed to apply to their plans of action (or maxims) to determine if they correspond to duty or violate it. For instance, the universalization formula of the categorical imperative commands us to “act only according to that maxim whereby you can at the same time will that it should become a universal law.”2

Based on this formula, lying is contrary to duty because if everyone lied, no one would believe anything anybody said, which would defeat the purpose of lying. Another formula of the categorical imperative tells us to “act in such a way that you treat humanity, whether in your own person or in the person of another, always at the same time as an end and never simply as a means,” which also forbids lying because it uses the person lied to as a means to the liar’s own ends.3

In addition to forbidding certain actions like lying and killing, the categorical imperative also demands that certain attitudes be adopted, such as helping others and cultivating one’s talents. In this way, Kant’s ethics not only discourages immoral behavior but also clearly encourages positive moral behavior.

It is not Kant’s categorical imperative that concerns us here, or even the specific duties that result from it, but rather how duties should influence our decision making. According to Kant, we are endowed with autonomy, the ability to make decisions without undue influence from either external authority or internal desires. Autonomy implies that we can—and should—follow our duties before attending to our wants.

Kant’s moral philosophy flew in the face of the common thinking of his time, which is represented by the famous statement of the Scottish philosopher David Hume (1711–1776) that “reason is, and ought only to be, the slave of the passions.”4 According to Hume (and others), the way to be moral is to develop moral attitudes or sentiments and make choices according to them. But Kant held that such attitudes are unreliable—just because people “like” being moral now doesn’t guarantee they always will—and that truly moral behavior must be based on a recognition that duties take precedence over desires and preferences.

Furthermore, Kant held that in order to be moral, we must act not only according to duty but also for the sake of duty; in other words, the motivation behind an act is a better reflection of one’s moral character than the act itself. For example, it seemed like a nice thing for Thomas to ask Daisy to go with him to the fair, but we know that he did it only to frustrate William, who truly cared for Daisy.5 We know that Thomas does kind things only when it’s in his own interest, so we don’t think he deserves our praise for them. But when Mrs. Hughes helps the former maid Ethel support her baby boy and tries to forge connections with his father and his grandparents, we admire her for it (even though it didn’t always work out).6 Today we say “It’s the thought that counts,” suggesting that most of us agree with Kant that the reason someone did something is a better guide to his or her moral character than what he or she actually did (or what resulted from it).

Matthew Keeps a Stiff Upper Lip

When Matthew Crawley first meets his cousin Lady Mary sparks do not exactly fly. He sees her as pretentious and stuffy, and she sees him as a usurper—and a hopelessly low class one at that (a solicitor, of all things!). It is obvious to the viewers, however—and crucially important for the Crawleys of Downton Abbey—that they will be together eventually, and over the course of the first two seasons they gradually realize it too, despite Matthew’s later engagement to Lavinia Swire and Mary’s engagement to Sir Richard Carlisle.

As the second season begins, the world is at war, with Matthew serving on the front lines in France. At the insistence of Matthew’s mother, Isobel, Downton Abbey is soon retrofitted as a convalescent home for officers, and after an explosion severely injures him, Matthew returns there to recuperate. Dr. Clarkson informs Matthew that his spine is irreparably damaged, paralyzing him from the waist down.7 Feeling unable to be a proper husband, he rejects his fiancée, Lavinia, and tells Mary that he would kill himself if she sacrificed her own marriage plans to take care of him.

Matthew obviously desires a loving wife. He was devastated at the end of the first season when Mary’s affection wavered in response to the possibility of a new heir to the Grantham fortune (the baby boy that her mother, Cora, loses as a result of her maid O’Brien’s knavery).8 When the second season begins, we find Matthew engaged to Lavinia, whose affections seem more reliable than Mary’s. Matthew craves the stability and devotion he can expect from Lavinia—but also the excitement and challenge that is guaranteed from Mary.

While Matthew’s desires are strong, his devotion to duty is even stronger—in this case, his duty not to be a burden to others. Out of respect for this duty, he rejects both women after he is told of his impotence. Having pushed Lavinia away, he confides in Mary in the form of a quote from a Rudyard Kipling story: “I am the cat that walks by himself, and all places are alike to me. I have nothing to give and nothing to share.”9 Matthew regards himself as an unfit husband to any woman and so suppresses his desires for the sake of what he sees as his duty.10

Of course, it is natural to wonder whether Matthew truly acts out of duty, or out of a desire to be moral (or to be seen as moral) that overwhelms his desire for love and companionship. Although Kant said that to be moral we must act for the sake of duty, he fully recognized that we rarely know our true motivations for any good act, especially one that corresponds to both our desire and our duty.11 For instance, William enlisted in the army during wartime, against his father’s wishes, because he believed it was his duty, but also because he wanted to. His choice was no less moral for being partly based on desire; he simply had mixed motivations, duty and desire, both of which supported the same dutiful action. So even if Matthew does have a desire to be (or appear) moral, this would not make his sacrifice less admirable—as long as it is based on duty as well (as it seems to be).12

The Trials and Tribulations of Mr. Bates

Even though Matthew practices dutiful sacrifice, Mr. Bates is surely the all-time champion. Strong but silent and humble to a fault, Bates arouses strong reactions among the staff at Downton: Carson and Mrs. Hughes doubt his ability to serve as valet, given his pronounced limp, and Thomas and O’Brien resent what they see as his “haughty” virtue. Lord Grantham, however, feels fiercely loyal to his former colleague-at-arms. Over time, most of Downton Abbey comes to appreciate him, none more so than Anna, whose long, wistful gazes leave no question about her growing affections for Lord Grantham’s new valet.

Bates falls in love with Anna also, launching the other great love affair of Downton Abbey. Like Matthew after his injury, however, Bates believes he is not good enough for his beloved, so he urges Anna to stay away from him and find a more worthy man instead. He clearly wants to be with her but feels unable to because of secrets in his past; these secrets come out one by one as the series progresses—and Anna travels to London to uncover some of them for herself. His adherence to his sense of duty to her, to protect her from the flawed man he considers himself to be, in the face of his love for her, makes him a compelling romantic hero—and, like Matthew, an example of Kantian respect for duty over desire.

Does Bates take this duty too far, though? Whether or not we agree with Matthew’s rejection of Mary and Lavinia, we can sympathize with his belief that his paralysis disqualified him from being a good husband (even the women he cast aside were taken aback by the news). But aside from Bates’s marriage to Vera—an important concern, no doubt—the sources of Bates’s feelings of inadequacy seem less clear. He claims to have been a thief, for which he went to prison, but Anna finds out from his mother that Vera was the true thief—committing a crime for which Bates assumed the blame and took the punishment. Because of this, Bates feels less than honorable and unworthy of a woman like Anna, whom he regards as a true lady.13 His perceived failings are a judgment of his own character rather than (as in Matthew’s case) his physical abilities—which is ironic, given his limp.

Bates’s predicament illustrates the importance of judgment in putting any ethical system into practice, including Kant’s. The duties generated by the categorical imperative are very general—do not lie, be kind to others, and so on—and therefore can’t tell us exactly what to do in any given situation. Bates chooses to act on his duty of kindness to Anna in a very protective and self-sacrificing way, but he could have chosen any number of ways to be kind to her. He also chooses to follow his duty not to lie to her by being secretive rather than being open with her—another choice that we could easily question.

Also, judgment is needed to resolve conflicts between duties; to some extent, the duties not to lie and to be kind conflicted in this case, since Bates’s secrecy results in anguish for Anna. He makes a choice of how to resolve that conflict, but other choices could have been made in accord with the same basic duties.

This range of choices that Bates could have made highlights the fact that Kant’s ethics actually leaves a tremendous amount of room for judgment and flexibility, despite its misperception as inflexible. The duties that are derived from the categorical imperative are basic guidelines for moral choices, but they don’t tell us exactly what to do in any given case. Our obligations to others and to ourselves are too numerous to be covered by simple duties that can’t apply precisely to complex real-life situations. And we see this when equally good people face similar problems and make different choices—or change their minds over time, as Bates did when he decided finally to embrace Anna’s love and marry her.

Me Lord Grantham, You Jane

Robert Crawley, the Earl of Grantham, is an upstanding gentleman. He usually stays above the day-to-day strife of the house, leaving family issues to his wife, Cora, and matters regarding the staff to his butler, Carson, and the housekeeper, Mrs. Hughes. Nonetheless, we do see him struggle with larger problems, such as an increasing concern among the staff and family about Bates’s ability to do his job (as well as Thomas’s and O’Brien’s attempts to slander him). Lord Grantham is an exemplar of reasoned judgment, balancing his duties to the family and household with his loyalty to Bates, arriving at the decision he believes is consistent with the responsibilities of his exalted position.

But sound judgment may not be enough, for even the Earl of Grantham is not perfect. It is one thing to determine the right thing to do, but it is another thing entirely to act on it, especially in the face of temptation to do otherwise. We all have the capacity to make choices with autonomy, but that capacity is stronger in some people than others—as well as at certain times for any one of us.

Kant recognized that even though we should always follow duty, we won’t always succeed, “for while the capacity to overcome all opposing sensible impulses can and must be simply presupposed in man on account of his [autonomy], yet this capacity as strength is something he must acquire.”14 And this strength is acquired, maintained, and developed through constant practice and contemplation of the moral law, which can never be relaxed; concerning strength of character, Kant wrote that “if it is not rising, [it] is unavoidably sinking.”15

But as strong or resolute as someone is, he or she can still succumb to the temptation of desire. And so Lord Grantham succumbed to his newfound attraction to Jane, a late addition to the Downton staff.16 On several occasions she comforted him during times of anxiety or grief, and he began to develop an interest in her young son’s education. Eventually, weakened by his concern for the ailing Matthew (among other things), he succumbed to temptation and kissed Jane; later he took her into his bedroom, but he was summoned away by Bates in the nick of time.17

Does our recognition of the moral imperfection of even the best among us require that we excuse Lord Grantham of his indiscretion with Jane? Absolutely not; he acted contrary to his duty to his wife, Cora (who was dangerously ill with the Spanish flu at the time), and the rest of his family, as well as to his duty as Jane’s employer. But should we condemn him as a morally corrupt person because of what he did? Probably not; for all we know, this was the only time Lord Grantham strayed from fidelity to his wife, and it is practically the only time we see him do anything ignoble at all! He knew that what he was doing was wrong—his judgment was sound—but his resolve failed him in a moment of weakness.

