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Preface

As a cursory scan through the table of contents will
show, the realm of ethical theory is an expansive one.
If T had my way, this book would have been half again
as long, to reflect this breadth, but then my editor
rightly drew my attention to certain practicalities of
the publishing world. I am hopeful, nonetheless, that
most of the centrally important questions in ethical
theory receive attention within these covers.

At the heart of ethics are two questions: (1) What
should I do?, and (2) What sort of person should I be?
Though philosophers sometimes proceed as if these
questions were really quite distinct from one another, it
is artificial to suppose that we can plausibly answer the
one without making important commitments that go
some ways towards answering the other.We can also, of
course, ask about the status of our answers to these
questions, by asking, for instance, whether such answers
are in some way reflective only of personal opinion, or
whether they might be best measured against some
more objective standard. And again, we might be puz-
zled at how we can gain ethical knowledge in the first
place (if we can), and wonder at the rational authority
of morality (if there is any). All of these questions, and
many others, are addressed, if not conclusively answered,
in the readings that follow.

Any contemporary ethics anthology worth its salt
will be sure to include coverage of consequentialism,
deontology, contractarianism, and virtue ethics. This
book does that, but I have been intent on ensuring that
other areas, less often surveyed in such books, receive
attention as well. This explains the separate sections on
moral standing, moral responsibility, moral knowledge,
and a concluding sampling of work that asks about the

very possibility of systematic ethical theory. These are
matters in which students tend to be quite interested,
though for various reasons these issues are usually
omitted, or given only scant representation, in antholo-
gies such as this one.

I have also made the difficult decision, in the last
several sections devoted to normative ethics, to forgo
the usual point-counterpoint sampling of contrasting
views, in favor of devoting each such section entirely to
proponents of the theory being represented. Thus, in
the section on consequentialism, for instance, I omit
the usual critics of the doctrine, and restrict myself to
allowing only its defenders a voice therein. This makes
the reader’s work a bit more difficult, but also, I think,
much more interesting. What this approach allows is
a richer and subtler representation of the normative
theory under scrutiny. Readers will not have criticisms
of the theories presented and ready to hand. As a
compensation, however, they will have a more nuanced
target to aim at when seeking to identify for themselves
the vulnerabilities (and the strengths) of the views they
are exploring.

The task of comprehending, within the pages of
even this large work, the entire compass of ethical the-
ory is not one that any sane philosopher would think
possible. (Not that it hasn’t been fun trying.) I'm sure
that those with experience of this area will doubtless be
disappointed to find that a favorite paper has gone
missing here or there. But I hope to have provided
enough in the way of pleasant surprises and compen-
sating rewards to make up for that sort of thing. My
own goal is to have included here articles that are
exemplary in their accessibility, their being centrally
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representative of an important view within ethical
theory, and their being first-rate works of philosophy.
In a very small number of cases I have included pieces
that I know to have failed in one of these aspects,
because they have been so successful in the others.
Here is a listing of what is new in this second edition:

Harry Gensler, “Cultural Relativism” (Part I)
George Sher, “But I Could Be Wrong”
David O. Brink, “A Puzzle About the Rational
Authority of Morality” (Part III)

¢ Thomas Carson, Rationality and Full Information”
(PartV)
J.J.C.Smart,“Extreme and Restricted Utilitarianism”
Peter Railton, “Alienation, Consequentialism, and
the Demands of Morality” (Part VIII)

In addition to these fine selections, I have added an
entirely new part, Part XII, devoted to feminist ethics.
The readings in that part are:

Carol Gilligan, “In a Difterent Voice”

Nel Noddings, “An Ethic of Caring”

Cheshire Calhoun, “Justice, Care, and Gender Bias”
Annette Baier, “The Need for More than Justice”
Marilyn Frye, “Sexism”

Margaret Walker, “Feminist Skepticism, Authority,
and Transparency”

I've greatly enjoyed acquainting and reacquainting
myself with these terrific works. A further source of
genuine pleasure comes from acknowledging the very
kind, expert advice I have received from so many
talented and generous philosophers. My sincere thanks
to Jim Anderson, Steven Arkonovich, Paul Bloomfield,
Ben Bradley, Claudia Card, Tom Carson, Terence
Cuneo, Jonathan Dancy, Ben Eggleston, Dan Hausman,
Dan Haybron, Chris Heathwood, Thomas Hill, Jr., Dan
Jacobson, Robert Johnson, Hilde Lindemann, Thaddeus
Metz, Carolina Sartorio, Sam Scheffler, Rob Streiffer,
and Pekka Viyrynen. Don Hubin, Simon Keller, and
James S. Taylor reviewed my introductory essays and
offered excellent suggestions for improvement. Bekka
Williams and David Killoren significantly aided in the
research, and Brad Majors was a superb assistant in
every way.

Jeft Dean prompted me to put this book together,
and I'd like to express my appreciation to him not only
for encouraging me along these lines, but also for
being such a thoughtful and reasonable editor. His
assistants, Danielle Descoteaux (for the first edition)
and Tiffany Mok (for the second), served as my regular
correspondents at Blackwell, and were the very model
of cheery, intelligent efficiency. I couldn’t have asked
for a better editorial team.

RSL
Madison, Spring 2012
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The Status of Morality







Introduction to Part |

Suppose that we are puzzled about whether we ought
to lend our support to a war that our government has
initiated. We mull things over, we talk to our friends,
we listen to what politicians and opinion writers have
to say about the matter, and then, finally, we do manage
to make up our minds. Can our moral view of the
matter be true? If so, what could make it true?

Suppose that we have thought things out quite a bit,
and have arrived, not at a particular assessment of this
war or that war, but of all wars — we have developed a
theory of just war. This theory tells us the conditions
under which the activities of war are just and right.
Can this theory be true? If so, what makes it true?

Suppose, finally, that our thinking has become so
sophisticated that we are able, after a great deal of effort,
to develop an entire ethic. We have, to our satisfaction,
identified the conditions that determine whether
actions are moral or immoral. Can this sort of theory be
true? If so, what makes it true?

The questions I have posed are not questions about
the content of morality. I am not asking about what
should go on the laundry list of moral dos and don’ts.
The questions I posed above are about the status of our
moral opinions, and our moral theories. What are we
doing when we arrive at moral verdicts and theories?
So long as we are speaking sincerely, we are surely
voicing our personal opinion about such matters. But
is that all there is to it? Do our opinions answer to any
independent authority? Are actions right just because

someone approves of them? Because a society approves
of them? Because God approves of them? Or might it
be that actions are right independently of all such
sources of approval? Or, more pessimistically, might it
be the case that morality is a fraud, a system of merely
conventional rules that have no real authority at all?
On this line, all of our moral talk is fraught with error:
we think that genocide is immoral, and think it our
duty to tend to the weak, but these views, like all moral
views, are (on this line) simply mistaken.

The possibilities just canvassed represent the wide
variety of views in metaethics. Metaethics is that branch
of ethical theory that asks, not about the content of
morality, but about its status. Is morality a human
invention? A divine creation? Something else? Can we
have moral knowledge, and, if so, how? Are moral
requirements rationally compelling — do we always
have excellent reason to do as morality says? For present
purposes, the central metaethical question is whether
moral views can be true, and, if so, whether they can be
objectively true. A claim is objectively true just in case
it is true independently of what any human being
actually thinks of it. There are lots of objective truths:
that two and two are four; that oxygen is denser than
helium, that the planet Mars is smaller than the planet
Jupiter. The big question here is whether there are any
moral claims that share this status.

Many of our writers do not think so. David Hume,
our lead-oft author, wrote his magnificent Treatise of
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Human Nature when he was still in his twenties.
Contained therein is a series of very powerful arguments
against the objectivity of ethics. Many of these argu-
ments are, either on their own or with an updating,
taken today as cogent reasons for rejecting ethical
objectivity. One of the more famous arguments is this:

1. All claims that can be known by reason are either
empirical matters of fact, or conceptual truths
(such as “all bachelors are unmarried,” or “all cubes
have six sides”).

2. Moral claims do not represent empirical matters
of fact.

3. Moral claims do not represent conceptual truths.

4. Therefore reason cannot give us moral knowledge.

Hume was also notable for emphasizing the impossibility
of deducing an ought from an is, i.e., deducing a moral
claim, or a prescription about what should be done, from
a factual claim that describes what is the case. One is
making no logical error in accepting this description:
“that action is a premeditated killing of a defenseless
child,” but failing to infer that “therefore that action is
immoral.” If the person who knows of the killing fails to
deem it immoral, she is not making a logical error. But
what other sort of error could she be making? It is no
error of reason, says Hume, for it is an implication of his
argument, above, that errors of reason are limited to two
kinds: mistaking empirical matters of fact, or misunder-
standing the concepts one is employing. But such a
callous individual may know all of the nonmoral facts
surrounding the killing, and may be as conceptually
sophisticated as the rest of us. If there is any error made
by such a person, it cannot be that she has failed to get at
the truth. For reason is the faculty that gets at truth, and
if, according to Hume, there is no error of reason, then
there is no failure to light on the truth. Perhaps, as many
commentators read him, that is because Hume didn’t
believe that there was such a thing as ethical truth.

Here is another argument taken from Hume’s classic
work:

1. Moral judgments are intrinsically motivating.
Beliefs are not intrinsically motivating — they need
desires to generate motivation.

3. Therefore moral judgments are not beliefs.

If moral judgments are not beliefs, then what are they?
A.J. Ayer, whose views on ethics clearly bear a Humean

influence, claims that our moral judgments are just
expressions of our emotions. If I judge that eating meat
is immoral, for instance, I am not reporting a putative
fact about meat eating. Rather, I am expressing my
aversion to it. It’s as if I were saying: “meat-eating —
yechhh!” Such an expression, pretty clearly, cannot be
true. But neither can it be false. It is not the sort of thing
discernible by reason, since it doesn'’t seek to represent
the way things really are. Moral judgments are not
reports or descriptions of the world. They are our emo-
tional responses to a world that contains no values at all.

J.L. Mackie holds a view that is pretty close to Ayers.
Mackie agrees with Ayer that the world contains no
values. Nothing is morally right or wrong. Of course,
almost all of us resort to moral vocabulary to register
our approvals or disapprovals of things. But our moral
judgments are never true.

There is a subtle but important disagreement between
these two thinkers. Ayer denies that moral judgments
are truth-apt, i.e., capable of being true or false. He
thinks this because of his attachment to the verifiability
criterion of meaning, according to which a sentence is
meaningful only if it is either a conceptual truth or
empirically verifiable. Ayer basically takes Hume’s criterion
for what could be discovered by reason, and applies it to
the theory of meaning. Ayer denies that moral claims are
conceptual truths, and he also thinks it impossible to
verify them through the evidence of the senses. So Ayer
judges them meaningless. And a meaningless sentence is
not truth-apt — it is neither true nor false.

Mackie, by contrast, thinks that moral claims are
meaningful, but always fail to state the truth. That’s
because, for Mackie, there is no moral truth. Morality is
entirely made-up, though we all suppose that it answers
to some objective criteria of right and wrong. Since there
are no such criteria, all of our moral claims rest on a
massive failure of presupposition. We assume the existence
of objective values in our moral judgments. We try to
accurately report on the details of an objective morality.
But we invariably fail, and lapse into error, because the
very thing required to make our moral judgments true
(i.e., an objective moral reality) does not exist.

Mackie’s arguments for this view are numerous. One
of the most important ones is this:

1. The degree of disagreement in ethics is much
greater than that found in science.

2. The best explanation of this is that science explores
a realm of objective facts, while ethics comprises
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a set of judgments that reflect non-objective,
parochial opinion.

3. The view likeliest to be true is the one that best
explains the available evidence.

4. Therefore the view likeliest to be true is that ethics
comprises a set of judgments that reflect non-
objective, parochial opinion.

The comparative breadth and depth of ethical disa-
greement has long been a source of suspicion about the
objectivity of ethics. So, too, has this concern, again
well expressed by Mackie in another of his arguments:

1. If there are any genuine moral requirements, then
they must be intrinsically motivating and intrinsi-
cally reason-giving.

2. Nothing 1is either intrinsically motivating or
intrinsically reason-giving.

3. Therefore there are no genuine moral requirements.

Mackie argues that anything that is either intrinsically
motivating or reason-giving would be “queer” — quite
unlike anything else we know of in the universe.
Following Hume, he thinks that motivation is entirely
contingent on what one happens to believe and desire.
No fact or putative requirement can motivate all by
itself. Mackie also thinks that the very concept of a
moral requirement entails that it supply an excellent or
overriding reason for all to whom it applies. But again,
he thinks that reasons depend on contingent facts
about people’s desires or interests. No consideration
can supply a reason for action all by itself; whether it
does so or not depends on whether it is conducive to
one’s ends. Since, by Mackie’s lights, something counts
as a moral requirement only if it supplies, by itself, a
reason for compliance, and since, as he sees it, there can
be no such intrinsically reason-giving entities, it fol-
lows that there are no genuine moral requirements.
Gilbert Harman is the last representative in our
readings of those who are deeply suspicious of the
objectivity of ethics. Updating an argument that can be
found in our selection from Hume’s Treatise, Harman
argues that we have good reason to deny the existence
of objective moral facts. The argument is this: all objec-
tive facts are indispensable in explaining what we
observe; no putative moral facts are thus indispensable;
therefore there are no objective moral facts. We can
explain all that needs explaining without introducing
any moral features. If we want to discover why people

are born or die, why banks operate as they do, why
crops flourish or fail, we needn’t invoke moral facts in
the explanations. Indeed, everything we observe about
the world can be explained, at least in principle, with-
out the use of any moral notions or categories at all.
This seems straightforward when we are seeking to
explain scientific phenomena, such as the workings of
enzymes, or the motions of planets. But it is also true
when we are trying to explain why we think, for
instance, that (in Harman’s example) setting light to a
cat is immoral. We have the moral thoughts we do
because of our upbringing. We are not attuned to some
odd realm of objective moral fact; rather, we express
our socially inculcated views of right and wrong when
we issue our moral judgments. This last view, very like
one of Mackie’s, says that the simpler hypothesis by far
is that our moral judgments are nothing more than
expressions of parochial attitudes formed during our
maturation. Why complicate things by introducing a
realm of objective moral facts, when all that needs
explaining — including our propensity to have confi-
dent moral views — can be explained without them?
Though sharing a good deal of Mackie’s suspicion
about moral objectivity, Harman does not think that
our moral views are all erroneous. Rather, Harman
endorses a thesis known as ethical relativism. When we
judge actions right or wrong, we are doing so only
relative to a conventional moral standard — the one that
we have agreed (with others) to accept.Though Harman
offers a number of considerations on behalf of his
favored view, perhaps the most powerful is given by the
following line of argument: Moral requirements provide
reasons for action. Further, people have reasons to act in
certain ways only if such actions serve their ends. Since
people’s ends (i.e., their desires and commitments) differ
from person to person, people’s reasons for action difter
in this way as well. It follows that people’s moral
requirements differ in this way as well. What counts as
the correct moral requirements is thus contingent on
what we happen to care about. Harman thus parts
company with Ayer and Mackie in thinking that there
are, in fact, real moral requirements. But he accepts their
claim that moral demands have no objective authority.
Ethical relativism is here critically examined by
Harry Gensler. He assesses the popular idea that social
approval is the ultimate basis of morality. He considers
familiar reasons offered to support relativism -
namely, the diversity of moral ideas across cultures,
and the importance of tolerance — and finds that
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relativism does not gain support from these claims,
and fails to support them in turn. He charges
relativism with a too-ready acceptance of existing
social conventions, arguing that racism and intolerance
are bad, even if they are socially popular. After all, says
Gensler, social approval might be based on factual
ignorance, or groundless superstition, and this
undermines their moral authority. He concludes by
arguing that some forms of ethical objectivism can
vindicate the value of tolerance, explain the possibility
of moral error, and account for moral disagreement in
a satisfying way.

The readings of this part also include an excerpt
from G. E. Moore’s influential work, Principia Ethica,
written just over a century ago. Moore thinks that
there are three major options for ethics: (a) ethical
naturalism, according to which moral features of the
world are nothing more than scientific features, and so
as real as scientific features; (b) ethical nonnaturalism,
according to which moral features, while real, are non-
scientific; or (c) a view, that he leaves nameless, accord-
ing to which moral talk is meaningless, because there
aren’t any real moral features of the world. Moore
thinks that the last option is preposterous, and dismisses
it nearly out of hand. This is the view that came later to
be endorsed by Ayer and others. Moore famously
argues against option (a), ethical naturalism, by means
of his open-question argument: if it is an open question
whether some natural feature of the world is identical
to some moral feature, then they can’t really be
identical. For any natural feature and any moral feature,
there will be an open question as to whether they are
really just one feature, or two. Therefore moral features
are not natural, scientific features of the world.

Moore’s preferred view, ethical nonnaturalism, has
been out of favor for the past several decades. This is
partly explained by the great increase in philosophical
naturalism, the world view that claims that all of the
world’s contents are explicable scientifically. It is also
attributable to a suspicion that if ethical nonnaturalism
were true, we would have no access to moral facts
except through intuition. Since different people have
different intuitions, and intuitionism seems to have no
method for adjudicating conflicts among intuitions,
this moral epistemology has struck many as lacking
credibility. Philosophers
unscientific moral facts could either motivate or

also worry about how

provide moral agents with reasons for action, some-
thing that, as we saw above, many think is part of the
job description of a moral requirement.

I think that some form of ethical nonnaturalism is
correct, and offer a partial defense of it here. The article
doesn’t answer all of the objections that have been
leveled against this view. Discussion of some of these
criticisms is pursued in subsequent parts: see especially
Part II, where moral intuitionism is defended (by
Bambrough and Audi) and criticized (by Geoffrey
Sayre-McCord), and Part III, where there is much
discussion about whether moral requirements are
intrinsically reason-giving (see especially the papers by
Philippa Foot, who denies this, and my contribution
there, which affirms it). In addition to trying to reply to
objections, I do offer a positive argument on behalf
the parallels
between philosophy generally, and ethics in particular.

of nonnaturalism, which highlights

Philosophical questions admit of objectively correct
answers, and philosophy is not a natural science. Since
ethics is a branch of philosophy, we should expect that
the same things are true of ethics, namely, that moral
questions have objectively correct answers, which are
no part of natural science to discover.

Michael Smith’s selection on moral realism — the
technical term for the view that there is objective
ethical truth — both describes and defends this meta-
ethical position. He seeks to answer perennial worries
about how we could know what is right and wrong,
and how moral requirements could intrinsically
motivate and provide reasons for action. He does this
by developing an ideal advisor view of ethics. He
thinks that what you are required to do is whatever
you would want yourself to do, were you purged of
false beliefs and possessed of a fully coherent set of
desires. Because this ideal advisor is basically you, only
new and improved, you already have built in a motiva-
tion to adhere to his or her recommendations. You
have reason to take the advice seriously, since it is
given by a highly informed counterpart who shares
your basic outlook on life. And you can know what
the advice is, provided that you can approximate the
position of someone who has gathered relevant
nonmoral information, and has managed to eliminate
conflicts among relevant desires. In this way, if Smith is
correct, we can address the most pressing objections to
the possibility of ethical objectivity.
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“Of the Influencing Motives of
the Will” and “Moral Distinctions
Not Derived from Reason”

David Hume

Of the Influencing Motives
of the Will

Nothing is more usual in philosophy, and even in
common life, than to talk of the combat of passion and
reason, to give the preference to reason, and assert that
men are only so far virtuous as they conform them-
selves to its dictates. Every rational creature, it is said, is
obliged to regulate his actions by reason; and if any
other motive or principle challenge the direction of
his conduct, he ought to oppose it, till it be entirely
subdued, or at least brought to a conformity with that
superior principle. On this method of thinking the
greatest part of moral philosophy, ancient and modern,
seems to be founded; nor is there an ampler field, as
well for metaphysical arguments, as popular declama-
tions, than this supposed preéminence of reason above
passion. The eternity, invariableness, and divine origin
of the former, have been displayed to the best advantage:
the blindness, inconstancy, and deceitfulness of the
latter, have been as strongly insisted on. In order to
show the fallacy of all this philosophy, I shall endeavour
to prove first, that reason alone can never be a motive to
any action of the will; and secondly, that it can never
oppose passion in the direction of the will.

David Hume, “Of the Influencing Motives of the Will” and “Moral
Distinctions Not Derived from Reason,” from Treatise of Human
Nature, Book 111, 1737.

The understanding exerts itself after two different
ways, as it judges from demonstration or probability; as
it regards the abstract relations of our ideas, or those
relations of objects of which experience only gives us
information. I believe it scarce will be asserted, that the
first species of reasoning alone is ever the cause of any
action. As its proper province is the world of ideas, and
as the will always places us in that of realities, demon-
stration and volition seem upon that account to be
totally removed from each other. Mathematics, indeed,
are useful in all mechanical operations, and arithmetic
in almost every art and profession: but it is not of them-
selves they have any influence. Mechanics are the art of
regulating the motions of bodies fo some designed end or
purpose; and the reason why we employ arithmetic in
fixing the proportions of numbers, is only that we may
discover the proportions of their influence and opera-
tion. A merchant is desirous of knowing the sum total
of his accounts with any person: why? but that he may
learn what sum will have the same effects in paying his
debt, and going to market, as all the particular articles
taken together. Abstract or demonstrative reasoning,
therefore, never influences any of our actions, but only
as it directs our judgment concerning causes and
effects; which leads us to the second operation of the
understanding.

It is obvious, that when we have the prospect of
pain or pleasure from any object, we feel a consequent
emotion of aversion or propensity, and are carried to
avoid or embrace what will give us this uneasiness or
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satisfaction. It is also obvious, that this emotion rests
not here, but, making us cast our view on every side,
comprehends whatever objects are connected with its
original one by the relation of cause and effect. Here
then reasoning takes place to discover this relation; and
according as our reasoning varies, our actions receive a
subsequent variation. But it is evident, in this case, that
the impulse arises not from reason, but is only directed
by it. It is from the prospect of pain or pleasure that the
aversion or propensity arises towards any object: and
these emotions extend themselves to the causes and
effects of that object, as they are pointed out to us by
reason and experience. It can never in the least concern
us to know, that such objects are causes, and such others
effects, if both the causes and effects be indifferent
to us. Where the objects themselves do not affect us,
their connection can never give them any influence;
and it is plain that, as reason is nothing but the discovery
of this connection, it cannot be by its means that the
objects are able to affect us.

Since reason alone can never produce any action, or
give rise to volition, I infer, that the same faculty is as
incapable of preventing volition, or of disputing the
preference with any passion or emotion. This conse-
quence is necessary. It is impossible reason could have
the latter effect of preventing volition, but by giving an
impulse in a contrary direction to our passions; and that
impulse, had it operated alone, would have been ample
to produce volition. Nothing can oppose or retard the
impulse of passion, but a contrary impulse; and if this
contrary impulse ever arises from reason, that latter
faculty must have an original influence on the will,
and must be able to cause, as well as hinder, any act of’
volition. But if reason has no original influence, it is
impossible it can withstand any principle which has such
an efficacy, or ever keep the mind in suspense a moment.
Thus, it appears, that the principle which opposes our
passion cannot be the same with reason, and is only
called so in an improper sense. We speak not strictly and
philosophically, when we talk of the combat of passion
and of reason. 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.As this opinion may appear
somewhat extraordinary, it may not be improper to
confirm it by some other considerations.

A passion is an original existence, or, if you will,
modification of existence, and contains not any repre-
sentative quality, which renders it a copy of any other
existence or modification. When I am angry, I am

actually possessed with the passion, and in that emotion
have no more a reference to any other object, than
when I am thirsty, or sick, or more than five feet high.
It is impossible, therefore, that this passion can be
opposed by, or be contradictory to truth and reason;
since this contradiction consists in the disagreement of
ideas, considered as copies, with those objects which
they represent.

‘What may at first occur on this head is, that as nothing
can be contrary to truth or reason, except what has a
reference to it, and as the judgments of our understand-
ing only have this reference, it must follow that passions
can be contrary to reason only, so far as they are accompa-
nied with some judgment or opinion. According to this
principle, which is so obvious and natural, it is only in
two senses that any affection can be called unreasonable.
First, when a passion, such as hope or fear, grief or joy,
despair or security, is founded on the supposition of the
existence of objects, which really do not exist. Secondly,
When in exerting any passion in action, we choose
means sufficient for the designed end, and deceive
ourselves in our judgment of causes and effects. Where a
passion is neither founded on false suppositions, nor
chooses means insufficient for the end, the understand-
ing can neither justify nor condemn it. It is not contrary
to reason to prefer the destruction of the whole world
to the scratching of my finger. It is not contrary to
reason for me to choose my total ruin, to prevent the
least uneasiness of an Indian, or person wholly unknown
to me. It is as little contrary to reason to prefer even my
own acknowledged lesser good to my greater, and have
a more ardent affection for the former than the latter.
A trivial good may, from certain circumstances, produce
a desire superior to what arises from the greatest and
most valuable enjoyment; nor is there anything more
extraordinary in this, than in mechanics to see one
pound weight raise up a hundred by the advantage of its
situation. In short, a passion must be accompanied with
some false judgment, in order to its being unreasonable;
and even then it is not the passion, properly speaking,
which is unreasonable, but the judgment.

The consequences are evident. Since a passion can
never, in any sense, be called unreasonable, but when
founded on a false supposition, or when it chooses
means insufficient for the designed end, it is impossible
that reason and passion can ever oppose each other, or
dispute for the government of the will and actions.The
moment we perceive the falsehood of any supposition,
or the insufficiency of any means, our passions yield to
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our reason without any opposition. I may desire any
fruit as of an excellent relish; but whenever you con-
vince me of my mistake, my longing ceases. I may will
the performance of certain actions as means of obtain-
ing any desired good; but as my willing of these actions
is only secondary, and founded on the supposition that
they are causes of the proposed effect; as soon as I dis-
cover the falsehood of that supposition, they must
become indifferent to me.

It is natural for one, that does not examine objects
with a strict philosophic eye, to imagine, that those
actions of the mind are entirely the same, which pro-
duce not a different sensation, and are not immediately
distinguishable to the feeling and perception. Reason,
for instance, exerts itself without producing any sensible
emotions; and except in the more sublime disquisitions
of philosophy, or in the frivolous subtilties of the
schools, scarce ever conveys any pleasure or uneasiness.
Hence it proceeds, that every action of the mind which
operates with the same calmness and tranquillity, is
confounded with reason by all those who judge of
things from the first view and appearance. Now it is
certain there are certain calm desires and tendencies,
which, though they be real passions, produce little
emotion in the mind, and are more known by their
effects than by the immediate feeling or sensation.
These desires are of two kinds; either certain instincts
originally implanted in our natures, such as benevo-
lence and resentment, the love of life, and kindness to
children; or the general appetite to good, and aversion
to evil, considered merely as such. When any of these
passions are calm, and cause no disorder in the soul, they
are very readily taken for the determinations of reason,
and are supposed to proceed from the same faculty with
that which judges of truth and falsehood. Their nature
and principles have been supposed the same, because
their sensations are not evidently different.

Beside these calm passions, which often determine
the will, there are certain violent emotions of the same
kind, which have likewise a great influence on that
faculty. When I receive any injury from another, I often
feel a violent passion of resentment, which makes
me desire his evil and punishment, independent of all
considerations of pleasure and advantage to myself.
When I am immediately threatened with any grievous
ill, my fears, apprehensions, and aversions rise to a great
height, and produce a sensible emotion.

The common error of metaphysicians has lain in
ascribing the direction of the will entirely to one of

these principles, and supposing the other to have no
influence. Men often act knowingly against their
interest; for which reason, the view of the greatest
possible good does not always influence them. Men
often counteract a violent passion in prosecution of
their interests and designs; it is not, therefore, the
present uneasiness alone which determines them. In
general we may observe that both these principles
operate on the will; and where they are contrary, that
either of them prevails, according to the general charac-
ter or present disposition of the person. What we call
strength of mind, implies the prevalence of the calm
passions above the violent; though we may easily
observe, there is no man so constantly possessed of this
virtue as never on any occasion to yield to the
solicitations of passion and desire. From these variations
of temper proceeds the great difficulty of deciding
concerning the actions and resolutions of men, where
there is any contrariety of motives and passions.

Moral Distinctions Not Derived
from Reason

There is an inconvenience which attends all abstruse
reasoning, that it may silence, without convincing an
antagonist, and requires the same intense study to make
us sensible of its force, that was at first requisite for its
invention. When we leave our closet, and engage in the
common affairs of life, its conclusions seem to vanish
like the phantoms of the night on the appearance of the
morning; and it is difficult for us to retain even that
conviction which we had attained with difficulty. This
is still more conspicuous in a long chain of reasoning,
where we must preserve to the end the evidence of the
first propositions, and where we often lose sight of all
the most received maxims, either of philosophy or
common life. I am not, however, without hopes, that
the present system of philosophy will acquire new
force as it advances; and that our reasonings concerning
morals will corroborate whatever has been said con-
cerning the understanding and the passions. Morality is
a subject that interests us above all others; we fancy
the peace of society to be at stake in every decision
concerning it; and it is evident that this concern must
make our speculations appear more real and solid, than
where the subject is in a great measure indifferent to us.
What affects us, we conclude, can never be a chimera;
and, as our passion is engaged on the one side or the
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other, we naturally think that the question lies within
human comprehension; which, in other cases of this
nature, we are apt to entertain some doubt of. Without
this advantage, I never should have ventured upon
a third volume of such abstruse philosophy, in an age
wherein the greatest part of men seem agreed to convert
reading into an amusement, and to reject everything
that requires any considerable degree of attention to
be comprehended.

It has been observed, that nothing is ever present to
the mind but its perceptions; and that all the actions of
seeing, hearing, judging, loving, hating, and thinking,
fall under this denomination. The mind can never
exert itself in any action which we may not compre-
hend under the term of perception; and consequently
that term is no less applicable to those judgments by
which we distinguish moral good and evil, than to
every other operation of the mind. To approve of one
character, to condemn another, are only so many
different perceptions.

Now, as perceptions resolve themselves into two
kinds, viz. impressions and ideas, this distinction gives rise
to a question, with which we shall open up our present
inquiry concerning morals, whether it is by means of our
ideas or impressions we distinguish betwixt vice and virtue,
and pronounce an action blamable or praiseworthy? This will
immediately cut off all loose discourses and declama-
tions, and reduce us to something precise and exact on
the present subject.

Those who affirm that virtue is nothing but a
conformity to reason; that there are eternal fitnesses
and unfitnesses of things, which are the same to every
rational being that considers them; that the immutable
measure of right and wrong impose an obligation, not
only on human creatures, but also on the Deity himself:
all these systems concur in the opinion, that morality,
like truth, is discerned merely by ideas, and by their
juxtaposition and comparison. In order, therefore, to
judge of these systems, we need only consider whether
it be possible from reason alone, to distinguish betwixt
moral good and evil, or whether there must concur
some other principles to enable us to make that
distinction.

If morality had naturally no influence on human
passions and actions, it were in vain to take such pains
to inculcate it; and nothing would be more fruitless
than that multitude of rules and precepts with which
all moralists abound. Philosophy is commonly divided
into speculative and practical; and as morality is always

comprehended under the latter division, it is supposed
to influence our passions and actions, and to go beyond
the calm and indolent judgments of the understanding.
And this is confirmed by common experience, which
informs us that men are often governed by their duties,
and are deterred from some actions by the opinion of
injustice, and impelled to others by that of obligation.

Since morals, therefore, have an influence on the
actions and affections, it follows that they cannot be
derived from reason; and that because reason alone, as
we have already proved, can never have any such
influence. Morals excite passions, and produce or pre-
vent actions. Reason of itself is utterly impotent in this
particular. The rules of morality, therefore, are not
conclusions of our reason.

No one, I believe, will deny the justness of this
inference; nor is there any other means of evading it,
than by denying that principle on which it is founded.
As long as it is allowed, that reason has no influence on
our passions and actions, it is in vain to pretend that
morality is discovered only by a deduction of reason. An
active principle can never be founded on an inactive; and
if reason be inactive in itself, it must remain so in all its
shapes and appearances, whether it exerts itself in natural
or moral subjects, whether it considers the powers
of external bodies, or the actions of rational beings.

It would be tedious to repeat all the arguments by
which I have proved' that reason is perfectly inert, and
can never either prevent or produce any action or
affection. It will be easy to recollect what has been said
upon that subject. I shall only recall on this occasion
one of these arguments, which I shall endeavour to
render still more conclusive, and more applicable to the
present subject.

Reason is the discovery of truth or falsehood. Truth
or falsehood consists in an agreement or disagreement
either to the real relations of ideas, or to real existence
and matter of fact. Whatever therefore is not susceptible
of this agreement or disagreement, is incapable of being
true or false, and can never be an object of our reason.
Now, it is evident our passions, volitions, and actions,
are not susceptible of any such agreement or disagree-
ment; being original facts and realities, complete in
themselves, and implying no reference to other passions,
volitions, and actions. It is impossible, therefore, they
can be pronounced either true or false, and be either
contrary or conformable to reason.

This argument is of double advantage to our present
purpose. For it proves directly, that actions do not derive
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their merit from a conformity to reason, nor their
blame from a contrariety to it; and it proves the same
truth more indirectly, by showing us, that as reason can
never immediately prevent or produce any action by
contradicting or approving of it, it cannot be the source
of moral good and evil, which are found to have that
influence. Actions may be laudable or blamable; but
they cannot be reasonable or unreasonable: laudable
or blamable, therefore, are not the same with reasonable
or unreasonable. The merit and demerit of actions
frequently contradict, and sometimes control our
natural propensities. But reason has no such influence.
Moral distinctions, therefore, are not the offspring of
reason. Reason is wholly inactive, and can never be the
source of so active a principle as conscience, or a sense
of morals.

But perhaps it may be said, that though no will or
action can be immediately contradictory to reason, yet
we may find such a contradiction in some of the
attendants of the actions, that is, in its causes or effects.
The action may cause a judgment, or may be obliquely
caused by one, when the judgment concurs with a
passion; and by an abusive way of speaking, which
philosophy will scarce allow of, the same contrariety
may, upon that account, be ascribed to the action. How
far this truth or falsehood may be the source of morals,
it will now be proper to consider.

It has been observed that reason, in a strict and phil-
osophical sense, can have an influence on our conduct
only after two ways: either when it excites a passion, by
informing us of the existence of something which is a
proper object of it; or when it discovers the connection
of causes and eftects, so as to afford us means of exerting
any passion. These are the only kinds of judgment
which can accompany our actions, or can be said to
produce them in any manner; and it must be allowed,
that these judgments may often be false and erroneous.
A person may be affected with passion, by supposing a
pain or pleasure to lie in an object which has no
tendency to produce either of these sensations, or
which produces the contrary to what is imagined. A
person may also take false measures for the attaining of
his end, and may retard, by his foolish conduct, instead
of forwarding the execution of any object. These false
judgments may be thought to affect the passions and
actions, which are connected with them, and may be
said to render them unreasonable, in a figurative and
improper way of speaking. But though this be acknowl-
edged, it is easy to observe, that these errors are so far

from being the source of all immorality, that they are
commonly very innocent, and draw no manner of guilt
upon the person who is so unfortunate as to fall into
them. They extend not beyond a mistake of fact, which
moralists have not generally supposed criminal, as
being perfectly involuntary. I am more to be lamented
than blamed, if I am mistaken with regard to the influ-
ence of objects in producing pain or pleasure, or if
I know not the proper means of satisfying my desires.
No one can ever regard such errors as a defect in my
moral character. A fruit, for instance, that is really disa-
greeable, appears to me at a distance, and, through
mistake, I fancy it to be pleasant and delicious. Here is
one error. I choose certain means of reaching this fruit,
which are not proper for my end. Here is a second
error; nor is there any third one, which can ever
possibly enter into our reasonings concerning actions.
ask, therefore, if a2 man in this situation, and guilty of
these two errors, is to be regarded as vicious and
criminal, however unavoidable they might have been?
Or if it be possible to imagine that such errors are the
sources of all immorality?

And here it may be proper to observe, that if moral
distinctions be derived from the truth or falsehood of
those judgments, they must take place wherever we form
the judgments; nor will there be any difference, whether
the question be concerning an apple or a kingdom, or
whether the error be avoidable or unavoidable.

For as the very essence of morality is supposed to
consist in an agreement or disagreement to reason, the
other circumstances are entirely arbitrary,and can never
either bestow on any action the character of virtuous
or vicious, or deprive it of that character. To which
we may add, that this agreement or disagreement, not
admitting of degrees, all virtues and vices would of
course be equal.

Should it be pretended, that though a mistake of fact
be not criminal, yet a mistake of right often is; and that
this may be the source of immorality: I would answer,
that it is impossible such a mistake can ever be the
original source of immorality, since it supposes a real
right and wrong; that is, a real distinction in morals,
independent of these judgments. A mistake, therefore,
of right, may become a species of immorality; but it is
only a secondary one, and is founded on some other
antecedent to it.