A single immoral act does not make someone a bad person, especially if it resulted from a momentary lapse of willpower rather than an established pattern of behavior (such as Thomas’s repeated attempts to slander Bates). It simply means that he has to try even harder to steel himself against the temptations afforded by his station in order to adhere as much as possible to the duties and responsibility thereof. Also, it makes him more willing to forgive his daughter Mary’s behavior regarding Mr. Pamuk and console her by saying that she is not the only Crawley ever to make a mistake.18

Like the Dowager Countess, Kant Is So Very Misunderstood

Of course, Matthew and Bates are not the only characters on Downton Abbey who set duty above desire. William, Lavinia, and Jane all displayed moral behavior and admirable judgment, and certainly more examples can easily be found. Even the established “villains” on the show, such as Thomas and O’Brien, manage to impress us at times (although they set a very low bar for themselves!). Only minor characters such as Sir Richard and Vera Bates are portrayed as purely self-interested—or downright evil, in Vera’s case—and Kant would have characterized them as having rejected the moral law and its associated duties altogether.

By casting the choices made on Downton Abbey in terms of Kantian ethics, we come to appreciate the complexity of real-life moral decision making, as well as the subtle nuances of Kant’s supposedly strict and formalistic moral philosophy. No ethical system can give us precise instructions on how to live; the most an ethical system can do is point us in the best general direction, leaving the rest up to us. Sometimes we go too far, sometimes we change our minds, and sometimes we simply aren’t strong enough. In the end, though, we do the best we can, which is all any philosopher—or earl, or even king—can ask.

Notes

1 For a corresponding look at Mary and Anna, as well as the rest of the fascinating female characters of Downton Abbey, see chapter 3 in this book.

2 Immanuel Kant, Grounding for the Metaphysics of Morals, trans. James W. Ellington (1785; repr., Indianapolis, IN: Hackett, 1993), 4:421. (This is the standard pagination from the Academy publications of Kant’s work, and is used in all reputable editions of his books.)

3 Ibid., 4:429. For more on the ethics of lying, see chapter 2 in this book.

4 David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature (1740), 2.3.3, Gutenberg, www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/4705. For more on Hume’s ethics, see chapter 4 in this book.

5 Season 1, episode 4. (All Downton Abbey episodes are cited according to the original UK broadcast and DVD releases, which are also available in the US.) For more on Thomas’s moral character, see chapter 4 in this book, and for more on Daisy and William, see chapter 2.

6 Season 2, episodes 5–8.

7 Season 2, episode 5.

8 Season 1, episode 7. For more on O’Brien and the miscarriage, see chapter 5 in this book.

9 Season 2, episode 6. The quote comes from Rudyard Kipling, “The Cat That Walked by Himself,” in Just So Stories for Little Children (1902), Gutenberg, http://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/2781.

10 I would be remiss if I did not note as well that Lavinia eventually concludes that she must leave Matthew for much the same reason, out of acknowledgment that he would be happier with Mary: “I do have some self-worth. Just not enough to make you marry the wrong person” (season 2, episode 8). Lavinia may be quite the model of Kantian duty also!

11 Kant, Grounding, 4:397–398.

12 We would expect to see self-interested dutiful action from a member of the nobility, such as Lord Grantham, for whom appearances are much more important.

13 “You are a lady to me, and I never knew a finer one.” Season 1, episode 4.

14 Immanuel Kant, The Metaphysics of Morals, trans. Mary Gregor (1797; repr., Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 6:397.

15 Ibid., 6:409.

16 Jane was introduced in season 2, episode 5.

17 Jane leaves service at Downton soon thereafter, presumably more to save Lord Grantham from further embarrassment than out of concern for her own reputation.

18 Christmas Special, following season 2. (In the United States, it was the final episode of season 2.)





Chapter 2

“But It’s a Lie!”

Deception and Integrity in the Story of William and Daisy

Stephanie Patterson and Brett Patterson

Daisy, the kitchen maid of Downton Abbey, speaks anguished words at a pivotal turn in her relationship with William, the second footman: “I feel I’ve led him up the garden path with all that nonsense. I’m ashamed, I’m so ashamed.”1 Their relationship has captured our imaginations, pulled at our heartstrings, and forced us to wrestle with the ambiguities surrounding lying and truth telling. We became frustrated when it was obvious that William had feelings for Daisy even though she was taken with the devious Thomas (the first footman).

We found some relief when she began to see through Thomas’s deceit and recognized William’s integrity and honor. We became upset, however, as we watched a reluctant Daisy struggle with her feelings for William when he finally proposed. And our hearts broke when we found William dying of his war wounds, pleading for Daisy to give him a final moment of happiness by marrying him on his deathbed.

These images linger with us as we wrestle with Daisy’s actions: withholding her true feelings for William, allowing him to believe that she returns his love, and then marrying him on his deathbed. These actions, of course, raise a central issue of concern to moral philosophy: Is it ever right to lie or deceive, especially when we think it would have overall good consequences? In the case of William, our hearts may first tell us that he is best left in the dark about Daisy’s true feelings, but our consciences tell us that dishonesty is simply wrong.

“A Great Kindness” or Just Plain Wrong?

Daisy, the much-scolded kitchen maid, and William, the stalwart second footman, are merely supporting characters on Downton Abbey, yet their story of love, deception, and the search for happiness plays a major role in the drama. A quick search of Downton Abbey blogs on the Web confirms that most viewers, just like the fictional household characters, believe Daisy has acted with kindness. We might agree if not for the words of Daisy herself. She consistently expresses deep guilt and shame over her behavior, most explicitly after William’s death:

Daisy: He thought I loved him, but I didn’t, not the way he loved me. I never should have married him in the first place.

Mrs. Hughes (the housekeeper): Marrying him was a great kindness.

Daisy: No, it wasn’t kind; it was wrong!2

Daisy’s statements raise important issues about lying. Nearly the entire household is complicit in the deception, yet Daisy maintains that her lies are wrong. William’s strength of character in adhering to truth telling heightens the contrast between honesty and falsehood, especially for Daisy, given their close friendship. Most important, Daisy’s self-indictment urges us to explore the intrinsic harm of lying, even for benevolent reasons. We need to investigate the possible negative consequences of lying in situations in which, on the surface, there appear to be no negative consequences.

Contemporary philosopher Sissela Bok considers these issues in her book Lying: Moral Choice in Public and Private Life, in which she defines a lie as “any intentional deceptive message that is stated.”3 Bok sets her centrist position in contrast to two long-standing positions in moral philosophy: deontology, which maintains that lying is always wrong, and consequentialism, which holds that lying is wrong only when it has more negative than positive consequences.

Lying Is Always Wrong

St. Augustine (354–430) and Immanuel Kant (1724–1804) advocated the view that lying is wrong and cannot be justified by any consideration of positive consequences. In their deontological views, lying is wrong in and of itself. Augustine argued that a lie undermines the very purpose of speech, which is to express our ideas to others. If our thoughts and our words do not line up, then we have misused the divine gift of speech.4 Kant stated that “to be truthful (honest) in all declarations is . . . a sacred and unconditionally commanding law of reason that admits of no expediency whatsoever.”5 According to Kant, falsehood destroys the ground of mutual trust that binds society together, and therefore it is our obligation to uphold this standard for the benefit of all. Furthermore, not only do lies undermine the very fabric of society, they also rob both the perpetrator and the victim of their self-respect.6

Following Augustine and Kant, Bok argues that concerns about harm and risk form the strongest arguments against lying in general.7 Bok claims that each lie, no matter how trivial it seems on the surface, causes harm to the liar. Liars often weigh the injury that a particular lie may cause against the beneficial ends they hope to promote, while failing to see the effect that lying has on their own integrity and their community.8

A small loss of personal integrity from a single lie may not seem like much, but the cumulative effect can be an overall erosion of trust in a relationship or a community. For the liar, the lack of trust leads to a loss of power and influence among people and can even threaten the liar’s means of survival. (Consider Lord Grantham’s reluctance to hire Thomas as his valet after Mr. Bates was arrested for murder.)

In addition, most lies lead to situations where further lies are required to keep up the deception.9 Lying quickly becomes a pervasive practice or habit. When a liar is discovered, the shock can break the confidence of an entire community. Trust is a social necessity; it is the ground on which we build the bonds among one another, whether intimate or casual. We trust that a friend will keep our confidence, a spouse will be faithful, and a neighbor will not break in and steal. Without these assurances, our social order breaks down, and the fear that ensues brings chaos with it.10

Daisy certainly gets a taste of these problems when she comes under the sway of Thomas and O’Brien, who hatch several plans to damage Mr. Bates’s reputation (and install Thomas in his place).11 Over time, Carson, who supervises them, begins to realize that he cannot trust what they say. He discusses his concerns with Lord Grantham, and they decide that they cannot do anything about O’Brien because of her close relationship with Lady Grantham but that they will move toward dismissing Thomas (who leaves for the war before he can be fired). Both Thomas and O’Brien work in the background, twisting public opinion, looking for ways to use lies and deception to their own benefit, but it backfires on them. We see the importance of avoiding lies, because lies undermine personal integrity and social relationships built on trust.

Lying for Good Reasons

Bok recognizes that many people think there are instances when lying is beneficial and even necessary. For example, in his Summa Theologica, St. Thomas Aquinas (1225–1274) tried to give a little more “wiggle room” when evaluating lies, especially in three cases: helpful lies, joking lies, and malicious lies.12 Rather than condemning all lies, Aquinas evaluated the particular harm or good of each particular lie, which complements the consequentialist perspective on lying.

But this perspective can be problematic, even for relatively minor lies. For instance, many people believe that trivial lies, or “white lies,” are of little or no consequence. But, in fact, even white lies have negative consequences that should not be ignored. Such lies injure the liar and the community. The consequentialist position is further complicated by the realization that the liar may have very different ideas about the good and bad consequences of a lie than the person being lied to would have.

According to Bok, the only possible justification for a lie is altruistic intent.13 People are much more likely to pardon a lie when the liar genuinely believes that he or she is acting for the benefit of another. Scenarios in which someone’s life might be in danger press us to consider the possibility of justifiable lies. Yet lying to save a life is an unusual situation; most opportunities for lying are completely mundane. Bok suggests that lying in these common situations, even when the liar calls the motivation altruistic, is often motivated by selfishness.14 Liars may either deceive themselves into believing that the lie is for the benefit of another or use the possible positive outcome of a lie as a cloak to mask their true intentions.