As to those judgments which are the effects of
our actions, and which, when false, give occasion to
pronounce the actions contrary to truth and reason; we
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may observe, that our actions never cause any judgment,
either true or false, in ourselves, and that it is only on
others they have such an influence. It is certain that
an action, on many occasions, may give rise to false
conclusions in others; and that a person, who, through
a window, sees any lewd behaviour of mine with my
neighbour’s wife, may be so simple as to imagine she is
certainly my own. In this respect my action resembles
somewhat a lie or falsehood; only with this difference,
which is material, that I perform not the action with
any intention of giving rise to a false judgment in
another, but merely to satisfy my lust and passion. It
causes, however, a mistake and false judgment by acci-
dent; and the falsehood of its effects may be ascribed,
by some odd figurative way of speaking, to the action
itself. But still I can see no pretext of reason for assert-
ing, that the tendency to cause such an error is the first
spring or original source of all immorality.

Thus, upon the whole, it is impossible that the
distinction betwixt moral good and evil can be made
by reason; since that distinction has an influence upon
our actions, of which reason alone is incapable. Reason
and judgment may, indeed, be the mediate cause of an
action, by prompting or by directing a passion; but it is
not pretended that a judgment of this kind, either in its
truth or falsehood, is attended with virtue or vice.
And as to the judgments, which are caused by our
judgments, they can still less bestow those moral
qualities on the actions which are their causes.

But, to be more particular, and to show that those
eternal immutable fitnesses and unfitnesses of things
cannot be defended by sound philosophy, we may
weigh the following considerations.

If the thought and understanding were alone capable
of fixing the boundaries of right and wrong, the char-
acter of virtuous and vicious either must lie in some
relations of objects, or must be a matter of fact which is
discovered by our reasoning. This consequence is evident.
As the operations of human understanding divide
themselves into two kinds, the comparing of ideas, and
the inferring of matter of fact, were virtue discovered
by the understanding, it must be an object of one of
these operations; nor is there any third operation of the
understanding which can discover it. There has been an
opinion very industriously propagated by certain
philosophers, that morality is susceptible of demonstra-
tion; and though no one has ever been able to advance
a single step in those demonstrations, yet it is taken
for granted that this science may be brought to an

equal certainty with geometry or algebra. Upon this
supposition, vice and virtue must consist in some rela-
tions; since it is allowed on all hands, that no matter of
fact is capable of being demonstrated. Let us therefore
begin with examining this hypothesis, and endeavour,
if possible, to fix those moral qualities which have been
so long the objects of our fruitless researches; point out
distinctly the relations which constitute morality or
obligation, that we may know wherein they consist,
and after what manner we must judge of them.

If you assert that vice and virtue consist in relations
susceptible of certainty and demonstration, you must
confine yourself to those four relations which alone
admit of that degree of evidence; and in that case you
run into absurdities from which you will never be able
to extricate yourself. For as you make the very essence
of morality to lie in the relations, and as there is no one
of these relations but what is applicable, not only to an
irrational but also to an inanimate object, it follows
that even such objects must be susceptible of merit or
demerit. Resemblance, contrariety, degrees in quality, and
proportions in quantity and number; all these relations
belong as properly to matter as to our actions, passions,
and volitions. It is unquestionable, therefore, that
morality lies not in any of these relations, nor the sense
of it in their discovery.?

Should it be asserted, that the sense of morality
consists in the discovery of some relation distinct from
these, and that our enumeration was not complete
when we comprehended all demonstrable relations
under four general heads; to this I know not what to
reply, till some one be so good as to point out to me this
new relation. It is impossible to refute a system which
has never yet been explained. In such a manner of
fighting in the dark, a man loses his blows in the air, and
often places them where the enemy is not present.

I must therefore, on this occasion, rest contented
with requiring the two following conditions of any
one that would undertake to clear up this system. First,
as moral good and evil belong only to the actions of
the mind, and are derived from our situation with
regard to external objects, the relations from which
these moral distinctions arise must lie only betwixt
internal actions and external objects, and must not be
applicable either to internal actions, compared among
themselves, or to external objects, when placed in
opposition to other external objects. For as morality is
supposed to attend certain relations, if these relations
could belong to internal actions considered singly, it
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would follow, that we might be guilty of crimes in
ourselves, and independent of our situation with
respect to the universe; and in like manner, if these
moral relations could be applied to external objects, it
would follow that even inanimate beings would be
susceptible of moral beauty and deformity. Now, it
seems difficult to imagine that any relation can be
discovered betwixt our passions, volitions, and actions,
compared to external objects, which relation might not
belong either to these passions and volitions, or to these
external objects, compared among themselves.

But it will be still more difficult to fulfil the second
condition, requisite to justify this system. According to
the principles of those who maintain an abstract
rational difference betwixt moral good and evil, and a
natural fitness and unfitness of things, it is not only
supposed, that these relations, being eternal and immu-
table, are the same, when considered by every rational
creature, but their effects are also supposed to be neces-
sarily the same; and it is concluded they have no less, or
rather a greater, influence in directing the will of the
Deity, than in governing the rational and virtuous of
our own species. These two particulars are evidently
distinct. It is one thing to know virtue, and another to
conform the will to it. In order, therefore, to prove that
the measures of right and wrong are eternal laws,
obligatory on every rational mind, it is not sufficient to
show the relations upon which they are founded: we
must also point out the connection betwixt the relation
and the will; and must prove that this connection is
so necessary, that in every well-disposed mind, it must
take place and have its influence; though the difference
betwixt these minds be in other respects immense
and infinite. Now, besides what I have already proved,
that even in human nature no relation can ever alone
produce any action; besides this, I say, it has been shown,
in treating of the understanding, that there is no connec-
tion of cause and effect, such as this is supposed to be,
which is discoverable otherwise than by experience, and
of which we can pretend to have any security by the
simple consideration of the objects. All beings in the uni-
verse, considered in themselves, appear entirely loose and
independent of each other. It is only by experience we
learn their influence and connection; and this influence
we ought never to extend beyond experience.

Thus it will be impossible to fulfil the first condition
required to the system of eternal rational measures
of right and wrong; because it is impossible to show
those relations, upon which such a distinction may be

founded: and it is as impossible to fulfil the second
condition: because we cannot prove a priori, that these
relations, if they really existed and were perceived,
would be universally forcible and obligatory.

But to make these general reflections more clear and
convincing, we may illustrate them by some particular
instances, wherein this character of moral good or evil
is the most universally acknowledged. Of all crimes
that human creatures are capable of committing, the
most horrid and unnatural is ingratitude, especially
when it is committed against parents, and appears in
the more flagrant instances of wounds and death. This
is acknowledged by all mankind, philosophers as well
as the people: the question only arises among philoso-
phers, whether the guilt or moral deformity of this
action be discovered by demonstrative reasoning, or be
felt by an internal sense, and by means of some senti-
ment, which the reflecting on such an action naturally
occasions. This question will soon be decided against
the former opinion, if we can show the same relations
in other objects, without the notion of any guilt or
iniquity attending them. Reason or science is nothing
but the comparing of ideas, and the discovery of their
relations; and if the same relations have different
characters, it must evidently follow, that those charac-
ters are not discovered merely by reason. To put the
affair, therefore, to this trial, let us choose any inanimate
object, such as an oak or elm; and let us suppose, that,
by the dropping of its seed, it produces a sapling below
it, which, springing up by degrees, at last overtops and
destroys the parent tree: I ask, if; in this instance, there
be wanting any relation which is discoverable in
parricide or ingratitude? Is not the one tree the cause
of the other’s existence; and the latter the cause of the
destruction of the former, in the same manner as when
a child murders his parent? It is not sufficient to reply,
that a choice or will is wanting. For in the case of
parricide, a will does not give rise to any different rela-
tions, but is only the cause from which the action is
derived; and consequently produces the same relations,
that in the oak or elm arise from some other principles.
It is a will or choice that determines a man to kill his
parent: and they are the laws of matter and motion that
determine a sapling to destroy the oak from which it
sprung. Here then the same relations have different
causes; but still the relations are the same: and as their
discovery is not in both cases attended with a notion of
immorality, it follows, that that notion does not arise
from such a discovery.
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But to choose an instance still more resembling;
I would fain ask any one, why incest in the human
species is criminal, and why the very same action, and
the same relations in animals, have not the smallest
moral turpitude and deformity? If it be answered, that
this action is innocent in animals, because they have
not reason sufficient to discover its turpitude; but that
man, being endowed with that faculty, which ought
to restrain him to his duty, the same action instantly
becomes criminal to him. Should this be said, I would
reply, that this is evidently arguing in a circle. For,
before reason can perceive this turpitude, the turpi-
tude must exist; and consequently is independent of’
the decisions of our reason, and is their object more
properly than their effect. According to this system,
then, every animal that has sense and appetite and
will, that is, every animal must be susceptible of all the
same virtues and vices, for which we ascribe praise
and blame to human creatures. All the difference is,
that our superior reason may serve to discover the
vice or virtue, and by that means may augment the
blame or praise: but still this discovery supposes a
separate being in these moral distinctions, and a
being which depends only on the will and appetite,
and which, both in thought and reality, may be distin-
guished from reason. Animals are susceptible of the
same relations with respect to each other as the
human species, and therefore would also be susceptible
of the same morality, if the essence of morality
consisted in these relations. Their want of a sufficient
degree of reason may hinder them from perceiving
the duties and obligations of morality, but can never
hinder these duties from existing; since they must
antecedently exist, in order to their being perceived.
Reason must find them, and can never produce them.
This argument deserves to be weighed, as being, in
my opinion, entirely decisive.

Nor does this reasoning only prove, that morality
consists not in any relations that are the objects of
science; but if examined, will prove with equal cer-
tainty, that it consists not in any matter of fact, which can
be discovered by the understanding. This is the second
part of our argument; and if it can be made evident, we
may conclude that morality is not an object of reason.
But can there be any difficulty in proving that vice and
virtue are not matters of fact, whose existence we can
infer by reason? Take any action allowed to be vicious;
wilful murder, for instance. Examine it in all lights, and
see if you can find that matter of fact, or real existence,

which you call vice. In whichever way you take it, you
find only certain passions, motives, volitions, and
thoughts. There is no other matter of fact in the case.
The vice entirely escapes you, as long as you consider
the object. You never can find it, till you turn your
reflection into your own breast, and find a sentiment
of disapprobation, which arises in you, towards this
action. Here is a matter of fact; but it is the object of
feeling, not of reason. It lies in yourself, not in the
object. So that when you pronounce any action or
character to be vicious, you mean nothing, but that
from the constitution of your nature you have a feel-
ing or sentiment of blame from the contemplation of
it. Vice and virtue, therefore, may be compared to
sounds, colours, heat, and cold, which, according to
modern philosophy, are not qualities in objects, but
perceptions in the mind: and this discovery in morals,
like that other in physics, is to be regarded as a consid-
erable advancement of the speculative sciences;
though, like that too, it has little or no influence on
practice. Nothing can be more real, or concern us more,
than our own sentiments of pleasure and uneasiness;
and if these be favourable to virtue, and unfavourable
to vice, no more can be requisite to the regulation of
our conduct and behaviour.

I cannot forbear adding to these reasonings an
observation, which may, perhaps, be found of some
importance. In every system of morality which I have
hitherto met with, I have always remarked, that the
author proceeds for some time in the ordinary way of
reasoning, and establishes the being of a God, or makes
observations concerning human affairs; when of a
sudden I am surprised to find, that instead of the usual
copulations of propositions, is, and is not, I meet with
no proposition that is not connected with an ought, or
an ought not. This change is imperceptible; but is, how-
ever, of the last consequence. For as this ought, or ought
not, expresses some new relation or affirmation, it is
necessary that it should be observed and explained; and
at the same time that a reason should be given, for what
seems altogether inconceivable, how this new relation
can be a deduction from others, which are entirely
different from it. But as authors do not commonly use
this precaution, I shall presume to recommend it to the
readers; and am persuaded, that this small attention
would subvert all the vulgar systems of morality, and let
us see that the distinction of vice and virtue is not
founded merely on the relations of objects, nor is
perceived by reason.
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Notes

Book II. Part III. Sect. 3.

As a proof how confused our way of thinking on this
subject commonly is, we may observe, that those who
assert that morality is demonstrable, do not say that
morality lies in the relations, and that the relations are
distinguishable by reason. They only say, that reason can
discover such an action, in such relations, to be virtuous,
and such another vicious. It seems they thought it
sufficient if they could bring the word Relation into the
proposition, without troubling themselves whether it
was to the purpose or not. But here, I think, is plain

argument. Demonstrative reason discovers only relations.
But that reason, according to this hypothesis, discovers
also vice and virtue. These moral qualities, therefore,
must be relations. When we blame any action, in any
situation, the whole complicated object of action and
situation must form certain relations, wherein the
essence of vice consists. This hypothesis is not otherwise
intelligible. For what does reason discover, when it
pronounces any action vicious? Does it discover a
relation or a matter of fact? These questions are decisive,
and must not be eluded.
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A Critique of Ethics

A. J. Ayer

There is still one objection to be met before we can
claim to have justified our view that all synthetic
propositions are empirical hypotheses. This objection is
based on the common supposition that our speculative
knowledge is of two distinct kinds — that which relates
to questions of empirical fact, and that which relates to
questions of value. It will be said that “statements of’
value” are genuine synthetic propositions, but that
they cannot with any show of justice be represented as
hypotheses, which are used to predict the course of
our sensations; and, accordingly, that the existence of
ethicsand @sthetics as branches of speculative knowl-
edge presents an insuperable objection to our radical
empiricist thesis.

In face of this objection, it is our business to give
an account of “‘judgments of value” which is both
satisfactory in itself and consistent with our general
empiricist principles. We shall set ourselves to show
that in so far as statements of value are significant, they
are ordinary “scientific” statements; and that in so far
as they are not scientific, they are not in the literal
sense significant, but are simply expressions of emotion
which can be neither true nor false. In maintaining
this view, we may confine ourselves for the present to
the case of ethical statements. What is said about them
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will be found to apply, mutatis mutandis, to the case of
asthetic statements also.

The ordinary system of ethics, as elaborated in the
works of ethical philosophers, is very far from being
a homogeneous whole. Not only is it apt to contain
pieces of metaphysics, and analyses of non-ethical
concepts: its actual ethical contents are themselves of
very different kinds. We may divide them, indeed, into
four main classes. There are, first of all, propositions
which express definitions of ethical terms, or judgments
about the legitimacy or possibility of certain defini-
tions. Secondly, there are propositions describing the
phenomena of moral experience, and their causes.
Thirdly, there are exhortations to moral virtue. And,
lastly, there are actual ethical judgments. It is unfortu-
nately the case that the distinction between these four
classes, plain as it is, is commonly ignored by ethical
philosophers; with the result that it is often very
difficult to tell from their works what it is that they are
seeking to discover or prove.

In fact, it is easy to see that only the first of our four
classes, namely that which comprises the propositions
relating to the definitions of ethical terms, can be said
to constitute ethical philosophy. The propositions
which describe the phenomena of moral experience,
and their causes, must be assigned to the science of
psychology, or sociology. The exhortations to moral
virtue are not propositions at all, but ejaculations or
commands which are designed to provoke the reader
to action of a certain sort. Accordingly, they do not

Ethical Theory: An Anthology, Second Edition. Edited by Russ Shafer-Landau.
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belong to any branch of philosophy or science. As
for the expressions of ethical judgments, we have not
yet determined how they should be classified. But
inasmuch as they are certainly neither definitions nor
comments upon definitions, nor quotations, we may
say decisively that they do not belong to ethical
philosophy. A strictly philosophical treatise on ethics
should therefore make no ethical pronouncements. But
it should, by giving an analysis of ethical terms, show
what is the category to which all such pronouncements
belong. And this is what we are now about to do.

A question which is often discussed by ethical
philosophers is whether it is possible to find definitions
which would reduce all ethical terms to one or two
fundamental terms. But this question, though it unde-
niably belongs to ethical philosophy, is not relevant
to our present enquiry. We are not now concerned to
discover which term, within the sphere of ethical
terms, is to be taken as fundamental; whether, for
example, “good” can be defined in terms of “right” or
“right” in terms of “good,” or both in terms of “value.”
What we are interested in is the possibility of reducing
the whole sphere of ethical terms to non-ethical terms.
We are enquiring whether statements of ethical value
can be translated into statements of empirical fact.

That they can be so translated is the contention of
those ethical philosophers who are commonly called
subjectivists, and of those who are known as utilitarians.
For the utilitarian defines the rightness of actions, and
the goodness of ends, in terms of the pleasure, or
happiness, or satisfaction, to which they give rise; the
subjectivist, in terms of the feelings of approval which
a certain person, or group of people, has towards them.
Each of these types of definition makes moral judg-
ments into a sub-class of psychological or sociological
judgments; and for this reason they are very attractive
to us. For, if either was correct, it would follow that
ethical assertions were not generically different from
the factual assertions which are ordinarily contrasted
with them; and the account which we have already
given of empirical hypotheses would apply to them also.

Nevertheless we shall not adopt either a subjectivist
or a utilitarian analysis of ethical terms. We reject the
subjectivist view that to call an action right, or a thing
good, is to say that it is generally approved of, because
it is not self-contradictory to assert that some actions
which are generally approved of are not right, or that
some things which are generally approved of are not
good. And we reject the alternative subjectivist view

that a man who asserts that a certain action is right, or
that a certain thing is good, is saying that he himself
approves of it, on the ground that a man who confessed
that he sometimes approved of what was bad or wrong
would not be contradicting himself. And a similar
argument is fatal to utilitarianism. We cannot agree that
to call an action right is to say that of all the actions
possible in the circumstances it would cause, or be
likely to cause, the greatest happiness, or the greatest
balance of pleasure over pain, or the greatest balance of
satisfied over unsatisfied desire, because we find that it
is not self-contradictory to say that it is sometimes
wrong to perform the action which would actually
or probably cause the greatest happiness, or the greatest
balance of pleasure over pain, or of satisfied over
unsatisfied desire. And since it is not self-contradictory
to say that some pleasant things are not good, or that
some bad things are desired, it cannot be the case that
the sentence “x is good” is equivalent to “x is pleasant,”
or to “x is desired.” And to every other variant of
utilitarianism with which I am acquainted the same
objection can be made. And therefore we should,
I think, conclude that the validity of ethical judgments
is not determined by the felicific tendencies of actions,
any more than by the nature of people’s feelings; but
that it must be regarded as “absolute” or “intrinsic,” and
not empirically calculable.

If we say this, we are not, of course, denying that it is
possible to invent a language in which all ethical symbols
are definable in non-ethical terms, or even that it is
desirable to invent such a language and adopt it in place
of our own; what we are denying is that the suggested
reduction of ethical to non-ethical statements is consist-
ent with the conventions of our actual language. That is,
we reject utilitarianism and subjectivism, not as proposals
to replace our existing ethical notions by new ones, but
as analyses of our existing ethical notions. Our contention
is simply that, in our language, sentences which contain
normative ethical symbols are not equivalent to sentences
which express psychological propositions, or indeed
empirical propositions of any kind.

It is advisable here to make it plain that it is only
normative ethical symbols, and not descriptive ethical
symbols, that are held by us to be indefinable in factual
terms. There is a danger of confusing these two types of
symbols, because they are commonly constituted by
signs of the same sensible form.Thus a complex sign of
the form “x is wrong” may constitute a sentence which
expresses a moral judgment concerning a certain type
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of conduct, or it may constitute a sentence which states
that a certain type of conduct is repugnant to the moral
sense of a particular society. In the latter case, the
symbol “wrong” is a descriptive ethical symbol, and
the sentence in which it occurs expresses an ordinary
sociological proposition; in the former case, the
symbol “wrong” is a normative ethical symbol, and the
sentence in which it occurs does not, we maintain,
express an empirical proposition at all. It is only with
normative ethics that we are at present concerned; so
that whenever ethical symbols are used in the course of
this argument without qualification, they are always to
be interpreted as symbols of the normative type.

In admitting that normative ethical concepts are irre-
ducible to empirical concepts, we seem to be leaving
the way clear for the “absolutist” view of ethics — that is,
the view that statements of value are not controlled by
observation, as ordinary empirical propositions are, but
only by a mysterious “intellectual intuition.” A feature
of this theory, which is seldom recognized by its advo-
cates, 1s that it makes statements of value unverifiable.
For it is notorious that what seems intuitively certain to
one person may seem doubtful, or even false, to another.
So that unless it is possible to provide some criterion by
which one may decide between conflicting intuitions,
a mere appeal to intuition is worthless as a test of a
proposition’s validity. But in the case of moral judg-
ments, no such criterion can be given. Some moralists
claim to settle the matter by saying that they “know”
that their own moral judgments are correct. But such
an assertion is of purely psychological interest, and has
not the slightest tendency to prove the validity of any
moral judgment. For dissentient moralists may equally
well “know” that their ethical views are correct. And, as
far as subjective certainty goes, there will be nothing
to choose between them. When such differences of
opinion arise in connection with an ordinary empirical
proposition, one may attempt to resolve them by refer-
ring to, or actually carrying out, some relevant empirical
test. But with regard to ethical statements, there is, on
the “absolutist” or “intuitionist” theory, no relevant
empirical test. We are therefore justified in saying that
on this theory ethical statements are held to be unveri-
fiable. They are, of course, also held to be genuine
synthetic propositions.

Considering the use which we have made of the
principle that a synthetic proposition is significant only
if it is empirically verifiable, it is clear that the
acceptance of an “absolutist” theory of ethics would

undermine the whole of our main argument. And as
we have already rejected the “naturalistic” theories
which are commonly supposed to provide the only
alternative to “absolutism’ in ethics, we seem to have
reached a difficult position. We shall meet the difficulty
by showing that the correct treatment of ethical
statements is afforded by a third theory, which is wholly
compatible with our radical empiricism.

We begin by admitting that the fundamental ethical
concepts are unanalyzable, inasmuch as there is no
criterion by which one can test the validity of the
judgments in which they occur. So far we are in agree-
ment with the absolutists. But, unlike the absolutists,
we are able to give an explanation of this fact about
ethical concepts. We say that the reason why they are
unanalyzable is that they are mere pseudo-concepts.
The presence of an ethical symbol in a proposition adds
nothing to its factual content. Thus if I say to someone,
“You acted wrongly in stealing that money,” I am not
stating anything more than if T had simply said, “You
stole that money.” In adding that this action is wrong
I am not making any further statement about it. I am
simply evincing my moral disapproval of it. It is as if’
I had said, ““You stole that money,” in a peculiar tone of’
horror, or written it with the addition of some special
exclamation marks. The tone, or the exclamation
marks, adds nothing to the literal meaning of the
sentence. It merely serves to show that the expression
of it is attended by certain feelings in the speaker.

If now I generalize my previous statement and say,
“Stealing money is wrong,” I produce a sentence which
has no factual meaning — that is, expresses no proposi-
tion which can be either true or false. It is as if I had
written “Stealing money!!” — where the shape and
thickness of the exclamation marks show, by a suitable
convention, that a special sort of moral disapproval is
the feeling which is being expressed. It is clear that
there is nothing said here which can be true or false.
Another man may disagree with me about the wrong-
ness of stealing, in the sense that he may not have the
same feelings about stealing as I have, and he may
quarrel with me on account of my moral sentiments.
But he cannot, strictly speaking, contradict me. For in
saying that a certain type of action is right or wrong,
I am not making any factual statement, not even a
statement about my own state of mind. I am merely
expressing certain moral sentiments. And the man who
is ostensibly contradicting me is merely expressing his
moral sentiments. So that there is plainly no sense in
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asking which of us is in the right. For neither of us is
asserting a genuine proposition.

What we have just been saying about the symbol
“wrong” applies to all normative ethical symbols.
Sometimes they occur in sentences which record
ordinary empirical facts besides expressing ethical
feeling about those facts: sometimes they occur in
sentences which simply express ethical feeling about a
certain type of action, or situation, without making any
statement of fact. But in every case in which one would
commonly be said to be making an ethical judgment,
the function of the relevant ethical word is purely
“emotive.” It is used to express feeling about certain
objects, but not to make any assertion about them.

It is worth mentioning that ethical terms do not serve
only to express feeling. They are calculated also to arouse
feeling, and so to stimulate action. Indeed some of them
are used in such a way as to give the sentences in which
they occur the effect of commands. Thus the sentence
“It is your duty to tell the truth” may be regarded both
as the expression of a certain sort of ethical feeling
about truthfulness and as the expression of the com-
mand “Tell the truth.” The sentence ““You ought to tell
the truth” also involves the command “Tell the truth,”
but here the tone of the command is less emphatic. In
the sentence “It is good to tell the truth” the command
has become little more than a suggestion. And thus the
“meaning” of the word “good,” in its ethical usage, is
differentiated from that of the word “duty” or the word
“ought.” In fact we may define the meaning of the vari-
ous ethical words in terms both of the different feelings
they are ordinarily taken to express, and also the different
responses which they are calculated to provoke.

We can now see why it is impossible to find a
criterion for determining the validity of ethical judg-
ments. It is not because they have an “absolute” validity
which is mysteriously independent of ordinary sense-
experience, but because they have no objective validity
whatsoever. If a sentence makes no statement at all,
there is obviously no sense in asking whether what it
says 1s true or false. And we have seen that sentences
which simply express moral judgments do not say
anything. They are pure expressions of feeling and as
such do not come under the category of truth and
falsehood. They are unverifiable for the same reason as
a cry of pain or a word of command is unverifiable —
because they do not express genuine propositions.

Thus, although our theory of ethics might fairly be
said to be radically subjectivist, it differs in a very

important respect from the orthodox subjectivist
theory. For the orthodox subjectivist does not deny, as
we do, that the sentences of a moralizer express genuine
propositions. All he denies is that they express
propositions of a unique non-empirical character. His
own view is that they express propositions about the
speaker’s feelings. If this were so, ethical judgments
clearly would be capable of being true or false. They
would be true if the speaker had the relevant feelings,
and false if he had not. And this is a matter which is,
in principle, empirically verifiable. Furthermore they
could be significantly contradicted. For if T say,
“Tolerance is a virtue,” and someone answers, “You
don’t approve of it,” he would, on the ordinary subjec-
tivist theory, be contradicting me. On our theory, he
would not be contradicting me, because, in saying that
tolerance was a virtue, I should not be making any
statement about my own feelings or about anything
else. I should simply be evincing my feelings, which is
not at all the same thing as saying that I have them.

The distinction between the expression of feeling
and the assertion of feeling is complicated by the fact
that the assertion that one has a certain feeling often
accompanies the expression of that feeling, and is then,
indeed, a factor in the expression of that feeling.
Thus I may simultaneously express boredom and say
that I am bored, and in that case my utterance of the
words, “I am bored,” is one of the circumstances which
make it true to say that I am expressing or evincing
boredom. But I can express boredom without actually
saying that I am bored. I can express it by my tone and
gestures, while making a statement about something
wholly unconnected with it, or by an ejaculation, or
without uttering any words at all. So that even if the
assertion that one has a certain feeling always involves
the expression of that feeling, the expression of a feel-
ing assuredly does not always involve the assertion that
one has it. And this is the important point to grasp in
considering the distinction between our theory and
the ordinary subjectivist theory. For whereas the sub-
jectivist holds that ethical statements actually assert the
existence of certain feelings, we hold that ethical
statements are expressions and excitants of feeling
which do not necessarily involve any assertions.

We have already remarked that the main objection to
the ordinary subjectivist theory is that the validity of
ethical judgments is not determined by the nature of
their author’ feelings. And this is an objection which our
theory escapes. For it does not imply that the existence
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of any feelings is a necessary and sufficient condition of
the validity of an ethical judgment. It implies, on the
contrary, that ethical judgments have no validity.

There is, however, a celebrated argument against
subjectivist theories which our theory does not escape.
It has been pointed out by Moore that if ethical
statements were simply statements about the speaker’s
feelings, it would be impossible to argue about ques-
tions of value.! To take a typical example: if a man said
that thrift was a virtue, and another replied that it was
a vice, they would not, on this theory, be disputing with
one another. One would be saying that he approved of
thrift, and the other that he didn’t; and there is no
reason why both these statements should not be true.
Now Moore held it to be obvious that we do dispute
about questions of value, and accordingly concluded
that the particular form of subjectivism which he
was discussing was false.

It is plain that the conclusion that it is impossible to
dispute about questions of value follows from our
theory also. For as we hold that such sentences as
“Thrift is a virtue” and “Thrift is a vice” do not express
propositions at all, we clearly cannot hold that they
express incompatible propositions. We must therefore
admit that if Moore’s argument really refutes the
ordinary subjectivist theory, it also refutes ours. But, in
fact, we deny that it does refute even the ordinary sub-
jectivist theory. For we hold that one really never does
dispute about questions of value.

This may seem, at first sight, to be a very paradoxical
assertion. For we certainly do engage in disputes which
are ordinarily regarded as disputes about questions
of value. But, in all such cases, we find, if we consider
the matter closely, that the dispute is not really about
a question of value, but about a question of fact. When
someone disagrees with us about the moral value of a
certain action or type of action, we do admittedly
resort to argument in order to win him over to our
way of thinking. But we do not attempt to show by
our arguments that he has the “wrong” ethical feeling
towards a situation whose nature he has correctly
apprehended. What we attempt to show is that he is
mistaken about the facts of the case. We argue that he
has misconceived the agent’s motive: or that he has
misjudged the effects of the action, or its probable
effects in view of the agent’s knowledge; or that he has
failed to take into account the special circumstances in
which the agent was placed. Or else we employ more
general arguments about the effects which actions of

a certain type tend to produce, or the qualities which
are usually manifested in their performance. We do this
in the hope that we have only to get our opponent to
agree with us about the nature of the empirical facts
for him to adopt the same moral attitude towards them
as we do.And as the people with whom we argue have
generally received the same moral education as our-
selves, and live in the same social order, our expectation
is usually justified. But if our opponent happens to have
undergone a different process of moral “conditioning”
from ourselves, so that, even when he acknowledges all
the facts, he still disagrees with us about the moral
value of the actions under discussion, then we abandon
the attempt to convince him by argument. We say that
it is impossible to argue with him because he has a
distorted or undeveloped moral sense; which signifies
merely that he employs a different set of values from
our own. We feel that our own system of values is
superior, and therefore speak in such derogatory terms
of his. But we cannot bring forward any arguments to
show that our system is superior. For our judgment
that it is so is itself a judgment of value, and accordingly
outside the scope of argument. It is because argument
fails us when we come to deal with pure questions
of value, as distinct from questions of fact, that we
finally resort to mere abuse.

In short, we find that argument is possible on moral
questions only if some system of values is presupposed.
If our opponent concurs with us in expressing moral
disapproval of all actions of a given type f, then we may
get him to condemn a particular action A, by bringing
forward arguments to show that A is of type t. For the
question whether A does or does not belong to that
type is a plain question of fact. Given that a man has
certain moral principles, we argue that he must, in order
to be consistent, react morally to certain things in a
certain way. What we do not and cannot argue about is
the validity of these moral principles. We merely praise
or condemn them in the light of our own feelings.

If anyone doubts the accuracy of this account of
moral disputes, let him try to construct even an imagi-
nary argument on a question of value which does not
reduce itself to an argument about a question of logic
or about an empirical matter of fact. I am confident
that he will not succeed in producing a single example.
And if that is the case, he must allow that its involving
the impossibility of purely ethical arguments is not, as
Moore thought, a ground of objection to our theory,
but rather a point in favor of it.
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Having upheld our theory against the only criticism
which appeared to threaten it, we may now use it to
define the nature of all ethical enquiries. We find that
ethical philosophy consists simply in saying that ethical
concepts are pseudo-concepts and therefore unanalyz-
able.The further task of describing the different feelings
that the different ethical terms are used to express, and
the different reactions that they customarily provoke, is
a task for the psychologist. There cannot be such a
thing as ethical science, if by ethical science one means
the elaboration of a “true” system of morals. For we
have seen that, as ethical judgments are mere expres-
sions of feeling, there can be no way of determining
the validity of any ethical system, and, indeed, no sense
in asking whether any such system is true. All that one
may legitimately enquire in this connection is, What
are the moral habits of a given person or group of
people, and what causes them to have precisely those
habits and feelings? And this enquiry falls wholly
within the scope of the existing social sciences.

It appears, then, that ethics, as a branch of knowledge,
is nothing more than a department of psychology and
sociology. And in case anyone thinks that we are over-
looking the existence of casuistry, we may remark that
casuistry is not a science, but is a purely analytical
investigation of the structure of a given moral system.
In other words, it is an exercise in formal logic.

When one comes to pursue the psychological
enquiries which constitute ethical science, one is

Note

immediately enabled to account for the Kantian and
hedonistic theories of morals. For one finds that one of
the chief causes of moral behavior is fear, both conscious
and unconscious, of a god’s displeasure, and fear of the
enmity of society. And this, indeed, is the reason why
moral precepts present themselves to some people as
“categorical” commands. And one finds, also, that the
moral code of a society is partly determined by the
beliefs of that society concerning the conditions of its
own happiness — or, in other words, that a society tends
to encourage or discourage a given type of conduct by
the use of moral sanctions according as it appears to
promote or detract from the contentment of the
society as a whole. And this is the reason why altruism
is recommended in most moral codes and egotism
condemned. It is from the observation of this connec-
tion between morality and happiness that hedonistic or
eudemonistic theories of morals ultimately spring,
just as the moral theory of Kant is based on the fact,
previously explained, that moral precepts have for some
people the force of inexorable commands. As each of
these theories ignores the fact which lies at the root of
the other, both may be criticized as being one-sided;
but this is not the main objection to either of them.
Their essential defect is that they treat propositions
which refer to the causes and attributes of our ethical
feelings as if they were definitions of ethical concepts.
And thus they fail to recognize that ethical concepts are
pseudo-concepts and consequently indefinable.

1. cf. Philosophical Studies,*“The Nature of Moral Philosophy.”



3

The Subjectivity of Values

J. L. Mackie

Moral Scepticism

There are no objective values. This is a bald statement
of the thesis of this chapter, but before arguing for it
I shall try to clarify and restrict it in ways that may meet
some objections and prevent some misunderstanding.

The statement of this thesis is liable to provoke one
of three very different reactions. Some will think it not
merely false but pernicious; they will see it as a threat
to morality and to everything else that is worthwhile,
and they will find the presenting of such a thesis in
what purports to be a book on ethics paradoxical or
even outrageous. Others will regard it as a trivial truth,
almost too obvious to be worth mentioning, and
certainly too plain to be worth much argument. Others
again will say that it is meaningless or empty, that no
real issue is raised by the question whether values are or
are not part of the fabric of the world. But, precisely
because there can be these three different reactions,
much more needs to be said.

The claim that values are not objective, are not part
of the fabric of the world, is meant to include not only
moral goodness, which might be most naturally
equated with moral value, but also other things that
could be more loosely called moral values or disvalues —
rightness and wrongness, duty, obligation, an action’s

J. L. Mackie, “The Subjectivity of Values,” from Ethics: Inventing Right
and Wrong (Penguin, 1977), 15-18,29—43. Reprinted with permission
of Penguin Books.

being rotten and contemptible, and so on. It also
includes non-moral values, notably aesthetic ones,
beauty and various kinds of artistic merit. I shall not
discuss these explicitly, but clearly much the same con-
siderations apply to aesthetic and to moral values, and
there would be at least some initial implausibility in a
view that gave the one a different status from the other.

Since it is with moral values that I am primarily
concerned, the view I am adopting may be called
moral scepticism. But this name is likely to be
misunderstood: ‘moral scepticism’ might also be used as
a name for either of two first order views, or perhaps
for an incoherent mixture of the two. A moral sceptic
might be the sort of person who says ‘All this talk of
morality is tripe, who rejects morality and will take no
notice of it. Such a person may be literally rejecting
all moral judgements; he is more likely to be making
moral judgements of his own, expressing a positive
moral condemnation of all that conventionally passes
for morality; or he may be confusing these two logically
incompatible views, and saying that he rejects all
morality, while he is in fact rejecting only a particular
morality that is current in the society in which he has
grown up. But I am not at present concerned with the
merits or faults of such a position. These are first order
moral views, positive or negative: the person who
adopts either of them is taking a certain practical,
normative, stand. By contrast, what I am discussing is a
second order view, a view about the status of moral
values and the nature of moral valuing, about where
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and how they fit into the world. These first and second
order views are not merely distinct but completely
independent: one could be a second order moral
sceptic without being a first order one, or again the
other way round. A man could hold strong moral
views, and indeed ones whose content was thoroughly
conventional, while believing that they were simply
attitudes and policies with regard to conduct that he
and other people held. Conversely, a man could reject
all established morality while believing it to be an
objective truth that it was evil or corrupt.

With another sort of misunderstanding moral
scepticism would seem not so much pernicious as
absurd. How could anyone deny that there is a
difference between a kind action and a cruel one, or
that a coward and a brave man behave differently in
the face of danger? Of course, this is undeniable; but
it is not to the point.The kinds of behaviour to which
moral values and disvalues are ascribed are indeed part
of the furniture of the world, and so are the natural,
descriptive, differences between them; but not,
perhaps, their differences in value. It is a hard fact that
cruel actions differ from kind ones, and hence that we
can learn, as in fact we all do, to distinguish them
fairly well in practice, and to use the words ‘cruel’ and
‘kind’ with fairly clear descriptive meanings; but is it
an equally hard fact that actions which are cruel in
such a descriptive sense are to be condemned? The
present issue is with regard to the objectivity
specifically of value, not with regard to the objectivity
of those natural, factual, differences on the basis of
which differing values are assigned.

Subjectivism

Another name often used, as an alternative to
‘moral scepticism’, for the view I am discussing is
‘subjectivism’. But this too has more than one meaning.
Moral subjectivism too could be a first order,
normative, view, namely that everyone really ought to
do whatever he thinks he should. This plainly is a
(systematic) first order view; on examination it soon
ceases to be plausible, but that is beside the point, for
it is quite independent of the second order thesis at
present under consideration. What is more confusing is
that different second order views compete for the
name ‘subjectivism’. Several of these are doctrines
about the meaning of moral terms and moral

statements. What is often called moral subjectivism is
the doctrine that, for example, ‘This action is right’
means ‘I approve of this action’, or more generally that
moral judgements are equivalent to reports of the
speaker’s own feelings or attitudes. But the view I am
now discussing is to be distinguished in two vital
respects from any such doctrine as this. First, what I
have called moral scepticism is a negative doctrine, not
a positive one: it says what there isn’t, not what there
is. It says that there do not exist entities or relations of
a certain kind, objective values or requirements, which
many people have believed to exist. Of course, the
moral sceptic cannot leave it at that. If his position is to
be at all plausible, he must give some account of how
other people have fallen into what he regards as an
error, and this account will have to include some
positive suggestions about how values fail to be
objective, about what has been mistaken for, or has led
to false beliefs about, objective values. But this will be
a development of his theory, not its core: its core is the
negation. Secondly, what I have called moral scepticism
is an ontological thesis, not a linguistic or conceptual
one. It is not, like the other doctrine often called moral
subjectivism, a view about the meanings of moral
statements. Again, no doubt, if it is to be at all plausible,
it will have to give some account of their meanings,
and I shall say something about this [in a later section of
the original work.] But this too will be a development
of the theory, not its core.

It is true that those who have accepted the moral
subjectivism  which is the
judgements are equivalent to reports of the speaker’s

doctrine that moral
own feelings or attitudes have usually presupposed
what I am calling moral scepticism. It is because they
have assumed that there are no objective values that
they have looked elsewhere for an analysis of what
moral statements might mean, and have settled upon
subjective reports. Indeed, if all our moral statements
were such subjective reports, it would follow that, at
least so far as we are aware, there are no objective moral
values. If we were aware of them, we would say
something about them. In this sense this sort of
subjectivism entails moral scepticism. But the converse
entailment does not hold. The denial that there are
objective values does not commit one to any particular
view about what moral statements mean, and certainly
not to the view that they are equivalent to subjective
reports. No doubt if moral values are not objective they
are in some very broad sense subjective, and for this
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reason I would accept ‘moral subjectivism’ as an
alternative name to ‘moral scepticism’. But subjectivism
in this broad sense must be distinguished from the
specific doctrine about meaning referred to above.
Neither name is altogether satisfactory: we simply
have to guard against the (different) misinterpretations
which each may suggest.

[.]

Hypothetical and Categorical
Imperatives

We may make this issue clearer by referring to Kant’s
distinction between hypothetical and categorical
imperatives, though what he called imperatives are
more naturally expressed as ‘ought’-statements than in
the imperative mood. ‘If you want X, do Y’ (or “You
ought to do Y’) will be a hypothetical imperative if it
is based on the supposed fact that Y is, in the
circumstances, the only (or the best) available means to
X, that is, on a causal relation between Y and X. The
reason for doing Ylies in its causal connection with the
desired end, X; the oughtness is contingent upon the
desire. But “You ought to do Y’ will be a categorical
imperative if you ought to do Y irrespective of any
such desire for any end to which Y would contribute,
if the oughtness is not thus contingent upon any desire.

[...]

A categorical imperative, then, would express a reason
for acting which was unconditional in the sense of not
being contingent upon any present desire of the agent
to whose satisfaction the recommended action would
contribute as a means — or more directly: “You ought to
dance’, if the implied reason is just that you want to
dance or like dancing, is still a hypothetical imperative.
Now Kant himself held that moral judgements are
categorical imperatives, or perhaps are all applications of
one categorical imperative, and it can plausibly be
maintained at least that many moral judgements contain
a categorically imperative element. So far as ethics is
concerned, my thesis that there are no objective values
is specifically the denial that any such categorically
imperative element is objectively valid. The objective
values which I am denying would be action-directing
absolutely, not contingently (in the way indicated) upon
the agent’s desires and inclinations.

[..]

The Claim to Objectivity

If I have succeeded in specifying precisely enough the
moral values whose objectivity I am denying, my thesis
may now seem to be trivially true. Of course, some will
say, valuing, preferring, choosing, recommending,
rejecting, condemning, and so on, are human activities,
and there is no need to look for values that are prior to
and logically independent of all such activities. There
may be widespread agreement in valuing, and particu-
lar value-judgements are not in general arbitrary or
isolated: they typically cohere with others, or can be
criticized if they do not, reasons can be given for them,
and so on: but if all that the subjectivist is maintaining
is that desires, ends, purposes, and the like figure some-
where in the system of reasons, and that no ends or
purposes are objective as opposed to being merely
inter-subjective, then this may be conceded without
much fuss.

But I do not think that this should be conceded so
easily. As I have said, the main tradition of European
moral philosophy includes the contrary claim, that
there are objective values of just the sort I have
denied. I have referred already [in the original work]
to Plato, Kant, and Sidgwick. Kant in particular
holds that the categorical imperative is not only cat-
egorical and imperative but objectively so: though a
rational being gives the moral law to himself, the law
that he thus makes is determinate and necessary.
Aristotle begins the Nicomachean Ethics by saying
that the good is that at which all things aim, and that
ethics is part of a science which he calls ‘politics’,
whose goal is not knowledge but practice; yet he
does not doubt that there can be knowledge of what
is the good for man, nor, once he has identified this
as well-being or happiness, eudaimonia, that it can be
known, rationally determined, in what happiness
consists; and it is plain that he thinks that this happi-
ness is intrinsically desirable, not good simply
because it is desired. The rationalist Samuel Clarke
holds that

these eternal and necessary differences of things make it fit
and reasonable for creatures so to act...even separate from
the consideration of these rules being the positive will or
command of God; and also antecedent to any respect or
regard, expectation or apprehension, of any particular
private and personal advantage or disadvantage, reward or
punishment, either present or future...
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Even the sentimentalist Hutcheson defines moral
goodness as ‘some quality apprehended in actions,
which procures approbation...’, while saying that the
moral sense by which we perceive virtue and vice has
been given to us (by the Author of nature) to direct our
actions. Hume indeed was on the other side, but he is
still a witness to the dominance of the objectivist
tradition, since he claims that when we ‘see that the
distinction of vice and virtue is not founded merely on
the relations of objects, nor is perceiv’d by reason’, this
‘wou’d subvert all the vulgar systems of morality’. And
Richard Price insists that right and wrong are ‘real
characters of actions’, not ‘qualities of our minds’, and
are perceived by the understanding; he criticizes the
notion of moral sense on the ground that it would
make virtue an affair of taste, and moral right and
wrong “nothing in the objects themselves”; he rejects
Hutcheson’s view because (perhaps mistakenly) he sees
it as collapsing into Hume’s.

But this objectivism about values is not only a
feature of the philosophical tradition. It has also a firm
basis in ordinary thought, and even in the meanings of
moral terms. No doubt it was an extravagance for
Moore to say that ‘good’ is the name of a non-natural
quality, but it would not be so far wrong to say that in
moral contexts it is used as if it were the name of a
supposed non-natural quality, where the description
“non-natural” leaves room for the peculiar evaluative,
prescriptive, intrinsically action-guiding aspects of
this supposed quality. This point can be illustrated by
reflection on the conflicts and swings of opinion in
recent years between non-cognitivist and naturalist
views about the central, basic, meanings of ethical
terms. If we reject the view that it is the function of’
such terms to introduce objective values into discourse
about conduct and choices of action, there seem to be
two main alternative types of account. One (which
has importantly different subdivisions) is that they
conventionally express either attitudes which the
speaker purports to adopt towards whatever it is that
he characterizes morally, or
recommendations, subject perhaps to the logical
constraint of universalizability. Different views of this
type share the central thesis that ethical terms have, at

prescriptions  or

least partly and primarily, some sort of non-cognitive,
non-descriptive, meaning. Views of the other type
hold that they are descriptive in meaning, but
descriptive of natural features, partly of such features
as everyone, even the non-cognitivist, would recognize

as distinguishing kind actions from cruel ones, courage
from cowardice, politeness from rudeness, and so
on, and partly (though these two overlap) of relations
between the actions and some human wants, satisf-
actions, and the like. I believe that views of both these
types capture part of the truth. Each approach can
account for the fact that moral judgements are action-
guiding or practical. Yet each gains much of its
plausibility from the felt inadequacy of the other. It is
a very natural reaction to any non-cognitive analysis
of ethical terms to protest that there is more to ethics
than this, something more external to the maker of
moral judgements, more authoritative over both him
and those of or to whom he speaks, and this reaction
is likely to persist even when full allowance has been
made for the logical, formal, constraints of full-
blooded prescriptivity and universalizability. Ethics, we
are inclined to believe, is more a matter of knowledge
and less a matter of decision than any non-cognitive
analysis allows. And of course naturalism satisfies this
demand. It will not be a matter of choice or decision
whether an action is cruel or unjust or imprudent or
whether it is likely to produce more distress than
pleasure. But in satisfying this demand, it introduces a
converse deficiency. On a naturalist analysis, moral
judgements can be practical, but their practicality is
wholly relative to desires or possible satisfactions of
the person or persons whose actions are to be guided;
but moral judgements seem to say more than this.
This view leaves out the categorical quality of moral
requirements. In fact both naturalist and non-
cognitive analyses leave out the apparent authority of
ethics, the one by excluding the categorically
imperative aspect, the other the claim to objective
validity or truth.The ordinary user of moral language
means to say something about whatever it is that he
characterizes morally, for example a possible action, as
it is in itself, or would be if it were realized, and not
about, or even simply expressive of, his, or anyone
else’s, attitude or relation to it. But the something he
wants to say is not purely descriptive, certainly not
inert, but something that involves a call for action or
for the refraining from action, and one that is absolute,
not contingent upon any desire or preference or
policy or choice, his own or anyone else’s. Someone
in a state of moral perplexity, wondering whether it
would be wrong for him to engage, say, in research
related to bacteriological warfare, wants to arrive at
some judgement about this concrete case, his doing
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this work at this time in these actual circumstances;
his relevant characteristics will be part of the subject
of the judgement, but no relation between him and
the proposed action will be part of the predicate. The
question is not, for example, whether he really wants
to do this work, whether it will satisfy or dissatisfy
him, whether he will in the long run have a pro-
attitude towards it, or even whether this is an action
of a sort that he can happily and sincerely recommend
in all relevantly similar cases. Nor is he even wondering
just whether to recommend such action in all
relevantly similar cases. He wants to know whether
this course of action would be wrong in itself.
Something like this is the everyday objectivist concept
of which talk about non-natural qualities is a
philosopher’s reconstruction.

The prevalence of this tendency to objectify values —
and not only moral ones — is confirmed by a pattern of
thinking that we find in existentialists and those
influenced by them.The denial of objective values can
carry with it an extreme emotional reaction, a feeling
that nothing matters at all, that life has lost its purpose.
Of course this does not follow; the lack of objective
values is not a good reason for abandoning subjective
concern or for ceasing to want anything. But the
abandonment of a belief in objective values can cause,
at least temporarily, a decay of subjective concern and
sense of purpose. That it does so is evidence that the
people in whom this reaction occurs have been tending
to objectify their concerns and purposes, have been
giving them a fictitious external authority. A claim to
objectivity has been so strongly associated with their
subjective concerns and purposes that the collapse of
the former seems to undermine the latter as well.

This view, that conceptual analysis would reveal a
claim to objectivity, is sometimes dramatically con-
firmed by philosophers who are officially on the other
side. Bertrand Russell, for example, says that ‘ethical
propositions should be expressed in the optative mood,
not in the indicative’; he defends himself effectively
against the charge of inconsistency in both holding
ultimate ethical valuations to be subjective and express-
ing emphatic opinions on ethical questions. Yet at the
end he admits:

Certainly there seems to be something more. Suppose, for
example, that some one were to advocate the introduction
of bull-fighting in this country. In opposing the proposal,
I should feel, not only that I was expressing my desires, but

that my desires in the matter are right, whatever that may
mean. As a matter of argument, I can, I think, show that I
am not guilty of any logical inconsistency in holding to
the above interpretation of ethics and at the same time
expressing strong ethical preferences. But in feeling I am
not satisfied.

But he concludes, reasonably enough, with the remark:
‘T can only say that, while my own opinions as to ethics
do not satisfy me, other people’s satisty me still less.

I conclude, then, that ordinary moral judgements
include a claim to objectivity, an assumption that there
are objective values in just the sense in which I am
concerned to deny this. And I do not think it is going
too far to say that this assumption has been incorporated
in the basic, conventional, meanings of moral terms.
Any analysis of the meanings of moral terms which
omits this claim to objective, intrinsic, prescriptivity
is to that extent incomplete; and this is true of any
non-cognitive analysis, any naturalist one, and any
combination of the two.

If second order ethics were confined, then, to
linguistic and conceptual analysis, it ought to conclude
that moral values at least are objective: that they are so is
part of what our ordinary moral statements mean: the
traditional moral concepts of the ordinary man as well
as of the main line of western philosophers are concepts
of objective value. But it is precisely for this reason that
linguistic and conceptual analysis is not enough. The
claim to objectivity, however ingrained in our language
and thought, is not self-validating. It can and should be
questioned. But the denial of objective values will have
to be put forward not as the result of an analytic
approach, but as an ‘error theory’, a theory that although
most people in making moral judgements implicitly
claim, among other things, to be pointing to something
objectively prescriptive, these claims are all false. It is this
that makes the name ‘moral scepticism’ appropriate.

But since this is an error theory, since it goes against
assumptions ingrained in our thought and built into
some of the ways in which language is used, since it
conflicts with what is sometimes called common sense,
it needs very solid support. It is not something we can
accept lightly or casually and then quietly pass on. If we
are to adopt this view, we must argue explicitly for it.
Traditionally it has been supported by arguments of
two main kinds, which I shall call the argument from
relativity and the argument from queerness, but these
can, as I shall show, be supplemented in several ways.
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The Argument from Relativity

The argument from relativity has as its premiss the well-
known variation in moral codes from one society to
another and from one period to another, and also the
differences in moral beliefs between difterent groups and
classes within a complex community. Such variation is in
itself merely a truth of descriptive morality, a fact of
anthropology which entails neither first order nor
second order ethical views.Yet it may indirectly support
second order subjectivism: radical differences between
first order moral judgements make it difficult to treat
those judgements as apprehensions of objective truths.
But it is not the mere occurrence of disagreements that
tells against the objectivity of values. Disagreement on
questions in history or biology or cosmology does not
show that there are no objective issues in these fields for
investigators to disagree about. But such scientific
disagreement results from speculative inferences or
explanatory hypotheses based on inadequate evidence,
and it is hardly plausible to interpret moral disagreement
in the same way. Disagreement about moral codes seems
to reflect people’s adherence to and participation in
different ways of life. The causal connection seems to be
mainly that way round: it is that people approve of
monogamy because they participate in a monogamous
way of life rather than that they participate in a
monogamous way of life because they approve of
monogamy. Of course, the standards may be an
idealization of the way of life from which they arise: the
monogamy in which people participate may be less
complete, less rigid, than that of which it leads them to
approve. This is not to say that moral judgements are
purely conventional. Of course there have been and are
moral heretics and moral reformers, people who have
turned against the established rules and practices of their
own communities for moral reasons, and often for moral
reasons that we would endorse. But this can usually be
understood as the extension, in ways which, though new
and unconventional, seemed to them to be required for
consistency, of rules to which they already adhered as
arising out of an existing way of life. In short, the
argument from relativity has some force simply because
the actual variations in the moral codes are more readily
explained by the hypothesis that they reflect ways of life
than by the hypothesis that they express perceptions,
most of them seriously inadequate and badly distorted,
of objective values.

But there is a well-known counter to this argument
from relativity, namely to say that the items for which
objective validity is in the first place to be claimed are
not specific moral rules or codes but very general basic
principles which are recognized at least implicitly to
some extent in all society — such principles as provide
the foundations of what Sidgwick has called different
methods of ethics: the principle of universalizability,
perhaps, or the rule that one ought to conform to the
specific rules of any way of life in which one takes part,
from which one profits, and on which one relies, or
some utilitarian principle of doing what tends, or seems
likely, to promote the general happiness. It is easy to
show that such general principles, married with
differing concrete circumstances, different existing
social patterns or different preferences, will beget
different specific moral rules; and there is some
plausibility in the claim that the specific rules thus
generated will vary from community to community or
from group to group in close agreement with the actual
variations in accepted codes.

The argument from relativity can be only partly
countered in this way. To take this line the moral
objectivist has to stay that it is only in these principles
that the objective moral character attaches immediately
to its descriptively specified ground or subject: other
moral judgements are objectively valid or true, but only
derivatively and contingently — if things had been
otherwise, quite different sorts of actions would have
been right. And despite the prominence in recent
philosophical ethics of universalization, utilitarian
principles, and the like, these are very far from
constituting the whole of what is actually affirmed
as basic in ordinary moral thought. Much of this is
concerned rather with what Hare calls “ideals” or,
less kindly, ‘fanaticism’. That is, people judge that
some things are good or right, and others are bad or
wrong, not because — or at any rate not only
because — they exemplify some general principle for
which widespread implicit acceptance could be
claimed, but because something about those things
arouses certain responses immediately in them,
though they would arouse radically and irresolvably
different responses in others. ‘Moral sense’ or
‘intuition’ is an initially more plausible description
of what supplies many of our basic moral judgements
than ‘reason’. With regard to all these starting points
of moral thinking the argument from relativity
remains in full force.
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The Argument from Queerness

Even more important, however, and certainly more
generally applicable, is the argument from queerness.
This has two parts, one metaphysical, the other
epistemological. If there were objective values, then
they would be entities or qualities or relations of a very
strange sort, utterly different from anything else in the
universe. Correspondingly, if we were aware of them, it
would have to be by some special faculty of moral
perception or intuition, utterly different from our
ordinary ways of knowing everything else. These points
were recognized by Moore when he spoke of non-
natural qualities, and by the intuitionists in their talk
about a ‘faculty of moral intuition’. Intuitionism has
long been out of favour, and it is indeed easy to point
out its implausibilities. What is not so often stressed, but
is more important, is that the central thesis of
intuitionism is one to which any objectivist view of
values is in the end committed: intuitionism merely
makes unpalatably plain what other forms of objectivism
wrap up. Of course the suggestion that moral judgements
are made or moral problems solved by just sitting down
and having an ethical intuition is a travesty of actual
moral thinking. But, however complex the real process,
it will require (if it is to yield authoritatively prescriptive
conclusions) some input of this distinctive sort, either
premisses or forms of argument or both. When we ask
the awkward question, how we can be aware of this
authoritative prescriptivity, of the truth of these
distinctively ethical premisses or of the cogency of this
distinctively ethical pattern of reasoning, none of
our ordinary accounts of sensory perception or intro-
spection or the framing and confirming of explanatory
hypotheses or inference or logical construction or
conceptual analysis, or any combination of these, will
provide a satisfactory answer;‘a special sort of intuition’
is a lame answer, but it is the one to which the clear-
headed objectivist is compelled to resort.

Indeed, the best move for the moral objectivist is
not to evade this issue, but to look for companions in
guilt. For example, Richard Price argues that it is not
moral knowledge alone that such an empiricism as
those of Locke and Hume is unable to account for,
but also our knowledge and even our ideas of essence,
number, identity, diversity, solidity, inertia, substance,
the necessary existence and infinite extension of time
and space, necessity and possibility in general, power,
and causation. If the understanding, which Price

defines as the faculty within us that discerns truth, is
also a source of new simple ideas of so many other
sorts, may it not also be a power of immediately
perceiving right and wrong, which yet are real
characters of actions?

This is an important counter to the argument
from queerness. The only adequate reply to it would
be to show how, on empiricist foundations, we can
construct an account of the ideas and beliefs and
knowledge that we have of all these matters. I cannot
even begin to do that here, though I have undertaken
some parts of the task elsewhere. I can only state my
belief that satisfactory accounts of most of these can
be given in empirical terms. If some supposed
metaphysical necessities or essences resist such
treatment, then they too should be included, along
with objective values, among the targets of the
argument from queerness.

This queerness does not consist simply in the fact that
ethical statements are ‘unverifiable’. Although logical
positivism  with its verifiability theory of descriptive
meaning gave an impetus to non-cognitive accounts of
ethics, it is not only logical positivists but also empiricists
of a much more liberal sort who should find objective
values hard to accommodate. Indeed, I would not only
reject the verifiability principle but also deny the
conclusion commonly drawn from it, that moral
judgements lack descriptive meaning. The assertion that
there are objective values or intrinsically prescriptive
entities or features of some kind, which ordinary moral
judgements presuppose, is, I hold, not meaningless
but false.

Plato’s Forms give a dramatic picture of what
objective values would have to be. The Form of the
Good is such that knowledge of it provides the
knower with both a direction and an overriding
motive; something’s being good both tells the person
who knows this to pursue it and makes him pursue it.
An objective good would be sought by anyone who
was acquainted with it, not because of any contingent
fact that this person, or every person, is so constituted
that he desires this end, but just because the end has
to-be-pursuedness somehow built into it. Similarly, if
there were objective principles of right and wrong,
any wrong (possible) course of action would have
not-to-be-doneness somehow built into it. Or we
should have Clarke’s

relations of fitness between situations and actions, so

something like necessary

that a situation would have a demand for such-and-
such an action somehow built into it.
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The need for an argument of this sort can be
brought out by reflection on Hume’s argument that
‘reason’ — in which at this stage he includes all sorts of
knowing as well as reasoning — can never be an ‘influ-
encing motive of the will’. Someone might object
that Hume has argued unfairly from the lack of influ-
encing power (not contingent upon desires) in ordi-
nary objects of knowledge and ordinary reasoning,
and might maintain that values differ from natural
objects precisely in their power, when known, auto-
matically to influence the will. To this Hume could,
and would need to, reply that this objection involves
the postulating of value-entities or value-features of
quite a different order from anything else with which
we are acquainted, and of a corresponding faculty
with which to detect them.That is, he would have to
supplement his explicit argument with what I have
called the argument from queerness.

Another way of bringing out this queerness is to ask,
about anything that is supposed to have some objective
moral quality, how this is linked with its natural features.
What is the connection between the natural fact that an
action is a piece of deliberate cruelty — say, causing pain
just for fun — and the moral fact that it is wrong? It
cannot be an entailment, a logical or semantic necessity.
Yet it is not merely that the two features occur together.
The wrongness must somehow be ‘consequential’ or
‘supervenient’; it is wrong because it is a piece of
deliberate cruelty. But just what in the world is signified
by this ‘because’> And how do we know the relation
that it signifies, if this is something more than such
actions being socially condemned, and condemned by
us too, perhaps through our having absorbed attitudes
from our social environment? It is not even sufficient to
postulate a faculty which ‘sees’ the wrongness: something
must be postulated which can see at once the natural
features that constitute the cruelty, and the wrongness,
and the mysterious consequential link between the two.
Alternatively, the intuition required might be the
perception that wrongness is a higher order property
belonging to certain natural properties; but what is this
belonging of properties to other properties, and how
can we discern it? How much simpler and more
comprehensible the situation would be if we could
replace the moral quality with some sort of subjective
response which could be causally related to the
detection of the natural features on which the supposed
quality is said to be consequential.

It may be thought that the argument from queerness
is given an unfair start if we thus relate it to what are

admittedly among the wilder products of philosophical
fancy — Platonic Forms, non-natural qualities, self-
evident relations of fitness, faculties of intuition, and the
like. Is it equally forceful if applied to the terms in which
everyday moral judgements are more likely to be
expressed — though still, as has been argued [in the
original work], with a claim to objectivity — ‘you must
do this’, ‘you can’t do that’, ‘obligation’, ‘unjust’, ‘rotten’,
‘disgraceful’, ‘mean’, or talk about good reasons for or
against possible actions? Admittedly not; but that is
because the objective prescriptivity, the element a claim
for whose authoritativeness is embedded in ordinary
moral thought and language, is not yet isolated in these
forms of speech, but is presented along with relations to
desires and feelings, reasoning about the means to desired
ends, inter-personal demands, the injustice which
consists in the violation of what are in the context
the accepted standards of merit, the psychological
constituents of meanness, and so on. There is nothing
queer about any of these, and under cover of them the
claim for moral authority may pass unnoticed. But if
I am right in arguing that it is ordinarily there, and
is therefore very likely to be incorporated almost
automatically in philosophical accounts of ethics which
systematize our ordinary thought even in such apparently
innocent terms as these, it needs to be examined, and for
this purpose it needs to be isolated and exposed as it is
by the less cautious philosophical reconstructions.

Patterns of Objectification

Considerations of these kinds suggest that it is in the
end less paradoxical to reject than to retain the
common-sense belief in the objectivity of moral values,
provided that we can explain how this belief, if it is
false, has become established and is so resistant to
criticisms. This proviso is not difficult to satisfy.

On a subjectivist view, the supposedly objective
values will be based in fact upon attitudes which the
person has who takes himself to be recognizing and
responding to those values. If we admit what Hume
calls the mind’s ‘propensity to spread itself on external
objects’, we can understand the supposed objectivity of
moral qualities as arising from what we can call the
projection or objectification of moral attitudes. This
would be analogous to what is called the ‘pathetic
fallacy’, the tendency to read our feelings into their
objects. If a fungus, say, fills us with disgust, we may be
inclined to ascribe to the fungus itself a non-natural
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quality of foulness. But in moral contexts there is more
than this propensity at work. Moral attitudes themselves
are at least partly social in origin: socially established —
and socially necessary — patterns of behaviour put
pressure on individuals, and each individual tends to
internalize these pressures and to join in requiring
these patterns of behaviour of himself and of others.
The attitudes that are objectified into moral values
have indeed an external source, though not the one
assigned to them by the belief in their absolute
authority. Moreover, there are motives that would
support objectification. We need morality to regulate
interpersonal relations, to control some of the ways in
which people behave towards one another, often in
opposition to contrary inclinations. We therefore want
our moral judgements to be authoritative for other
agents as well as for ourselves: objective validity would
give them the authority required. Aesthetic values are
logically in the same position as moral ones; much the
same metaphysical and epistemological considerations
apply to them. But aesthetic values are less strongly
objectified than moral ones; their subjective status, and
an ‘error theory’ with regard to such claims to
objectivity as are incorporated in aesthetic judgements,
will be more readily accepted, just because the motives
for their objectification are less compelling.

But it would be misleading to think of the objectifi-
cation of moral values as primarily the projection of
feelings, as in the pathetic fallacy. More important are
wants and demands. As Hobbes says, ‘whatsoever is the
object of any man’s Appetite or Desire, that is it, which
he for his part calleth Good ’; and certainly both the
adjective ‘good’ and the noun ‘goods’ are used in non-
moral contexts of things because they are such as to
satisfy desires. We get the notion of something’s being
objectively good, or having intrinsic value, by reversing
the direction of dependence here, by making the desire
depend upon the goodness, instead of the goodness on
the desire. And this is aided by the fact that the desired
thing will indeed have features that make it desired, that
enable it to arouse a desire or that make it such as to
satisfy some desire that is already there. It is fairly easy to
confuse the way in which a thing’s desirability is indeed
objective with its having in our sense objective value.
The fact that the word ‘good’ serves as one of our main
moral terms is a trace of this pattern of objectification.

o]

Another way of explaining the objectification of
moral values is to say that ethics is a system of law from
which the legislator has been removed. This might have

been derived either from the positive law of a state or
from a supposed system of divine law. There can be no
doubt that some features of modern European moral
concepts are traceable to the theological ethics of
Christianity. The stress on quasi-imperative notions, on
what ought to be done or on what is wrong in a sense
that is close to that of ‘forbidden’, are surely relics of
divine commands. Admittedly, the central ethical
concepts for Plato and Aristotle also are in a broad
sense prescriptive or intrinsically action-guiding, but in
concentrating rather on ‘good’ than on ‘ought’ they
show that their moral thought is an objectification of
the desired and the satisfying rather than of the
commanded. Elizabeth Anscombe has argued that
modern, non-Aristotelian, concepts of moral obligation,
moral duty, of what is morally right and wrong, and of
the moral sense of ‘ought’ are survivals outside the
framework of thought that made them really intelligible,
namely the belief in divine law. She infers that ‘ought’
has ‘become a word of mere mesmeric force’, with
only a ‘delusive appearance of content’, and that we
would do better to discard such terms and concepts
altogether, and go back to Aristotelian ones.

There is much to be said for this view. But while
we can explain some distinctive features of modern
moral philosophy in this way, it would be a mistake to
see the whole problem of the claim to objective pre-
scriptivity as merely local and unnecessary, as a post-
operative complication of a society from which a
dominant system of theistic belief has recently been
rather hastily excised. As Cudworth and Clarke and
Price, for example, show, even those who still admit
divine commands, or the positive law of God, may
believe moral values to have an independent objective
but still action-guiding authority. Responding to
Plato’s Euthyphro dilemma, they believe that God
commands what he commands because it is in itself
good or right, not that it is good or right merely
because and in that he commands it. Otherwise God
himself could not be called good. Price asks, “What
can be more preposterous, than to make the Deity
nothing but will; and to exalt this on the ruins of all
his attributes?” The apparent objectivity of moral
value is a widespread phenomenon which has more
than one source: the persistence of a belief in some-
thing like divine law when the belief in the divine
legislator has faded out is only one factor among oth-
ers. There are several different patterns of objectifica-
tion, all of which have left characteristic traces in our
actual moral concepts and moral language.
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Ethics and Observation

Gilbert Harman

The Basic Issue

Can moral principles be tested and confirmed in the
way scientific principles can? Consider the principle
that, if you are given a choice between five people alive
and one dead or five people dead and one alive, you
should always choose to have five people alive and one
dead rather than the other way round. We can easily
imagine examples that appear to confirm this principle.
Here is one:

You are a doctor in a hospital’s emergency room when six
accident victims are brought in. All six are in danger of
dying but one is much worse off than the others.You can
just barely save that person if you devote all of your
resources to him and let the others die. Alternatively, you
can save the other five if you are willing to ignore the
most seriously injured person.

It would seem that in this case you, the doctor, would
be right to save the five and let the other person die. So
this example, taken by itself, confirms the principle
under consideration. Next, consider the following case.

You have five patients in the hospital who are dying, each
in need of a separate organ. One needs a kidney, another a
lung, a third a heart, and so forth.You can save all five if
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you take a single healthy person and remove his heart,
lungs, kidneys, and so forth, to distribute to these five
patients. Just such a healthy person is in room 306. He is
in the hospital for routine tests. Having seen his test results,
you know that he is perfectly healthy and of the right
tissue compatibility. If you do nothing, he will survive
without incident; the other patients will die, however. The
other five patients can be saved only if the person in
Room 306 is cut up and his organs distributed. In that
case, there would be one dead but five saved.

The principle in question tells us that you should cut
up the patient in Room 306. But in this case, surely
you must not sacrifice this innocent bystander, even to
save the five other patients. Here a moral principle has
been tested and disconfirmed in what may seem to be
a surprising way.

This, of course, was a “thought experiment.” We did
not really compare a hypothesis with the world. We
compared an explicit principle with our feelings about
certain imagined examples. In the same way, a physicist
performs thought experiments in order to compare
explicit hypotheses with his “sense” of what should
happen in certain situations, a “sense” that he has
acquired as a result of his long working familiarity with
current theory. But scientific hypotheses can also be
tested in real experiments, out in the world.

Can moral principles be tested in the same way, out
in the world? You can observe someone do something,
but can you ever perceive the rightness or wrongness
of what he does? If you round a corner and see a group
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of young hoodlums pour gasoline on a cat and ignite it,
you do not need to conclude that what they are doing is
wrong; you do not need to figure anything out; you
can see that it is wrong. But is your reaction due to the
actual wrongness of what you see or is it simply
a reflection of your moral “sense,” a “sense” that you
have acquired perhaps as a result of your moral
upbringing?

Observation

The issue is complicated. There are no pure observations.
Observations are always “theory laden.” What you per-
ceive depends to some extent on the theory you hold,
consciously or unconsciously. You see some children
pour gasoline on a cat and ignite it. To really see that,
you have to possess a great deal of knowledge, know
about a considerable number of objects, know about
people: that people pass through the life stages infant,
baby, child, adolescent, adult.You must know what flesh
and blood animals are, and in particular, cats. You must
have some idea of life.You must know what gasoline is,
what burning is, and much more. In one sense, what
you “see” is a pattern of light on your retina, a shifting
array of splotches, although, even that is theory, and
you could never adequately describe what you see in
that sense. In another sense, you see what you do
because of the theories you hold. Change those theo-
ries and you would see something else, given the same
pattern of light.

Similarly, if you hold a moral view, whether it is held
consciously or unconsciously, you will be able to
perceive rightness or wrongness, goodness or badness,
justice or injustice. There is no difference in this respect
between moral propositions and other theoretical
propositions. If there is a difference, it must be found
elsewhere.

Observation depends on theory because perception
involves forming a belief as a fairly direct result of
observing something; you can form a belief only if you
understand the relevant concepts and a concept is what
it is by virtue of its role in some theory or system of
beliefs. To recognize a child as a child is to employ,
consciously or unconsciously, a concept that is defined
by its place in a framework of the stages of human life.
Similarly, burning is an empty concept apart from its
theoretical connections to the concepts of heat,
destruction, smoke, and fire.

Moral concepts — Right and Wrong, Good and Bad,
Justice and Injustice — also have a place in your theory
or system of beliefs and are the concepts they are
because of their context. If we say that observation has
occurred whenever an opinion is a direct result of per-
ception, we must allow that there is moral observation,
because such an opinion can be a moral opinion as
easily as any other sort. In this sense, observation may
be used to confirm or disconfirm moral theories. The
observational opinions that, in this sense, you find
yourself with can be in either agreement or conflict
with your consciously explicit moral principles. When
they are in conflict, you must choose between your
explicit theory and observation. In ethics, as in science,
you sometimes opt for theory, and say that you made
an error in observation or were biased or whatever, or
you sometimes opt for observation, and modify your
theory.

In other words, in both science and ethics, general
principles are invoked to explain particular cases and,
therefore, in both science and ethics, the general
principles you accept can be tested by appealing to par-
ticular judgments that certain things are right or wrong,
just or unjust, and so forth; and these judgments are
analogous to direct perceptual judgments about facts.

Observational Evidence

Nevertheless, observation plays a role in science that it
does not seem to play in ethics. The difference is that
you need to make assumptions about certain physical
facts to explain the occurrence of the observations that
support a scientific theory, but you do not seem to
need to make assumptions about any moral facts to
explain the occurrence of the so-called moral observa-
tions I have been talking about. In the moral case, it
would seem that you need only make assumptions
about the psychology or moral sensibility of the person
making the moral observation. In the scientific case,
theory is tested against the world.

The point is subtle but important. Consider a physi-
cist making an observation to test a scientific theory.
Seeing a vapor trail in a cloud chamber, he thinks,
“There goes a proton.” Let us suppose that this is an
observation in the relevant sense, namely, an immediate
judgment made in response to the situation without
any conscious reasoning having taken place. Let us also
suppose that his observation confirms his theory, a
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theory that helps give meaning to the very term “pro-
ton” as it occurs in his observational judgment. Such a
confirmation rests on inferring an explanation. He can
count his making the observation as confirming
evidence for his theory only to the extent that it is
reasonable to explain his making the observation by
assuming that, not only is he in a certain psychological
“set,” given the theory he accepts and his beliefs about
the experimental apparatus, but furthermore, there
really was a proton going through the cloud chamber,
causing the vapor trail, which he saw as a proton. (This
is evidence for the theory to the extent that the theory
can explain the proton’s being there better than com-
peting theories can.) But, if his having made that
observation could have been equally well explained by
his psychological set alone, without the need for any
assumption about a proton, then the observation would
not have been evidence for the existence of that proton
and therefore would not have been evidence for the
theory. His making the observation supports the theory
only because, in order to explain his making the obser-
vation, it is reasonable to assume something about the
world over and above the assumptions made about the
observer’s psychology. In particular, it is reasonable to
assume that there was a proton going through the
cloud chamber, causing the vapor trail.