Lady Mary’s cover-up of her sexual indiscretion with the attaché from the Turkish embassy, Kemal Pamuk, illustrates the possibility of mixed motivation in lying.15 Mary’s concern for the disgrace her mistake will cast on herself and her family—especially her father—drives her to involve her mother and Anna in moving Mr. Pamuk’s body back to his own room after he has died of a sudden heart attack in her bed. In turn, Cora and Anna are bound by their loyalty to Mary and the entire Crawley household to suppress the events of that night. They collectively lie to preserve Mary’s reputation, prevent the family’s shame, and spare Lord Grantham bitter disappointment.

Bok warns, however, that there is really no way a liar can know with certainty how the deception will finally play out, and there is always a margin for error in any estimation of costs and benefits.16 For instance, Lady Mary couldn’t foresee the bitter consequences her lie would have for Mr. Bates or how it would cloud her relationship with Matthew. Mary’s intention is to guard herself and the ones she loves from scandal, but the continuing need to preserve the lie leads to potential blackmail by the despicable Vera Bates and necessitates the continuation of Mary’s engagement to Sir Richard, a man she does not love. The irrevocable damage to Mr. Bates’s situation and the ongoing intimidation from Sir Richard are outcomes that Mary surely did not foresee when she first thought to deceive. Bok’s advice holds true: even the most well-intentioned lies should give us pause when considering their potential for disaster.

Lying as Betrayal

Bok draws from both deontological and consequentialist perspectives, showing us that lies are inherently destructive while also arguing that there may be certain situations in which lies may be morally necessary. But both approaches focus on the lie rather than the liar, the act rather than the actor, and what the person does rather than who he or she is. A third approach, virtue ethics, offers an alternative. Virtue ethics considers a person and his or her character traits, predispositions, or virtue to be central to moral evaluation. If virtue ethicists analyzed Daisy’s situation, they would not spend much time speculating on whether her actions were right or wrong but would ask instead whether they reflected a good character.

In the spirit of virtue ethics, theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer (1906–1945) asked us to focus not so much on the content of the words that pass between the liar and the deceived, but on the relationship between the two individuals. On the surface, our words can have the appearance of truth, yet if the relationship between the two people speaking is false, then the words can become untrue. “I speak flatteringly or presumptuously or hypocritically without uttering a material untruth,” Bonhoeffer explained, “yet my words are nevertheless untrue, because I am disrupting and destroying the reality of the relationship.”17

For example, Mary’s desire to tell Matthew the truth about Mr. Pamuk is grounded in the trust on which their relationship is built. Her persistent lie distorts the reality between them while the truth would reinforce the love that ties them together. If our words are to be true, then they must honor the other person; they must fit the relationship. Fundamentally, the person “who stands behind the word makes his word a lie or a truth.”18

Bonhoeffer presented the “truthful word” as something that lives in growing relationships rather than being static. He presented those who rigidly “speak the truth” in all places in the same manner as enemies of the truth, since they are not sensitive to the various emotional and moral factors at work in any particular relationship. Bonhoeffer was aware that such an emphasis might lead one to relativism, where it is impossible to make any distinctions between truth and falsehood, yet he believed that we can still hold to the idea of a “living truth” without giving in to a relativistic view.19

Bonhoeffer argued that truthfulness is not an abstract philosophical concept but something that plays out in concrete situations. As we grow up and enter different social circles, with varying rules for interaction, we must learn the “right words” to speak in any given context.20 We are not immediately entitled to say what we want to say in any given situation; rather, our speech is “occasioned by the other” person. In this sense, lying to someone is betraying the boundaries of one’s relationship with that person. For instance, concealment does not automatically mean deception; sometimes it is a sign of respect for privacy within a particular relationship.21

In Mr. Bates, Daisy can see someone who values trust in his relationships. Out of a strict code of honor, Bates often holds back information that would be to his benefit. When Thomas and O’Brien turn against him, Bates refuses to speak up in his own defense. He does not tell anybody that O’Brien tripped him, causing him to fall in front of a guest. When Thomas plants a missing snuffbox in Bates’s room, Bates does not report Thomas’s conspiracy to Carson. After witnessing Thomas stealing wine from the cellar, Bates will not point the finger of blame at him, even after Thomas trumps up charges of theft against him.

As the suspicions build and the evidence seems to being going against Bates, the Earl of Grantham asks him for mitigating circumstances, to which Bates responds merely that the earl will have to judge him based on the evidence.22 The irony here is that Bates is not giving all of the evidence; he refuses to correct false impressions. But these choices do not represent lies, in Bonhoeffer’s sense, because Bates works to prevent betrayal in any form. If he set the record straight for himself, he would cause someone else harm. And that he refuses to do.

In the story of Bates and Anna, we can also see the importance of attending to the truth in different relationships. Because of Bates’s silence about his past, Anna must do her own digging, tracking down Bates’s mother to discover that Bates went to prison to protect his (ungrateful) wife Vera; this confirms Anna’s belief that Bates is a man of integrity.23 When Anna relates her discovery to Bates, arguing that she had to find the truth, Bates says that Anna does not know the whole truth, just his mother’s truth, to which Anna responds, “But not your wife’s?” Bates consistently tortures himself and turns the blame away from others, even if, by all accounts, they deserve the punishment (as Thomas and Vera do).

Should Daisy Have Told William the Truth?

Both Bok and Bonhoeffer can help in answering the difficult question of whether Daisy should have told William the truth. Bok lays out a two-part method for determining whether Daisy’s lie can be justified. First, she should check with her own conscience, and second, if her inner voice affirms that the lie is reasonable, she must take her decision to a public setting to be confirmed or denied by other “reasonable people.”24 We can’t read Daisy’s mind in the hope of divining her conscience, but we can see the looks of anguish on her face as well as her repeated expressions of remorse, which deepen as she contrasts her own actions with the standard of truth that William provides. We know she regrets the initial lie as well as her maintenance of it. So any justification for the lie fails Bok’s first test.25

But when Daisy takes the deception to her community, she receives overwhelming affirmation. Mrs. Patmore, the cook, is the dominant voice here, encouraging Daisy to accept William’s proposal and not tell him or his father the truth about her feelings. Mrs. Patmore’s regret over the death of her nephew in the war (with the stigma of cowardice) and her admiration for William prompt her to move into Daisy’s personal life, ordering her around there just as she does in the kitchen. Mrs. Hughes also quickly lines up in support of the wedding, offering frowns whenever Daisy shows indecision.

Eventually, all of the staff and even some of the family get caught up in the romance of the events, especially after William returns from the front mortally wounded. It seems as though every “reasonable” person around Daisy supports the marriage. Daisy is caught between her conscience and the public support of what she sees is a lie.

Bonhoeffer’s relational theory helps us to grapple with this conundrum in another way. If we understand the lie as a fundamental betrayal of a relationship, we clearly see what has bothered Daisy. Even if we believe that feelings are fickle and that Daisy will learn to love William as he loves her, Daisy acknowledges that she cannot return the honesty that William has given her. To the extent that Daisy sees her action as a betrayal of her relationship with William, then it is a lie, and she should not have started down that path by kissing him and then accepting his proposal, much less continued with it by the marriage just before his death.

Furthermore, her community has also betrayed its own relationships with both Daisy and William, by encouraging her to initiate and maintain the deception against her better judgment and by betraying William’s trust in the others when they were aware of Daisy’s uncertainty the entire time. The community members are all complicit in the deception; this is especially regrettable, given Daisy’s and William’s trusting natures, which the more worldly inhabitants of Downton Abbey took advantage of for their own personal reasons.

Daisy might have had more success staying honest if her lies had not accumulated through such an overwhelming snowball effect. Her case demonstrates Bok’s most convincing argument against lying: that deception will become a habit because lies often need to be reinforced with more lies.26 The real danger here is not the individual lie but the cumulative effect of multiple lies, each one building on the one before it. If Daisy had not led William “up the garden path,” progressing step-by-step with each additional lie, she might have been able to resist the pressures around her.

Oh, the Web We Weave . . .

In the end, perhaps the person hurt most by Daisy’s lie was Daisy herself. She could have spared herself much guilt, anguish, and shame by being honest with William from the very beginning. But she does not have the experience, the strength of character, or the encouragement to be able to express what she sees as the truth while the community around her is pushing her toward deception.

No matter which school of ethics we use to evaluate lying, we need strength of character to carry through the decisions we make. Bates excels at this type of strength, holding to his principles even in the face of personal disaster. But Daisy is a different person: younger, inexperienced, and less certain of herself. As Downton Abbey continues, perhaps we’ll see Daisy grow as a person, as has already been hinted in her relationship with William’s father. And we can hope that the next time she faces the temptation to lie, she will not buckle under social pressures, but instead will do everything in her power to listen to her conscience and protect the relationships that are important to her.
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Chapter 3

“Put That in Your Pipe and Smoke It”

The Women of Downton Abbey

Rebecca Housel

Downton Abbey first took U.S. audiences by storm in 2010 as part of Masterpiece on PBS, showing the lush decadence of an age past. Downton Abbey is the name of the manor featured as the setting of the series created by Oscar-winning writer and actor Julian Fellowes, the Baron of West Stafford. The manor was a traditional reward given to English aristocrats for service to king and country, but many nobles found society changing after World War I. Equality between the social classes was called for after manor servants fought as gallantly in the trenches as gentleman officers. But class equality wasn’t the only thing on Britain’s evolutionary timetable—sexual equality was coming as well. Taking up the issue of the sexes and gender, then, this chapter will present a feminist analysis of the women of Downton Abbey.

“Fragile Feminine Sensibilities,” Indeed

In 1918, an educated British woman over thirty who was either the head of her household (since many women were widowed during the war) or married to the head of the household could finally vote. The eighty-six-year struggle for women’s suffrage began with the 1832 Great Reform Act, which had limited the right to vote to men only. Even wealthy aristocrats like Lady Mary Crawley were unable to bend the laws of men, including the social expectations of a largely patriarchal society. Lady Mary was given more respect than, for instance, the housemaid Anna, who in turn was given more respect than the scullery maid, Daisy, but she was still not the political equal of a male servant before 1918.