Compare this case with one in which you make a
moral judgment immediately and without conscious
reasoning, say, that the children are wrong to set the cat
on fire or that the doctor would be wrong to cut up
one healthy patient to save five dying patients. In order
to explain your making the first of these judgments, it
would be reasonable to assume, perhaps, that the
children really are pouring gasoline on a cat and you
are seeing them do it. But, in neither case is there any
obvious reason to assume anything about “moral facts,”
such as that it really is wrong to set the cat on fire or to
cut up the patient in Room 306. Indeed, an assumption
about moral facts would seem to be totally irrelevant to
the explanation of your making the judgment you
make. It would seem that all we need assume is that you
have certain more or less well articulated moral princi-
ples that are reflected in the judgments you make, based
on your moral sensibility. It seems to be completely
irrelevant to our explanation whether your intuitive
immediate judgment is true or false.

The observation of an event can provide observa-
tional evidence for or against a scientific theory in the
sense that the truth of that observation can be relevant

to a reasonable explanation of why that observation
was made. A moral observation does not seem, in the
same sense, to be observational evidence for or against
any moral theory, since the truth or falsity of the moral
observation seems to be completely irrelevant to any
reasonable explanation of why that observation was
made. The fact that an observation of an event was
made at the time it was made is evidence not only
about the observer but also about the physical facts.
The fact that you made a particular moral observation
when you did does not seem to be evidence about
moral facts, only evidence about you and your moral
sensibility. Facts about protons can affect what you
observe, since a proton passing through the cloud
chamber can cause a vapor trail that reflects light to
your eye in a way that, given your scientific training
and psychological set, leads you to judge that what you
see is a proton. But there does not seem to be any way
in which the actual rightness or wrongness of a given
situation can have any effect on your perceptual appa-
ratus. In this respect, ethics seems to differ from
science.

In considering whether moral principles can help
explain observations, it is therefore important to note
an ambiguity in the word “observation.” You see the
children set the cat on fire and immediately think,
“That’s wrong.” In one sense, your observation is that
what the children are doing is wrong. In another sense,
your observation is your thinking that thought. Moral
observations might explain observations in the first
sense but not in the second sense. Certain moral
principles might help to explain why it was wrong of
the children to set the cat on fire, but moral principles
seem to be of no help in explaining your thinking that
that is wrong. In the first sense of “observation,” moral
principles can be tested by observation — “That this
act is wrong is evidence that causing unnecessary
suffering is wrong.” But in the second sense of “obser-
vation,” moral principles cannot clearly be tested by
observation, since they do not appear to help explain
observations in this second sense of “observation.”
Moral principles do not seem to help explain your
observing what you observe.

Of course, if you are already given the moral princi-
ple that it is wrong to cause unnecessary suffering, you
can take your seeing the children setting the cat on fire
as observational evidence that they are doing something
wrong. Similarly, you can suppose that your seeing the
vapor trail is observational evidence that a proton is
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going through the cloud chamber, if you are given the
relevant physical theory. But there is an important
apparent difference between the two cases. In the
scientific case, your making that observation is itself
evidence for the physical theory because the physical
theory explains the proton, which explains the trail,
which explains your observation. In the moral case,
your making your observation does not seem to be
evidence for the relevant moral principle because that
principle does not seem to help explain your
observation. The explanatory chain from principle to
observation seems to be broken in morality. The moral
principle may “explain” why it is wrong for the chil-
dren to set the cat on fire. But the wrongness of that act
does not appear to help explain the act, which you
observe, itself. The explanatory chain appears to be
broken in such a way that neither the moral principle
nor the wrongness of the act can help explain why you
observe what you observe.

A qualification may seem to be needed here. Perhaps
the children perversely set the cat on fire simply
“because it is wrong.” Here it may seem at first that the
actual wrongness of the act does help explain why they
do it and therefore indirectly helps explain why you
observe what you observe just as a physical theory, by
explaining why the proton is producing a vapor trail,
indirectly helps explain why the observer observes
what he observes. But on reflection we must agree that
this is probably an illusion. What explains the children’s
act is not clearly the actual wrongness of the act but,
rather, their belief that the act is wrong. The actual
rightness or wrongness of their act seems to have
nothing to do with why they do it.

Observational evidence plays a part in science it
does not appear to play in ethics, because scientific
principles can be justified ultimately by their role in
explaining observations, in the second sense of obser-
vation — by their explanatory role. Apparently, moral
principles cannot be justified in the same way. It appears
to be true that there can be no explanatory chain
between moral principles and particular observings in
the way that there can be such a chain between scien-
tific principles and particular observings. Conceived as

an explanatory theory, morality, unlike science, seems
to be cut off from observation.

Not that every legitimate scientific hypothesis is
susceptible to direct observational testing. Certain
hypotheses about “black holes” in space cannot be
directly tested, for example, because no signal is emit-
ted from within a black hole. The connection with
observation in such a case is indirect. And there are
many similar examples. Nevertheless, seen in the large,
there is the apparent difference between science and
ethics we have noted. The scientific realm is accessible
to observation in a way the moral realm is not.

Ethics and Mathematics

Perhaps ethics is to be compared, not with physics, but
with mathematics. Perhaps such a moral principle as
“You ought to keep your promises” is confirmed or
disconfirmed in the way (whatever it is) in which such
a mathematical principle as “54+7=12"is. Observation
does not seem to play the role in mathematics it plays
in physics. We do not and cannot perceive numbers,
for example, since we cannot be in causal contact
with them. We do not even understand what it
would be like to be in causal contact with the number
12, say. Relations among numbers cannot have any
more of an effect on our perceptual apparatus than
moral facts can.

Observation, however, is relevant to mathematics. In
explaining the observations that support a physical
theory, scientists typically appeal to mathematical
principles. On the other hand, one never seems to need
to appeal in this way to moral principles. Since an
observation is evidence for what best explains it, and
since mathematics often figures in the explanations of’
scientific observations, there is indirect observational
evidence for mathematics. There does not seem to be
observational evidence, even indirectly, for basic moral
principles. In explaining why certain observations have
been made, we never seem to use purely moral assump-
tions. In this respect, then, ethics appears to differ not
only from physics but also from mathematics.
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Moral Relativism Defended

Gilbert Harman

My thesis is that morality arises when a group of people
reach an implicit agreement or come to a tacit under-
standing about their relations with one another. Part of
what T mean by this is that moral judgments — or,
rather, an important class of them — make sense only in
relation to and with reference to one or another such
agreement or understanding. This is vague, and I shall
try to make it more precise in what follows. But it
should be clear that I intend to argue for a version of
what has been called moral relativism.

In doing so, I am taking sides in an ancient
controversy. Many people have supposed that the sort
of view which I am going to defend is obviously
correct — indeed, that it is the only sort of account that
could make sense of the phenomenon of morality. At
the same time there have also been many who have
supposed that moral relativism is confused, incoherent,
and even immoral, at the very least obviously wrong.

Most arguments against relativism make use of a
strategy of dissuasive definition; they define moral
relativism as an inconsistent thesis. For example, they
define it as the assertion that (a) there are no universal
moral principles and (b) one ought to act in accordance
with the principles of one’s own group, where this
latter principle, (), is supposed to be a universal moral
principle.! It is easy enough to show that this version of
moral relativism will not do, but that is no reason to
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think that a defender of moral relativism cannot find a
better definition.

My moral relativism is a soberly logical thesis — a
thesis about logical form, if you like. Just as the
judgment that something is large makes sense only in
relation to one or another comparison class, so too, I
will argue, the judgment that it is wrong of someone to
do something makes sense only in relation to an agree-
ment or understanding. A dog may be large in relation
to chihuahuas but not large in relation to dogs in
general. Similarly, I will argue, an action may be wrong
in relation to one agreement but not in relation to
another. Just as it makes no sense to ask whether a dog
is large, period, apart from any relation to a comparison
class, so too, I will argue, it makes no sense to ask
whether an action is wrong, period, apart from any
relation to an agreement.

There is an agreement, in the relevant sense, if each
of a number of people intends to adhere to some
schedule, plan, or set of principles, intending to do this
on the understanding that the others similarly intend.
The agreement or understanding need not be con-
scious or explicit; and T will not here try to say what
distinguishes moral agreements from, for example,
conventions of the road or conventions of etiquette,
since these distinctions will not be important as regards
the purely logical thesis that I will be defending.

Although T want to say that certain moral judgments
are made in relation to an agreement, I do not want to
say this about all moral judgments. Perhaps it is true that

Ethical Theory: An Anthology, Second Edition. Edited by Russ Shafer-Landau.
© 2013 John Wiley & Sons, Inc. Published 2013 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc.



36 GILBERT HARMAN

all moral judgments are made in relation to an agreement;
nevertheless, that is not what I will be arguing. For I
want to say that there is a way in which certain moral
judgments are relative to an agreement but other moral
judgments are not. My relativism is a thesis only about
what I will call “inner judgments,” such as the judgment
that someone ought or ought not to have acted in a
certain way or the judgment that it was right or wrong
of him to have done so. My relativism is not meant to
apply, for example, to the judgment that someone is evil
or the judgment that a given institution is unjust.

In particular, I am not denying (nor am I asserting)
that some moralities are “objectively” better than
others or that there are objective standards for assessing
moralities. My thesis is a soberly logical thesis about
logical form.

[. Inner Judgments

We make inner judgments about a person only if we
suppose that he is capable of being motivated by the
relevant moral considerations. We make other sorts of
judgment about those who we suppose are not
susceptible of such motivation. Inner judgments include
judgments in which we say that someone should or
ought to have done something or that someone was
right or wrong to have done something. Inner
judgments do not include judgments in which we call
someone (literally) a savage or say that someone is
(literally) inhuman, evil, a betrayer, a traitor, or an enemy.

Consider this example. Intelligent beings from outer
space land on Earth, beings without the slightest con-
cern for human life and happiness. That a certain
course of action on their part might injure one of us
means nothing to them; that fact by itself gives them no
reason to avoid the action. In such a case it would be
odd to say that nevertheless the beings ought to avoid
injuring us or that it would be wrong for them to
attack us. Of course we will want to resist them if they
do such things and we will make negative judgments
about them; but we will judge that they are dreadful
enemies to be repelled and even destroyed, not that
they should not act as they do.

Similarly, if we learn that a band of cannibals has
captured and eaten the sole survivor of a ship-wreck,
we will speak of the primitive morality of the cannibals
and may call them savages, but we will not say that they
ought not to have eaten their captive.

Again, suppose that a contented employee of Murder,
Incorporated was raised as a child to honor and respect
members of the “family” but to have nothing but con-
tempt for the rest of society. His current assignment, let
us suppose, is to kill a certain bank manager, Bernard
J. Ortcutt. Since Ortcutt is not a member of the
“family,” the employee in question has no compunction
about carrying out his assignment. In particular, if we
were to try to convince him that he should not kill
Ortcutt, our argument would merely amuse him. We
would not provide him with the slightest reason to
desist unless we were to point to practical difficulties,
such as the likelihood of his getting caught. Now, in
this case it would be a misuse of language to say of him
that he ought not to kill Ortcutt or that it would be
wrong of him to do so, since that would imply that our
own moral considerations carry some weight with
him, which they do not. Instead we can only judge that
he is a criminal, someone to be hunted down by the
police, an enemy of peace-loving citizens, and so forth.

It is true that we can make certain judgments about
him using the word “ought.” For example, investigators
who have been tipped off by an informer and who are
waiting for the assassin to appear at the bank can use
the “ought” of expectation to say, “He ought to arrive
soon,” meaning that on the basis of their information
one would expect him to arrive soon.And, in thinking
over how the assassin might carry out his assignment,
we can use the “ought” of rationality to say that he
ought to go in by the rear door, meaning that it would
be more rational for him to do that than to go in by the
front door. In neither of these cases is the moral “ought”
in question.

There is another use of “ought” which is normative
and in a sense moral but which is distinct from what
I am calling the moral “ought.”’ This is the use which
occurs when we say that something ought or ought not
to be the case. It ought not to be the case that members
of Murder, Incorporated go around killing people; in
other words, it is a terrible thing that they do so. The
same thought can perhaps be expressed as “They ought
not to go around killing people,” meaning that it ought
not to be the case that they do, not that they are wrong
to do what they do. The normative “ought to be” is
used to assess a situation; the moral “ought to do” is
used to describe a relation between an agent and a type
of act that he might perform or has performed.

The sentence “They ought not to go around killing
people” is therefore multiply ambiguous. It can mean
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that one would not expect them to do so (the “ought”
of expectation), that it is not in their interest to do so
(the “ought” of rationality), that it is a bad thing that
they do so (the normative “ought to be”), or that they
are wrong to do so (the moral “ought to do”). For the
most part I am here concerned only with the last of
these interpretations.

The word “should” behaves very much like “ought
to.” There is a “should” of expectation (“They should
be here soon”), a “should” of rationality (“He should
go in by the back door”), a normative “should be”
(“They shouldn’t go around killing people like that”),
and the moral “should do” (“You should keep that
promise”). I am of course concerned mainly with the
last sense of “should.”

“Right” and “wrong” also have multiple uses; I will
not try to say what all of them are. But I do want to
distinguish using the word “wrong” to say that a par-
ticular situation or action is wrong from using the word
to say that it is wrong of someone to do something. In
the former case, the word “wrong” is used to assess an
act or situation. In the latter case it is used to describe
a relation between an agent and an act. Only the latter
sort of judgment is an inner judgment. Although we
would not say concerning the contented employee of
Murder, Incorporated mentioned earlier that it was
wrong of him to kill Ortcutt, we could say that his action
was wrong and we could say that it is wrong that there
is so much killing.

To take another example, it sounds odd to say that
Hitler should not have ordered the extermination of
the Jews, that it was wrong of him to have done so.That
sounds somehow “too weak” a thing to say. Instead we
want to say that Hitler was an evil man. Yet we can
properly say, “Hitler ought not to have ordered the
extermination of the Jews,” if what we mean is that it
ought never to have happened; and we can say without
oddity that what Hitler did was wrong. Oddity attends
only the inner judgment that Hitler was wrong to have
acted in that way. That is what sounds “too weak.”

It is worth noting that the inner judgments sound too
weak not because of the enormity of what Hitler did
but because we suppose that in acting as he did he shows
that he could not have been susceptible to the moral
considerations on the basis of which we make our
judgment. He is in the relevant sense beyond the pale
and we therefore cannot make inner judgments about
him. To see that this is so, consider, say, Stalin, another
mass-murderer. We can perhaps imagine someone

taking a sympathetic view of Stalin. In such a view,
Stalin realized that the course he was going to pursue
would mean the murder of millions of people and he
dreaded such a prospect; however, the alternative seemed
to offer an even greater disaster — so, reluctantly and
with great anguish, he went ahead. In relation to such a
view of Stalin, inner judgments about Stalin are not as
odd as similar judgments about Hitler. For we might
easily continue the story by saying that, despite what he
hoped to gain, Stalin should not have undertaken the
course he did, that it was wrong of him to have done so.
What makes inner judgments about Hitler odd, “too
weak,” is not that the acts judged seem too terrible for
the words used but rather that the agent judged seems
beyond the pale — in other words beyond the
motivational reach of the relevant moral considerations.

Of course, I do not want to deny that for various
reasons a speaker might pretend that an agent is or is not
susceptible to certain moral considerations. For example,
a speaker may for rhetorical or political reasons wish to
suggest that someone is beyond the pale, that he should
not be listened to, that he can be treated as an enemy. On
the other hand, a speaker may pretend that someone is
susceptible to certain moral considerations in an effort
to make that person or others susceptible to those con-
siderations. Inner judgments about one’s children some-
times have this function. So do inner judgments made in
political speeches that aim at restoring a lapsed sense of
morality in government.

[I. The Logical Form of Inner
Judgments

Inner judgments have two important characteristics.
First, they imply that the agent has reasons to do some-
thing. Second, the speaker in some sense endorses these
reasons and supposes that the audience also endorses
them. Other moral judgments about an agent, on the
other hand, do not have such implications; they do not
imply that the agent has reasons for acting that are
endorsed by the speaker.

If someone S says that A (morally) ought to do D, S
implies that A has reasons to do D and S endorses those
reasons — whereas if S says that B was evil in what B did,
S does not imply that the reasons S would endorse for
not doing what B did were reasons for B not to do that
thing; in fact, S implies that they were not reasons for B.
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Let us examine this more closely. If S says that
(morally) A ought to do D, S implies that A has reasons
to do D which S endorses. I shall assume that such
reasons would have to have their source in goals, desires,
or intentions that S takes A to have and that S approves
of A’s having because S shares those goals, desires, or
intentions. So, if S says that (morally) 4 ought to do D,
there are certain motivational attitudes M which S
assumes are shared by S, A, and S’s audience.

Now, in supposing that reasons for action must have
their source in goals, desires, or intentions, I am assum-
ing something like an Aristotelian or Humean account
of these matters, as opposed, for example, to a Kantian
approach which sees a possible source of motivation in
reason itself. I must defer a full-scale discussion of the
issue to another occasion. Here I simply assume that
the Kantian approach is wrong. In particular, I assume
that there might be no reasons at all for a being from
outer space to avoid harm to us; that, for Hitler, there
might have been no reason at all not to order the exter-
mination of the Jews; that the contented employee of
Murder, Incorporated might have no reason at all not
to kill Ortcutt; that the cannibals might have no reason
not to eat their captive. In other words, I assume that
the possession of rationality is not sufficient to provide
a source for relevant reasons, that certain desires, goals,
or intentions are also necessary. Those who accept this
assumption will, I think, find that they distinguish inner
moral judgments from other moral judgments in the
way that I have indicated.

Ultimately, I want to argue that the shared
motivational attitudes M are intentions to keep an
agreement (supposing that others similarly intend). For
I want to argue that inner moral judgments are made
relative to such an agreement. That is, I want to argue
that, when S makes the inner judgment that 4 ought
to do D, S assumes that A intends to act in accordance
with an agreement which S and S’s audience also
intend to observe. In other words, I want to argue that
the source of the reasons for doing D which S ascribes
to A is A’s sincere intention to observe a certain agree-
ment. I have not yet argued for the stronger thesis,
however. I have argued only that S makes his judgment
relative to some motivational attitudes M which S
assumes are shared by S, A, and S’s audience.

Formulating this as a logical thesis, I want to treat the
moral “ought” as a four-place predicate (or “operator”),
“Ought (A4, D, C, M),” which relates an agent A, a type
of act D, considerations C, and motivating attitudes M.

The relativity to considerations C can be brought out
by considering what are sometimes called statements
of prima-facie obligation, “Considering that you
promised, you ought to go to the board meeting, but
considering that you are the sole surviving relative, you
ought to go to the funeral; all things considered, it is
not clear what you ought to do.” The claim that there
is this relativity, to considerations, is not, of course, what
makes my thesis a version of moral relativism, since any
theory must acknowledge relativity to considerations.
The relativity to considerations does, however, pro-
vide a model for a coherent interpretation of moral
relativism as a similar kind of relativity.

It is not as easy to exhibit the relativity to motivating
attitudes as it is to exhibit the relativity to considerations,
since normally a speaker who makes a moral “ought”
judgment intends the relevant motivating attitudes to
be ones that the speaker shares with the agent and the
audience,and normally it will be obvious what attitudes
these are. But sometimes a speaker does invoke different
attitudes by invoking a morality the speaker does not
share. Someone may say, for example, “As a Christian,
you ought to turn the other cheek; I, however, propose
to strike back.” A spy who has been found out by a
friend might say,“As a citizen, you ought to turn me in,
but I hope that you will not.” In these and similar cases
a speaker makes a moral “ought” judgment that is
explicitly relative to motivating attitudes that the
speaker does not share.

In order to be somewhat more precise, then, my
thesis is this. “Ought (A4, D, C, M)” means roughly
that, given that A has motivating attitudes M and
given C, D is the course of action for A that is sup-
ported by the best reasons. In judgements using this
sense of “ought,” C and M are often not explicity
mentioned by are indicated by the context of
utterance. Normally, when that happens, C will be “all
things considered” and M will be attitudes that are
shared by the speaker and audience.

I mentioned that inner judgements have two
characteristics. First, they imply that the agent has
reasons to do something that are capable of motivating
the agent. Second, the speaker endorses those reasons
and supposes that the audience does too. Now, any
“Ought (A4, D, C, M)” judgment has the first of these
characteristics, but as we have just seen a judgment of
this sort will not necessarily have the second character-
istic if made with explicit reference to motivating
attitudes not shared by the speaker. If reference is made
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either implicitly or explicitly (for example, through the
use of the adverb “morally”) to attitudes that are shared
by the speaker and audience, the resulting judgement
has both characteristics and is an inner judgment. If
reference is made to attitudes that are not shared by the
speaker, the resulting judgment is not an inner
judgment and does not represent a full-fledged moral
judgment on the part of the speaker. In such a case
we have an example of what has been called an
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inverted-commas use of “ought.

[II. Moral Bargaining

I have argued that moral “ought” judgments are
relational, “Ought (A, D, C, M),” where M represents
certain motivating attitudes. I now want to argue that
the attitudes M derive from an agreement. That is, they
are intentions to adhere to a particular agreement on
the understanding that others also intend to do so.
Really, it might be better for me to say that I put this
forward as a hypothesis, since I cannot pretend to be
able to prove that it is true. I will argue, however, that
this hypothesis accounts for an otherwise puzzling
aspect of our moral views that, as far as I know, there is
not other way to account for.

I will use the word “intention” in a somewhat
extended sense to cover certain dispositions or habits.
Someone may habitually act in accordance with the rel-
evant understanding and therefore may be disposed to act
in that way without having any more or less conscious
intention. In such a case it may sound odd to say that he
intends to act in accordance with the moral understand-
ing. Nevetheless, for present purposes I will count that as
his having the relevant intention in a dispositional sense.

I now want to consider the following puzzle about
our moral views, a puzzle that has figured in recent
philosophical discussion of issues such as abortion. It
has been observed that most of us assign greater weight
to the duty not to harm others than to the duty to help
others. For example, most of us believe that a doctor
ought not to save five of his patients who would other-
wise die by cutting up a sixth patient and distributing
his healthy organs where needed to the others, even
though we do think that the doctor has a duty to try to
help as many of his patients as he can. For we also think
that he has a stronger duty to try not to harm any of his
patients (or anyone else) even if by so doing he could
help five others.

This aspect of our moral views can seem very
puzzling, especially if one supposes that moral feelings
derive from sympathy and concern for others. But the
hypothesis that morality derives from an agreement
among people of varying powers and resources provides
a plausible explanation. The rich, the poor, the strong,
and the weak would all benefit if all were to try to
avoid harming one another. So everyone could agree
to that arrangement. But the rich and the strong would
not benefit from an arrangement whereby everyone
would try to do as much as possible to help those in
need. The poor and weak would get all of the benefit
of this latter arrangement. Since the rich and the strong
could foresee that they would be required to do most
of the helping and that they would receive little in
return, they would be reluctant to agree to a strong
principle of mutual aid. A compromise would be likely
and a weaker principle would probably be accepted. In
other words, although everyone could agree to a strong
principle concerning the avoidance of harm, it would
not be true that everyone would favor an equally strong
principle of mutual aid. It is likely that only a weaker
principle of the latter sort would gain general accept-
ance. So the hypothesis that morality derives from an
understanding among people of different powers and
resources can explain (and, according to me, does
explain) why in our morality avoiding harm to others
is taken to be more important than helping those who
need help.

By the way, I am here only trying to explain an aspect
of our moral views. I am not therefore endorsing that
aspect. And I defer until later a relativistic account of
the way in which aspects of our moral view can be
criticized “from within.”

Now we need not suppose that the agreement or
understanding in question is explicit. It is enough if
various members of society knowingly reach an agree-
ment in intentions — each intending to act in certain
ways on the understanding that the others have similar
intentions. Such an implicit agreement is reached
through a process of mutual adjustment and implicit
bargaining.

Indeed, it is essential to the proposed explanation of
this aspect of our moral views to suppose that the
relevant moral understanding is thus the result of
bargaining. It is necessary to suppose that, in order to
further our interests, we form certain conditional inten-
tions, hoping that others will do the same. The others,
who have different interests, will form somewhat
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different conditional intentions.After implicit bargaining,
some sort of compromise is reached.

Seeing morality in this way as a compromise based
on implicit bargaining helps to explain why our moral-
ity takes it to be worse to harm someone than to refuse
to help someone. The explanation requires that we
view our morality as an implicit agreement about what
to do.This sort of explanation could not be given if we
were to suppose, say, that our morality represented an
agreement only about the facts (naturalism). Nor is it
enough simply to suppose that our morality represents
an agreement in attitude, if we forget that such
agreement can be reached, not only by way of such
principles as are mentioned, for example, in Hare’s
“logic of imperatives,”® but also through bargaining.
According to Hare, to accept a general moral principle
is to intend to do something. * If we add to his theory
that the relevant intentions can be reached through
implicit bargaining, the resulting theory begins to look
like the one that I am defending.

Many aspects of our moral views can be given a
utilitarian explanation. We could account for these
aspects, using the logical analysis I presented in the
previous section of this paper, by supposing that the
relevant “ought” judgments presuppose shared attitudes
of sympathy and benevolence. We can equally well
explain them by supposing that considerations of utility
have influenced our implicit agreements, so that the
appeal is to a shared intention to adhere to those
agreements. Any aspect of morality that is susceptible of
a utilitarian explanation can also be explained by an
implicit agreement, but not conversely. There are
aspects of our moral views that seem to be explicable
only in the second way, on the assumption that morality
derives from an agreement. One example, already cited,
is the distinction we make between harming and not
helping. Another is our feeling that each person has an
inalienable right of self-defense and self-preservation.
Philosophers have not been able to come up with a
really satisfactory utilitarian justification of such a right,
but it is easily intelligible on our present hypothesis, as
Hobbes observed many years ago. You cannot, except
in very special circumstances, rationally form the inten-
tion not to try to preserve your life if it should ever be
threatened, say, by society or the state, since you know
that you cannot now control what you would do in
such a situation. No matter what you now decided to
do, when the time came, you would ignore your prior
decision and try to save your life. Since you cannot

now intend to do something later which you now
know that you would not do, you cannot now intend
to keep an agreement not to preserve your life if it is
threatened by others in your society.

This concludes the positive side of my argument that
what I have called inner moral judgments are made in
relation to an implicit agreement. I now want to argue
that this theory avoids difficulties traditionally associated
with implicit agreement theories of morality.

IV. Objections and Replies

One traditional difficulty for implicit agreement
theories concerns what motivates us to do what we
have agreed to do. It will, obviously, not be enough to
say that we have implicitly agreed to keep agreements,
since the issue would then be why we keep that
agreement. And this suggests an objection to implicit
agreement theories. But the apparent force of the
objection derives entirely from taking an agreement to
be a kind of ritual. To agree in the relevant sense is not
just to say something; it is to intend to do something —
namely, to intend to carry out one’s part of the
agreement on the condition that others do their parts.
If we agree in this sense to do something, we intend to
do it and intending to do it is already to be motivated
to do it. So there is no problem as to why we are
motivated to keep our agreements in this sense.

We do believe that in general you ought not to
pretend to agree in this sense in order to trick someone
else into agreeing. But that suggests no objection to the
present view. All that it indicates is that our moral
understanding contains or implies an agreement to be
open and honest with others. If it is supposed that this
leaves a problem about someone who has not accepted
our agreement — “What reason does he have not to
pretend to accept our agreement so that he can then
trick others into agreeing to various things?” — the
answer is that such a person may or may not have such
a reason. If someone does not already accept something
of our morality it may or may not be possible to find
reasons why he should.

A second traditional objection to implicit agreement
theories is that there is not a perfect correlation
between what is generally believed to be morally right
and what actually is morally right. Not everything
generally agreed on is right and sometimes courses of
action are right that would not be generally agreed to



MORAL RELATIVISM DEFENDED 41

be right. But this is no objection to my thesis. My thesis
is not that the implicit agreement from which a
morality derives is an agreement in moral judgment;
the thesis is rather that moral judgments make refer-
ence to and are made in relation to an agreement in
intentions. Given that a group of people have agreed in
this sense, there can still be disputes as to what the
agreement implies for various situations. In my view,
many moral disputes are of this sort. They presuppose a
basic agreement and they concern what implications
that agreement has for particular cases.

There can also be various things wrong with the
agreement that a group of people reach, even from the
point of view of that agreement, just as there can be
defects in an individual’s plan of action even from the
point of view of that plan. Given what is known about
the situation, a plan or agreement can in various ways
be inconsistent, incoherent, or self-defeating. In my
view, certain moral disputes are concerned with inter-
nal defects of the basic moral understanding of a group,
and what changes should be made from the perspective
of that understanding itself. This is another way in
which moral disputes make sense with reference to and
in relation to an underlying agreement.

Another objection to implicit agreement theories is
that not all agreements are morally binding — for exam-
ple, those made under complusion or from a position
of unfair disadvantage, which may seem to indicate that
there are moral principles prior to those that derive
from an implicit agreement. But, again, the force of the
objection derives from an equivocation concerning
what an agreement is. The principle that compelled
agreements do not obligate concerns agreement in the
sense of a certain sort of ritual indicating that one
agrees. My thesis concerns a kind of agreement in
intentions. The principle about compelled agreements
is part of, or is implied by, our agreement in intentions.
According to me it is only with reference to some such
agreement in intentions that a principle of this sort
makes sense.

Now it may be true our moral agreement in
intentions also implies that it is wrong to compel
people who are in a greatly inferior position to accept
an agreement in intentions that they would not
otherwise accept, and it may even be true that there is
in our society at least one class of people in an inferior
position who have been compelled thus to settle for
accepting a basic moral understanding, aspects of which
they would not have accepted had they not been in

such an inferior position. In that case there would be
an incoherence in our basic moral understanding and
various suggestions might be made concerning the
ways in which this understanding should be modified.
But this moral critique of the understanding can
proceed from that understanding itself rather than from
“prior” moral principles.

In order to fix ideas, let us consider a society in
which there is a well-established and long-standing
tradition of hereditary slavery. Let us suppose that
everyone accepts this institution, including the slaves.
Everyone treats it as in the nature of things that there
should be such slavery. Furthermore, let us suppose that
there are also aspects of the basic moral agreement
which speak against slavery. That is, these aspects
together with certain facts about the situation imply
that people should not own slaves and that slaves have
no obligation to acquiesce in their condition. In such a
case, the moral understanding would be defective,
although its defectiveness would presumably be hidden
in one or another manner, perhaps by means of a myth
that slaves are physically and mentally subhuman in a
way that makes appropriate the sort of treatment
elsewhere reserved for beasts of burden. If this myth
were to be exposed, the members of the society would
then be faced with an obvious incoherence in their
basic moral agreement and might come eventually to
modify their agreement so as to eliminate its acceptance
of slavery.

In such a case, even relative to the old agreement it
might be true that slave owners ought to free their
slaves, that slaves need not obey their masters, and that
people ought to work to eliminate slavery. For the
course supported by the best reasons, given that one
starts out with the intention of adhering to a particular
agreement, may be that one should stop intending to
adhere to certain aspects of that agreement and should
try to get others to do the same.

We can also (perhaps — but see below) envision
a second society with hereditary slavery whose
agreement has no aspects that speak against slavery. In
that case, even if the facts of the situation were fully
appreciated, no incoherence would appear in the basic
moral understanding of the society and it would not be
true in relation to that understanding that slave owners
ought to free their slaves, that slaves need not obey
their masters, and so forth. There might nevertheless
come a time when there were reasons of a different sort
to modify the basic understanding, either because of an
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external threat from societies opposed to slavery or
because of an internal threat of rebellion by the slaves.

Now it is easier for us to make what I have called
inner moral judgments about slave owners in the first
society than in the second. For we can with reference to
members of the first society invoke principles that they
share with us and, with reference to those principles, we
can say of them that they ought not to have kept slaves
and that they were immoral to have done so. This sort
of inner judgment becomes increasingly inappropriate,
however, the more distant they are from us and the less
easy it is for us to think of our moral understanding as
continuous with and perhaps a later development of
theirs. Furthermore, it seems appropriate to make only
non-inner judgments of the slave owners in the second
society. We can say that the second society is unfair and
unjust, that the slavery that exists is wrong, that it ought
not to exist. But it would be inappropriate in this case
to say that it was morally wrong of the slave owners to
own slaves. The relevant aspects of our moral under-
standing, which we would invoke in moral judgments
about them, are not aspects of the moral understanding
that exists in the second society.

[...]

Let me turn now to another objection to implicit
agreement theories, an objection which challenges the
idea that there is an agreement of the relevant sort. For,
if we have agreed, when did we do it? Does anyone
really remember having agreed? How did we indicate
our agreement? What about those who do not want to
agree? How do they indicate that they do not agree
and what are the consequences of their not agreeing?
Reflection on these and similar questions can make the
hypothesis of implicit agreement seem too weak a basis
on which to found morality.

But once again there is equivocation about agree-
ments. The objection treats the thesis as the claim that
morality is based on some sort of ritual rather than an
agreement in intentions. But, as I have said, there is an
agreement in the relevant sense when each of a num-
ber of people has an intention on the assumption that
others have the same intention. In this sense of “agree-
ment,” there is no given moment at which one agrees,
since one continues to agree in this sense as long as one
continues to have the relevant intentions. Someone
refuses to agree to the extent that he or she does not
share these intentions. Those who do not agree are
outside the agreement; in extreme cases they are out-
laws or enemies. It does not follow, however, that there
are no constraints on how those who agree may act

toward those who do not, since for various reasons the
agreement itself may contain provisions for dealing
with outlaws and enemies.

This brings me to one last objection, which derives
from the difficulty people have in trying to give an
explicit and systematic account of their moral views. If
one actually agrees to something, why is it so hard to
say what one has agreed? In response I can say only that
many understandings appear to be of this sort. It is
often possible to recognize what is in accordance with
the understanding and what would violate it without
being able to specify the understanding in any general
way. Consider, for example, the understanding that
exists among the members of a team of acrobats or a
symphony orchestra.

Another reason why it is so difficult to give a precise
and systematic specification of any actual moral
understanding is that such an understanding will not in
general be constituted by absolute rules but will take a
vaguer form, specifying goals and areas of responsibility.
For example, the agreement may indicate that one is to
show respect for others by trying where possible to
avoid actions that will harm them or interfere with
what they are doing; it may indicate the duties and
responsibilities of various members of the family, who
is to be responsible for bringing up the children, and
so forth. Often what will be important will be not so
much exactly what actions are done as how willing
participants are to do their parts and what attitudes
they have — for example, whether they give sufficient
weight to the interests of others.

The vague nature of moral understandings is to
some extent alleviated in practice. One learns what can
and cannot be done in various situations. Expectations
are adjusted to other expectations. But moral disputes
arise nonetheless. Such disputes may concern what the
basic moral agreement implies for particular situations;
and, if so, that can happen either because of disputes
over the facts or because of a difference in basic under-
standing. Moral disputes may also arise concerning
whether or not changes should be made in the basic
agreement. Racial and sexual issues seem often to be of’
this second sort; but there is no clear line between the
two kinds of dispute. When the implications of an
agreement for a particular situation are considered, one
possible outcome is that it becomes clear that the
agreement should be modified.

[---]

Finally, I would like to say a few brief words about
the limiting case of group morality, when the group
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has only one member; then, as it were, a person comes
to an understanding with himself. In my view, a
person can make inner judgments in relation to such
an individual morality only about himself. A familiar
form of pacifism is of this sort. Certain pacifists judge
that it would be wrong of them to participate in
killing, although they are not willing to make a similar
judgment about others. Observe that such a pacifist is
unwilling only to make inner moral judgments about
others. Although he is unwilling to judge that those
who do participate are wrong to do so, he is perfectly
willing to say that it is a bad thing that they partici-
pate. There are of course many other examples of
individual morality in this sense, when a person
imposes standards on himself that he does not apply

Notes

to others. The existence of such examples is further
confirmation of the relativist thesis that I have
presented.

My conclusion is that relativism can be formulated
as an intelligible thesis, the thesis that morality derives
from an implicit agreement and that moral judgments
are in a logical sense made in relation to such an agree-
ment. Such a theory helps to explain otherwise puz-
zling aspects of our own moral views, in particular why
we think that it is more important to avoid harm to
others than to help others. The theory is also partially
confirmed by what is, as far as I can tell, a previously
unnoticed distinction between inner and non-inner
moral judgments. Furthermore, traditional objections
to implicit agreement theories can be met.

1. Bernard Williams, Morality: An Introduction to Ethics (New
York, 1972), pp. 20—1; Marcus Singer, Generalization in
Ethics (New York, 1961), p. 332.

2. R. M. Hare, The Language of Morals (Oxford, 1952),
pp. 164-8.

3. R.M. Hare, op. cit. and Freedom and Reason (Oxford, 1963).

The Language of Morals, pp. 18-20, 168-9.

5. Cf. Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan (Oxford, 1957, inter alia),
pt. I, ch. 14,*“Of the First and Second Natural Laws, And
of Contracts.”
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Cultural Relativism

Harry Gensler

Cultural relativism (CR) says that good and bad are
relative to culture. What is “good” is what is “socially
approved” in a given culture. Our moral principles
describe social conventions and must be based on the
norms of our society.

We’ll begin by listening to the fictional Ima
Relativist explain her belief in cultural relativism. As
you read this and similar accounts, reflect on how plau-
sible you find the view and how well it harmonizes
with your own thinking. After listening to Ima, we’ll
consider various objections to CR.

Ima Relativist

My name is Ima Relativist. I've embraced cultural rela-
tivism as I've come to appreciate the deeply cultural
basis for morality.

I was brought up to believe that morality is about
objective facts. Just as snow is white, so also infanticide
is wrong. But attitudes vary with time and place. The
norms that I was taught are the norms of my own
society; other societies have different ones. Morality is a
cultural construct. Just as societies create different styles
of food and clothing, so too they create different moral
codes. I've learned about these in my anthropology

Harry Gensler, “Cultural Relativism,” from Ethics: A Contemporary
Introduction (Routledge, 1998), 11-17. Reprinted with permission of
Taylor & Francis Books UK.

class and experienced them as an exchange student in
Mexico.

Consider my belief that infanticide is wrong. I was
taught this as if it were an objective standard. But it
isn’t; it’s just what my society holds. When T say
“Infanticide is wrong,” this just means that my society
disapproves of it. For the ancient Romans, on the other
hand, infanticide was all right. There’s no sense in
asking which side here is “correct.” Their view is true
relative to their culture, and our view is true relative to
ours. There are no objective truths about right or
wrong. When we claim otherwise, we'’re just imposing
our culturally taught attitudes as the “objective truth.”

“Wrong” is a relative term. Let me explain what this
means. Something isn’t “to the left” absolutely, but only
“to the left of” this or that. Similarly, something isn’t
“wrong” absolutely, but only “wrong in” this or that
society. Infanticide might be wrong in one society but
right in another.

We can express CR most clearly as a definition: “X
is good” means “The majority (of the society in ques-
tion) approves of X.” Other moral terms, like “bad” and
“right,” can be defined in a similar way. Note the refer-
ence to a specific society. Unless otherwise specified,
the society in question is that of the person making the
judgment. When I say “Hitler acted wrongly,” I mean
“according to the standards of my society.”

The myth of objectivity says that things can be good
or bad “absolutely” — not relative to this or that culture.
But how can we know what is good or bad absolutely?

Ethical Theory: An Anthology, Second Edition. Edited by Russ Shafer-Landau.
© 2013 John Wiley & Sons, Inc. Published 2013 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
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How can we argue about this without just presuppos-
ing the standards of our own society? People who
speak of good or bad absolutely are absolutizing the
norms of their own society. They take the norms that
they were taught to be objective facts. Such people
need to study anthropology, or to live for a time in
another culture.

As I've come to believe in cultural relativism, I've
grown in my acceptance of other cultures. Like many

3

exchange students, I used to have this “we’re right and
they’re wrong” attitude. I struggled against this. I came to
realize that the other side isn'’t

ent.”We have to see others from their point of view; if we

wrong” but just “differ-

criticize them, we’re just imposing the standards of our
own society. We cultural relativists are more tolerant.

Through cultural relativism I've also come to be
more accepting of the norms of my own society. CR
gives a basis for a common morality within a culture —
a democratic basis that pools everyone’s ideas and
insures that the norms have wide support. So I can feel
solidarity with my own people, even though other
groups have different values.

Objections to CR.

Ima has given us a clear formulation of an approach that
many find attractive. She’s thought a lot about morality,
and we can learn from her.Yet I'm convinced that her
basic perspective on morality is wrong. Ima will likely
come to agree as she gets clearer in her thinking.

Let me point out the biggest problem. CR forces us
to conform to society’s norms — or else we contradict
ourselves. If “good” and “socially approved” meant the
same thing, then whatever was one would have to be
the other. So this reasoning would be valid:

Such and such is socially approved.
Therefore, Such and such is good.

If CR were true, then we couldn’t consistently disagree
with the values of our society. But this is an absurd
result. We surely can consistently disagree with the val-
ues of our society. We can consistently affirm that
something is “socially approved” but deny that it is
“go00d.” This would be impossible if CR were true.
Ima could bite the bullet (accept the implausible
consequence), and say that it is self-contradictory to
disagree morally with the majority. But this would be a

difficult bullet for her to bite. She’d have to hold that
civil rights leaders contradicted themselves when they
disagreed with accepted views on segregation. And
she’'d have to accept the majority view on all moral
issues — even if she sees that the majority is ignorant.

Suppose that Ima learned that most people in her
society approve of displaying intolerance and ridicule
toward people of other cultures. She’d then have to
conclude that such intolerance is good (even though
this goes against her new insights):

Intolerance is socially approved.
Therefore, Intolerance is good.

She’d have to either accept the conclusion (that intol-
erance is good) or else reject cultural relativism.
Consistency would require that she change at least one
of her views.

Here’s a bigger bullet for Ima to bite. Imagine that
Ima meets a figure skater named Lika Rebel, who is on
tour from a Nazi country. In Lika’s homeland, Jews and
critics of the government are put in concentration
camps. The majority of the people, since they are kept
misinformed, support these policies. Lika dissents. She
says that these policies are supported by the majority
but are wrong. If Ima applied CR to this case, she’d
have to say something like this to Lika:

Lika, your word “good” refers to what is approved in
your culture. Since your culture approves of racism and
oppression, you must accept that these are good.You can’t
think otherwise. The minority view is always wrong —
since what is “good” is by definition what the majority
approves.

CR is intolerant toward minority views (which are
automatically wrong) and would force Lika to accept
racism and oppression as good. These results follow
from CR’s definition of “good” as “socially approved.”
Once Ima sees these results, she’ll likely give up CR.
Racism is a good test case for ethical views. A satisfying
view should give some way to attack racist actions. CR.
fails at this, since it holds that racist actions are good in a
society if they’re socially approved. If Lika followed CR,
she’'d have to agree with a racist majority, even if they’re
misinformed and ignorant. CR is very unsatisfying here.
Moral education gives another test case for ethical
views. If we accepted CR, how would we bring up our
children to think about morality? We'd teach them to
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think and live by the norms of their society — whatever
these were. We'd teach conformity. We'd teach that
these are examples of correct reasoning:

“My society approves of A, so A is good.”
“My peer-group society approves of getting drunk
on Friday night and then driving home, so this is
good.”

® “My Nazi society approves of racism, so racism is
good.”

CR would make us uncritical about the norms of our
society. These norms can’t be in error — even if they
come from stupidity and ignorance. Likewise, the
norms of another society (even Lika’s Nazi homeland)
can’t be in error or be criticized. Thus CR goes against
the critical spirit that characterizes philosophy.

Moral Diversity

CR sees the world as neatly divided into distinct socie-
ties. Each one has little or no moral disagreement, since
the majority view determines what is right or wrong
in that society. But the world isn’t like that. Instead, the
world is a confusing mixture of overlapping societies
and groups; and individuals don’t necessarily follow the
majority view.

CR ignores the subgroup problem. We all belong to
overlapping groups. I'm part of a specific nation, state,
city, and neighborhood. And I'm also part of various
family, professional, religious, and peer groups. These
groups often have conflicting values. According to CR,
when I say “Racism is wrong” I mean “My society
disapproves of racism.” But which society does this refer
to? Maybe most in my national and religious societies
disapprove of racism, while most in my professional and
family societies approve of it. CR could give us clear
guidance only if we belonged to just one society. But
the world is more complicated than that. We're all
multicultural to some extent.

CR doesn't try to establish common norms between
societies. As technology shrinks the planet, moral dis-
putes between societies become more important.
Nation A approves of equal rights for women (or for
other races or religions), but nation B disapproves.
What is a multinational corporation that works in both
societies to do? Or societies A and B have value
conflicts that lead to war. Since CR helps very little

with such problems, it gives a poor basis for life in the
twenty-first century.

How do we respond to moral diversity between
societies? Ima rejects the dogmatic “we’re right and
they’re wrong” attitude. And she stresses the need to
understand the other side from their point of view.
These are positive ideas. But Ima then says that neither
side can be wrong. This limits our ability to learn. If our
society can’t be wrong, then it can’t learn from its mis-
takes. Understanding the norms of another culture
can’t then help us to correct errors in our own norms.

Those who believe in objective values see the matter
differently. They might say something like this:

There’s a truth to be found in moral matters, but no cul-
ture has a monopoly on this truth. Different cultures
need to learn from each other.To see the errors and blind
spots in our own values, we need to see how other cul-
tures do things, and how they react to what we do.
Learning about other cultures can help us to correct our
cultural biases and move closer to the truth about how
we ought to live.

Objective Values

We need to talk more about the objectivity of values.

The objective view (also called moral realism)
claims that some things are objectively right or wrong,
independently of what anyone may think or feel. Dr
Martin Luther King, for example, claimed that racist
actions were objectively wrong. The wrongness of rac-
ism was a fact. Any person or culture that approved of
racism was mistaken. In saying this, King wasn’t abso-
lutizing the norms of his society; instead, he disagreed
with accepted norms. He appealed to a higher truth
about right and wrong, one that didn’t depend on
human thinking or feeling. He appealed to objective
values.

Ima rejects this belief in objective values and calls it
“the myth of objectivity.” On her view, things are good
or bad only relative to this or that culture. Things aren’t
good or bad objectively, as King thought. But are
objective values really a “myth”? Let’s examine Ima’s
reasoning.

Ima had three arguments against objective values. There
can’t be objective moral truths, she thought, because
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1. morality is a product of culture,
2. cultures disagree widely about morality, and
3. there’s no clear way to resolve moral differences.

But these arguments fall apart if we examine them
carefully.

1. “Since morality is a product of culture, there can’t
be objective moral truths.” The problem with this rea-
soning is that a product of culture can express objective
truths. Every book is a product of culture; and yet
many books express objective truths. So too, a moral
code could be a product of culture and yet still express
objective truths about how people ought to live.

2.“Since cultures disagree widely about morality,
there can’t be objective moral truths”” But the mere
fact of disagreement doesn’t show that there’s no truth
of the matter, that neither side is right or wrong.
Cultures disagree widely about anthropology or reli-
gion or even physics. Yet there may still be a truth of
the matter about these subjects. So a wide disagree-
ment on moral issues wouldn’t show that there’s no
truth of the matter on moral issues.

We might also question whether cultures difter so
deeply about morality. Most cultures have fairly similar
norms against killing, stealing, and lying. Many moral
differences can be explained as the application of simi-
lar basic values to differing situations. The golden rule,
“Treat others as you want to be treated,” is almost uni-
versally accepted across the world. And the diverse cul-
tures that make up the United Nations have agreed to
an extensive statement on basic human rights.

3. “Since there’s no clear way to resolve moral differ-
ences, there can’t be objective moral truths.” But there
may be clear ways to resolve at least many moral differ-
ences. We need a way to reason about ethics that would
appeal to intelligent and open-minded people of all
cultures — and that would do for ethics what scientific
method does for science.

Even if there were no solid way to know moral
truths, it wouldn’t follow that there are no such truths.

There may be truths that we have no solid way of
knowing about. Did it rain on this spot 500 years ago
today? There’s some truth about this, but we’ll never
know it. Only a small percentage of all truths are know-
able. So there could be objective moral truths, even if
we had no solid way to know them.

So Ima’s attack on objective values fails. But this
isn’t the end of the matter, for there are further argu-
ments on the issue. The dispute over objective values
is important, and we’ll talk more about it later. But
before leaving this section, let me clarify some related
points.

The objective view says that some things are
objectively right or wrong, independently of what any-
one may think or feel; but it still could accept much
relativity in other areas. Many social rules clearly are
determined by local standards:

® Locallaw:“Right turns on a red light are forbidden.”
® Local rule of etiquette: “Use the fork only in your
left hand.”

We need to respect such local rules; otherwise, we
may hurt people, either by crashing their cars or by
hurting their feelings. On the objective view, the
demand that we not hurt people is a rule of a different
sort — a moral rule — and not determined by local cus-
toms. Moral rules are seen as more authoritative and
objective than government laws or rules of etiquette;
they are rules that any society must follow if it is to
survive and prosper. If we go to a place where local
standards permit hurting people for trivial reasons,
then the local standards are mistaken. Cultural relativ-
ists would dispute this. They insist that local standards
determine even basic moral principles; so hurting
others for trivial reasons would be good if it were
socially approved.

Respecting a range of cultural differences doesn’t
make you a cultural relativist. What makes you a cul-
tural relativist is the claim that anything that is socially
approved must thereby be good.



7

The Subject-Matter of Ethics

G. E. Moore

What, then, is good? How is good to be defined?
Now, it may be thought that this is a verbal question. A
definition does indeed often mean the expressing of
one word’s meaning in other words. But this is not the
sort of definition I am asking for. Such a definition can
never be of ultimate importance in any study except
lexicography. If T wanted that kind of definition I
should have to consider in the first place how people
generally used the word “good”; but my business is not
with its proper usage, as established by custom. I should,
indeed, be foolish, if T tried to use it for something
which it did not usually denote: if, for instance, I were
to announce that, whenever I used the word “good,” I
must be understood to be thinking of that object
which is usually denoted by the word “table.” T shall,
therefore, use the word in the sense in which I think it
is ordinarily used; but at the same time I am not anxi-
ous to discuss whether I am right in thinking that it is
so used. My business is solely with that object or idea,
which I hold, rightly or wrongly, that the word is gen-
erally used to stand for. What I want to discover is the
nature of that object or idea, and about this I am
extremely anxious to arrive at an agreement.

But, if we understand the question in this sense, my
answer to it may seem a very disappointing one. If T am
asked “What is good?” my answer is that good is good,

G. E. Moore, “The Subject-Matter of Ethics,” from Principia Ethica,
1903.

and that is the end of the matter. Or if I am asked
“How is good to be defined?” my answer is that it can-
not be defined, and that is all I have to say about it. But
disappointing as these answers may appear, they are of’
the very last importance. To readers who are familiar
with philosophic terminology, I can express their
importance by saying that they amount to this: That
propositions about the good are all of them synthetic
and never analytic; and that is plainly no trivial matter.
And the same thing may be expressed more popularly,
by saying that, if T am right, then nobody can foist upon
us such an axiom as that “Pleasure is the only good” or
that “The good is the desired” on the pretence that this
is “the very meaning of the word.”

Let us, then, consider this position. My point is that
“good” is a simple notion, just as “yellow” is a simple
notion; that, just as you cannot, by any manner of
means, explain to any one who does not already know
it, what yellow is, so you cannot explain what good is.
Definitions of the kind that I was asking for, definitions
which describe the real nature of the object or notion
denoted by a word, and which do not merely tell us
what the word is used to mean, are only possible when
the object or notion in question is something complex.
You can give a definition of a horse, because a horse has
many different properties and qualities, all of which
you can enumerate. But when you have enumerated
them all, when you have reduced a horse to his simplest
terms, then you can no longer define those terms. They
are simply something which you think of or perceive,
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and to any one who cannot think of or perceive them,
you can never, by any definition, make their nature
known. It may perhaps be objected to this that we are
able to describe to others, objects which they have
never seen or thought of. We can, for instance, make a
man understand what a chimaera is, although he has
never heard of one or seen one.You can tell him that it
is an animal with a lioness’s head and body, with a goat’s
head growing from the middle of its back, and with a
snake in place of a tail. But here the object which you
are describing is a complex object; it is entirely
composed of parts, with which we are all perfectly
familiar — a snake, a goat, a lioness; and we know, too,
the manner in which those parts are to be put together,
because we know what is meant by the middle of a
lioness’s back, and where her tail is wont to grow. And
so it is with all objects, not previously known, which
we are able to define: they are all complex; all com-
posed of parts, which may themselves, in the first
instance, be capable of similar definition, but which
must in the end be reducible to simplest parts, which
can no longer be defined. But yellow and good, we say,
are not complex: they are notions of that simple kind,
out of which definitions are composed and with which
the power of further defining ceases.

When we say, as Webster says, “The definition of
horse is ‘A hoofed quadruped of the genus Equus, ” we
may, in fact, mean three different things. (1) We may
mean merely:“When I say ‘horse, you are to understand
that T am talking about a hoofed quadruped of the
genus Equus.” This might be called the arbitrary verbal
definition: and I do not mean that good is indefinable
in that sense. (2) We may mean, as Webster ought to
mean: “When most English people say ‘horse, they
mean a hoofed quadruped of the genus Equus.” This
may be called the verbal definition proper, and I do not
say that good is indefinable in this sense either; for it is
certainly possible to discover how people use a word:
otherwise, we could never have known that “good”
may be translated by “gut” in German and by “bon” in
French. But (3) we may, when we define horse, mean
something much more important. We may mean that a
certain object, which we all of us know, is composed in
a certain manner: that it has four legs, a head, a heart, a
liver, etc., etc., all of them arranged in definite relations
to one another. It is in this sense that I deny good to be
definable. I say that it is not composed of any parts,
which we can substitute for it in our minds when we
are thinking of it. We might think just as clearly and

correctly about a horse, if we thought of all its parts and
their arrangement instead of thinking of the whole: we
could, I say, think how a horse differed from a donkey
just as well, just as truly, in this way, as now we do, only
not so easily; but there is nothing whatsoever which we
could so substitute for good; and that is what I mean,
when I say that good is indefinable.

But I am afraid I have still not removed the chief
difficulty which may prevent acceptance of the
proposition that good is indefinable. I do not mean to
say that the good, that which is good, is thus indefina-
ble; if I did think so, I should not be writing on Ethics,
for my main object is to help towards discovering that
definition. It is just because I think there will be less
risk of error in our search for a definition of “the good,”
that I am now insisting that good is indefinable. I must
try to explain the difference between these two. I
suppose it may be granted that “good” is an adjective.
Well “the good,” “that which is good,” must therefore
be the substantive to which the adjective “good” will
apply: it must be the whole of that to which the
adjective will apply, and the adjective must always truly
apply to it. But if it is that to which the adjective will
apply, it must be something difterent from that adjective
itself; and the whole of that something different,
whatever it is, will be our definition of the good. Now
it may be that this something will have other adjectives,
beside “good,” that will apply to it. It may be full of
pleasure, for example; it may be intelligent: and if these
two adjectives are really part of its definition, then it
will certainly be true, that pleasure and intelligence are
good. And many people appear to think that, if we say
“Pleasure and intelligence are good,” or if we say “Only
pleasure and intelligence are good,” we are defining
“good.” Well, I cannot deny that propositions of this
nature may sometimes be called definitions; I do not
know well enough how the word is generally used to
decide upon this point. I only wish it to be understood
that is not what I mean when I say there is no possible
definition of good, and that I shall not mean this if T use
the word again. I do most fully believe that some true
proposition of the form “Intelligence is good and
intelligence alone is good” can be found; if none could
be found, our definition of the good would be impos-
sible. As it is, I believe the good to be definable; and yet
I still say that good itself is indefinable.

“Good,” then, if we mean by it that quality which
we assert to belong to a thing, when we say that the
thing is good, is incapable of any definition, in the most



50 G.

important sense of that word. The most important
sense of “definition” is that in which a definition states
what are the parts which invariably compose a certain
whole; and in this sense “good” has no definition
because it is simple and has no parts. It is one of those
innumerable objects of thought which are themselves
incapable of definition, because they are the ultimate
terms by reference to which whatever is capable of
definition must be defined. That there must be an
indefinite number of such terms is obvious, on reflec-
tion; since we cannot define anything except by
analysis, which, when carried as far as it will go, refers
us to something, which is simply different from
anything else, and which by that ultimate difference
explains the peculiarity of the whole which we are
defining: for every whole contains some parts which
are common to other wholes also. There is, therefore,
no intrinsic difficulty in the contention that “good”
denotes a simple and indefinable quality. There are
many other instances of such qualities.

Consider yellow, for example. We may try to define
it, by describing its physical equivalent; we may state
what kind of light-vibrations must stimulate the
normal eye, in order that we may perceive it. But a
moment’s reflection is sufficient to show that those
light-vibrations are not themselves what we mean by
yellow. They are not what we perceive. Indeed we
should never have been able to discover their existence,
unless we had first been struck by the patent difference
of quality between the different colors. The most we
can be entitled to say of those vibrations is that they
are what corresponds in space to the yellow which
we actually perceive.

Yet a mistake of this simple kind has commonly
been made about “good.” It may be true that all things
which are good are also something else, just as it is true
that all things which are yellow produce a certain kind
of vibration in the light. And it is a fact, that Ethics aims
at discovering what are those other properties belong-
ing to all things which are good. But far too many
philosophers have thought that when they named
those other properties they were actually defining
good; that these properties, in fact, were simply not
“other,” but absolutely and entirely the same with
goodness. This view I propose to call the “naturalistic
fallacy” and of it I shall now endeavor to dispose.

Let us consider what it is such philosophers say. And
first it is to be noticed that they do not agree among
themselves. They not only say that they are right as to
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what good is, but they endeavor to prove that other
people who say that it is something else, are wrong. One,
for instance, will affirm that good is pleasure, another,
perhaps, that good is that which is desired; and each of
these will argue eagerly to prove that the other is wrong.
But how is that possible? One of them says that good is
nothing but the object of desire, and at the same time
tries to prove that it is not pleasure. But from his first
assertion, that good just means the object of desire, one
of two things must follow as regards his proof:

1. He may be trying to prove that the object of desire
is not pleasure. But, if this be all, where is his
Ethics? The position he is maintaining is merely a
psychological one. Desire is something which
occurs in our minds, and pleasure is something else
which so occurs; and our would-be ethical
philosopher is merely holding that the latter is not
the object of the former. But what has that to do
with the question in dispute? His opponent held
the ethical position that pleasure was the good, and
although he should prove a million times over the
psychological proposition that pleasure is not the
object of desire, he is no nearer proving his
opponent to be wrong. The position is like this.
One man says a triangle is a circle: another replies
“A triangle is a straight line, and I will prove to you
that I am right: for” (this is the only argument) “a
straight line is not a circle.”““That is quite true,” the
other may reply; “but nevertheless a triangle is a
circle, and you have said nothing whatever to
prove the contrary. What is proved is that one of us
is wrong, for we agree that a triangle cannot be
both a straight line and a circle: but which is
wrong, there can be no earthly means of proving,
since you define triangle as straight line and I
define it as circle”” — Well, that is one alternative
which any naturalistic Ethics has to face; if good is
defined as something else, it is then impossible
either to prove that any other definition is wrong
or even to deny such definition.

2. The other alternative will scarcely be more
welcome. It is that the discussion is after all a verbal
one. When A says “Good means pleasant” and B
says “Good means desired,” they may merely wish
to assert that most people have used the word for
what is pleasant and for what is desired respectively.
And this is quite an interesting subject for
discussion: only it is not a whit more an ethical
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discussion than the last was. Nor do I think that
any exponent of naturalistic Ethics would be
willing to allow that this was all he meant. They are
all so anxious to persuade us that what they call
the good is what we really ought to do.“Do, pray,
act so, because the word ‘good’ is generally used to
denote actions of this nature”: such, on this view,
would be the substance of their teaching. And in
so far as they tell us how we ought to act, their
teaching is truly ethical, as they mean it to be. But
how perfectly absurd is the reason they would give
for it! ““You are to do this, because most people use
a certain word to denote conduct such as this.”
“You are to say the thing which is not, because
most people call it lying” That is an argument just
as good! — My dear sirs, what we want to know
from you as ethical teachers, is not how people use
a word; it is not even, what kind of actions they
approve, which the use of this word “good” may
certainly imply: what we want to know is simply
what is good. We may indeed agree that what most
people do think good, is actually so; we shall at all
events be glad to know their opinions: but when
we say their opinions about what is good, we do
mean what we say; we do not care whether they
call that thing which they mean “horse” or “table”
gut” or “bon” or “@yaf0¢”; we want to
know what it is that they so call. When they say
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or “chair,

“Pleasure is good,” we cannot believe that they
merely mean “Pleasure is pleasure” and nothing
more than that.

Suppose a man says “I am pleased”; and suppose that is
not a lie or a mistake but the truth. Well, if it is true,
what does that mean? It means that his mind, a certain
definite mind, distinguished by certain definite marks
from all others, has at this moment a certain definite
feeling called pleasure. “Pleased” means nothing but
having pleasure, and though we may be more pleased
or less pleased, and even, we may admit for the present,
have one or another kind of pleasure; yet in so far as it
is pleasure we have, whether there be more or less of it,
and whether it be of one kind of another, what we
have is one definite thing, absolutely indefinable, some
one thing that is the same in all the various degrees and
in all the various kinds of it that there may be. We may
be able to say how it is related to other things: that, for
example, it is in the mind, that it causes desire, that we
are conscious of it, etc., etc. We can, I say, describe its

relations to other things, but define it we can not. And
if anybody tried to define pleasure for us as being any
other natural object; if anybody were to say, for instance,
that pleasure means the sensation of red, and were to
proceed to deduce from that pleasure is a color, we
should be entitled to laugh at him and to distrust his
future statements about pleasure. Well, that would be
the same fallacy which I have called the naturalistic
fallacy. That “pleased” does not mean “having the
sensation of red,” or anything else whatever, does not
prevent us from understanding what it does mean. It is
enough for us to know that “pleased” does mean
“having the sensation of pleasure,” and though pleasure
is absolutely indefinable, though pleasure is pleasure
and nothing else whatever, yet we feel no difficulty in
saying that we are pleased. The reason is, of course, that
when I 'say “I am pleased,” I do not mean that “I” am the
same thing as “having pleasure.” And similarly no diffi-
culty need be found in my saying that “pleasure is
good” and yet not meaning that “pleasure” is the same
thing as “good,” that pleasure means good, and that
good means pleasure. If I were to imagine that when I
said “T am pleased,” I meant that I was exactly the same
thing as “pleased,” I should not indeed call that a natu-
ralistic fallacy, although it would be the same fallacy as
I have called naturalistic with reference to Ethics. The
reason of this is obvious enough. When a man confuses
two natural objects with one another, defining the one
by the other, if for instance, he confuses himself, who is
one natural object, with “pleased” or with “pleasure”
which are others, then there is no reason to call the
fallacy naturalistic. But if he confuses “good,” which is
not in the same sense a natural object, with any natural
object whatever, then there is a reason for calling that a
naturalistic fallacy; its being made with regard to
“good” marks it as something quite specific, and this
specific mistake deserves a name because it is so
common. As for the reasons why good is not to be
considered a natural object, they may be reserved for
discussion in another place. But, for the present, it is
sufficient to notice this: Even if it were a natural object,
that would not alter the nature of the fallacy nor
diminish its importance one whit. All that I have said
about it would remain quite equally true: only the
name which I have called it would not be so appropriate
as I think it is. And I do not care about the name: what
I do care about is the fallacy. It does not matter what
we call it, provided we recognize it when we meet with
it. It is to be met with in almost every book on Ethics;
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and yet it is not recognized: and that is why it is
necessary to multiply illustrations of it, and convenient
to give it a name. It is a very simple fallacy indeed.
When we say that an orange is yellow, we do not think
our statement binds us to hold that “orange” means
nothing else than “yellow;” or that nothing can be
yellow but an orange. Supposing the orange is also
sweet! Does that bind us to say that “sweet” is exactly
the same thing as “yellow,” that “sweet” must be defined
as “yellow”? And supposing it be recognized that
“yellow” just means “yellow” and nothing else whatever,
does that make it any more difficult to hold that
oranges are yellow? Most certainly it does not: on the
contrary, it would be absolutely meaningless to say that
oranges were yellow, unless yellow did in the end mean
just “yellow” and nothing else whatever — unless it was
absolutely indefinable. We should not get any very clear
notion about things which are yellow — we should not
get very far with our science, if we were bound to hold
that everything which was yellow, meant exactly the
same thing as yellow. We should find we had to hold
that an orange was exactly the same thing as a stool, a
piece of paper, a lemon, anything you like. We could
prove any number of absurdities; but should we be the
nearer to the truth? Why, then, should it be different
with “good”? Why, if good is good and indefinable,
should I be held to deny that pleasure is good? Is there
any difficulty in holding both to be true at once? On
the contrary, there is no meaning in saying that pleasure
is good, unless good is something different from
pleasure. It is absolutely useless, so far as Ethics is
concerned, to prove, as Mr. Spencer tries to do, that
increase of pleasure coincides with increase of life,
unless good means something different from either life
or pleasure. He might just as well try to prove that an
orange is yellow by showing that it always is wrapped
up in paper.

In fact, if it is not the case that “good” denotes
something simple and indefinable, only two alternatives
are possible: either it is a complex, a given whole, about
the correct analysis of which there may be disagreement;
or else it means nothing at all, and there is no such
subject as Ethics. ethical
philosophers have attempted to define good, without

In general, however,
recognizing what such an attempt must mean. They
actually use arguments which involve one or both of
the absurdities considered [earlier]. We are, therefore,
justified in concluding that the attempt to define good
is chiefly due to want of clearness as to the possible

nature of definition. There are, in fact, only two serious
alternatives to be considered, in order to establish the
conclusion that “good” does denote a simple and inde-
finable notion. It might possibly denote a complex, as
“horse” does; or it might have no meaning at all.
Neither of these possibilities has, however, been clearly
conceived and seriously maintained, as such, by those
who presume to define good; and both may be
dismissed by a simple appeal to facts.

1. The hypothesis that disagreement about the
meaning of good is disagreement with regard to
the correct analysis of a given whole, may be most
plainly seen to be incorrect by consideration of the
fact that, whatever definition be offered, it may be
always asked, with significance, of the complex so
defined, whether it is itself good. To take, for
instance, one of the more plausible, because one of
the more complicated, of such proposed definitions,
it may easily be thought, at first sight, that to be
good may mean to be that which we desire to
desire. Thus if we apply this definition to a
particular instance and say “When we think that A
is good, we are thinking that A is one of the things
which we desire to desire,” our proposition may
seem quite plausible. But, if we carry the
investigation further, and ask ourselves “Is it good
to desire to desire A?” it is apparent, on a little
reflection, that this question is itself as intelligible,
as the original question “Is A good?” — that we are,
in fact,now asking for exactly the same information
about the desire to desire A, for which we formerly
asked with regard to A itself. But it is also apparent
that the meaning of this second question cannot
be correctly analyzed into “Is the desire to desire A
one of the things which we desire to desire?”: we
have not before our minds anything so complicated
as the question “Do we desire to desire to desire to
desire A?” Moreover any one can easily convince
himself by inspection that the predicate of this
proposition — “good” — is positively different from
the notion of “desiring to desire” which enters
into its subject: “That we should desire to desire A
is good” is not merely equivalent to “That A should
be good is good.” It may indeed be true that what
we desire to desire is always also good; perhaps,
even the converse may be true: but it is very
doubtful whether this is the case, and the mere fact
that we understand very well what is meant by
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doubting it, shows clearly that we have two
different notions before our minds.

And the same consideration is sufficient to dismiss
the hypothesis that “good” has no meaning
whatsoever. It is very natural to make the mistake
of supposing that what is universally true is of
such a nature that its negation would be self-
contradictory: the importance which has been
assigned to analytic propositions in the history of
philosophy shows how easy such a mistake is. And
thus it is very easy to conclude that what seems to
be a universal ethical principle is in fact an identical
proposition; that, if, for example, whatever is called
“good” seems to be pleasant, the proposition
“Pleasure is the good” does not assert a connection
between two different notions, but involves only
one, that of pleasure, which is easily recognized as
a distinct entity. But whoever will attentively
consider with himself what is actually before his
mind when he asks the question “Is pleasure (or
whatever it may be) after all good?” can easily
satisfy himself that he is not merely wondering
whether pleasure is pleasant. And if he will try this

experiment with each suggested definition in
succession, he may become expert enough to
recognize that in every case he has before his mind
a unique object, with regard to the connection of
which with any other object, a distinct question
may be asked. Every one does in fact understand
the question “Is this good?” When he thinks of it,
his state of mind is different from what it would be,
were he asked “Is this pleasant, or desired, or
approved?” It has a distinct meaning for him, even
though he may not recognize in what respect it is
distinct. Whenever he thinks of “intrinsic value,” or
“intrinsic worth,” or says that a thing “ought to
exist,” he has before his mind the unique object —
the unique property of things — which I mean by
“good.” Everybody is constantly aware of this
notion, although he may never become aware at all
that it is different from other notions of which he
is also aware. But, for correct ethical reasoning, it is
extremely important that he should become aware
of this fact; and, as soon as the nature of the prob-
lem is clearly understood, there should be little
difficulty in advancing so far in analysis.



Ethics as Philosophy: A Defense of
Ethical Nonnaturalism

Russ Shafer-Landau

[. Introduction

II.  Ethics as Philosophy

Moral realism is the view that (i) moral judgments are
beliefs that are meant to describe the way things really
are; (ii) some of these beliefs are true, and (iif) moral
judgments are made true in some way other than by
virtue of the attitudes taken towards their content by
any actual or idealized human agent. If torturing a
child is wrong, it is not because of anyone’s disapproval
of such an action. It is not because the action falls afoul
of standards that I endorse, or rules that any society
accepts. Even the disapproval of an ideal observer — say,
someone who knows all nonmoral facts, and is fully
rational — is not what makes an action wrong. For
moral realists, the ultimate standard(s) of morality are as
much a part of reality as the ultimate laws of logic, or
the basic principles of physics. Perhaps God (if there is
a God) made them up, but human beings certainly
didn’t. We humans have created for ourselves a number
of different sets of conventional moral standards, but
these are never the final word in the moral arena. The
flaws and attractions of any conventional morality are
rightly measured against those of a moral system that
human beings did not create.

Russ Shafer-Landau, “Ethics as Philosophy: A Defense of Ethical
Nonnaturalism,” from Mark Timmons and Terence Horgan, eds.,
Metaethics after Moore (Oxford University Press, 2005). © various
authors 2005. Reprinted with permission of Oxford University Press.

Ethics is a branch of philosophy. Few would dispute
that.Yet this fact has significant, wide-ranging implica-
tions, many of which have gone little noticed in debates
about the status of ethical judgments. My central claim
is that there are very close parallels between ethical
investigation and that pursued in philosophy quite
generally. These parallels provide excellent reason for
rejecting some of the perennial criticisms that moral
realism has faced.

I locate the central claim within a central argument.
Here it is:

1. Ethics is a species of inquiry; philosophy is its
genus.

2. A species inherits the essential traits of its genus.

3. One essential trait of philosophy is the realistic
status of its truths.

4. Therefore moral realism is true.

Both premise (1) and (2) strike me as extremely
plausible — so plausible, in fact, that I will proceed here
by assuming, rather than arguing for, their truth. If one
is willing to make these concessions, then all the
attention must focus on premise (3).

To see ethics as philosophy is to appreciate a certain
kind and degree of methodological similarity.
Philosophy is not primarily an empirical discipline, but

Ethical Theory: An Anthology, Second Edition. Edited by Russ Shafer-Landau.
© 2013 John Wiley & Sons, Inc. Published 2013 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
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an a priori one. Its truths are ordinarily discoverable,
when they are, not exclusively by appeal to what our
senses can tell us. We don’t bump into such things as
universals, free will, or modalities; we can’t see them, or
hear or touch them. We may have reason to deny the
existence of such things, but not because we aren’t sure
what they taste like. Dismissing such things from our
ontology, or ratifying their inclusion in it, is something
that no scientist is able to do. Such things are dealt with
in an a priori way.

Substantiating the claim that fundamental philo-
sophical truths are a priori is work for a chapter
unto itself (at the least). This isn’t that chapter.Yet this
claim about philosophy, while contentious, isn’t on the
face of it that implausible. Of course there are those
who deny the very possibility or existence of a priori
knowledge. But for all others, basic philosophical
principles should be quite attractive candidates.
Philosophy must run a close second to mathematics as
an exemplar of an a priori discipline (if indeed there are
any such exemplars). Part of this is explicable by refer-
ence to the metaphysically or conceptually necessary
status of the principles that are the object of philo-
sophical investigation. And part of this is explicable by
reflection on cases. Consider for a moment Leibniz’s
law of the indiscernibility of identicals, or the modal
principle that anything that is necessary is possibly
necessary. These certainly don’t seem to be inductive
generalizations, or conclusions of inferences to the
best explanation. The role of sensory evidence in
establishing such claims is peripheral, at best. I might
be mistaken about this, and nothing to come will
absolutely protect against this possibility. But the view
that makes the justification of such principles a matter
of empirical confirmation is (much) more contentious
than the one I am prepared to rely on.

As ethics is a branch of philosophy, we have excellent
reason to think that fundamental ethical principles
share the same status as fundamental philosophical
principles. When we want to know whether something
is right or wrong, admirable or vicious, we will certainly
want to know what’s going on in the world. The
evidence of our senses may tell us that happiness has
been maximized, or that the words of a promise have
been uttered, but that’s only the beginning, not the end,
of our ethical investigations. When trying to verify the
basic standards that govern the application of moral
predicates, we will only secondarily (if at all) advert to
what the physicists and botanists and hydrologists say.

The conditions under which actions are right, and
motives and characters good, aren’t confirmed by the
folks with lab coats. They are confirmed, if at all, by
those who think philosophically. And much of that
thinking, especially when focused on non-derivative,
core principles, is undertaken without clear reliance on
what we can see, or hear, or touch.