As the series opens, the year is 1912, and audiences find the Crawley family mourning the loss of their heirs, Lord Grantham’s first cousin and his son, who both perished in the sinking of the Titanic. Lady Mary, the eldest of Lord Grantham’s three daughters, was engaged to her now-deceased first cousin once removed, Patrick Crawley. One of the first insights the audience gets into Lady Mary’s character is her question to Lord Grantham of whether she has to dress as though mourning a fiancé when the engagement hadn’t been announced before Patrick’s death.

Was it cold of Lady Mary to ask such a question? It certainly may have sounded that way. But imagine for a moment how you would feel if your fiancé was your fiancé only because he was the closest male kin to your father, and because of your sex, you could never be the heir to your family’s title, home, or fortune. All you, or Lady Mary, could do would be to marry the male heir with the hope and intention of having a son. Lady Mary’s leadership ability, intelligence, breeding, and education did not matter as much as her sex, according to British law and, social expectations. Her engagement to her cousin was arranged by her father; she had little choice in the matter.

Lady Mary wasn’t the only one frustrated and disappointed with British society. The philosopher John Stuart Mill (1806–1873), a member of Parliament, wrote a book titled The Subjection of Women in which he credited Harriet Taylor.1 Taylor and Mill would later marry after Taylor’s husband passed away. Mill and Taylor considered the arguments against women’s rights having to do with “women’s nature” absurd. Downton Abbey depicts the patriarchal sentiment that Mill and Taylor were fighting against with lines like Lord Grantham’s “We must have a care for feminine sensibilities . . . they are far more fragile than our own.”2 (The irony is that his mother, the Dowager Countess, is the last person anyone would call “fragile”!)

Lord Grantham’s valet, Mr. Bates, introduces us to one of the sexual inequities of the time in discussing his marital status with his beloved Anna. Mr. Bates is married but estranged from his wife, Vera, whom he wishes to divorce so he can marry Anna. He explains to Anna that Vera’s infidelity provides sufficient grounds for him to divorce her, but any infidelity on his part wouldn’t be enough for her to divorce him; she would have to prove cruelty in order to petition for divorce. Mill and Taylor wrote of the inequities in marriage and divorce decades before British feminists achieved the legislative victory in 1857 allowing women to sue their ex-husbands after divorce.

The women of Downton Abbey may be oppressed by the social attitudes of the time, but they manage to push the boundaries. Lady Mary defies social expectations by having a dangerous liaison with the Turkish diplomat Kemal Pamuk. This was surely no one’s business but her own, yet the potential gossip was enough to threaten her reputation.

Lady Edith, with whom Mary has a very competitive—and sometimes overtly hostile—relationship, learns of the incident and decides to take matters into her own hands. She sends a letter to the Turkish ambassador informing him of her sister’s role in Mr. Pamuk’s death.3 Edith’s actions go well beyond any cruelty she has suffered from Mary; her letter could very well have destroyed Mary’s future and perhaps even Mary herself. Mary gets revenge, however, when she leads Edith’s older gentleman caller, Sir Anthony Strallan, to believe that Edith thinks him a joke—on the day he was expected to propose.4

The Performativity of the Crawleys

Although both Mary and Edith behave properly in public, dressing appropriately in the feminine style of the day, conforming to their father’s wishes, and generally accepting the patriarchal world they live in—all part of what contemporary feminist philosopher Judith Butler would consider the performativity of gender—neither can change who she truly is: a human being. All human beings, regardless of their sex, have a capacity for good and evil, which was exactly John Stuart Mill’s argument in The Subjection of Women:

So true is it that unnatural generally means only uncustomary, and that everything which is usual appears natural. The subjection of women to men being a universal custom, any departure from it quite naturally appears unnatural.5

Essentially, Mill pointed out that it is only custom that dictates how women are treated, and therefore male tradition is what defines the social expectations of women’s roles in society. What is perceived as “natural” appears to be so only because it is based on tradition, not reality.

Building on Mill’s insights, Butler’s concept of performativity maintains that gender is merely a matter of performance, in which our ideas of “woman” and “man” are based only on how people behave (or “perform” their roles), as opposed to the biologically based concept of sex.6 Performativity is easy to see in everyday life. Walk into any retail store and observe the differences in the clothes aimed at boys and girls. But would a little boy care if he wore pink clothing with a princess motif if no one told him that it was “wrong”? Similarly, would a little girl think twice about wearing dark blue overalls with a football sewn on the front if no one told her it was “wrong”? Neither child knows the difference, but as both of them continue to grow around such social cues, they will learn; this is the essence of performativity.

Downtown Abbey even addresses the phenomenon of gendered clothing when the youngest of Lord Grantham’s daughters, Lady Sybil, comes to dinner in her new “dress,” a stylized version of a pantsuit. Even Sybil’s sisters are shocked when she enters, but Anna, perhaps the most progressive of all the women on the show, is quite encouraging. These women are demonstrating that since gender is a social construction, the expectations related to it can be changed if the people subject to them choose to “perform” them differently. Just consider the way that Sybil dresses differently, speaks out against her father, attends women’s suffrage rallies, becomes a nurse, and marries a chauffeur (who’s also an Irish radical).

Cora and O’Brien: Two of a Kind

At first glance, Cora Crawley, the Countess of Grantham, and her lady’s maid, O’Brien, seem as much alike as water and fire. But on closer examination, both are perfect examples of how similar personalities are played out as governed by their different social circumstances. O’Brien is manipulative and miserable, always plotting with the footman Thomas against others in order to protect her own interests.7 Cora is no different, except that she, unlike O’Brien, has been wealthy from birth and has the privilege of property and a title.

Cora doesn’t need to plot next to the stairway. She doesn’t need to manipulate innocents like Daisy into spilling household secrets to leverage against others. But she clandestinely works with the Dowager Countess to try to undo the contract that prevents Mary from inheriting, she cuts Isobel out of codirecting the convalescent home because it suits her, she manipulates her husband to get him to use his power and influence to her own ends, and she plots with Sir Richard Carlisle to get Lavinia, Matthew’s fiancée, back into the picture, deliberately subverting her eldest daughter’s happiness.8

Cora is extremely driven, and her position and power allow her to further her own ends (including the well-being of her family and friends) under the cover of nobility. But O’Brien doesn’t have the benefit of wealth or a well-connected husband to protect her and help her get what she wants. All she has is her wits, which she uses to keep things moving at Downton Abbey: planting the seeds of division between Mary and Edith, getting Thomas back in the good graces of the house after the war, and working with Thomas to bring down Mr. Bates. O’Brien is a fairly miserable person when we meet her, but she’s clearly had a long and difficult life of poverty, loneliness, and hard work—the opposite of Cora’s life.

By comparing Cora and O’Brien, we can recognize how both illustrate performativity but also how performativity is affected by class. All women were thought of as inferior (“fragile”) and generally not of the same “nature” as men, but if you were a wealthy woman, this only meant that you were doomed to a life of comfortable boredom—insulting and demeaning, but not torturous, in material terms. If you were a poor woman, without wealth and the protection of a husband, however, it meant that you could be used up and discarded like garbage.

To Cora, such effects did not matter, and she could indulge in ideas like “women’s rights begin in the home.”9 Of course, that’s easy for her to say when her home is filled with servants to fulfill her every need along with the needs of her husband and her children. O’Brien had no home of her own, so how could her rights begin there for her?

Isobel Crawley and the Dowager Countess—Oh My!

A relationship on Downton Abbey that provides a greater contrast—and greater entertainment—is the delightfully tension-filled one between Violet, the Dowager Countess of Grantham, and her cousin, Isobel Crawley. Violet is the mother of the current Lord Grantham, and Isobel is the mother of his heir (and third cousin once removed), Matthew Crawley.

The two are perfect foils: Violet is happy in her elevated and privileged place in society, and Isobel is a progressive, outspoken, and independent woman devoted to helping the sick and the poor. Isobel represents Mill’s ideal, whereas Violet is a consistent product of tradition, willingly bowing to the performativity of gender as if it wore an English crown. But neither is entirely consistent: Violet is willing to entertain change when it threatens her favorite granddaughter’s inheritance, and Isobel seems to have no problem with archaic custom when it means that her son will one day rule over Downton Abbey. This sentiment is perfectly summarized by Violet when she declares to Mary, “I’m a woman, Mary. I can be as contrary as I want.”10

Isobel is constantly challenging tradition, which implies challenging Violet. The two push themselves to push each other, which appears to benefit the larger family and the community. An example of this is when Isobel challenges Violet to recognize that the annual prize for cultivating the most beautiful flowers, which has been given to Violet every year, hasn’t been earned, and others in the community may deserve the prize more than she does. Violet may not like Isobel, but she is still open to seeing the truth, so she awards the prize to the elder Mr. Molesley for his roses.11

Isobel further flies in the face of decorum when she transforms Downton Abbey into a convalescent home for wounded officers. Violet, in contrast, makes it clear that she does not want Downton Abbey used in that way. Her exact words are “I forbid it,” but a convalescent home it became, with Lady Sybil as one of the nurses. In a discussion with her sister Edith, Sybil explains that being unproductive is the root of unhappiness: “It’s doing nothing that’s the enemy.”12 Sybil’s decision to work as a nurse is somewhat vexing to her grandmother, Violet. By subjecting herself to training and physical work, Sybil challenges her assigned place in society—and it isn’t be the only time. Sybil becomes interested in politics, particularly women’s suffrage, encouraged by both Isobel and the chauffeur, Branson.

Branson openly challenges social norms, calling himself a socialist and telling Sybil that although he’s a chauffeur at the time, he won’t always be one. Because Branson refuses to recognize his place, he takes liberties in speaking to Sybil. He casually touches her on the waist during conversation, declares his love for her, and eventually proposes marriage, encouraging her to leave her home and family. Thanks to Isobel’s initial support of Sybil’s interests, Sybil naively falls in love with the brash Branson, ultimately marrying him and settling in Ireland to start a family.

Julian Fellowes, the creator and chief writer of Downton Abbey, masterfully weaves a cautionary line between progress and tradition—that is, between feminism and patriarchy. Although we see some isolated steps forward, such as through Isobel helping Violet to recognize her role beyond her social station and Sybil becoming a productive member of society, we see that this path is not always a smooth one. Sybil’s independence at first threatens to estrange her from her family.

And then there’s Lady Mary, who may at times seem cold, calculating, and spoiled, but Fellowes makes her his primary feminist icon.

In Defense of Mary

Lady Mary isn’t a villain. She’s pragmatic, brave, and able to make independent decisions within her social context; in these ways she’s a creature of both custom and progress. With her life spanning the past and the future of the British aristocracy in the days of World War I, she emerges as the ultimate heroine in Fellowes’s fictional world.