Since doing ethics is doing a kind of philosophy, we
shouldn’t be surprised at the similarities just mentioned.
In what follows, I will rely on the parallels between the
species (ethics) and its genus (philosophy) in a way that
aids moral realists in answering three of the most
pressing objections against their views.

The first objection says that the intractability of
ethical disagreement sustains an antirealist diagnosis of’
ethical thought and talk. The second criticism claims
that this disagreement in any event undermines any
justified belief we may have for our moral views,
provided that they are meant to tell us about how the
world really is. The third asserts that the causal inefficacy
of moral facts provides excellent reason to deny their
existence. These aren’t the only criticisms that moral
realists have faced,! but they are among the most
important. I think that they can be met. That is work
enough for a day, if it can be accomplished.

[II. Moral Disagreement as a
Metaphysical Objection

If there is an objective truth about what is morally
right and wrong, why is there so much disagreement
about such matters? Many believe that objective truths
of any kind must be such as to garner consensus about
them, at least among people who are well situated to
appreciate such things. But it doesn’t take an expert to
realize that such consensus is extremely elusive in
ethics. So persistent moral disagreement presents us
with a choice. Perhaps there are no moral facts at all. Or
there are, but ones that are not objective. Either way,
the moral realist loses.

There are really two ways to run this skeptical
argument, though they usually remain entangled in the
literature. One is as an argument that seeks to best
explain the scope of actual ethical disagreement we see
in our world. The second is as an a priori argument that
has us anticipating persistent disagreement even among
hypothetical, idealized moral deliberators. In both
cases, the presence of intractable disagreement is said to
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be sufficient to draw an antirealist conclusion: there are
no real, objective moral standards that could serve as
guideposts to our moral investigations. In ethics, we
make it all up.

The first version of the argument, as an inference to
the best explanation, is inconclusive at best. Certainly
there is intractable moral disagreement — plenty of it.
But just as surely, such disagreement might be well
explained as a product of insufficient nonmoral infor-
mation, or adequate information insufficiently
“processed.” Such processing failures cover a wide
range of cases, from errors of instrumental reasoning, to
a failure of nerve, sympathy, empathy, or imagination.
One explanation (not the only one) of these errors is
that there’s typically much more personally at stake in
ethical matters than in scientific ones, and these stakes
tend to introduce biasing factors that skew correct
perception. It may be that for any given real-world
ethical disagreement, we could cite at least one of these
failings as an explanation for its continued existence.

I think that one’s expectations of (lack of) consensus
is largely an expression of one’s antecedent metaethical
commitments, rather than anything that could serve as
an independent argument in this context. Imagine
away all of the failings mentioned in the previous
paragraph: will there or won't there be any disagreement
left to threaten moral realism? I'm not sure. If not, then
the realist can rest easy. But suppose disagreement
persists, even in the imagined situation in which we rid
our agents of the flaws that impede correct moral
reasoning. Even here, however, realists can sustain their
view with a minimum of damage. They will have to say
that impeccable reasoning may nevertheless fail to land
on the truth. There can be a gap between epistemic
accessibility and truth. If we are to posit an absence of
consensus even among perfected inquirers, then the
idealized picture of moral inquirers will fail to guard
against their fallibility.

At this point we can introduce the ethics—philosophy
parallel and use it to defend moral realism from the
argument from disagreement. The breadth and depth of’
philosophical disagreement is just as great as that found
within ethics (perhaps greater). There’s still no consensus
on whether we have free will, on the analysis of knowl-
edge, or on the relation of the mental and the physical.
Nor is there broad agreement about which methods are
best suited to confirm the right answers for us.

If the intractability of disagreement in an area is best
explained by antirealist assumptions about its status,

then we must be global philosophical antirealists. The
judgments we render, and the arguments we offer on
their behalf, must all be seen either as incapable of
truth, as expressions of conative commitments only, or
as claims whose truth is contingent on personal or
interpersonal endorsement. But thats not a very
plausible take on the status of our philosophical
views. There is a truth — a real, objective truth — about
whether the mental is identical to the physical, or
about whether certain kinds of freedom are compatible
with determinism. Once we are sure of our terms and
concepts, the judgments that affirm or deny the exist-
ence of such things are literally either true or false, in as
robust a sense as we can imagine. We don’t have the
final say about the truth of such judgments, and the
content of these judgments is indeed something other
than whatever practical commitments contingently
accompany them.

Linvite you to reflect on the status of the philosophical
judgments you hold most dear, and have worked most
carefully to defend. Do you imagine that your views,
and their supporting arguments, are either untrue, or
possessed of only the sort of minimal truth that is
attainable by having been sincerely endorsed from
within a parochial perspective? No matter how
skeptical you might be about some alleged philosophical
entities (universals, free will, or moral facts), you
presumably take your confident opinions about such
matters as having registered a real truth, one that is a
function neither of your attitudes towards it, nor of the
language you have used to comprehend it. That truth,
you believe, is independent of the circle you inhabit,
the agreements you’ve entered, the conventions you
are part of, and the era in which you find yourself.

And yet one’s philosophical views are bound to be as
controversial as one’s ethical views. Disagreements in
core (and peripheral) philosophical areas are apparently
intractable. Empirical evidence hasn’t yet been able to
solve any major philosophical problem, and any
prediction that it someday might is as likely to divide
philosophers as any other philosophical question. If
intractable disagreement about verdicts and methods is
enough to warrant an antirealist diagnosis of an area,
then the whole of philosophy must be demoted. That
simply is implausible: there really is (or isn’t) such a thing
as an omnipotent God, numbers without spatio-
temporal location, actions that are both free and
determined, etc. My say-so doesn’t make it so. Neither
does anyone else’s.
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The philosophical stance that denies the existence of
itself the
of intractable disagreement. If such disagreement is

objective moral properties s subject
sufficient to undermine the realistic status of the
controversial judgments, then the views of the moral
antirealist cannot be objectively correct. They are either
untrue, or are true reports of the attitudes they
themselves take toward moral realism, or are noncogni-
tive expressions that reflect their own practical
commitments. If they are any of those things, then they
cannot rationally command the allegiance of their
detractors. Moral realists needn’t be making any error
when rejecting such views.

The alternative is to see our beliefs about such
matters as aspiring to, and possibly succeeding in,
representing a philosophical reality not of our own
making. This reality is constituted by a set of claims
whose truth is independent of our endorsement of
their content.And this despite the presence of intractable
philosophical disagreement.

Of course, one might say that were we free of the
shortcomings that beset all of us actual inquirers, we
would converge on a set of philosophical claims about
free will, the mind, the existence of God, etc. The disputes
that seem to us so intractable would vanish with more
information, more efficient and comprehensive applica-
tion of that information, etc. That may be so. But then we
have every reason to render the same verdict in the ethical
case. Since ethics is a branch of philosophy, it would be
very surprising to come to any other conclusion.

IV. Moral Disagreement as an
Epistemic Defeater

For any nontrivial moral view one holds, there are
bound to be others who disagree with it. This very fact
is probably not enough to undermine any epistemic
justification one may have for the belief. One might,
after all, be unaware of the disagreement, and this
ignorance might be non-culpable. Yet what of the
ordinary situation, where we realize that our own
moral views fail to command universal allegiance?
Suppose not only that you know of such disagreement,
but that you also rightly believe that your opponents,
reasoning correctly from their own incompatible but
justified beliefs, will never come over to your side.
What does that do to the status of your own beliefs?

As T see it, such awareness does not, by itself,
constitute a defeater of one’s views. It does not entail
that one ought to suspend judgment about what one
believes. For one may well think — and this is the usual
case — that one has justifying reasons that the other is
failing to appreciate. That she is reasoning impeccably
from her own starting points does not mean that her
beliefs must be true, since her starting points may be
way oft-base. And, as you will see things, they almost
certainly are.

Surely it is possible that any defense you offer of
your contested views will invoke other beliefs that are
as controversial as the ones you are intending to
support. In fact, this happens all the time in moral dis-
cussions. Perhaps, for many such cases, there is nothing
one can do but beg the question.And question-begging
arguments never confer justification.

There are two things to say here. First, one’s belief
might continue to be justified, even if defending it to
others has one begging questions. A belief’s justification
is distinct from an agent’s ability to justify it to others.
So long as the belief was initially justified, it is possible
that its justification survives, despite an agent’s inability
to advance considerations that an audience finds
compelling. (Someone rightly convinced that tomatoes
are fruits might be justified in her belief, even if she’s
unable to bring others around to the idea.) Second,
there is excellent reason to believe that the presence of
another’s incompatible, justified belief doesn’t always
undermine justification; indeed, there might even be a
case for thinking that question-begging arguments can
supply positive justification for one’s contested beliefs.

We can see this with the help of series of examples.
Suppose that you are engaged in conversation with a
principled fanatic. He thinks that the fundamental ethical
imperative is to gain power over others; everything else is
subsidiary to this primary goal. Any argument you offer
for beneficence is bound to be treated as the product of
an effective brainwashing. Nothing you can say will con-
vince him. Moreover, suppose that he’s not contradicting
himself, and isn’t making any false empirical claims to
support his ultimate principle. In the context of your
conversation, you are bound to beg the question.

But you might be justified in your beliefs anyway. For
the presence of an intelligent, consistent and indefatigable
opponent does not necessarily undermine a belief that
one is otherwise justified in holding. This is a general
point. It holds for one’s ethical views, but also for
perceptual, memorial, and philosophical ones, as well.
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To simplify, consider a case in which one’s perceptual
beliefs later form the basis of a memorial belief. T saw
and remember talking to my hated nemesis Smith the
moment before he made that fatal misstep that no one
else witnessed. I try to convince others of what I have
seen, and am met with disbelief. They know of our
rivalry, and they think I killed him. (Suppose I've done
just that in other, similar cases.) That others have
excellent reason to doubt my word is compatible with
my original belief, and its memorial descendant, both
being highly justified. In this case, not only do the
incompatible, well-justified beliefs of others fail to
undermine my justification, but my own question-
begging attitudes (e.g., regarding my own innocence in
this case) do appear to be enough to constitute positive
justification for the beliefs I hold.

We can broaden the picture in an obvious way.
Informed, rational and attentive skeptics, possessed of
internally consistent and coherent attitudes, might
remain unconvinced by any of our empirical claims.
According to this version of the argument from
disagreement, that resistance defeats any justification
we might have for our empirical beliefs. Though we
can’t absolutely discount that possibility, the conclusion
is so drastic as to call into question the soundness of the
argument that generated it. If we assume, as everyone
reading this chapter will, that we do have some
positively justified empirical beliefs, then, so far as I can
tell, it follows that question-begging grounds can
confer positive justification. For anything one might
cite as evidence on behalf of one’s empirical beliefs will
surely be regarded as question-begging by the skeptic.

A similar story can be told regarding all of our
philosophical beliefs. The most brilliant philosophers,
rational, open-minded, and well-informed, have failed
to agree among themselves on just about every key
philosophical issue. If pervasive and intractable
disagreement signaled an absence of justification, this
would mean that none of those philosophers (much
less the rest of us) would be at all justified in holding
the philosophical views that they (we) do. But this
seems false;it’s certainly belied by anyone who sincerely
undertakes to argue philosophically. One who has
developed a theoretically sophisticated take on some
philosophical issue, coming to grips with deep
criticisms and developing novel and integrated positive
proposals, is surely justified to some extent in thinking
her views correct. Of course such a person will see that
some others will fail to be convinced — even some

others who are as smart, ingenious and imaginative as
she is. She will recognize her fallibility and appreciate a
salient feature of philosophical history — namely, the
failure of greater minds to attract even near-unanimity
on most of the major points that they had advanced.
Still, awareness of this history, and the skepticism of
some of her contemporaries, is not enough to force her
to suspend judgment on the views that she has so skill-
fully defended.

I see no reason to register a different verdict for eth-
ics. Deep disagreement there, as elsewhere, should give
one pause. It can sap one’s confidence, and if it does,
then that (but not the disagreement per se) may be suf-
ficient to undercut one’s justification. But this is no
different from the general case. Provided that one
brings to a dispute a moral belief that is justified, then
exposure to conflicting belief needn’t defeat one’s jus-
tification, even if one is unable to convince an intelli-
gent other of the error of his ways.

The present argument against the epistemic justifi-
cation of moral belief relies on the following principle
(or something very like it):

(E) If (i) S believes that p, and R believes that not-p, and
(i) S and R know of this disagreement, and (iii) S and R
have formed their beliefs in rational and informed ways,
then S is not justified in a belief that p, and R is not justi-
fied in a belief that not-p.

(E) may be true. But no one could be justified in
believing it. (E) itself is the subject of intractable
disagreement — there are informed and rational people
who endorse it, and equally qualified people who
reject it. By its own lights, then, we must suspend
judgment about (E). Having done that, however, we are
no longer epistemically forbidden from positively
embracing a contested belief, even if our opponents are
as smart we as are.

We can reveal another kind of skeptical self-defeat
if we renew our emphasis on establishing a parity
between ethical investigation and philosophical investi-
gations generally. A familiar skeptical line is that there
isn’t, really, any adequate evidence that can be called
upon to support our ethical opinions. Unlike empirical
investigations, we haven’t anything tangible that can, at
the end of the day, finally settle a disputed moral
question. All the sensory evidence at our disposal
will underdetermine an ethical verdict. And what’s
left? Only our emotional responses and our moral
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convictions, both of which are traceable to accidents of
birth and upbringing. Their genesis marks them as
unreliable indicators of any truth there might be. But
there’s nothing else to rely on in ethics. And, therefore,
our moral views lack justification, one and all.

The problem with such an argument should by now
be apparent. There is a striking equivalence between
the nature and source of our evidence in philosophy,
and in ethics. We have no choice but to rely on our
intuitions and considered judgments in both. What tells
us, for example, that many proposed analyses of knowl-
edge are no good is not some empirical finding that
scientists have unearthed. It is instead our conceptual
intuitions about counter-examples. If we want to know
whether determinism is compatible with free will, we
will consult arguments that invariably appeal to our
intuitive responses to hypothetical cases. If such
convictions and responses have no evidential credibil-
ity, then we should have to regard all philosophical
beliefs as unjustified. Perhaps they are. But then those
of the moral antirealist are similarly undone.

V. The Causal Inefficacy of
Moral Facts

Gilbert Harman (see his reading earlier in this part) has
famously charged that moral facts are causally inert,
and are, therefore, best construed antirealistically. If T am
right, his basic line of attack is misdirected.

Harman doesn’t put things in quite this way, but I
think his position, and that of many who take his lead,
can be accurately captured in the following argument:

1. If something exists, and its existence is best
construed realistically, then it must possess inde-
pendent causal powers.

2. Moral facts possess no independent causal powers.

3. Therefore, either moral facts don’ exist, or their
existence isn’t best construed realistically.

Harman himself believes in moral facts, though he
regards them as artifacts of social agreements. He is an
ethical relativist, not a moral realist.

Since the argument is valid, any realist must choose
either or both of the premises to come in for criticism.
I opt for (1), because I suspect that (2) is true. A fact has
independent causal powers only if its causal powers
obtain regardless of the causal powers of any other facts

it depends upon or is realized by. I'm not confident that
moral facts possess such powers.

I won't try to vindicate my lack of confidence here. If
it is misplaced, then so much the better for moral realism.
Moral facts would possess independent causal power,
and thereby pass the most stringent test for ontological
inclusion. But let’s instead imagine that my suspicion is
correct, and that we are thus placed in what many have
considered a worst-case scenario: trying to defend the
existence of moral facts, realistically construed, while
acknowledging that they are fundamentally different in
kind from those whose existence is ratified by the natural
sciences. If I am right, then such things as a benefactor’s
generosity, a regime’s injustice, a friend’s thoughtfulness,
are causes (if they are) only by virtue of inheriting the
causal powers of the facts that realize them at a time. Any
causal power they have is exhausted by that of the
subvening facts that fix a situation’s moral status. Nothing
follows from this admission unless we are also prepared
to insist on a causal test of ontological credibility, of the
sort espoused in Harman’s first premise.

Such a test is powerfully motivated, but is ultimately
resistible. This test is an application of Occam’s razor,
and is responsible for our having pared down our
ontology in many sensible ways. We’re quite finished
with explanations that invoke Osiris or golems or
centaurs, and Occam’s razor is responsible for that. All
that these entities were once invoked to explain can be
more parsimoniously explained by relying on facts or
properties whose existence is vindicated through
scientific confirmation. And such confirmation makes
essential reference to a putative entity’s causal powers.

So out with the trolls, the ancient pantheon, and the
vampires. Thats not so bad, is it? Such things aren’t
required to explain the goings-on in our world. But
then, by my admission, neither are moral facts. So, by
parity of reasoning, either we keep moral facts, but at
the expense of a bloated ontology that implausibly lets
these minor supernatural agents sneak back in, or we
abolish the lot of them.Why should morality get special
treatment here, when, as we all agree, the causal test has
done its good work in so many other areas? Very
conveniently for me, I dont have the time in this
context to provide the full answer to this question.?
But in lieu of that long story, let me offer a brief
reply, and then a longer one that invokes the ethics—
philosophy parallel that I have already relied on.

The brief reply: application of the causal test has
highly counter-intuitive implications. This is so on two
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assumptions: first, that only physical facts and properties
possess independent causal powers, and second, that at
least most of the properties of the special sciences are
not identical to, but only supervenient upon, those of’
physics. From these assumptions, allied with the causal
test, it follows that nothing exists but (roughly) atoms
and the void. There certainly won't be any such things
as atmospheres, rock strata, newts, and dandelions, if we
grant that such things are not identical to anything
referred to in a physics journal. It seems to me that such
things do exist, but are composed of, and not identical
to, particular physical facts and properties. Thus the
causal test eliminates too much from our ontology.

Suppose that doesn’t faze you — you can live with
such a parsimonious ontology, or you don’t endorse one
of the two assumptions that got us there.® Still, we can
invoke the ethics—philosophy parallel in the service of a
further argument that should worry proponents of the
causal test. By way of introduction, we can note that
moral facts are a species of normative fact. Normative facts
are those that tell us what we ought to do; they rely on
norms, or standards, for conduct within a given realm.
Normative facts cause nothing of their own accord.

We can be helped to see this by comparing ethics,
not to philosophy as a whole, but to one of its close
philosophical cousins. In my opinion, moral facts are
sui generis, but they are most similar to another kind of
normative fact — epistemic facts. Epistemic facts con-
cern what we ought to believe, provided that our
beliefs are aimed at the truth. Once one understands
the concept of logical validity, then if confronted with
a modus ponens argument, one ought to believe that it
is logically valid. This is a true epistemic principle.

It’s also the case that you oughtn’t believe things that
you have no evidence for, and much evidence against.
What does this epistemic truth cause? Nothing. Nor
are particular, concrete epistemic duties — duties had
by agents at a time — at all independently causally
efficacious. Epistemic facts have as their primary
function the specification of standards that should or
must be met. Unlike scientific principles and facts, such
normative standards may be perfectly correct even if
they are honored only in the breach. The epistemic
requirement that we proportion our beliefs to the
evidence can be true even in a world populated wholly
by spell-casters and astrologers. The normative facts
that specify the conditions under which we ought to
believe the truth, or behave morally, lack the ability
to explain the workings of the natural order. Our

epistemic and moral duties cannot explain why apples
fall from trees, why smallpox takes its victims, why
leopards have their spots. But they may exist for all that.

Nor is this failure something specific to the moral
or epistemological realms. Consider prudential or
instrumental duties — those that require us to enhance
self-interest or efficiently satisty our desires. Such
normative demands do not explain what goes on in the
world. Alternatively, if they are thought, for instance, to
be powerful enough to explain why agents act as they
do, then surely moral and epistemic requirements are
capable of doing so as well. I see no basis for distin-
guishing the causal powers of any of these normative
types from one another.

I don’t mean to suggest for a moment that the causal
test is useless. Rather, I think we should recognize its
limits. The causal test fails as a general ontological test:
it doesn’t work when applied to the normative realm.

Scientific principles are vindicated, when they are,
because they are able to do two closely related things:
cite the causes of past events, and accurately predict the
nature and occurrence of future events. Their claim to
be genuinely explanatory depends almost entirely on
their ability to discharge these two tasks.

But moral rules are not like that. Moral principles
aren’t viewed in the first instance as hypotheses that
predict the actions of agents, but rather as requirements
that everyone knows will encounter predictive failures.
True, moral principles will reliably predict the doings
of good and bad agents. But that presupposes the reality
of moral goodness and badness, and there’s no reason to
make such a concession at this stage, especially given
the seriousness of antirealist charges, and the aim (given
a naturalistic vantage point) of beginning from a neutral
perspective and relying on the causal test as a way to
determine the nature of reality.* Yes, we can enshrine
moral predicates within true counterfactuals, even (in
some cases) counterfactuals of greater generality than
those describable at the physical level. But that is no
proof of moral realism, as we can do the same for
the predicates of etiquette and the civil law, which
obviously cannot be construed realistically. Moral
principles and facts aren’t meant to explain behavior, or
anticipate our actions, but rather to prescribe how we
ought to behave, or evaluate states or events. They don’t
cite the causes of outcomes, but rather indicate what
sort of conduct would merit approval, or justify our
gratitude, or legitimate some result. Science can’t tell us
such things.
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If I am right, then an allegiance to the causal test
entirely eliminates the normative realm. But this is
highly implausible. There are reasons to believe things,
reasons to satisfy one’s desires, reasons to look out for
oneself. There are also moral duties to aid others and
refrain from harming them, even if doing so isn’t going
to improve one’s lot in life. The standards that supply
such reasons are not capable of causing anything. Nor,
it seems, are the reasons or obligations themselves.
(Again, if they are, all the better for moral realists.) If
there is any such thing as a genuine reason, the test
must fail. Alternatively, if the test is retained, then such
reasons must be capable of passing it. And then the
causal argument against moral facts evaporates.

Maybe we can have our cake and it eat, too? Why
not retain the causal test, allow that normative facts
exist, but view them, as Harman does moral facts, as
by-products of human choice and election? The causal
test is a realist’s test. Failure to pass it doesn’t mean that
a putative fact doesn’t exist. It just means that the fact
cannot be construed realistically. Normative facts may
be like this. If so, we could retain the test, and also
retain a global normative antirealism. Perfectly in
keeping with the physicalist leanings of so many of our
contemporaries.

The animating spirit behind the causal test is the
ontological principle that the real is limited to what is
scientifically confirmable, and the epistemic principle
that we have good reason to believe in something only
if it impinges on our experience, or is required in the
best explanation of that which does. The causal test
obviously supports, and derives support from, both the
ontological and the epistemic principle. Yet both
principles are dubious. The case for the causal test is
considerably diminished once we see why.

The epistemic principle is problematic because it
invokes an entity — a good reason — whose existence is
not itself scientifically confirmable. It’s like saying that
God sustains a universe that contains no supernatural
beings. There’s a kind of internal incoherence here: the
claim discounts the existence of the kind of thing that
is presupposed by the claim itself.

Further, a belief’s being justified is not the sort of
thing that we can empirically detect. Nor, seemingly, is
reference to its epistemic status required to explain
anything that we have ever observed. But then, by the
epistemic principle under scrutiny, we have no good rea-
son to think that there is any such thing as the property
of being epistemically justified. But if there is no such

property, then the principle that implies such a thing
cannot itself be justified. And so we can be rid of it.

Here’s another way to get to the same result. We
needn’t make essential reference to this epistemic
principle to explain why we see or hear or feel the
things we do. Nor, so far as I can see, is any epistemic
principle required in the best account of why various
observable events have occurred in the world. So if the
principle is true, then we lack a good reason for
thinking it so. This principle, like normative standards
quite generally, seeks to regulate and appraise conduct,
rather than to describe its causal antecedents or powers.
If that’s sufficient to render it unreal, or sufficient to
remove any justification we might have for believing it,
then it can’t rightly be used to constrain our epistemic
findings or practices.

And the ontological view? The relevant ontological
principle tells us that the only existential truths there
are (i.e., truths about what exists) are those that are
scientifically confirmed. This is certainly false if we are
concerned with science as it stands, as some such truths
have yet to be discovered. Yet the view is no more
plausible if we are envisioning the edicts of a perfected
natural science.

Here’s why. Consider this existential claim:

(O) There are no existential truths other than those
ratified by perfected natural sciences.

Either (O) is true or false. If false, let’s drop it: our
ontology wouldn't then be entirely fixed by the natural
sciences. But if its true, then it must be false: it’s
self-referentially incoherent. For (O) cannot itself be
scientifically confirmed. If it were true, it would be an
instance of a non-scientifically confirmable existential
truth. Thus either way we go, (O) must be false.

(O) is a thesis from metaphysics, not physics.
Philosophers, not natural scientists, are the ones who
will end up pronouncing on its merits. This is another
application of the general idea that there are specifically
philosophical truths that escape the ambit of scientific
confirmation. There might be abstract entities, or such
a thing as conceptual necessity, justified belief, or
goodness. Bring your beakers, your electron
microscopes, your calculators and calipers — you’ll never
find them. You can'’t abolish such things just because
they lack independent causal power, and so escape
empirical detection. After all, the principle calling for

such abolition isn't itself scientifically confirmable.
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In the end, the absence of independent causal power
is not a good reason to deny the existence of moral
facts, realistically construed. Of course, nothing I've
said in this section supplies any argument for thinking
that there are such things. I doubt that causal
considerations could do that. But undermining their
role in antirealist arguments can go some way towards
removing a familiar barrier to justified belief'in the sort
of moral realism that I find appealing.

VI. Conclusion

Once we attend to the fact that ethics is a branch of
philosophy, the plausibility of moral realism is greatly
enhanced. Basic, fundamental philosophical principles
are realistic in nature. And central ethical principles are
philosophical ones. This combination of claims gives us
excellent reason to suppose that fundamental ethical
truths are best construed realistically.

This seems to me to be a very powerful argument
that can aid the moral realist in replying to a number of
perennial criticisms. One such criticism — that persistent,
intractable moral disagreement is best explained as anti-
realists would do — can be met once we avail ourselves
of the ethics—philosophy parallel. Moral disagreement

Notes

shares all structural features with philosophical disa-
greement generally, and yet a global philosophical anti-
realism is very implausible. Moral disagreement also
fails to provide a strong epistemic defeater for one’s
own already-justified moral beliefs. Controversial phil-
osophical beliefs might be justifiedly held; things are no
different in the specifically moral domain. And the
causal inefficacy of moral facts can be admitted without
threatening moral realism, since the causal test is too
ontological credibility.
Alternatively, if (contrary to my suspicions) moral facts
do manage to pass that test, then retaining the test will

restrictive a standard for

entitle moral facts to admission into our ontology.

Once we attend to the fact that ethics is a branch of
philosophy, a defense of moral realism becomes a bit
easier than it otherwise might be.That’s not to say that
the project is easy, and there are other criticisms of real-
ism that I have not been able to discuss here. Still, reli-
ance on the ethics—philosophy parallel enables us to
plausibly respond to some of the critical obstacles to the
development of a plausible moral realism. We can
hardly hope to vindicate a complex metaethical theory
in one fell swoop. We can, if the preceding arguments
are any good, manage to show that some of the sources
of its unpopularity have been overrated. I hope to have
done that here.

1. Perhaps the most important additional objection — one
leveled by Hume and Mackie in their readings in this
part — is that if moral realism is true, then moral duties
must supply all people with an excellent reason to do as
they command. But moral duties cannot do this. Therefore,
either there are no moral duties (Mackie), or those moral
duties that do exist are best construed anti-realistically
(Hume). I try to answer this objection, by trying to show
that moral duties do entail excellent reasons for action, in
my article on moral rationalism in Part III.

2. I try my hand in Moral Realism: A Defence (Oxford
University Press, 2003), pp. 98-114.

3. Beware: arguments for rejecting either assumption may
well allow moral facts to pass the causal test.

4. So in this respect I think that Harman was wrong to
concede to his opponents the existence of moral facts.
The proper starting point for an antirealist is one in
which we suspend judgment on the existence of such
facts, and demand of the realist some positive
arguments for believing in them. Harman instead was
willing to grant the existence of moral facts, but
claimed that even so they possessed no independent
causal powers, and so could not be construed
realistically.
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Realism

Michael Smith

Most of us take moral appraisal pretty much for granted.
To the extent that we worry, we simply worry about
getting it right. Philosophers too worry about getting the
answers to moral questions right. However, traditionally,
they have also been worried about the whole business
of moral appraisal itself. The problem they have
grappled with emerges when we focus on two distinc-
tive features of moral practice; for, surprisingly, these
features pull against each other, threatening to make
the very idea of morality look altogether incoherent.

The first feature is implicit in our concern to get
the answers to moral questions right, for this concern
presupposes that there are correct answers to moral
questions to be had, and thus that there exists a domain
of distinctively moral facts. Moreover, we seem to think
that these facts have a particular character, for the only
relevant determinant of the rightness of an act would
seem to be the circumstances in which that action takes
place. Agents whose circumstances are identical face
the same moral choice: if they perform the same
act then either they both act rightly or they both act
wrongly.

Something like this conception of moral facts seems
to explain our pre-occupation with moral argument.
Since we are all in the same boat, so, it seems, we think
that a conversation in which agents carefully muster

Michael Smith, “Realism,” from Peter Singer, ed., A Companion to
Ethics (Blackwell, 1991), 399-410. Reprinted with permission of
‘Wiley-Blackwell.

and assess each other’s reasons for and against their
moral opinions is the best way to discover what
the moral facts are. If the participants are open-minded
and thinking clearly then we seem to think that such
an argument should result in a convergence in moral
opinion — a convergence upon the truth.

‘We may summarise this first feature of moral practice
as follows: we seem to think that moral questions have
correct answers, that these answers are made correct by
objective moral facts, that these facts are determined by
circumstances, and that, by arguing, we can discover
what these facts are. The term “objective” here simply
signifies the possibility of a convergence in moral views
of the kind just mentioned.

Consider now the second feature. Suppose we reflect
and decide that we did the wrong thing in (say) refusing
to give to famine relief. It seems we come to think we
failed to do something for which there was a good
reason. And this has motivational implications. For now
imagine the situation if we refuse again when next the
opportunity arises. We will have refused to do what we
think we have good reason to do, and this will occasion
serious puzzlement. An explanation of some sort will
need to be forthcoming (perhaps weakness of will or
irrationality of some other kind). Why? Because, other
things being equal, having a moral opinion seems to
require having a corresponding reason, and therefore
motivation, to act accordingly.

These two distinctive features of moral practice — the
objectivity and the practicality of moral judgement — are

Ethical Theory: An Anthology, Second Edition. Edited by Russ Shafer-Landau.
© 2013 John Wiley & Sons, Inc. Published 2013 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
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widely thought to have both metaphysical and psy-
chological implications. However, and unfortunately,
these implications are the exact opposite of each other.
In order to see why, we need to pause for a moment to
reflect on the nature of human psychology.

According to the standard picture of human
psychology — a picture we owe to David Hume — there
are two main kinds of psychological state. On the one
hand there are beliefs, states that purport to represent
the way the world is. Since our beliefs purport to
represent the world, they are subject to rational criticism:
specifically, they are assessable in terms of truth and
falsehood. And on the other hand there are also desires,
states that represent how the world is to be. Desires are
unlike beliefs in that they do not even purport to
represent the way the world is. They are therefore not
assessable in terms of truth and falsehood. Indeed,
according to the standard picture, our desires are not
subject to any sort of rational criticism at all. The fact
that we have a certain desire is, with a proviso to be
mentioned presently, simply a fact about ourselves to
be acknowledged. In themselves, desires are all on a par,
rationally neutral.

This is important, for it suggests that though facts
about the world may rightly affect our beliefs, such
facts should, again with a proviso to be mentioned
presently, have no rational impact upon our desires.
They may of course, have some non-rational impact.
Seeing a spider, I may be overcome with a morbid fear
and desire never to be near one. However this is not
a change in my desires mandated by reason. It is a
non-rational change in my desires.

Now for the proviso. Suppose, contrary to the exam-
ple just given, I acquire an aversion to spiders because I
come to believe, falsely, that they have an unpleasant
odour. This is certainly an irrational aversion. However,
this is not contrary to the spirit of the standard picture.
For my aversion is based on a further desire and belief:
my desire not to smell that unpleasant odour and my
belief that that odour is given off by spiders. Since I can
be rationally criticised for having the belief, as it is false,
so I can be rationally criticised for having the aversion
it helps to produce. The proviso is thus fairly minor:
desires are subject to rational criticism, but only insofar
as they are based on irrational beliefs. Desires that do
not have this feature are not subject to rational criticism
at all.

According to the standard picture, then, there are
two kinds of psychological state — beliefs and desires —

utterly distinct and different from each other. This
picture is important because it provides us with a
model for understanding human action. A human
action is the product of these two forces: a desire repre-
senting the way the world is to be and a belief telling
us how the world is, and thus how it has to be changed,
so as to make it that way.

We said earlier that the objectivity and the practicality
of moral judgement have both metaphysical and psy-
chological implications. We can now say what they are.
Consider first the objectivity of moral judgement: the
idea that there are moral facts, determined by circum-
stances, and that, by arguing, we can discover what
these objective moral facts are. This implies, metaphysi-
cally, that amongst the various facts there are in the
world there aren’t just facts about (say) the consequences
of our actions on the well-being of sentient creatures,
there are also distinctively moral facts: facts about the
rightness and wrongness of our actions having these
consequences. And, psychologically, the implication is
thus that when we make a moral judgement we express
our beliefs about the way these moral facts are. Our
moral beliefs are representations of the way the world
is morally.

Given the standard picture of human psychology,
there is a further psychological implication. For
whether or not people who have a certain moral belief
desire to act accordingly must now be seen as a further
and entirely separate question. They may happen to
have a corresponding desire, they may not. However,
either way, they cannot be rationally criticised.

But now consider the second feature, the practicality
of moral judgement, the idea that to have a moral
opinion simply is, contrary to what has just been said,
to have a corresponding reason, and thus motivation, to
act accordingly. Psychologically, since making a moral
judgement entails having a certain desire, and no rec-
ognition of a fact about the world could rationally
compel us to have one desire rather than another, this
seems to imply that our judgement must really simply
be an expression of that desire. And this psychological
implication has a metaphysical counterpart. For, con-
trary to initial appearance, it seems that when we judge
it right to give to famine relief (say), we are not respond-
ing to any moral fact. In judging it right to give to
famine relief, we are really simply expressing our desire
that people give to famine relief. It is as if we were yell-
ing “Hooray for giving to famine reliefl” — no mention
of a moral fact there, in fact, no factual claim at all.
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We are now in a position to see why philosophers
have been worried about the whole business of moral
appraisal. The problem is that the objectivity and the
practicality of moral judgement pull in quite opposite
directions from each other. The objectivity of moral
judgement suggests that there are moral facts, deter-
mined by circumstances, and that our moral judgements
express our beliefs about what these facts are. But
though this is presupposed by moral argument, it leaves
it entirely mysterious how or why having a moral view
has special links with what we are motivated to do.And
the practicality of moral judgement suggests just the
opposite, that our moral judgements express our desires.
While this seems presupposed in the link between
moral judgement and motivation, it leaves it entirely
mysterious how or why moral judgements can be the
subject of moral argument.

The very idea of morality may therefore be incoher-
ent, for what is required to make sense of a moral
judgement is a queer sort of fact about the universe: a
fact whose recognition necessarily impacts upon our
desires. But the standard picture of human psychology
tells us that there are no such facts. Nothing could be
everything a moral judgement purports to be — or so
the standard picture tells us.

At long last we are in a position to see what this essay
is about. For moral realism is simply the metaphysical
view that there exist moral facts. The psychological
counterpart to realism is cognitivism, the view that
moral judgements express our beliefs about what these
moral facts are. Moral realism thus contrasts with two
alternative metaphysical views: irrealism and moral nihil-
ism.According to the irrealists, there are no moral facts,
but neither are moral facts required to make sense of
moral practice. We can happily acknowledge that our
moral judgements simply express our desires about
how people behave. This is non-cognitivism, the psy-
chological counterpart to irrealism. By contrast,
according to the moral nihilists, the irrealists are right
that there are no moral facts, but wrong about what is
required to make sense of moral practice. Without
moral facts moral practice is all a sham, much like reli-
gious practice without belief in God.

‘Which, then, should we believe: realism, irrealism or
nihilism? [ favour realism. Let me say why. We have
assumed from the outset that judgements of right and
wrong are judgements about our reasons for action.
But though these judgements seem to concern a realm
of facts about our reasons, what casts doubt on this is

the standard picture of human psychology. For it tells
us that, since judgements about our reasons have moti-
vational implications, so they must really simply be
expressions of our desires. It seems to me that here we
see the real devil of the piece: the standard picture of
human psychology’s tacit conflation of reasons with
motives. Seeing why this is so enables us to see why we
may legitimately talk about our beliefs about the reasons
we have, and why having such beliefs makes it rational
to have corresponding desires; why such beliefs have
motivational implications.

Imagine giving the baby a bath. As you do, it begins
to scream uncontrollably. Nothing you do seems to
help. As you watch, you are overcome with a desire to
drown it in the bathwater. You are motivated to drown
the baby. Does this entail that you have a reason to
drown the baby? Commonsense tells us that, since this
desire is not worth satisfying, it does not provide you
with such a reason; that, in this case, you are motivated
to do something you have no reason to do. But can the
standard picture agree with commonsense on this
score? No, it cannot. For your desire to drown the baby
need be based on no false belief, and, as such, the stand-
ard picture tells us it is beyond rational criticism. There
is no sense in which it is not worth satisfying — or so
the standard picture tells us. But this is surely wrong.

The problem is that the standard picture gives no
special privilege to what we would want if we were
‘cool, calm and collected’. Yet commonsense tells us
that not being cool, calm and collected may lead to all
sorts of irrational emotional outbursts. Having those
desires that we would have if we were cool, calm and
collected thus seems to be an independent rational ideal.
When cool, calm and collected, you would want that
the baby isn’t drowned, no matter how much it screams,
and no matter how overcome you may be, in your
uncool, uncalm and uncollected state, with a desire to
drown it. This is why you have no reason to drown the
baby. It seems to me that this insight is the key to
reconciling the objectivity with the practicality of
moral judgement.

Judgements of right and wrong express our beliefs
about our reasons. But what sort of fact is a fact about
our reasons? The preceding discussion suggests that
they are not facts about what we actually desire, as the
standard picture would have it, but are rather facts
about what we would desire if we were in certain ideal-
ised conditions of reflection: if, say, we were well
informed, cool, calm and collected.
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According to this account, then, I have a reason to
give to famine relief in my particular circumstances just
in case, if I were in such idealised conditions of reflec-
tion, I would desire that, even when in my particular
circumstances, I give to famine relief. Now this sort of’
fact may certainly be the object of a belief. And more-
over having such a belief — a belief about our reasons —
certainly seems to rationally require of us that we have
corresponding desires.

In order to see this, suppose I believe I would desire
to give to famine reliefif I were cool, calm and collected
but, being uncool, uncalm and uncollected, I don’t
desire to give to famine relief. Am I rationally criticiz-
able for not having the desire? I surely am. After all,
from my own point of view my beliefs and desires
form a more coherent, and thus a rationally preferable,
package if I do in fact desire what I believe I would
desire if I were cool, calm and collected. This is because,
since it is an independent rational ideal to have the
desires I would have if I were cool, calm and collected
so, from my own point of view, if I believe that I would
have a certain desire under such conditions and yet fail
to have it, my beliefs and desires fail to meet this ideal.
To believe that I would desire to give to famine relief if
I were cool, calm and collected and yet fail to desire to
give to famine relief is thus to manifest a commonly
recognizable species of rational failure.

If this is right then, contrary to the standard picture,
a broader class of desires may be rationally criticized.
The desires of those who fail to desire to do what they
believe they have reason to do can be rationally criti-
cized even though they may not be based on any false
belief. And, if this is right, then the standard picture is
wrong to suggest that a judgement with motivational
implications must really be the expression of a desire.
For a judgement about an agent’s reasons has motiva-
tional implications — the rational agent is motivated
accordingly — and yet it is the expression of a belief.

Have we said enough to solve the problem facing
the moral realist? Not yet. Moral judgements aren’t just
judgements about the reasons we have. They are judge-
ments about the reasons we have where those reasons are
determined entirely by our circumstances. People in the
same circumstances face the same moral choice: if they
do the same then either they both act rightly (they
both do what they have reason to do) or they both act
wrongly (they both do what they have reason not to
do). Does the account of reasons we have given support
this?

Suppose our circumstances are identical. Is it right
for each of us to give to famine relief? According to the
story just told, it is right that I give to famine relief
just in case I have a reason to do so, and I have such a
reason just in case, if I were in idealised conditions of
reflection — well informed, cool, calm and collected — 1
would desire to give to famine relief. And the same is
true of you. If our circumstances are the same then,
supposedly, we should both have such a reason or both
lack such a reason. But do we?

The question is whether, if we were well informed,
cool, calm and collected, we would all converge in
the desires we have. Would we converge or would
there always be the possibility of some non-rationally-
explicable difference in our desires even under such con-
ditions? The standard picture of human psychology
now returns to center-stage. For it tells us that there is
always the possibility of some non-rationally-explicable
difference in our desires even under such idealised condi-
tions of reflection. This is the residue of the standard
picture’s conception of desire as a psychological state
that is beyond rational criticism.

If there is such a possibility then the realist’s attempt
to reconcile the objectivity and the practicality of
moral judgement simply fails. For we are forced to
accept that there is a_fundamental relativity in the reasons
we have. What we have reason to do is relative to what
we would desire under idealised conditions of reflec-
tion, and this may differ from person to person. It is not
wholly determined by our circumstances, as moral facts
are supposed to be.

Many philosophers believe that there is always such
a possibility; that our reasons are fundamentally relative.
But this seems unwarranted to me. For it seems to me
that moral practice is itself the forum in which we will
discover whether there is a fundamental relativity in our
reasons.

After all, in moral practice we attempt to change
people’s moral beliefs by engaging them in rational
argument: i.e. by getting their beliefs to approximate
those they would have under more idealised conditions
of reflection. And sometimes we succeed. When we
succeed, other things being equal, we succeed in chang-
ing their desires. How, then, can we say in advance that
this procedure will never result in a massive convergence
in moral beliefs? And, if it did result in a massive con-
vergence in our moral beliefs — and thus in our desires —
then why not say that this convergence would itself

be best explained by the fact that the beliefs and desires
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that emerge have some privileged rational status?
Something like such a convergence on certain mathe-
matical judgements in mathematical practice lies behind
our conviction that those claims enjoy a privileged
rational status. So why not think that a like convergence
in moral practice would show that those moral judge-
ments and concerns enjoy the same privileged rational
status? At this point, the standard picture’s insistence
that there is a fundamental relativity in our reasons
begins to sound all too much like a hollow dogma.
The kind of moral realism described here endorses a
conception of moral facts that is a far cry from the
picture noted at the outset: moral facts as queer facts
about the universe whose recognition necessarily
impacts upon our desires. The realist has eschewed
queer facts about the universe in favour of a more ‘sub-
jectivist’ conception of moral facts. The realist’s point,
however, is that such a conception of moral facts may
make them subjective only in the innocuous sense that
they are facts about our reasons: i.e. facts about what we
would want under certain idealised conditions of reflec-
tion. For wants are, admittedly, states enjoyed by

subjects. But moral facts remain objective insofar as
they are facts about what we, not just you or I, would
want under such conditions. The existence of a moral
fact — say, the rightness of giving to famine relief in
certain circumstances — requires that, under idealised
conditions of reflection, rational creatures would con-
verge upon a desire to give to famine relief in such
circumstances.

Of course, it must be said that moral argument has
not yet produced the sort of convergence in our desires
that would make the idea of a moral fact — a fact about
the reasons we have entirely determined by our cir-
cumstances — look plausible. But neither has moral
argument had much of a history in times in which we
can engage in free reflection unhampered by a false
biology (the Aristotelian tradition) or a false belief in
God (the Judeo-Christian tradition). It remains to be
seen whether sustained moral argument can elicit the
requisite convergence in our moral beliefs, and corres-
ponding desires, to make the idea of a moral fact look
plausible. The kind of moral realism described here
holds out the hope that it will. Only time will tell.
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Moral Knowledge







Introduction to Part 11

How can we gain moral knowledge? In some cases,
philosophers treat this question as a specific instance of
the more general question: how we can gain knowl-
edge of anything? This more general question is usually
framed by reference to a variety of skeptical challenges.
The deepest of these, and the ones hardest to answer,
are those that cast doubt on our ability to know
anything at all.

Consider, for instance, the relevant alternatives argu-
ment: in order to know that some claim is true, one
must first be able to decisively exclude all views that are
incompatible with the original claim. But one can
never do that. So one can never know anything.

Or consider the vicious circle argument: in order to
know that some claim is true, one must first know that
one’s methods for sorting true from false beliefs are
reliable. But in order to know that one’s methods are
reliable, one must first know some particular facts,
whose existence is vindicated by those methods. Since
knowing the facts requires knowing the methods, and
knowing the methods requires knowing the facts, we
can’t escape from this vicious circle, and consequently,
we know nothing.

There are plenty of other general skeptical argu-
ments, i.e., arguments designed to impugn our knowl-
edge of anything at all. If knowledge requires a decisive
refutation of such skepticism, then knowledge may
well be an impossibility, since it is notoriously difficult

to refute the skeptical position that refuses to credit
anyone with knowledge.

Discussions in moral epistemology rarely start by
considering these most radical forms of skepticism.
Instead, such discussions usually begin with the ass-
umption that we can know at least some things — that
two and two are four, that there are rivers and moun-
tains and volcanoes on earth, that other people are
alive, can think, and can feel roughly as we do.
Importantly, the knowledge that gets taken for granted
in such discussions is straightforward, nonmoral knowl-
edge. The challenge in ethics typically originates by
noting important differences between the nonmoral
claims that are usually accepted as knowledge, and
moral claims, which often are not.

One perennial source of skepticism about moral
knowledge is the comparatively greater degree of disa-
greement about moral claims than about mathematical
or empirical claims. As we saw in Part I, some philoso-
phers use this fact about the scope of moral disagree-
ment to argue that ethics is not objective. But other
philosophers cite this fact as the basis for a more modest
claim. Even if widespread moral disagreement is com-
patible with ethical

disagreement undermines the chance of ever knowing

objectivity, such extensive
right from wrong. For (it is claimed) if a belief remains
controversial among intelligent and rational people,
then we should suspend judgment on its merits.
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All moral beliefs are controversial in this way. And so
we should suspend belief about all moral matters.

Renford Bambrough, in his selection here, tries to
rebut this traditional criticism. (I also try my hand at
rebutting this argument in my article in Part I.)
Bambrough argues that we must ensure that compari-
sons between moral and nonmoral knowledge are fair,
and that when we do, we will see that moral knowl-
edge fares no worse than nonmoral knowledge. It
wouldn’t do to impugn the possibility of scientific
knowledge just because there are a number of unsolved
scientific questions that engender controversy. After all,
there are a great many scientific claims that garner
near-universal consensus. But things are no different
when it comes to morality. Discussions of moral
knowledge often highlight the disputed cases, but there
is also a great deal of near-unanimity on many moral
matters — for instance, that it is wrong to deliberately
withhold available anesthesia from a patient when
performing a very painful surgery.

In his very interesting selection here, George Sher
argues that it isn’t the presence of widespread disagree-
ment alone that generates problems for moral knowl-
edge. Rather, it is this disagreement combined with
what he calls contingency — namely, the claim that we hold
most of the moral beliefs we do largely as a result of
accidents of birth and upbringing. Were we born in very
different circumstances, or exposed to very different
influences, we’d have very different moral beliefs from
the ones we presently hold. This fact, combined with
the existence of such broad ethical disagreement, casts
doubt on the reliability of our moral beliefs.

Bambrough’s article considers this objection, too, as
well as a number of other traditional arguments for
moral skepticism. His reply is, as before, to try to estab-
lish the parity between moral and nonmoral beliefs. It
is true, says Bambrough, that we would have very
different nonmoral beliefs from the ones we presently
hold, were we to have been born or raised in very dif-
ferent circumstances from our actual ones. But just as
that fact does not undermine our claims to ordinary
nonmoral knowledge, neither should it undermine our
otherwise warranted claims to moral knowledge.

Still, we might ask why most of us are so confident of
having at least some moral knowledge — that surgeons
ought to use easily available anesthetics, that genocide
and slavery are immoral, that offering nourishment and
love to a starving child is a morally good thing. Shelly
Kagan has an answer — namely, that we rely on our case-

specific intuitions to serve as a basis, and a criterion, for
establishing our network of justified moral beliefs. We
have very strong convictions about cases, and though
we needn’t regard them as self-certifying, we do regard
them as warranted starting points for ethical investiga-
tion. He is no doubt correct about the way in which we
actually proceed in our moral justifications. Indeed, he
doesn’t see any other plausible way to proceed in trying
to decide what is right and wrong. As Kagan argues,
however, our reliance on such convictions may well fail
to yield justified moral beliefs.

Kagan’s doubts are rooted in a set of disanalogies
drawn between the way in which we acquire justified
empirical belief and the manner in which we come to
hold the moral beliefs we do. The problem isn’t that
there is more disagreement in ethics than in science.
Rather, the problem is that while we have some
account of the reliability of empirical belief, we lack
such an account in ethics. Certain of our empirical
beliefs strike us immediately as being correct, and,
further, we have a roughly coherent picture of the way
the natural world works that explains how our senses
are reliable indicators of its contents. Granted, certain
of our moral beliefs, too, strike us immediately as being
clearly correct. But here, claims Kagan, we lack a
coherent overall theory of morality that underwrites
our moral intuitions. Until we have a better-developed
account of the moral world, and of the moral sense that
would intuit its contours, it is doubtful that we are
justified in relying on intuitions in the crucial ways we
do when thinking about ethics.

Robert Audi’s contribution to this section offers a
detailed account and defense of ethical intuitionism,
which seeks precisely to justify our reliance on our
moral intuitions — our strongly held, non-inferentially
formed moral beliefs. Intuitionism has a long history,
and Audi traces some of it, while updating its for-
mulation in several important ways. Intuitionism has
frequently been relied on to solve the regress problem,
an especially difficult skeptical worry about moral
belief. The regress problem states that every justified
moral belief requires supporting reasons that confer its
justification. These reasons have to come from other
beliefs. But these other beliefs will be either nonmoral
or moral. They can’t be nonmoral, since, following
Hume, no moral belief is entailed by a nonmoral one.
But the supporting beliefs cannot be moral, either,
since any such supporting belief must itself be supported
by yet other moral beliefs, and so on, and so on (this is
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the regress that gives the argument its name). Since
moral beliefs require support, and no support can be
offered, no moral beliefs are justified. Hence we cannot
have any moral knowledge.

The ethical intuitionist solves this problem by denying
that all justified moral beliefs must receive support from
other beliefs. Rather, we are justified in believing some
moral claims just because we understand them. Such
beliefs are known as self-evident moral beliefs. Suppose
you believe — as you very likely do — that it is immoral
to torture children for the sole purpose of generating
sadistic pleasure. Do you really need to introduce
evidence in support of such a claim? All argument must
stop somewhere. Intuitionists claim that some highly
credible moral beliefs are satisfactory stopping points.
That these beliefs may not garner universal consensus is
neither here nor there. There are many truths, and some
justified beliefs, that will not attract the endorsement of
everyone. If some moral outliers fail to see the truth of
certain moral claims, that reveals a defect in their
understanding. It does not show that the self-evident
beliefs require outside support. Nor does it undermine
the status of such beliefs as self-evident.

The moral coherentist will have none of this.
Coherentists, here represented by Geoftrey Sayre-
McCord, claim that beliefs are justified if, and to
the extent that, they cohere with one’s other beliefs.
No beliefs are self-evident. Sayre-McCord here
provides a powerful argument against self-evidence.

In a nutshell: we are justified in holding a belief only
if we have reasons that support it; these reasons must
come from other beliefs, and not the belief itself;
therefore all epistemic justification must be inferential;
therefore there are no self-evident beliefs. If a line of
moral questioning cannot stop, though, with a self-
evident belief, then how can we avoid an infinite
regress? The coherentist argues that we need to
abandon the idea of a wholly linear chain of
justification, and instead consider that a belief can
receive support, and in turn lend support to, a variety
of other beliefs. So long as there is this mutual
support, a belief is justified.

This of course looks like an endorsement of circular
reasoning, since a belief’s supporting evidence will
consist of other beliefs whose justification is ultimately
a matter of having received support from the initial
belief under scrutiny. Coherentists reply that fans of
self-evidence are no better off. Indeed, say coherentists,
they are worse off, since self-evidence is the epitome of’
circular reasoning. To claim that a belief can provide
evidence for itself is to use the very belief in question
as its own support — a very small circle indeed.

The debate between fans of self-evidence and fans of
coherentism represents a series of ongoing controver-
sies in moral epistemology. R eaders are well-advised to
consider these arguments, and whether those of either
side can adequately address the worries raised by Kagan
and Sher.
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Thinking About Cases

Shelly Kagan

[.  The Priority of Case Specific

Intuitions

Anyone who reflects on the way we go about arguing
for or against moral claims is likely to be struck by the
central importance we give to thinking about cases.
Intuitive reactions to cases — real or imagined — are care-
fully noted, and then appealed to as providing reason to
accept (or reject) various claims. When trying on a
general moral theory for size, for example, we typically
get a feel for its overall plausibility by considering its
implications in a range of cases. Similarly, when we try
to refine the statement of a principle meant to cover a
fairly specific part of morality, we guide ourselves by
testing the various possible revisions against a carefully
constructed set of cases (often differing only in rather
subtle ways). And when arguing against a claim, we take
ourselves to have shown something significant if we can
find an intuitively compelling counterexample, and
such counterexamples almost always take the form of
a description of one or another case where the
implications of the claim in question seem implausible.
Even when we find ourselves faced with a case where
we have no immediate and clear reaction, or where
we have such a reaction, but others don’t share it and we

Shelly Kagan, “Thinking about Cases,” from Ellen Frankel Paul, Fred
Miller, Jr., and Jeffrey Paul, eds., Moral Knowledge (Cambridge
University Press, 2001), 44—-63. Reprinted with permission of
Cambridge University Press.

need to persuade them, in what is probably the most
common way of trying to make progress we consider
various analogies and disanalogies; that is to say, we
appeal to still other cases, and by seeing what we want
to say there, we discover (or confirm) what it is plausible
to say in the original case. In these and other ways, then,
the appeal to cases plays a central and ubiquitous role in
our moral thinking.

[-..]

Absent compelling reason to dismiss some particular
intuition, most of us are inclined to give our intuitions
about cases considerable weight. We trust them to a
remarkable extent, using them, as I have already
indicated, as the touchstones against which our various
moral claims are to be judged. We take our intuitions
about cases to constitute not only evidence, but
compelling evidence indeed. I think it fair to say that
almost all of us trust intuitions about particular cases
over general theories, so that given a conflict between
a theory — even one that seems otherwise attractive —
and an intuitive judgment about a particular case that
conflicts with that theory, we will almost always give
priority to the intuition.

It is not at all clear to me what to make of this fact.
Perhaps our pervasive and deep-seated reliance on
intuitions about particular cases — what we might call
“case specific intuitions” — is misguided. It is puzzling,
at any rate, for it seems to me that although the extent
to which we rely upon intuitions about cases is widely

Ethical Theory: An Anthology, Second Edition. Edited by Russ Shafer-Landau.
© 2013 John Wiley & Sons, Inc. Published 2013 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
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recognized, we don’t yet have anything like an adequate
account of our practice — that is, a careful description
of the various ways in which we appeal to, and give
priority to, our case specific intuitions. Nor, I think, do
we have anything like an adequate justification of our
practice. While it is obvious that we constantly appeal
to our intuitions about cases, it is far from clear what, if
anything, makes it legitimate for us to give these
intuitions the kind of priority we typically give them.

One (“deflationary”) possibility, of course, is that our
reliance upon intuitions about particular cases is simply
a reflection of a more general epistemic policy of
relying on all of our various beliefs — and inclinations
to believe — to the extent that we are confident about
them. On such an account, all we could say is that we
just happen to be especially confident about our various
case specific intuitions; and while this might be a fact
that would call for some sort of explanation (perhaps
along evolutionary grounds), it would need no further
Justification. But the more ambitious epistemological
alternative is to think that there is indeed some special
justification for our reliance on case specific moral
intuitions, something that warrants our particular
confidence in them and our giving them the kind of
priority that we do.I take it that most of us are actually
drawn to this second view, and so the question remains
whether there is in fact a plausible way to defend this
idea, a way to justify our particular confidence in and
reliance upon case specific intuitions.

II. The Analogy to Empirical
Observation

The closest we typically come, I think, to justifying this
reliance on moral intuition is to appeal to a certain
analogy. It is often suggested (and it is, at any rate, a
natural suggestion to make) that we should think of
case specific intuitions as playing a role in moral theory
similar to that of observation in empirical theory. The
suggestion, I presume, is sufficiently familiar that a bare
sketch of the analogy should suffice.

Let’s start with the role of observation. When arguing
for or against empirical theories, we give unique weight
to accommodating our observations of the world. We
can simply see — immediately, and typically without
further ado — that the liquid in the test tube has turned
red or that the needle on the meter is pointing to 3, and
an adequate empirical theory must take account of these
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facts. We appeal to such observations to provide support
for a given theory, and we are very strongly inclined to
reject any theory that runs afoul of them. Even a theory
that seems otherwise attractive, and that strikes us as
intuitively plausible in its own right, will be rejected if it
contradicts the evidence provided by our empirical
observations. To be sure, any given observation can itself
be rejected (we might discover, for example, that we had
unwittingly observed the test tube in red light), but for
all that, no one seriously proposes that we should give
no weight to our observations at all; and typically we
give far greater priority to preserving the judgments
of our observations than we do to maintaining our
allegiance to any particular general empirical theory.

Similarly, then, when arguing for or against a moral
theory we should think of our case specific intuitions as
akin to observations. When thinking about particular
cases we can simply see — immediately, and typically
without further ado — whether, say, a given act would be
right or wrong, or that it is morally relevant whether or
not you have made a promise. An adequate moral theory
must take account of these facts, it must accommodate
these intuitions. To be sure, any given intuition can be
challenged or rejected (we might, for example, realize
that we made some judgment while inappropriately
angry or embarrassed), but it would be quite implausible
to suggest that we should give no weight to our moral
intuitions at all. Indeed, even an otherwise plausible
moral theory should be rejected if it contradicts the evi-
dence provided by these intuitions; and so typically we
appropriately give far greater priority to endorsing the
judgments of intuition than we do to maintaining our
allegiance to any particular general moral principle.

The analogy is indeed an appealing one, and it would
be silly to dismiss it out of hand. But if we try to take it
seriously certain points of disanalogy immediately
suggest themselves. The most obvious worry — also
familiar, and a natural one to think about — is this: in
the case of empirical observation we have a tolerably
good idea of how it is that the observations are
produced. Visual observations depend upon the eyes,
auditory observations depend upon the ears, and so
forth. More generally, empirical observations depend
upon the presence of well-functioning sense organs. In
contrast, in the moral case, it is not at all obvious how
it is that the corresponding “observations” — the moral
intuitions — are produced. Is there a corresponding
organ, a “moral sense,” that is at work here? If so, it must
be admitted that we know precious little about it.
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Now this complaint must not be misunderstood.
The main complaint about an appeal to a moral sense
had better not be that we don’t know how it works. For
if that were the complaint it might not be especially
worrisome. | take it, after all, that for most of human
history we knew next to nothing about how the
various sense organs worked either. But despite our
ignorance, what was never in question was the existence
of the various sense organs themselves (or that they
were, indeed, sense organs). It was always fairly obvious,
for example, that eyes were tied to visual observation,
ears to auditory observation, and so on. In contrast, talk
of a “moral sense” is nothing more than a place holder,
a name for a supposed organ of moral intuition, some-
thing whose existence we may be led to infer (so as to
have an account of the generation of moral intuitions),
but concerning which we know virtually nothing
else. And it is this, I take it, that gives us ground for
skepticism, leaving us worried that there may be
no such organ at all. Yet without a moral sense to
correspond to the sense organs, the analogy to empirical
observation is threatened.

Just how serious is the threat? Actually, this isn’t at all
obvious. Even if there were no moral sense, no organ
generating moral intuitions, the rest of the analogy
might still go through. We could still regard moral
intuitions as “input” for our moral theories, in roughly
the way that we let empirical observations function as
input for empirical theories. Perhaps there is no single
moral organ (or set of organs) corresponding to the
sense organs; still, the fact of the matter is that we have
the various intuitions and we can treat them as input,
accommodating them and giving them priority in the
way that empirical observations are accommodated
and given priority.

In any event, given the undeniable fact that we do
have our various moral intuitions, it is not clear what
harm there is in simply going ahead and positing a
moral sense in the first place. Presumably, something
generates the intuitions — they do not arise out of thin
air — and if we want to talk of the mechanism (or
mechanisms) responsible for generating them as a
“moral sense” or a “moral faculty” it is not clear what
objection there can be to doing so, so long as we don’t
thereby presuppose about the
structure or inner workings of that faculty.

anything further

The important question, rather, is whether we have
special reason to frust our moral intuitions. Whether or
not we posit a moral sense, the question remains

whether there is good reason to take our intuitive
judgments as evidence in anything like the way we do.
Even if there is a moral sense, an organ capable of
generating moral intuitions, we still need to know
whether it is more or less reliable.

It is precisely at this point, of course, that the analogy
to empirical observation seems to beg the crucial
question. After all, we all come to the discussion already
convinced of the general reliability of the sense organs.
(That is, we come to this discussion convinced of it;
skepticism about the senses is not a worry we normally
embrace when doing moral philosophy) Roughly
speaking, then, we take the sense organs to be generally
reliable, which is to say that empirical observations are
generally reliable as well: that is why empirical theories
must accommodate them. Similarly, then, once we make
the assumption that our moral intuitions are generally
reliable — that our moral sense, whatever it is, is gener-
ally reliable — then of course it will follow that our moral
theories must accommodate our intuitions as well. But
what justifies our assumption that our moral intuitions
are reliable? Insofar as the analogy to empirical observa-
tion presupposes the reliability of our moral intuitions, it
is not obvious how it can provide us with any reason to
accept the claim that they are indeed reliable.

It is possible, however, that the analogy to empirical
observation might still be found helpful, even here. For
it might be suggested that our reasons for trusting our
moral intuitions are analogous to our reasons for
trusting the evidence of our senses.

Very well, then, what exactly is it that justifies us in
thinking our empirical observations generally reliable
in the first place? This is, of course, a complicated and
much contested question, but at least one attractive
answer begins by emphasizing the fact that we find
ourselves strongly inclined to believe these observa-
tions — immediately, and without further ado — and so
in the absence of a good reason to reject them, it is
reasonable to (continue to) accept them. What’s more,
we are able to incorporate these observations into an
overall attractive theory of the empirical world, one
which admittedly rejects some of the observations as
erroneous, but which for the most part endorses the
claims of observation as correct. These two facts — the
lack of reason for wholesale skepticism concerning our
senses, and our ability to construct an overall theory
that in the main endorses our observations — together
go a considerable way toward justifying us in taking
our senses to be reliable.
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Of course, to say that our senses are reliable is to say
more than that they happen to be accurate, that
empirical observations happen to be true. It is to claim
that this level of accuracy is nonaccidental, that there is
a connection between the truth of the relevant claims
and the fact that they are given by empirical observation.
(Very roughly, the presumed connection is this: it is
because of the fact that P is true that we make the
empirical observation that P; and were it not the case
that P, we would not “observe” that P) As we normally
put it, our sense organs respond to the underlying
empirical realities (and do so accurately, of course).

[...]

But what justifies us in taking our sense organs to be
not just (accidentally) accurate, but reliably responsive
in this way? I suspect it is primarily the very two facts
already noted: we are strongly and immediately inclined
to believe our empirical observations, and we can offer
an (admittedly incomplete) overall theory of the
empirical world that largely endorses the claims of
observation as correct.

Given these two facts, we are justified in believing
that ultimately — even if not initially — an account will
be forthcoming which will display the inner mechanics
of the sense organs in such a way as to explain just how
this responsiveness is accomplished (that is, how it is
that the nonaccidental connection between observation
and fact is maintained). Of course, to believe that such
an account can be produced is not yet to produce it.
And eventually, no doubt, that promissory note must be
made good: the account must indeed be produced. But
I take it that our belief in the possibility of such an
account can justifiably remain a mere promissory note
for a good long time, since, as I have already noted, for
much of human history we couldn’t actually produce
even the basic outlines of the relevant accounts. Still,
given that we were able to produce an attractive overall
theory of the empirical world that largely accommo-
dated our empirical observations, it was nonetheless
reasonable to conclude (albeit provisionally) that
empirical observations are, indeed, not only accurate,
but reliably so.

Analogously, then, it might be argued that we are
also justified in taking our moral intuitions to be
reliable. We certainly find ourselves strongly inclined to
believe our moral intuitions — immediately, and with-
out further ado — and so, in the absence of good reason
to reject them, it is reasonable to (continue to) accept
them. And if, going beyond this, we are also able to
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incorporate our intuitions into an overall attractive
theory of morality, one which for the most part
endorses these intuitions as correct, then even if the
theory rejects some of the intuitions as erroneous, we
will still be justified in taking our moral intuitions to be
generally reliable.

Here too, of course, we will still find ourselves with a
further explanatory obligation. If we are to justify our
reliance on moral intuition it won'’t suffice if moral
intuitions merely happen to be accurate: there must be,
instead, a non-accidental connection between moral
intuition and the underlying moral realities. Thus, we
must believe that ultimately an account will be
forthcoming that will display the inner mechanics of
the moral sense in such a way as to reveal how it
succeeds in being responsive to the moral “facts.”
Eventually, no doubt, we will need to make good on
this promissory note, and produce the requisite account.
But just as we were justified in taking sense organs to be
reliably responsive, even though we lacked (for most of
human history) an account of how it is that this
responsiveness was accomplished, we may still be
justified (for the time being) in taking our moral sense
to be reliably responsive as well, even if we still lack an
account of how that responsiveness is accomplished. In
short, given the compelling nature of our immediate
moral intuitions, and given the existence of an overall
moral theory that largely accommodates those intui-
tions, we are justified in believing that the requisite
account of the moral sense may yet be forthcoming.
Which is to say: we are justified in taking intuition to
be reliable.

If an answer along these lines is to be accepted,
however, it is important to give due weight to the
claim that our various moral intuitions can indeed
be incorporated into an overall attractive theory of
morality. For it is only if we are truly able to construct
such a theory that we are entitled to take our moral
intuitions to be reliable.

To see this, consider the case of empirical observation
again, and imagine that we were unable to construct a
theory of the empirical world which largely endorsed
our empirical observations. We would then dismiss the
evidence of our senses as unreliable — illusory, not to be
trusted. After all, our sense organs can hardly be reliable
if empirical observations are not generally accurate, but
we are only justified in taking empirical observation to
be accurate given our ability to construct a plausible
theory of the empirical world that largely endorses the



78 SHELLY KAGAN

observations. Thus, if we were unable to construct such
a theory, we would be forced to dismiss the evidence of
our senses as inaccurate and unreliable.

The point can perhaps be put this way: the fact that
we find ourselves immediately and unreflectively
inclined to accept our empirical “observations” only
gives us reason to accept these observations as reliable
given that we have no reason to be skeptical of their
accuracy. It provides only a presumptive argument for
accepting them. But if we find that we cannot construct
an overall theory of the empirical world that (in the
main) endorses the observations, then this very failure
provides us with good reason to be skeptical. The
presumptive argument provided by the intuitive force
of the observations is overcome. Similarly, then, in and
of itself the mere fact that we find ourselves immedi-
ately and unreflectively inclined to accept our case
specific moral intuitions provides us with only a
presumptive argument for accepting them. If we were
to discover that we could not actually construct an
attractive overall moral theory that (in the main)
these presumptive
argument would be overcome, and we would have
reason to be skeptical about our moral intuitions. So

endorses intuitions, then this

the question we must ask ourselves is this: can we
indeed produce a moral theory that appropriately
accommodates our moral intuitions, incorporating
them into an overall theory of morality that is itself
plausible and attractive?

I don’t think the answer to this question is obvious,
especially once we bear in mind that the requisite
theory presumably must go beyond merely organizing
the various “appearances,” but must itself be sufficiently
explanatory so as to provide at least the beginnings of
an account of the relevant phenomena. Consider the
empirical case, yet again: we are satisfied that the
requisite theory of the empirical world can indeed be
produced, but we would not be satisfied if all we could
do was organize our various empirical observations
into systematic patterns. Instead, what we want, and
what we take ourselves to be able to produce, is a
theory that goes below the surface and provides some-
thing of an explanation of the empirical phenomena
that are the subject matter of our empirical observations.
We offer, that is, a theory of objects in space and
time, interacting with one another and with ourselves,
a theory that begins to explain how it is that the
empirical world can have the particular features
reported in our observations.

Similarly, then, in looking for a moral theory that
will accommodate our case specific moral intuitions, it
won'’t suffice if all we can do is organize these intuitions
into systematic patterns. Instead, what we need to find
is a moral theory that goes below the surface and pro-
vides at least the beginnings of an explanation of the
moral phenomena that are the subject matter of our
moral intuitions. That is to say: we need a theory that
offers at least the outlines of an explanation of how the
moral domain can indeed have the particular features
ascribed by our various intuitions. What I take to be far
from obvious is whether we can in fact produce an
overall moral theory that is sufficiently explanatory in
this way, while still accommodating the bulk of our
moral intuitions.

Of course, the difficulty of this task will depend on
at least two further issues: first, the precise content of
the moral intuitions we are trying to accommodate,
and second, the standards we impose concerning what
will constitute an explanatorily adequate moral theory.
Unfortunately, pursuing either of these issues here
would take us too far afield. But let me register the
following skeptical note. I have argued elsewhere' that,
in point of fact, certain widely accepted views — views
central to commonsense morality and supported by
the case specific intuitions of a great many individuals —
cannot be provided with the kind of theoretical
underpinnings we are here calling for. If I am right
about this, then despite the immediate appeal of the
relevant intuitions, they cannot be incorporated into an
adequate overall moral theory, and in this regard, at
least, our moral intuitions are unreliable.

I realize, of course, that many people would reject
the particular arguments I've previously offered
concerning the impossibility of providing an appealing
and coherent moral theory that endorses these
common moral intuitions. It is important to note, how-
ever, that in at least some cases the rejection of these
arguments would simply take the form of pointing
out how counterintuitive the implications of these
arguments are, and in the present context, at least, such
an appeal to intuition would constitute begging the
question. For insofar as we are trying to establish
whether our case specific moral intuitions are to be
trusted or not, a simple appeal to the force of these
intuitions shows nothing. We are only justified in
trusting our intuitions if we can indeed construct a
moral theory that adequately explains and incorporates
them, and this, of course, is precisely what I am saying
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we cannot do.Thus, the mere fact that the conclusions
for which I have argued are incompatible with many
forceful and widely held intuitions does nothing to
show that the requisite moral theory can be constructed.
Indeed, as I have already noted, I think there are good
reasons to conclude that we cannot, in fact, produce
the requisite moral theory.

I[II. Error Theories

Let’s recap. We have been taking seriously the analogy
between moral intuitions and empirical observations, so
as to see what might justify our practice of giving our
case specific intuitions the kind of priority that we do.
I have been suggesting, of course, that if we are to be
justified in trusting our intuitions in this way, there must
be an explanatorily adequate moral theory that endorses
(not all, but most of) our case specific intuitions, just as
we take ourselves to be justified in trusting our empirical
observations by virtue of having an explanatorily
adequate empirical theory that endorses (most of) our
empirical observations. And as I have already noted, my
own opinion is that once we take seriously the need to
construct a general moral theory that would endorse our
case specific intuitions as being for the most part accurate,
we will find it difficult, indeed impossible, to produce
the requisite theory. Theories that attempt to accommo-
date the bulk of our various case specific intuitions fail,
I believe, at one or another explanatory task, and fall
short in overall plausibility. What we are led to, instead, is
a general moral theory according to which many of our
specific moral intuitions are simply mistaken.

If T am right about this, then at a minimum we will
have reason to be skeptical about these particular com-
mon moral intuitions. More generally, however, and for
our current purposes more importantly, we will have
reason to conclude as well that moral intuition is not,
on the whole, reliable. Instead, the appropriate stance to
take toward our moral intuitions will involve accepting
an error theory, according to which at least many of our
case specific moral intuitions are mistaken.

Of course, there are various kinds of error theories —
some more radical than others — and we’ve not yet
addressed the question of whether our moral intuitions
need to be discounted altogether. At one extreme lies
just such wholesale skepticism concerning our case
specific moral intuitions. But more modest versions of’
error theories are possible as well, and it might be that
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our best overall moral theory still endorses some
specified range of moral intuitions, while nonetheless
writing off other classes of intuitions as mistaken.

However, even such moderate error theories will
seem unattractive to many. They will hold, correctly,
that to accept an error theory — even a modest one — is
to retreat significantly from our current practice, where
appeals to intuition are generally taken across the board
to be a particularly important source of evidence
concerning the moral domain.

And so, despite my own skepticism, many will insist
on remaining optimistic about the prospects for
constructing a moral theory that actually succeeds
quite generally in accommodating our case specific
intuitions. They will want to reject any error theoretic
approach to moral intuition at all. They will claim that
our moral intuitions are, in point of fact, typically
accurate, and that we are justified in thinking that it is
nonaccidental that this is so. Thus, they will insist that
we are justified in taking moral intuition to be reliable.