As the series opens, Mary is expected to marry her cousin Patrick, the heir, to keep Downton and her mother’s fortune within the immediate family. But when the Titanic takes her would-be fiancé into the icy waters, Mary is able to warm to a future of choice—within reason. A true pragmatist, she still understands her role as an aristocrat and as a woman who cannot inherit directly. Therefore, she has to marry either the new heir, Matthew Crawley (another cousin), or someone else with means. Since she and Matthew do not hit it off on their first meeting, she moves on to Evelyn Napier, a visiting wealthy young aristocrat who is handsome, pleasant, and polite—and a bit of a bore.

Napier makes a strategic mistake, however, by bringing the roguishly handsome Kemal Pamuk to visit with him. Mary is attracted to the mysterious foreigner, who makes his feelings very clear—quite a difference from the restrained propriety of the English gentry that Mary is familiar with. Mr. Pamuk is the bad boy, irresistible to Mary, and as with most temptation, it ends in sorrow: during their passionate encounter, Mr. Pamuk suddenly dies. Through the ensuing cover-up, Mary is given a fast-track education on the dark side of high society.

Fellowes creates a sad, touching scenario for his feminist heroine. After this experience, she approaches life with more compassion and, if possible, improved grace. Lady Mary has earned empathy, which prepares her for what happens later with her cousin Matthew, whom she has come to love. As the second season opens, Matthew is engaged to Lavinia Swire (after rejecting Mary at the end of the first season, suspecting that her motives are more financial than romantic). Mary’s aunt, Lady Rosamund Painswick, obtains information about Lavinia that would potentially sever the engagement with Matthew, but when Mary has the chance to use it to try to win Matthew back, she doesn’t take it. She believes that Matthew is happy with Lavinia, and although she loves him, she refuses to bend to the social pressures, including the loss of her inheritance, which might have pushed a lesser person to scheme for him.

After the Pamuk debacle, love looms larger for Mary than do money, property, titles, and social custom. For instance, when no one else will tell footman William of his mother’s fatal illness, Mary does, which allows William and his beloved mother some precious moments together. Everyone else, even the progressive Isobel, insists on propriety over what is compassionate, but Mary does not.

Lady Mary is the embodiment of John Stuart Mill’s ultimate argument against defining a woman’s nature. Although society continues to determine what women “should” be and do, changing at a glacial pace as World War I charges ahead, Mary is true to herself. She chooses for herself, as much as she can, how to proceed with her life. While her pragmatism draws her to a man like Sir Richard Carlisle, her bravery directs her in the end to leave the potential wealth and social comfort of a life with the gritty newspaper mogul in favor of true love with Matthew. Of course, a marriage with Matthew is what the family wanted all along, even when Mary thought him a plebeian bore, so this outcome would satisfy both her pragmatism and her bravery—not to mention the legions of fans who want to see Mary and Matthew together.

“I Underestimated Your Enthusiasm”13

Together, the women of Downton Abbey—including Sybil with her youthful hubris, Isobel and Violet with their wizened authority, Cora and O’Brien with their manipulative impulses, and Mary with her pragmatic strength and courage—paint a picture of early-twentieth-century feminism for an early twenty-first-century audience. The term feminism can evoke images of extremism in some people’s minds, but as Downton Abbey helps to remind us, behind the philosophical and political concept there are real women: complex, unpredictable, and imperfect, but entitled to stand on equal footing with men as fellow human beings. Even if it’s been a hundred years since the sinking of the Titanic, Downton Abbey, along with a little dose of feminist philosophy, highlights the equality that we continue to strive for.14
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Chapter 4

Hume’s Moral Philosophy and Thomas’s Moral Corruption

Joseph J. Darowski

Reason is, and ought only to be, the slave of the passions, and can never pretend to any other office than to serve and obey them.

—David Hume1

Despite airing on the BBC and PBS’s Masterpiece, Downton Abbey fits the soap opera tradition. In fact, the show’s creator, Julian Fellowes, has said that he doesn’t mind the series “being labeled a ‘posh soap’,” and clearly he has employed the twists and turns associated with that genre.2

One of the most prominent soap opera tropes that Downton Abbey deploys is a bevy of villainous characters. Yet in a series with a wicked wife, a seductive soldier, a subversive chauffeur, a philandering farmer, and a manipulative media mogul, two characters come immediately to mind as villains: Thomas and O’Brien. These two have been so identified with villainy that when comedian and actor Patton Oswalt, an avid fan of Downton Abbey, was asked during a red carpet interview to choose his favorite villain from the series, he was only given the choice between Thomas and O’Brien.3

Thomas, a footman in the first season and a soldier in the second, and O’Brien, Lady Grantham’s lady’s maid, are regularly shown scheming and plotting together. Often there is villainous cigarette smoke swirling about them—they are the only two characters regularly shown smoking, and their smoke breaks provide an ideal separation from the people against whom they are plotting. Both characters are worthy of analysis, but to provide focus this chapter will concentrate on Thomas, using the moral philosophy of the Scottish philosopher David Hume (1711–1776) to examine Thomas’s actions as well as the reactions of other characters and the audience.4

An Enquiry Concerning Thomas

In An Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals, Hume contended that it is sentiment or passion, not reason, that most often motivates actions, especially moral actions.5 He allowed that reason can override the passions at times, but he insisted that sentiments are the key driver of our choices. Hume’s philosophy broke from a long tradition that believed passions were “irrational and unnatural animal elements that, given their head, would undermine humankind’s true, rational nature.”6 Hume was responding to moral rationalists, who argued that “right and wrong are determined by a permanent structure in the universe that all rational beings can understand.”7 Hume saw the traditional view of our motivations and the way we judge actions as deficient in its account of human nature:

Since morals, therefore, have an influence on the actions and affections, it follows that they cannot be derived from reason. . . . Morals excite passions, and produce or prevent actions. Reason of itself is utterly impotent in this particular. The rules of morality, therefore, are not conclusions of our reason.8

Not only are our actions influenced by our passions, our moral judgments are as well. Deciding whether a character trait is a virtue or a vice does not depend solely on reason; it also depends on our sentiments.9

Hume distinguished between artificial virtues and natural virtues. Artificial virtues are those that are “contrived solely for society,” such as “justice with respect to property, allegiance to government, and dispositions to obey the laws of nations and the rules of modesty and good manners.”10 Natural virtues are those that exist independently of social norms, such as broad concepts including greatness of mind or general goodness. Both types of virtue benefit society. Our positive feelings toward virtues and negative feelings toward vices may, according to Hume, be connected to our recognition that virtues (both artificial and natural) benefit society as a whole. We are pleased by actions that serve the greater good and are displeased by actions that lessen it.

Thomas’s actions violate both artificial and natural virtues. Thomas is motivated not by the welfare of society at large but by selfish concerns. As such, his actions are viewed unfavorably by those who discern his selfishness, including the staff and nobility at Downton and the fans at home. Hume scholar Rachel Cohon explains:

We reach a moral judgment by feeling approval or disapproval upon contemplating someone’s trait in a disinterested way from the common point of view. So moral approval is a favorable sentiment in the observer elicited by the observed person’s disposition to have certain motivating sentiments.11

It is important to note that moral approval may stem from observing a person’s “motivating sentiments,” not simply the actions themselves. For the viewers of Downton Abbey, Thomas’s selfish motivation is made abundantly clear, so our reaction may be highly negative even if the actions themselves appear admirable.

For example, when Thomas asks Daisy to go to a fair with him, the action is not, in and of itself, malicious. We can imagine any number of motivations that might have made his invitation palatable or even praiseworthy. If Thomas had been at all interested in Daisy, or if he was just recognizing her fawning interest in him and giving her a pleasant night, our reaction would not have been negative. However, because we as viewers know that he is asking Daisy out only to spite William, who is in love with Daisy, we view the action as reprehensible. While Daisy is overjoyed that Thomas has asked her out, the viewers’ sentiments are more likely to align with those of another character, Bates, who understands Thomas’s motivations and is furious with him.12

The different responses that Daisy and Bates have to Thomas’s behavior help to illustrate another aspect of Hume’s philosophy. Hume argued that virtue results in pleasure in the audience that perceives it, whereas vice elicits a negative feeling. How, then, can the same action result in two responses? Contemporary philosopher Julia Driver argues that Hume’s philosophy allows for pleasure to be “appropriate or inappropriate (or ‘true’ or ‘false’).”13 In other words, a person can have an incorrect understanding of the situation and therefore feel pleasure with someone’s actions, whereas another person with better information will have a negative reaction to them. Daisy’s pleasure is false, since she doesn’t see (and doesn’t want to see) Thomas’s true motives. She perceives only his actions, which align with many of her fondest hopes. Bates and the viewer, whose eyes are open to Thomas’s motives, recognize that his behavior represents a vice, so they experience the appropriate displeasure at his actions.

As Thomas’s World Turns

When the audience meets Thomas in the first episode of the series, the camera is following him through a long tracking shot that simultaneously introduces us to several characters and provides a view of Downton Abbey. When Thomas passes by William, he asks, “Where have you been?” William replies, calmly but perhaps defensively, “I’m not late, am I?” Thomas snidely retorts, “You’re late when I say you’re late.” After that brief exchange, the audience knows that this character is controlling and unconcerned with the feelings of others, traits that will be reinforced as the series progresses.

Later in the same episode it is revealed that Thomas is also ambitious and manipulative. Upset that he has been passed over for the position of Lord Grantham’s valet, Thomas attempts to undermine the new man, Bates, who was given the position. In addition, Thomas’s efforts to improve his position in the servants’ hierarchy by relying on a former lover, the Duke of Crowborough, backfire when the duke retrieves and burns the love letters the two had exchanged.

How has Thomas become such a villainous individual? When so many of the reactions to him are negative, why does he choose to act that way? The pressures surrounding Thomas’s homosexual relationship with the duke—not just socially frowned on but also illegal at the time—may serve as a clue to some of the character’s motivations. Fellowes says the following of Thomas:

It’s hard to be gay in 1912. . . . It’s illegal. If anyone finds out, you go to prison. So for me, him being gay means you slightly stay your hand. He’s not just horrible. To get any kind of emotional life going, he’s got to take his life in his hands every time. That seems to me to be a sympathetic thing. . . . I don’t believe that most people wake up and think, How can I be horrible today. In their brain it is a legitimate response to the bad treatment they have received or some bad situation they perceive.14

Thomas had turned to a former partner for help and was not only rebuffed but mocked. The duke’s actions may have been motivated as much by class differences and the legal threats that loomed as any change in his emotions. These social constructions, including class and law, undoubtedly would have been on Thomas’s mind as he considered this turn of events.

Later, Thomas makes a romantic advance toward the Turkish attaché, Kemal Pamuk, and is rebuffed. Mr. Pamuk seduces Lady Mary that night, and to gain access to her room he has blackmailed Thomas, who once again finds himself manipulated after neglecting to consider his rank when attempting to establish a romantic connection.15 And in perhaps the most revealing and intimate moment the character is afforded, Thomas opens up to a recently blinded soldier, telling him, “You’re not a victim, don’t let them make you into one. . . . All my life, they’ve pushed me around, just ’cause I’m different. . . . I don’t know if you’re going to see again or not. But I do know you have to fight back.”16 After this conversation, in which Thomas feels a real connection, the soldier commits suicide.

In three attempts at emotional closeness with another man, Thomas is rejected every time. As a result, his sense of what produces positive emotions is going to be markedly different from the “general point of view,” which, according to Hume scholar William Edward Morris, Hume considered to be the “proper perspective of morality.”17 This point of view would ideally remove bias that results from personal opinions, lack of information, or adverse personal experiences. On this basis, we can imagine that Thomas’s moral comprehension and appreciation of his own behavior would be somewhat skewed. This is not to excuse his behavior—that would require an entirely different chapter!—but it may help us to understand it better.

When Thomas Is Good—and Denies It

Hume maintained that one reason we experience pleasure when viewing acts that conform to artificial virtues is “solely for their tendency to benefit the whole society of that time or place.”18 Many of the actions that have caused Thomas to be perceived as a villain, such as his flouting of customs and laws, defy artificial virtues. In a sense, the man who feels pushed around by society has simply been fighting back. Thomas is motivated purely by his own self-interest and is not bothered by many of the social mores that define proper behavior. Thomas does not find the pleasure that signifies virtue in the same actions that most of the other characters do—not only because his homosexuality is socially and legally unacceptable but also because of how he has been treated by those with whom he has tried to find happiness.

The list of Thomas’s offenses is certainly enough to raise eyebrows. In addition to the examples we’ve discussed so far, Thomas is shown stealing wine from the house, attempting to frame Bates for his crime, stealing a wallet, mocking a man for mourning his mother’s death, self-inflicting a nonfatal wound in order to leave the battlefront, mocking his former colleagues, and attempting to navigate the black market of rationed goods. Through it all, Thomas rarely defends himself. If anyone is to hear him explain his motives, it is generally O’Brien, while she and Thomas enjoy one of their sequestered smoking breaks. There is one instance, however, when Thomas defends himself against the judgment of others, and this time his “transgression” is not in violating social mores.

In the following dialogue, the staff is expressing disgust that William, a former footman who has been injured in the war, is not allowed to recover at Downton Abbey, which has been converted to a convalescent home for officers, because he is not an officer. Instead, he’s forced to stay at a distant hospital.

O’Brien: Any news?

Daisy: Only that the doctor won’t let William come to the village.

O’Brien: He never!

Daisy: It’s for officers only, he said.

Mrs. Patmore: And [William’s] poor father staying there with him. Spending money he’s not got and traveling miles to do it.

Daisy: It’s not right.

Thomas: No, it bloody well isn’t. [The staff stops working and stares incredulously at Thomas.] Well, I’m a working-class lad and so is he. And I get fed up seeing how our lot always get shafted.19

The staff finds it hard to believe that Thomas has pure motives in his sympathy for William’s plight—and Thomas shares their feeling! He is uncomfortable being viewed in a selfless or empathetic light, so he tries to reclaim a self-centered basis for his statements, asserting that his motive is not one of care for William but is in his own self-interest only.

In essence, Thomas has created his own morality, in which motives and actions that serve him are preferred to ones that serve the greater good. Since he feels rejected by society, he doesn’t find pleasure in its artificial virtues. Instead, his pleasure is found in securing his own station in the world. Thomas doesn’t see the methods he uses as morally questionable, even if those looking on from an ideal “general point of view” would disagree. Thomas makes no effort to step back to this general point of view because he has felt attacked and betrayed by society. He has become insular and focused on himself, leaving concerns for the greater good of society to others.

In addition to the staff, the television audience provides an excellent opportunity to view actions from Hume’s general point of view. Television critics have referred to Thomas in a variety of ways, including “dashing but evil,” “ambitious and conniving,” “completely self-serving,” and “the perfect embodiment of characters you love to hate.”20 In the words of one critic, “he’s so slippery that even when he appears to be acting out of genuine kindness, as when he offered comfort to the handsome officer blinded in a gas attack, I can’t help wondering if he’s working an angle.”21 This universal rejection of Thomas stems from the portrayal of a man unconcerned with the general good of society and motivated solely by his own interests. As Hume argued, such actions generate negative emotions in a viewer who can see them from the general point of view.

A Change in Position?

As we’ve seen, Hume’s moral philosophy can help us to understand Thomas’s character as well as the strong reactions to him on the part of the staff, the Crawleys, and the viewers. At the end of the second season, he has won (illicitly) the trust of Lord Grantham and the job of his valet. It will be interesting to see if this change in position helps Thomas appreciate the artificial virtues more or if he remains the same devious plotter we “love to hate.”
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Chapter 5

Marriages, Miscarriages, and Morality at Downton

The Possibility of Moral Realism

Alex Nuttall

As viewers of Downton Abbey, we are tempted to think it was not morally wrong for Lord Grantham to treat his adult daughters as though they were children or for the Dowager Countess to look down on the servants. After all, the time and place depicted on the show had different standards of morality. We may even be tempted to conclude that there are no objective moral standards.

But consider what happens in the last episode of the first season: O’Brien, acting out of revenge, causes Lady Grantham to have a miscarriage by placing a bar of soap near the bathtub so she will slip when she gets out of the tub. It seems that actions like O’Brien’s are always wrong and that it doesn’t really matter where or when you come from. So which is it? Is morality an objective matter or not?

My Dear Lord Grantham, What Is Moral Realism?

Moral realism is the view that moral principles are capable of being true or false—that is, they are objective, not just aspects of subjective attitudes, agreements, or perspectives. Moral realism claims that moral principles are a real and permanent part of the world rather than contingent aspects of a particular time or place. Moral principles are not empirically discoverable facts like “Mary is wearing a fancy dress” or “Robert is the Earl of Grantham.”1 Instead, they are similar to logical or mathematical truths. Just as we do not need physical evidence to believe that two plus two equals four, so, too, we do not need evidence to believe that causing a miscarriage is wrong. Both are clear and obvious truths.

The version of moral realism that we’ll use in this chapter comes from contemporary philosopher Russ Schafer-Landau’s book Moral Realism: A Defense, in which he argues that moral principles “are moral truths that obtain independently of any preferred perspective.”2 Moral realism provides reasons for believing that our deepest moral convictions aren’t misguided or mistaken but rather are indicative of an objective moral reality. Moral realism would defend the intuition that O’Brien’s act that caused Cora’s miscarriage was immoral, regardless of any particular moral stance based on culture, upbringing, or class.

Even though moral realism claims the existence of real moral principles, it doesn’t pick out which ones are valid, nor does it endorse an ultimate moral principle; rather, any principle could conceivably be overridden by another.3 There is no Earl of Moral Principles (or king, for that matter), and it is not necessary for moral principles to be ordered in a hierarchy, none of which affects the reality or weight of moral principles. If a moral principle applies, it simply applies, and there doesn’t have to be an ultimate moral principle to make other ones real. In any given circumstance there is information about the context that will affect which principle takes priority.

So even if we believe in moral realism, we still must sort through moral dilemmas; just because moral principles are true doesn’t make the process of moral deliberation any easier. For instance, the kitchen maid Daisy marries the second footman William shortly before his death but claims to have never loved him.4 Her dilemma is deciding whether to tell the truth to William, which would hurt him greatly just before his death, or to lie about her feelings and marry him to lift his spirits before passing away. Moral realism doesn’t help Daisy decide what principles she should apply to the situation.

If it is indeed wrong for Daisy to have lied to William, then that would be a moral fact, based on the principle that one shouldn’t lie in such situations. A moral fact is the rightness or wrongness of a specific action or event. Moral facts depend on natural facts. For instance, “O’Brien left the soap on the floor to make Cora slip” is a natural fact, and the moral fact that “it was wrong of O’Brien to have performed that act” depends on that natural fact. This moral fact exists if there is a principle that “it is morally wrong for a person to cause, intentionally, another person’s miscarriage without good reason and out of spite, other considerations being equal.” In other words, when you apply a moral principle to a natural fact, you get a moral fact: it was wrong for O’Brien to cause Cora’s miscarriage.

There’s No Place for Skepticism at Downton

Moral realism must account for what moral principles are, how we come to know them, and how they determine moral facts. The proponents of moral realism also need to show why it succeeds in answering these questions better than competing theories do. This is a lot to ask, but in this chapter we’ll aim only to show that moral realism is in the game as a legitimate moral theory—and any good game needs two well-matched opponents.

Just as Isobel needs her Violet and Thomas needs his Bates, moral realism needs moral skepticism, which maintains that morality is not real and not objective.5 Instead, according to the skeptics, morality is reducible to attitudes, emotions, or mistaken beliefs. In order to defend moral objectivity against the skeptics, we need to examine three key aspects of our basic attitudes toward morality: moral nonequivalence, moral disagreement, and moral progress.

First, moral nonequivalence is our tendency to believe that competing moral propositions do not have the same moral value.6 When we consider our attitudes toward O’Brien’s constant scheming against other servants and the role she played in Cora’s miscarriage, we don’t think that those actions are at all comparable to Lady Sybil’s selflessness in becoming a nurse, her generosity in helping to find a secretarial position for the housemaid Gwen, or her integrity in giving up the aristocracy to follow her heart and her political beliefs.

Yet the skeptics would argue, ultimately, that O’Brien’s actions are morally equivalent to Sybil’s. Under skepticism, there’s no definite better or worse when it comes to morality. Morality is just an attitude or a mistake, so all moral opinions are equivalent to the skeptic, who would disagree with moral nonequivalence.

Moral disagreement refers to our tendency to believe that differences in moral judgments are genuine: one of us could be right, or both of us could be wrong, but we cannot both be right. Skeptical theories don’t allow for substantive moral disagreement. O’Brien approves of scheming against others out of spite, and Mr. Bates condemns such actions.

But to the moral skeptic, O’Brien and Mr. Bates aren’t really in disagreement, because skeptics ultimately reduce morality to simple endorsement. People are seldom “mistaken” in what they endorse; instead, they simply have a difference of opinion, much like a disagreement over whether white wine is better than red wine. But we’ve all had moral disagreements, and we don’t always think of them as simply a matter of determining what action someone endorses. We certainly don’t think that O’Brien and Bates are simply expressing their opinions about right and wrong.

Finally, the tendency to believe that we can get morally better (or worse) is called moral progress (or regress); this too is denied by moral skepticism. When we consider Lady Edith’s development from a spiteful and conniving middle sister to a concerned and caring adult, we would say she has progressed morally. We also see moral progress in O’Brien, albeit slight, near the end of the second season, when she shows some signs of remorse for meddling in Mr. Bates’s dealings with his estranged wife.

All this goes to show that we believe moral progress does in fact occur. In order for there to be progress, however, there must be an objective way to track the advancement, some fixed basis of comparison. Skeptics, however, claim that there are no objective moral standards, just different endorsements of moral views. So they cannot believe in moral progress or regress.

There is no knock-down argument against skepticism, but moral nonequivalence, moral disagreement, and moral progress make a presumptive case against skepticism and in favor of our common opinions about the nature of morality. Moral realism could still be wrong, of course, but a fairly strong case would have to be made for its rejection. Indeed, the mark of a good moral theory is that it makes sense of our basic moral convictions, like our condemnation of O’Brien’s actions, and rejects them only if there are strong reasons to do so.

Daisy May Not Have Book Smarts, but She Has Moral Knowledge

Daisy believes that it was wrong to lie to William about her feelings before he left for the war. If we assume that Daisy is correct, then she has reached a moral judgment—or arrived at a moral fact—that is made true based on a moral principle. But where did she get the knowledge required to make that judgment?

Since we are not born with moral principles in our heads, we can’t say we know them innately. We can, however, draw many moral principles from statements that we treat as correct simply from understanding their terms, such as “It is wrong to torture people for fun, all else being equal.” These are called self-evident propositions, and to defend their validity, we recognize that “simple mathematical propositions or analytic truths may be justified even if one can say nothing on their behalf.”7

Daisy found herself feeling very guilty because she was lying to William about her love for him. Daisy, being Daisy, couldn’t say much about why lying was wrong, just that it was wrong. For Daisy, “one shouldn’t lie” is a self-evident proposition, although of course she could be wrong about its truth. Furthermore, even if someone correctly understands a self-evident proposition, it doesn’t necessarily mean that they will believe it. There are many contingent factors that can get in the way of someone adopting a self-evident proposition, such as upbringing, religious or familial commitments, and various psychological impediments.

Just because a moral principle is self-evident and true is not sufficient to determine that it’s the correct moral principle to use in a particular context. It may be true that one should not lie about loving another, but in Daisy’s situation there may be a principle that overrides it, such as “one should not cause undue emotional stress to a soldier before battle (or on his deathbed).” The information about context and circumstances in any particular case will have both relevant and irrelevant features, and self-evident moral principles offer no clear way to sort through them.

Even if we get some of the relevant contextual information correct, it does not necessarily follow that we can make a definite moral judgment from them.8 The relevant features in Daisy and William’s case are that William has a high chance of dying while at the front, that breaking his heart immediately before he leaves for the front would increase his chances of dying, and that Daisy can tell William the truth if he returns. Any of these features could end up being irrelevant, depending on which moral principle actually applies to the specific situation.9

Daisy Can Cook, but Is She Reliable?

Reliabilism argues that beliefs used to justify decisions must be produced by a reliable process of belief formation that has a history of using existing true beliefs to produce more new true beliefs than false ones. An example of a reliable process is Daisy’s ability to cook: she follows a reliable process of cooking that starts with good ingredients and regularly produces more good food than bad. This process could consist of following her instincts, emulating Mrs. Patmore, or dreaming of Thomas; the nature of the process isn’t as important as its results. As any cook knows, some dishes will just not work out, and the same is true for beliefs that are formed by reliable processes: sometimes they aren’t correct.

But if you followed a reliable process to get a belief, then you are justified in believing it. Ultimately, the justification for such beliefs comes from the reliable process itself and not directly from other beliefs. Furthermore, if a belief is reliably formed, then it is justified, regardless of whether one knows that it was reliably formed, whether one knows how to justify it, or even whether one has countervailing evidence for the belief.

Daisy may be a reliable cook, but are her moral beliefs produced reliably as well? We can argue that Daisy is employing a reliable process to come to the belief that lying to William about loving him is wrong. We don’t know where Daisy comes from or what her parents were like. So for the sake of argument, let’s say that living at Downton and being near a moral exemplar such as Lord Grantham (despite his one slipup with the maid Jane) has taught her a reliable process of forming moral beliefs. In this way we can justify Daisy’s moral judgments (which could, of course, still be mistaken).

Yet even though reliabilism offers a way to justify our moral judgments, it isn’t a fully satisfying solution. It doesn’t give us a concrete process we can point to and say, “That is the process that yields correct moral judgments.” Realism and reliabilism only claim that those processes are out there. Unfortunately, learning about morality isn’t as simple as learning to cook!

Moral Life Goes on at Downton

Before reading this chapter, you may have thought that the reality of objective moral standards was as likely as a daughter of Lord Grantham marrying a chauffeur and abandoning her heritage. Perhaps you’re not as convinced by moral realism as Lady Sybil was about marrying Branson. Its account of moral knowledge, with its self-evident principles and reliable processes, may be tough to pin down, but the fact that it is consistent with commonsense ideas about moral disagreement, moral nonequivalence, and moral progress counts in its favor. Ultimately, realism can help us to feel more comfortable in our moral judgments—even those concerning the family and staff of Downton Abbey.
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Chapter 6

“Why Would She Want to Be a Secretary?”

Paternalism in Downton Abbey

Mark D. White

In Downton Abbey we see the dying embers of a class structure as it emerges from the horrors of World War I. The aristocracy and its staff lived very different lives under the same roof, with separate customs and mores, but nonetheless they interacted with mutual respect and care. Even though this class structure seems alien to us today—aside from marvelous costume drama, of course—the dual concerns of care and respect are still important, and clashes between them arouse passions on both sides.

The conflict of care and respect is particularly apparent in cases of paternalism, which we will explore in this chapter using the story of one of the housemaids, Gwen. In the first season, Gwen’s roommate, the head housemaid, Anna, discovers a typewriter hidden in their room, and Gwen admits that she has been taking a correspondence course in order to become a secretary. When the rest of the service staff and then the Crawleys hear the news, the reactions are mixed—and fortunately for us, we see several different viewpoints on paternalism represented among them.

Inviting Philosophers for Tea

Before we hear from the Dowager Countess and the rest of the family on the issue of paternalism, let’s make clear what we’re talking about. According to contemporary philosopher Gerald Dworkin, paternalism is “the interference of a state or an individual with another person, against their will, and defended or motivated by a claim that the person interfered with will be better off or protected from harm.”1 Paternalism is distinguished from other types of interference based on its purpose. For instance, most laws and regulations issued by the government are intended to protect its citizens from harm by other people or parties. Laws prohibiting murder, assault, and theft protect us from aggression by our fellow citizens; regulations governing food and workplace safety protect us from indirect harm by other parties.

Such laws are usually justified by the harm principle, which is most often associated with British philosopher John Stuart Mill (1806–1873), who also used it to offer an argument against paternalism:

The only purpose for which power can be rightfully exercised over any member of a civilized community, against his will, is to prevent harm to others. His own good, either physical or moral, is not a sufficient warrant. He cannot rightfully be compelled to do or forbear because it will be better for him to do so, because it will make him happier, because, in the opinions of others, to do so would be wise or even right. . . . The only part of the conduct of any one, for which he is amenable to society, is that which concerns others. In the part which merely concerns himself, his independence is, of right, absolute. Over himself, over his own body and mind, the individual is sovereign.2

Mill’s argument is based on respect for personal autonomy, the right of an individual to control the aspects of his or her life that have no direct impact on anyone else’s.3 If your actions wrongfully harm someone else, such as in the case of assault, then the state is entitled to restrict that behavior in the interest of protecting the other person. But if your actions affect only yourself—even if others judge the effects to be negative—then, according to Mill, the state is not justified to intervene on your behalf.

Any such intervention would be considered paternalistic, more like the behavior of a parent toward his or her child than a government toward its citizens. The German philosopher Immanuel Kant (1724–1804) made this point explicit in his critique of paternalism:

A government that was established on the principle of regarding the welfare of the people in the same way that a father regards his children’s welfare, i.e., a paternal government—where the subjects, like immature children unable to distinguish between what is truly useful or harmful to them . . . such a government is the worst despotism we can think of (a constitution that subverts all the freedom of the subjects, who would have no freedom whatsoever).4

As Dworkin wrote in the definition quoted above, paternalism is not merely a matter of government policy; any person in a position of authority can behave paternalistically toward someone else. The appropriateness of this depends on the relationship. Parents are responsible for their children’s welfare and are therefore justified in behaving paternalistically toward them, especially since children are not considered mature enough to look after themselves and to have their choices and judgment respected. Paternalistic government policy, especially toward adults, is frowned upon because adults are presumed to be able to make decisions and look after themselves. The class system at the time of Downton Abbey, however, places the Crawleys and their servants somewhere in the middle, where the proper relationship between them is more complicated.

Just Normal Dinner Conversation

We can also look at this issue in terms of the conflicting values of care and respect. Paternalism reflects an attitude of care, a concern for the well-being of others, which takes precedence over respect for their own choices. Contemporary philosopher Dan Brock explains:

These values will be in conflict when the action chosen by the subject appears to be contrary to his well-being or good. The potential paternalist’s alternatives then are either to respect the subject’s autonomy and not protect his well-being or to infringe his autonomy by interfering to protect his well-being. So understood, the issue of paternalism requires a determination in any particular case of which value—autonomy or well-being—is more important or weighty.5

In the case of parents and children, the emphasis on care over respect is understandable, given the parents’ role as caretaker and children’s incapacity to make mature judgments and choices worthy of respect. (Of course, this position is a difficult one for many parents to abandon when their children grow into adults and start demanding respect!) But most people believe that governments owe their citizens respect rather than care, given the impersonal nature of their relationship and the autonomy usually granted to adults in liberal societies.

As we noted before, the relationship between the nobility and the staff in prewar Britain lay somewhere in the middle. The servants are definitely adults but are considered “lesser” people compared to the nobility, who feel some paternalistic responsibility for their servants’ well-being. The servants are, at the same time, grateful and resentful for this concern, which reflects the tension inherent in all hierarchical class systems.6

In the fictional world of Downton Abbey in particular, this picture is complicated further by the fact that care and respect flow both ways between the household and the servants. For instance, we see the caring relationship between Carson and Mary, Robert and Bates, and O’Brien and Cora.7 (Even the Dowager Countess has her moments!) Although the servants are required to show the family a minimal level of respect based on deference, and some of the nobles (and the wealthy elite, such as Sir Richard Carlisle) show the staff a condescending, reluctant sort of respect, we often see a more sincere respect on display on both sides, especially when it is reciprocated. For instance, Robert never presses Bates on his personal life, despite the many questions that arise about it, because they acknowledge each other as honorable men despite their class differences.

But when care takes precedence over respect—as it justifiably would between parent and child—relations between the family and the servants risk becoming contentious. Let’s go back to Gwen and her aspirations to leave service and join the secretarial trade. Although several of her fellow staff members, including the butler, Carson, question her choice, the family engages in a spirited discussion, rich with the various opinions on the matter:

Mary: Why are we talking about this? What does it matter?

Cora: It matters that the people who live and work here are content.

Sybil: Of course. We should be helping Gwen if that’s what she wants.

Isobel: I agree. Surely we must all encourage those less fortunate to improve their lot where they can.

Violet: Not if it isn’t in their best interests.

Isobel: Isn’t the maid a better judge of that than we are?

So many great ideas in six lines of dialogue! Cora and Isobel both express care for the servants, and we could also read respect in their comments: Isobel wants to encourage them to improve themselves as they choose, and Cora wants them to be content, presumably by their own standards. Sybil makes this respect explicit, referring to what Gwen wants, but Violet disagrees, which leads us into our next topic of discussion: Whose interests are actually promoted by paternalism?

“Not If It Isn’t in Their Best Interests,” Indeed!

Another way to frame the conflict between care and respect is to look at whose interests or values are actually promoted by paternalistic laws and regulations. In doing this, we don’t need to invoke devious motives or dictatorial impulses. Policy makers and regulators can sincerely want to benefit their constituents, but the question remains: On whose interests are they basing their laws and regulations?

Value substitution occurs when those in authority design paternalistic laws and regulations based on their judgment of people’s interests rather than the people’s own interests. Violet provides the perfect example earlier in the same dinner exchange:

Violet: I don’t understand, why would she want to be a secretary?

Matthew: She wants a different life.

Violet: But why? I should far prefer to be a maid in a large and pleasant house than work from dawn till dusk in a cramped and gloomy office. Don’t you agree, Carson?

Carson: I do, milady.

Generous and empathetic soul that she is, the Dowager Countess of Grantham puts herself in the shoes of Gwen the housemaid and claims knowledge of what she would prefer.8 (And Carson agrees.) But of course she has no way of knowing that this is what Gwen would prefer; in the first exchange, we see Isobel challenge Violet on this point, asking if Gwen isn’t a “better judge” of her interests than they are.

I don’t mean to pick on Violet, because no paternalistic policy maker can avoid substituting other values for the people’s own true interests, given that it is impossible to know much about them (directly). Contemporary legal scholar Claire Hill explains, “As convenient and tempting as it may be to extrapolate from our own introspection that others want what we do, or should want, we simply have no access to others’ beliefs and desires.”9 Any person’s interests are various, complex, and, most important, subjective—knowable only to the person himself or herself.

The only clue to other people’s interests that an outside observer can have is the choices those people make, from which the observer can try to infer the interests that motivated them. But since there can be any number of reasons or motivations for any decision, it is impossible to determine which one drove a particular choice. So policy makers who want to guide people’s choices in their own interests—especially a large number of people, all with different interests—must assume some common interests, such as money or health. But this, in turn, means that the resulting paternalistic laws or regulations aren’t in the people’s own interests but rather in the interests assumed (or imposed) by the policy makers, defeating the purpose and presumption of paternalism.

Do You Take Your Paternalism Hard or Soft, Sir?

If policy makers want to advance people’s own interests, which are reflected and promoted by the people’s own choices, what reason is there to act paternalistically? Why aren’t people’s own choices enough? Is there any reason to believe that they actually don’t serve people’s best interests?

There are two main reasons for this doubt, one which is not very controversial and another which is very much so. The first is the possibility that a person’s choice is not voluntary. Philosopher Joel Feinberg (1926–2004) understood a “perfectly voluntary choice” to imply the following:


1. The chooser is “competent.”

2. He or she does not choose under coercion or duress.

3. He or she does not choose because of more subtle manipulation.

4. He or she does not choose because of ignorance or mistaken belief.

5. He or she does not choose in circumstances that are temporarily distorting.10



If all of these conditions hold, we can be reasonably certain that a person’s choice reflects his or her interests, and any intervention by the state in those interests would require significant justification.

If, however, at least one of these conditions doesn’t hold—and in many cases one won’t, since they are all rather demanding—then the choice may be judged not to be “perfectly voluntary.” This doesn’t automatically justify paternalistic action by the government, but it opens the door for considering it, since an involuntary choice can’t be assumed to have been made in the person’s own interests. This is uncontroversial, and John Stuart Mill himself suggested the following case:

If either a public officer or any one else saw a person attempting to cross a bridge which had been ascertained to be unsafe, and there was no time to warn him of his danger, they might seize him and turn him back, without any real infringement of his liberty.11

We must allow for the possibility that the man may have intended to cross an unsafe bridge—perhaps he liked to live dangerously or didn’t want to live at all—but most people would agree that the officer was justified in assuming the man was simply unaware of the danger and pulling him away.

Of course, we question the quality of other people’s decision-making processes all the time, usually in less dire circumstances than in Mill’s example. Along with the rest of the family, Lord Grantham tried to prevent his youngest daughter, Sybil, from marrying the family’s chauffeur, Branson. He clearly doubted her choice, but was this because he doubted it was made voluntarily—perhaps in ignorance of the social consequences of such a marriage—or simply because he disagreed with the choice she made?

This is an important point, because Feinberg’s five conditions are procedural, questioning the integrity of the decision-making process rather than the substance of the choice itself. Sometimes, however, a person’s choice is judged to be involuntary simply because the external observer doesn’t agree with the choice itself, perhaps believing that “no sane person” could have made such a choice. Coercive interference for this reason is sometimes called hard paternalism, as opposed to the soft paternalism of pulling the man from the unsafe bridge, and is a clear case of value substitution masquerading as a concern with competency to choose.12

The Dowager Countess Will Love This Section

The more controversial argument for questioning people’s choices stems from recent work in behavioral psychology and economics and can be considered another example of less-than-voluntary choice (in addition to the five given by Feinberg). Research in decision making has discovered many cognitive dysfunctions and biases that can steer our choices away from our interests. For example, we have natural tendencies to procrastinate, freely choosing to put off important tasks and waste time doing something else, even though it endangers and frustrates our goals. For example, we may delay signing up for a retirement program, even when we know it’s in our best interest, which results in a lower level of wealth in old age. (Perhaps this isn’t a concern for Matthew, but it certainly is for the rest of us!)

In their 2008 book Nudge, economist Richard Thaler and legal scholar Cass Sunstein argued for what they termed libertarian paternalism, by which the government and businesses make small adjustments to options to guide people to make better choices (ostensibly in their own interests).13 For instance, they suggest that new employees be enrolled automatically in 401(k) retirement plans with an option to withdraw, rather than simply having an option to enroll. Thaler and Sunstein assume that it is in people’s true interests to enroll but that laziness or procrastination will delay them. In one of their academic papers on the topic, they wrote the following:

If employers think (correctly, we believe) that most employees would prefer to join the 401(k) plan if they took the time to think about it . . . then by choosing automatic enrollment, they are acting paternalistically by our definition of the term . . . steer[ing] employees’ choices in directions that will, in the view of employers, promote employees’ welfare.14

The problem, of course, is in determining what the employees would prefer “if they took the time to think about it,” or in the absence of any cognitive dysfunctions or biases. Libertarian paternalists presume to help people make the choices they “would have made” if they could make perfect decisions, but they still need information about people’s true interests to make this determination. Since they can’t access that information, their values are necessarily substituted for people’s own true interests—such as the presumed interest in retirement savings. Some individual employees, for instance, may actually have any number of higher priorities for their income (such as saving for a down payment on a new home).15

Had Lord Grantham discovered Sybil and Branson’s love affair earlier, he certainly would have tried to “nudge” her in a different direction. We can suppose that he would think her plans to run away to Ireland with Branson were unduly influenced by her emotions, and “had she been in her right mind,” she would have made a choice better suited to further her true interests. An old-school paternalist would have forbade the marriage (as did social mores at the time), but a libertarian paternalist would have simply rearranged her “choice environment” to result in a better decision (for her, of course, for her). Perhaps he could have tried to make Branson less attractive in her eyes or presented her with suitors who would appeal to her progressive mind-set but also be more appropriate socially (if that were possible). The key element in his libertarian paternalism would have been to allow Sybil to make a free choice, but among carefully arranged and tailored options, in order to arrive at the decision that she “would have made anyway”—or, at least, as her father sees it.

Oh, the Hubris!

Although the show is set in a country and an era with rigid class distinctions, Downton Abbey portrays most of the nobility and service staff treating one another with care and respect, as befits people who live in such close quarters (both upstairs and downstairs). No one stood in the way of Gwen’s hopes to become a secretary; in fact, Sybil went to extraordinary lengths to help her secure interviews and eventually get a job. In doing so, she showed respect for Gwen’s goals as well as care in helping her achieve them.

Paternalism, too, is often motivated by good intentions—legitimate concern for others—but it should always be tempered by respect for others’ choices and interests. There is a certain degree of hubris involved whenever one group of people thinks it knows what is in other people’s true interests better than they do and then forces or “nudges” them into making choices in those presumed interests. If even the British aristocracy could avoid this hubris in dealing with their servants, maybe there’s hope for the rest of us!
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