There are, however, still further grounds for
skepticism about the overall reliability of our moral
intuitions that we have not yet considered. What I have
in mind is the surprising — and typically overlooked —
extent to which people’s intuitions actually differ with
regard to specific cases. The extent of the disagreement
is overlooked for the simple reason that we normally
don’t look for such disagreement. We barely entertain
the possibility that others may not agree with us, and so
we typically don’t look around very carefully to see just
how widely shared our particular intuitions actually
are. And when we do stumble upon such cases of
intuitive disagreement, it surprises us. Our own intui-
tions are sufficiently compelling and powerful that the
relevant judgments strike us as virtually self-evident,
and we are, accordingly, shocked if other, apparently
reasonable individuals don’t share them.

I do not mean to suggest, of course, that intuitive
disagreements arise with regard to every case, though
it does seem to me — based on years of discussing such
cases with students and others — that even the most
compelling examples typically fall short of garnering
complete agreement. And in many cases, I think, once
one probes a bit one finds that there is actually a
considerable amount of disagreement. Consider, for
example, “trolley problems” of the kind frequently
used to determine the precise nature of the prohibition
against harming others.? In my own classes [ generally
find that only about three fourths of the students share
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the majority intuition (say, that it is permissible to turn
the trolley), while up to a fourth disagree; and even the
apparent agreement of the three fourths majority
dissolves when one asks further questions (for example,
whether one is required, or only permitted, to turn the
trolley).

To be sure, it is difficult to be confident that the
opinions being reported in such informal polls truly
state the immediate moral intuitions of the students in
my classes. As we have already noted, we need to
distinguish between the immediate pronouncements
of our case specific intuitions and the various beliefs
about a case one might have instead (for example, as a
result of conscious reflection). In short, when students
vote in such polls, are they reporting moral intuitions,
or simply stating their own tentative beliefs about the
cases? It might well be that despite the existence of
widespread disagreement in opinions about the relevant
cases, there is actually far greater agreement with regard
to the immediate intuitions themselves.

This is certainly a possibility, and I don’t mean to
suggest that I conduct my polls with sufficient care to
rule it out. (It would be useful to have some careful
empirical studies of these matters.) Still, it seems to me
likely that intuitive disagreement is indeed a fairly
widespread phenomenon.

What’s more, I suspect that such disagreement is far
from a random affair. It is not that any given individual
almost always agrees with the majority, but sporadically
finds himself faced with an idiosyncratic intuition, one
as much at odds with the rest of his own intuitions (at
other times, or in other cases) as it is at odds with the
majority. If this
disagreement, we might well feel free to write oft the

were the mnature of intuitive
occasional, quirky intuition as a mere aberration —
a random misfiring in an otherwise reliable moral
sense. In fact, however, it seems to me that moral
disagreement is systematic and patterned. A given
individual is likely to be regularly responsive to certain
features that cases might display, while other individuals
are routinely indifferent to the presence (or absence) of
those features, or react to them in quite different ways.
In short, intuitive disagreement doesn’t take the form
of norm and aberration. Rather, it is as though moral
senses fall into distinct types, each with its own regular
pattern of intuitive responses.

If I am right about this, obviously enough, it greatly
complicates the position of anyone who hopes to
endorse moral intuitions as largely correct. For if

people actually differ considerably as to the content of
those intuitions, even when thinking about the very
same cases, then clearly not everyone’s intuitions can be
largely reliable. So what should we say?

One possibility, I suppose, would be to hold that
everyone’s intuition is indeed reliable, but only in those
areas where there is complete agreement (assuming that
such an area of complete agreement is to be found at all).
But if we do say this, then we face the difficult task of
explaining why intuition is indeed reliable in exactly
those areas. What is it about the areas of agreement that
makes intuition there function properly, and what is it
about the other areas that causes intuition to break down
and malfunction? Apparently, even those who hope to
endorse moral intuition to this limited extent require an
error theory, and an error theory of a fairly subtle sort,
for they need to explain why intuition malfunctions in
certain areas while working reliably in others. Absent a
story about the mechanics of moral intuitions — the
workings of the moral sense — any confidence that intui-
tion is indeed to be trusted at all, even where there is
agreement, may seem strained or premature.

More ambitiously still, some might hold out the hope
of justifying reliance upon moral intuition even in those
cases (considerable, as I believe) where there is intuitive
disagreement. Clearly, however, this requires dismissing
as flawed the moral senses of all those who stand in
intuitive disagreement with the intuitions being
endorsed. At best, the moral intuitions of only certain
individuals can be held to be generally reliable. For the
rest, then, we will inevitably need to embrace an error
theory of a different sort: we will require an account
which explains how most (or at least many) people end
up with unreliable moral intuitions, while the moral
sense of others nonetheless ends up functioning properly
and reliably. And we will need an epistemological
account as well, so as to justify us in our position
concerning just whose intuition is to be trusted as reli-
able. (Obviously, it won't do to simply assume without
further ado that it is mine that functions properly.)

This is not to say that these various explanatory
burdens could not possibly be met. Once again,
empirical observation provides a helpful analogy, for
we do find ourselves, in the case of color blindness,
arguing for something at least roughly comparable.
Certain individuals are said to have damaged or flawed
visual senses — leading to inaccurate visual observations,
in at least a specifiable range of cases — while the rest of
us are held to have properly functioning and reliable
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visual senses nonetheless. If something like this can be
plausibly held to occur in the case of empirical
observation, why not in the case of moral intuition as
well? Is it so implausible to think that certain individuals
are “morally blind” — cursed with inaccurate moral
intuitions, in at least a specifiable range of cases?

The analogy to color blindness certainly suggests
that something similar might arise in the case of moral
intuition as well. But it is one thing to admit the mere
possibility of something like this, it is quite another to
make good on the claim that “moral blindness” actually
occurs, and still another thing to warrant applying this
label to some particular individual. In the case of color
blindness, after all, we are able to demonstrate, even to
the satisfaction of the color blind themselves, that their
visual apparatus is indeed impaired, and that they fail to
respond accurately to genuine features of the empirical
world, features that the rest of us are able to detect
through our own unimpaired visual senses. It is far
from clear whether anything analogous can be done in
the case of disagreement of moral intuitions, or even
how one would go about trying to make out a compa-
rable case. Instead, the charge of moral blindness more
typically seems little more than name calling, where we
blithely dismiss the intuitions of those who disagree
with us, assuming without any further evidence than
the mere fact of the disagreement itself that it is they
who are blind, rather than us.?

I have been arguing that given the nature of intuitive
moral disagreement, no one, not even those who hope
to endorse moral intuition as generally reliable, can
escape the need to accept some kind of error theory
with regard to at least many moral intuitions. And I have
suggested as well that until we produce at least the
beginnings of a story about the mechanics of moral
intuition it is difficult to be confident that the requisite
error theory can be produced. Attempts to limit the
error theory — so that it impugns only a certain range of
intuitions, or a certain group of moral senses — may easily
fail, so that we are left with no good reason to believe
our moral intuitions to be especially reliable at all.

But I do not mean to suggest that matters are
particularly easier for those who hope to embrace far
more radical error theories, dismissing most, or all, of
our moral intuitions as suspect. For the fact is, producing
a plausible error theory even of this radical sort is
extremely difficult as well.

Consider, for example, the suggestion that is
sometimes made that our case specific intuitions can be
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dismissed out of hand, as the mere historical by product
of outdated religious views or neuroses about sex, or
that they are merely the results of internalizing dubious
moral teachings received in childhood. Were this the
case, there might well be little reason to give any weight
at all to our case specific moral intuitions, and the wiser
course of action would be to attempt to elaborate
moral theories simply without appeal to them, however
difficult that might prove to be.

But although accounts along these lines may well
rightly cast doubt upon certain case specific intuitions
(say, about sex), they seem rather inadequate as general
explanations of the origins of our moral intuitions.
Consider again the appeal to trolley problems as a
means of determining the precise content of the
prohibition against harming. Such cases are highly
stylized, and unlike anything most of us have ever faced
in real life, read about, or even imagined before being
introduced to them for the first time as adults.Yet once
the given case is described, we typically find ourselves
with a moral intuition about it. I think it highly
implausible, accordingly, to suggest that what happens
here is that some vestige of a (perhaps forgotten)
religious teaching now comes into play. No one is
taught about trolley problems in childhood — nor even
anything remotely similar to them — and yet we still
find ourselves with intuitive reactions to the cases once
they are described. Thus, whatever the actual origins of
these case specific intuitions, we cannot dismiss them as
artifacts of outmoded or unjustified teachings and
accidental historical influences. For the simple fact of
the matter is that most of our case specific intuitions
cannot be plausibly explained in this way.

We may do somewhat better if we appeal, instead, to
some of the primitive beliefs about physics or the nature
of agency that we may well inherit as a result of our
evolutionary history, as well as to certain innate psycho-
logical biases in terms of how to group people and
events. An error theory that dismisses (many of) our
case specific intuitions on the ground that they are
implicitly based on inherited but dubious physical
theories may well have an easier time of it explaining
how we can have immediate and intuitive reactions to
trolley cases, say, despite never having considered such
cases previously. We may, for example, react to a given
case as we do because we are innately disposed to view
it in terms of mistaken concepts of causation and agency.

Here, too, such an account may rightly cast doubt
upon certain of our case specific moral intuitions. But
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even an account of this sort seems inadequate, in large
part because of the very universality of the inherited
biases and beliefs that it presupposes. If our case specific
intuitions are to be explained in terms of innate
(though false) views about physics, say, then we
would expect that people’s intuitions would be fairly
uniform — all reflecting the same set of inherited,
though dubious, physical beliefs or psychological dis-
positions. In fact, however, as I have already suggested,
it seems to me that we differ from one another in terms
of our moral intuitions, in ways that this sort of account
cannot easily accommodate. Intuitive disagreement is
widespread and systematic, and it is implausible to
dismiss our case specific intuitions on the ground that
they are based on shared, inherited — and false! — views
about the world, if in point of fact many of the relevant
intuitions are not universally shared at all.

An error theory adequate to the facts about our
moral intuitions would apparently have to be a rather
subtle affair. It would need to accommodate the simple
fact that we readily have intuitive reactions to cases
quite unlike anything that we have faced or been
taught about previously, and yet at the same time it
would need to accommodate the fact that when we
think about such cases our intuitive reactions are not all
the same: people’s intuitions difter, in systematic and
patterned ways. It is not at all obvious what such an
error theory would look like.*

I don’t mean to suggest, however, that it will be
impossible to produce an error theory adequate to the
facts. Indeed, if I am right that everyone needs an error
theory of some sort — both those on the whole trusting
of moral intuition, and those on the whole skeptical of
it — then it seems inevitable that some sort of error
theory must be right, and I see no particular reason to
assume that we cannot eventually articulate and defend
this theory, whatever it is. But for the time being, at any
rate, it seems to me that we are rather far from having
an adequate account of what this theory looks like, and
so, lacking it, we are rather far from knowing to what
extent our moral intuitions can be trusted.

IV. Particular Cases and General
Claims

Let me close by noting one further complication.
Recall the fact, previously noted, that our moral intui-
tion is capable of responding not only to particular

cases but also to general moral principles and moral
theories. Consider how different this is from the case of
empirical observation, where all we can directly
observe are the features of particular cases. I can sim-
ply see that the meter is pointing to 3, but I cannot
simply see the truth of Ohm’ law or other principles
of physics at all. General empirical claims must be
inferred from the evidence; one cannot simply observe
their truth. Apparently, our sense organs are incapable
of responding directly to general empirical truths in
this way.

In itself, this may be no more than a striking
disanalogy between the case of moral intuition and the
case of empirical observation. But it points to a deeper
problem. For we have also already noted the fact that
we do not give the same kind of priority to our intui-
tions about general moral claims. What we particularly
trust, rather, are our case specific intuitions, so that
given a conflict between an intuition about a particular
case and an intuition about a general moral claim, we
are almost always inclined to endorse the intuition
about the particular case (at least, insofar as what we are
attending to is the evidential force of the intuitions
themselves). We give priority not to intuition in
general, but, more particularly, to our case specific
intuitions.

Yet how is this fact to be explained? If the situation
were like that of empirical observation — with the
relevant sense only capable of responding directly to
particular cases rather than to general principles as
well- there would, of course, be nothing further fo
explain (although, no doubt, we would ultimately want
to explain just why it is that the given sense can respond
only to particulars). But given that moral intuition is
capable of reacting both to particular cases and to
general principles, we do need a further explanation:
we need to understand just why it should be the case
that intuition is particularly reliable only with regard to
specific cases. What makes our intuition more reliable
for the one sort of object rather than the other?

Once we put the question this way, however, it may
seem that the answer won’t be particularly hard to
come by. Even if moral intuition (unlike empirical
observation) is capable of reacting both to particular
cases and to general claims, there is no particular
reason to assume that it will be equally adept at hand-
ling both kinds of objects. Although, no doubt, the
details of the explanation will need to await a theory
of the inner mechanics of moral sense, there is nothing
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particularly perplexing in the claim that intuition
reacts more reliably when directed to one particular
kind of object.

But this reassuring answer is itself threatened by the
realization that this very distinction between two kinds of
objects for intuition may well be misguided. For the fact
of the matter, I believe, is that when we react to particu-
lar cases we are actually reacting to things of the very
same type as when we react to general moral claims. It is
easy to lose sight of this, given our common practice —
one that I have followed in this paper as well — of saying
that we are reacting to particular cases. But what we are
actually reacting to, I think, are types of cases.

This is easiest to see in the situation where the kind
of case we are thinking about is purely imaginary. What
we are presented with, then, is only a description — and
typically, all things considered, a fairly thin description
at that. There is no actual, particular, concrete case that
we are confronted with. So when our intuition tells us,
say, that some particular act would be the right thing to
do in that particular case, what we are actually intuiting,
it seems, is that a certain kind of act would be the right
thing to do in a certain kind of case. And this, of course,
is a general moral claim.

The same thing is true, I think, even when the
particular case being judged is an actual one. Again, this
is easiest to see if the case, despite being real, is not one
that we actually observe. We might only be told about
the case, which means, of course, that we are again
presented with a mere description. But this means, I
take it, that we are not actually reacting to a particular,
concrete case, but rather to a type of case. So here, too,
when we react to the case what we are actually intui-
tively responding to is, it seems, something general: we
are intuitively seeing that, say, this kind of act would be
the right thing to do in this kind of case.

Although the point is controversial, I think the same
is probably true even in those situations where we are
literally faced with an actual, concrete case. Even in
cases like this, I suspect that what we are actually
responding to is its being a case with various salient
features. By virtue of being literally faced with the
case — able to observe it for ourselves — we better
come to see that it has certain features, and we then
intuit that the right thing to do, given a case with these
features, is such and such. But if that is right, then here,
too, we are reacting to something general: we are
seeing that such and such an act is the right thing to
do in this kind of case.
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This is not to deny that being actually presented
with a concrete case may elicit a different intuitive
reaction than merely being presented with a description
of the case. (When we literally see the needs of others
we may intuitively see the importance of helping them,
in a way that no mere description of their needs would
elicit.) But even if it is true that in such cases there can
be something special about intuition in the face of
genuinely concrete particulars, the fact would remain
that typically when we think about cases, we are only
thinking about kinds of cases. Which is to say, typically
when we think about cases we are intuitively reacting
to something general.

This makes it harder to explain the priority we want
to give to our intuitive reactions to “particular” cases. If
all, or at least most, case specific intuitions are not
actually reactions to something concrete and particular
at all, then we cannot readily claim that what makes
intuition more reliable here is that it is directed at a
different kind of object than when we intuitively
respond to a general moral claim. In both cases, it
seems, what we see is something general.

Of course, there will still be differences in degrees of
generality, and it might be that what we should give
priority to are our intuitive reactions to the less general
rather than to the more general. But this, too, calls out
for explanation, and it is not clear what could be said in
its defense.

For when we face the fact that typically (at least)
when we think about a case, we are indeed only
thinking about it, we are reminded of the fact that
intuitive reactions are, in some suitably broad sense of
the term, a priori. Typically, at least, we don’t need to
actually see the case; we only need to think about it.
But it is not, as far as I can see, a general feature of the
a priori that such thoughts are more reliable when
they are directed to the less general rather than the
more general. So it remains unclear why moral
intuition should be thought particularly reliable in
just such cases.

V. Conclusion

I have been arguing that our reliance upon case specific
moral intuitions is problematic, and in need of a justifi-
cation that we do not yet possess. Most importantly, of
course, anyone who is going to rely on intuition at
all — and that, I think, means all of us — needs to explain
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exactly why we are justified in taking intuition to be
particularly reliable in the first place. This is a justifica-
tory burden that has not, I think, been satisfactorily
discharged. In particular, despite the obvious appeal of
an analogy to the case of empirical observation, there
are, it seems, sufficient disanalogies here, so that at a
to be said.
Furthermore, if, as I think, we must all accept some sort

minimum considerably more needs

of error theory (whether modest or radical) with regard
to moral intuition, then we must face the further fact
that providing an adequate error theory is itself a sur-
prisingly difficult task. Apparently, our reliance upon
intuition must be tempered; but how, or in what ways,
is not yet clear.

Notes

In sum, the extent to which intuition is tobe trusted —
if at all — remains unsettled. Our reliance upon moral
intuition remains troubling.

Still, the fact remains that despite these questions we
are all inclined to attend to our case specific intuitions.
We worry when our moral beliefs run afoul of them
and we take comfort in the extent to which our moral
beliefs accord with them. It may well be, as I believe,
that our moral intuition deserves considerably less
respect than it is normally accorded. But it is difficult to
believe that we could ever make do without it alto-
gether. No moral argument — no claim, no theory — will
ever seem compelling if it has not been subjected to the
testing we provide when we think about cases.

1. See, especially, Shelly Kagan, The Limits of Morality
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989).

2. In the basic case, a runaway trolley will hit and kill five
children, unless you throw a switch which will divert the
trolley onto a side track, saving the five, but killing a sixth
child trapped on that side track (who would otherwise be
safe). A large number of variants of this basic case have
been discussed. See, e.g., Judith Jarvis Thomson, “Killing,
Letting Die, and the Trolley Problem,” in Thomson,
Rights, Restitution, and Risk, 78-93; and Frances Kamm,
“Harming some to Save Others,” Philosophical Studies 57,
no. 3 (1989); 227-60.

3. The situation is further complicated by the fact that each
side may fall to respond to features that the other side’s
intuitions mark out as morally significant. Thus, unlike
the normal case of color blindness, moral disagreement

may actually be closer to a situation in which many
groups claim to see one or more colors that some other
groups do not, and yet each group still fails to see some of
the colors that other groups claim to see.

4. It might seem that an emotivist or expressivist account of
moral claims would have an easy time accommodating
these facts, since there is nothing especially surprising in
the suggestion that people’s emotional (and other) attitudes
vary, and that they can be readily generated in response to
never before considered cases. But even accounts of this
kind, it seems to me, should be troubled by the ease and
force with which intuitions can be generated in response
to trolley problems (and the like) since it is not at all
obvious why these should so readily engage our emotions
or other pro-attitudes, nor why minor changes in the cases

should elicit such drastically altered reactions.
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But I Could be Wrong

George Sher

[. Introduction

My aim in this essay is to explore the implications of
the fact that even our most deeply held moral beliefs
have been profoundly affected by our upbringing and
experience — that if any of us had had a sufficiently
different upbringing and set of experiences, he almost
certainly would now have a very difterent set of moral
beliefs and very different habits of moral judgment.
This fact, together with the associated proliferation of
incompatible moral doctrines, is sometimes invoked in
support of liberal policies of toleration and restraint, but
the relevance of these considerations to individual moral
deliberation has received less attention. In Sections II
through V, I shall argue that this combination of
contingency and controversy poses a serious challenge to
the authority of our moral judgments. In Section VL, I shall
explore a promising way of responding to this challenge.

[I. The Challenge to My Moral
Judgments

In Chapter II of On Liberty, John Stuart Mill observes
that the person who uncritically accepts the opinion
of “the world”

George Sher,“But I Could Be Wrong,” Social Philosophy & Policy, 18/2
(2001), 64—78. Reprinted with permission of Cambridge Journals.

devolves upon his own world the responsibility of being
in the right against the dissentient worlds of other people;
and it never troubles him that mere accident has decided
which of these numerous worlds is the object of his
reliance, and that the same causes which made him a
churchman in London would have made him a Buddhist
or a Confucian in Peking.'

Along similar lines, John Rawls observes in Political
Liberalism that the “burdens of judgment” that make
moral disagreement inevitable include the fact that

to some extent (how great we cannot tell) the way we
assess evidence and weight moral and political values is
shaped by our total experience, our whole course of life
up to now; and our total experiences must always differ.”

Despite their sketchiness, both passages appear to
contain much truth. Moreover, the two passages are
complementary in that Mill emphasizes the influence of
contingent factors on the content of a person’s most
basic religious (and, by extension, moral and philosophi-
cal) convictions, while Rawls focuses more on the influ-
ence that contingent factors have on the inferences and
judgments that a person makes within his basic framework.
Thus, taken together, the two passages suggest that the
influence of contingent factors on moral judgment is
certainly extensive and may well be pervasive.

The principles that Mill and Rawls are defending in
these passages are not the same: the passage from Mill
appears in his famous defense of freedom of speech,

Ethical Theory: An Anthology, Second Edition. Edited by Russ Shafer-Landau.
© 2013 John Wiley & Sons, Inc. Published 2013 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
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while Rawls’s point is that in a pluralistic society, a
conception of justice must be defensible in terms
accessible to all. However, each of these principles pur-
ports to provide a reason not to act in all the ways that
initially appear to be called for by one’s moral beliefs.
This is why Mill and Rawls are both comfortable
invoking a consideration — the influence of contingent
factors on our moral beliefs — which, if taken seriously,
is bound to undermine our confidence in the truth or
rational defensibility of these moral beliefs.

But the same consideration that is so congenial to
liberal principles that require us to distance ourselves
from our moral beliefs in political contexts is decidedly
uncongenial to our efforts to marshal these moral
beliefs when we deliberate as individuals. My awareness
that I would now have different moral convictions if’
I had had a different upbringing or different experi-
ences may make it easier for me to put my moral beliefs
out of play in the interest of allowing competing beliefs
a fair hearing, or for the sake of arriving at terms of
social cooperation acceptable to all. This same aware-
ness, however, makes it correspondingly harder for me
to act on my moral convictions when these conflict
with the moral convictions of others. There is an
obvious tension between my belief that my moral
assessment of a situation is right while yours is wrong
and my further belief that it is only an accident of fate
that I assess the situation in my way rather than yours.

This tension raises questions about what I have
reason to do in various practical interpersonal contexts.
Perhaps most obviously, it raises such questions when
I take myself to be morally justified in treating you in a
way that you find morally objectionable — when, for
example, I think I am not obligated to finance your
dubious business venture despite our long friendship,
or when you demand attention that I feel I do not owe.
The tension also muddies the waters when you and
I disagree about something we must do together —
when, for example, I want to give our failing student a
retest but you worry about fairness to other students,
or when we disagree about how much of our joint
income we should donate to charity. It even raises
doubts when I am contemplating taking some action
that will not affect you at all, but of which you morally
disapprove — when, for example, I am considering
joining the Marines, contributing to a pro-choice
candidate, or taking spectacular revenge on a hated
rival, but you offer dissenting counsel. In all of the
aforementioned contexts, my awareness that I might

well have taken a position like yours if my history
had been sufficiently different will not sit well with my
belief that I have more reason to act on my moral
beliefs than I have to act on yours.

Why, exactly, do these beliefs not sit well together?
The answer, I think, is that my belief that I have
more reason to act on my own moral beliefs than on
yours appears to rest on a further belief that my own
moral beliefs are somehow betfer — that they are truer,
more defensible, more reasonable, or something similar.
However, if I believe that it is only an accident of history
that I hold my own moral beliefs rather than yours, then
I must also believe that which of us has the better moral
beliefs is also an accident of history. This of course
does not mean that my belief that my own moral beliefs
are better is wrong or baseless, but it does mean that
I would have that same belief even if it were wrong or
baseless. However, once I realize that I would have this
belief whether or not it were true, I no longer seem
entitled to use it in my practical deliberations.

[II. The Challenge Not a Form
of Skepticism

As just presented, the problems raised by the contingent
origins of our moral beliefs bear a striking similarity to
certain familiar skeptical worries. There is, in particular,
an obvious affinity between the claim advanced at the
end of the preceding section — that we are not in a
position to tell whether we hold our moral beliefs
because they are defensible or true or merely because
of our upbringing — and the standard skeptical claim
that we are not in a position to tell whether we hold
our empirical beliefs because they represent reality
accurately or merely because they have been instilled
in us by an evil demon or a mad scientist stimulating a
brain in a vat. Thus, isn’t the current problem merely
a special case of a far more general skeptical challenge —
a challenge whose force we all acknowledge, but with
which we long ago learned to coexist?

There is both something right and something wrong
about this suggestion. What is right is its premise that
the current problem has the same abstract structure as a
very common form of skepticism; what is wrong is its
conclusion that we can therefore live with the current
problem as easily as we can live with skepticism. In
fact, for three reasons, the current problem is far more
vexing and urgent.
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First, unlike the standard skeptical hypotheses, the
claim that each person’s moral beliefs were shaped by
his upbringing and life experiences has an obvious
basis in fact. We have no evidence at all that any of
our empirical beliefs were caused by an evil demon
or a mad scientist; and even the hypothesis that I am
now dreaming, though somewhat more realistic, is
improbable in light of the low frequency with which
experiences with all the marks of wakefulness —
vividness, continuity, coherence, self-consciousness,
and the rest — have in the past turned out to be
dreams. Thus, the most that any skeptical hypothesis
can show is that all of our beliefs about the world
might have had causes that operate independently of
the truth of what we believe. In stark contrast, how-
ever, the fact that people’s moral beliefs vary system-
atically with their backgrounds and life experiences
shows considerably more, for in becoming aware of
this, I acquire a positive reason to suspect that when
you and I disagree about what morality demands, my
taking the position I do has less to do with the
superiority of my moral insight than with the nature
of the causes that have operated on me.

The second reason that the current problem is harder
to live with than is general skepticism is that we have
significant second-order reason to be confident in our
shared beliefs, but no
second-order reason to be confident in our controver-

empirical corresponding
sial moral beliefs. In the case of our shared empirical
beliefs, the second-order reason for confidence is
provided by the various background theories that imply
the reliability, within broad limits, of the processes
through which these beliefs were formed — physiologi-
cal theories about the mechanisms through which our
sensory receptors put us in contact with the world, bio-
logical theories that imply that reliable belief~forming
mechanisms have survival value, and so on. Even if
appealing to these theories begs the question against
global skepticism, our acceptance of them still makes
such skepticism easier to ignore by reinforcing the con-
fidence that we feel in our empirical beliefs when we
are not contemplating the skeptical challenge. By con-
trast, my acceptance of the same background theories
does not similarly reinforce my confidence that my
own moral beliefs are better than yours, for because the
theories imply the reliability of belief-forming mecha-
nisms that are common to all members of our species,
they provide no basis for any distinctions among indi-
viduals. Indeed, if anything, my awareness that a different

upbringing and set of experiences would have caused
me to acquire a different set of moral beliefs provides
evidence that the processes through which I acquired
my actual moral beliefs are probably not reliable.

Even by themselves, these two reasons would suggest
that the current problem is much harder to live with
than is general skepticism. However, a third reason
makes the case even more strongly. Simply put, the
most serious obstacle to our bracketing the current
problem in the same way we routinely bracket skepti-
cism is that unlike the fabrications of the skeptic, the
current challenge to our moral beliefs is directly
relevant to action.

For, as is often remarked, the hypotheses that all of
my beliefs are being orchestrated by an evil demon or
a master neuromanipulator, or that I am now dreaming,
have no obvious impact either on what I ought to do
or on what I am inclined to do. Even if I were able to
suspend my commonsense beliefs, my awareness that
various types of experience have been regularly con-
nected in the past might well justify my “acting” as if
the world were exactly as it seemed, and, in any case,
suspending my commonsense beliefs in practical con-
texts is not a live option. As Hume famously observed,
even if I find skepticism convincing in the isolation
of my study, I will, as soon as I emerge, “find myself
absolutely and necessarily determined to live, and talk,
and act like other people in the common affairs of
life.””> When it comes time to act, our robust animal
realism will always dominate.

But not so our corresponding tendency to moral
realism, for although we standardly do proceed as
though our moral convictions are in some sense true,
our confidence in their truth is neither anchored in our
animal nature (since nonhuman animals evidently do
not share it) nor invulnerable to reflective challenge.
Because this confidence is relatively superficial, we can-
not assume that it would survive a compelling demon-
stration that it cannot be defended. There is, to be
sure, a real question about what it would be rational for
me to do if I did lose confidence in my own moral
beliefs — I would, after all, have exactly the same
grounds for doubt about your moral beliefs as I would
about mine — but at a minimum, this loss of confidence
would reopen many questions that my own moral
beliefs were previously thought to settle. Because of
this, the challenge to the authority of my moral judg-
ments seems capable of destabilizing my practical
deliberation in a way that general skepticism cannot.
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IV. The Interplay of Controversy
and Contingency

As just presented, the challenge to the authority of
my moral judgments has a dual focus, for it appears to
rest both on a premise about moral disagreement and
on a premise about the contingent origins of my moral
beliefs and ways of assessing evidence and weighting
competing values. (For brevity, I shall henceforth refer
to the combination of a person’s moral beliefs and his
ways of assessing evidence and weighting values as his
moral outlook.) Respectively, these premises are as follows:

1. I often disagree with others about what I morally
ought to do.

2. The moral outlook that supports my current judg-
ment about what I ought to do has been shaped by
my upbringing and experiences; for (just about)
any alternative judgment, there is some different
upbringing and set of experiences that would have
caused me to acquire a moral outlook that would
in turn have supported this alternative judgment.

Because these premises are logically distinct — because
it could be true that you and I disagree about what one
of us ought to do but false that our backgrounds have
shaped our moral outlooks, or true that our back-
grounds have shaped our moral outlooks but false that
we disagree — it is not entirely obvious how (1) and (2)
fit together. Are they both doing real work in the
argument challenging the authority of my moral
judgments? If so, why are they both needed? If not,
which is necessary and which superfluous?

One possible answer is that the argument does not
require both (1) and (2), but that each provides an
independent route to the argument’s conclusion. On
this account, the version of the argument that relies
exclusively on (1) is simply that

(A1) Because I am just another member of the
human species (and because I am far from the
smartest, the most clearheaded, or the best-
informed member of that species), I have
no special reason to regard my own moral
judgments as being any better grounded, or
any more likely to be true, than the moral
judgments of any number of others who see
things differently.

By contrast, the version that relies exclusively on (2)
asserts that

(A2) Because a different upbringing and set of
experiences would have caused me to have a
very different moral outlook, my having the
moral outlook that informs my specific moral
judgments is unlikely to have much to do
with that outlook’s justifiability or truth.

Because these two versions of the argument have
such different structures — because (A1) turns on the
fact that there is nothing special about me while (A2)
turns on the very different fact that the process through
which T acquired my moral outlook is unlikely to be
reliable — we may be tempted to conclude that each
version must be evaluated separately, and hence that the
original combined appeal to (1) and (2) is a misbegotten
hybrid.

But that temptation should be resisted; for by thus
separating the appeals to (1) and (2), we would gravely
weaken the case for the conclusion that they both seek
to establish. The reason that separating them would
have this effect is that (A1)’s appeal to (1) is vulnerable
to an obvious objection that is best blocked by intro-
ducing (2), while (A2)’s appeal to (2) is similarly vul-
nerable to an obvious objection that is best blocked
by introducing (1). To bring out the underlying syn-
ergy between (1) and (2), and thus to reconstruct the
challenge to the authority of our moral judgments in
its strongest form, we must look more closely at each of
these simpler arguments.

To argument (A1), which asserts that I have no special
reason to favor my own moral judgments over those of
others who are no less intelligent and well-informed,
the obvious rejoinder is that the grounds for favoring
one moral judgment over another typically consist not
of facts about the persons who make the judgments, but
rather of evidence or arguments for and against the
judgments themselves. There are, to be sure, some obvi-
ous counterexamples to this claim — we may indeed be
justified in discounting someone’s moral judgments if
we have independent evidence that he is misinformed,
confused, biased, or very stupid — but such cases are the
exception rather than the rule. In the far more standard
case, our reasoning runs just the other way: we infer that
our interlocutor’s thought processes must somehow
have gone awry because we believe there are independ-
ent grounds for rejecting his conclusion. Thus, as long
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as the challenge to my own moral judgments extends
no further than (1)’ claim that many others do not
share them, I can resist it through the simple expedient
of reminding myself of whichever considerations I take
to make my own judgments more plausible than those
of my interlocutors.

This rejoinder becomes problematic, however, as
soon as we factor in (2)’s claim that my having the
moral outlook that informs my moral judgment is itself
an accident of my history; for the import of this claim
is to cast doubt not only on my judgment itself, but also
on whatever evidence or arguments I take to support it.
If my upbringing and experiences had been sufficiently
different, I would now share not only my interlocutor’s
conviction that I ought to abandon my grand plan to
humiliate the rival who has tormented me for years,
but also my interlocutor’s disdain for the moral argu-
ments that I currently take to underwrite that plan.
However, once I agree that I have been caused to
accept these arguments by factors independent of their
force, I can no longer confidently base my decision on
my conviction that they have force.

Thus, argument (A1), which appeals to (1) alone,
seems unlikely to succeed unless it is supplemented by
(2). Conversely, argument (A2), which appeals to (2)
alone, requires supplementation by (1). Argument (A2),
it will be recalled, attempts to move from (2)’s claim
that a different upbringing and set of experiences
would have caused me to acquire a different moral out-
look to the conclusion that my having the moral
outlook I do (and, by extension, my reaching the moral
judgments I do) probably has little to do with its (and
their) justifiability or truth. However, as it stands, this
argument is a non sequitur, since even if the upbring-
ing and experiences that caused me to acquire my
current moral outlook would have had this effect on
me whether or not my current moral outlook was
justifiable or true, it hardly follows that the social con-
ditions that caused me to have that upbringing and
those experiences would also have existed regardless of
whether or not my current moral outlook was justifi-
able or true. For all that has yet been said, it may have
been precisely the truth or justifiability of the various
elements of my current moral outlook that caused
them to work their way into the culture that in turn
caused me to acquire that outlook. Because this possi-
bility remains open, it does not follow from the fact that
a different upbringing and set of experiences would
have caused me to acquire a different moral outlook

that it is unreasonable for me to continue acting on the
judgments that my actual moral outlook supports.

But whatever force this rejoinder has against (A2)’s
appeal to (2) alone, the rejoinder becomes problematic
as soon as we factor in (1)’s claim that people’s moral
judgments often difter; for if my socially inculcated
moral outlook has led me to reach one conclusion
about what I ought to do while yours has led you to
reach another, then the social determinants of at least
one of our moral outlooks cannot be indirectly traceable
to the justifiability or truth of all of its operative
elements. Even if I can reasonably believe that T was
caused to acquire all the operative elements of my
own moral outlook by social factors that owed their
existence to the justifiability or truth of those elements
as long as you and I agree that I may not torture or
murder my hated rival, I can no longer reasonably
believe this when you go on to condemn even the less
extreme plan to humiliate my rival that I consider
entirely appropriate. As soon as we disagree, I am forced
to conclude that at least one of us must have been
caused to acquire some operative element of his moral
outlook by some aspect of his upbringing or experi-
ence that did not owe its existence to that element’s
truth or justifiability; and the problem, once again,
is that I have no special reason to believe that that
someone is you rather than me.

Thus, to give the challenge to the authority of my
moral judgments the strongest possible run for its
money, we cannot represent it as resting exclusively on
either (1) or (2). Just as the version of the challenge that
begins by appealing to (1) is unlikely to succeed
without supplementation by (2), the version that begins
by appealing to (2) is unlikely to succeed without
supplementation by (1). Hence, no matter where we
start, we will end by concluding that (1) and (2) work
best when they work together.

V. The Role of Reflection

How well, though, does the combined appeal to (1) and
(2) work? Must I really accept its corrosive implication
that I often have no better reason to rely on my own
moral judgments than on the judgments of those with
whom I strongly disagree? Are (1) and (2) both firmly
enough grounded to support this disturbing conclusion?

There is, I think, little point in contesting (1), for
its claim that I often disagree with others about what
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I morally ought to do is all too obviously true. However,
when we turn to (2)s claim that I would now view
my moral obligations differently if my upbringing
and experiences had been sufficiently different, the
issue becomes more complicated. Briefly put, the
complication is that although a person’s upbringing
and experiences clearly do cause him to acquire vari-
ous moral beliefs and habits of judgment, these cannot
be assumed to persist unaltered over time. No less than
any other beliefs and habits, our moral beliefs and
habits of moral judgment can be expected to evolve in
response to various intellectual pressures.

We may not fully register this if we focus too exclu-
sively on Mill’s claim that “the same causes that made
[someone| a churchman in London would have made
him a Buddhist or a Confucian in Peking,” for this
claim draws attention to a single aspect of what a per-
son believes — the particular religion he accepts — that
often is a direct result of his background. It is obviously
impossible for someone who has only been exposed to
one religion to become devout in another. However,
the more pertinent question is whether a person who
has only been exposed to a single religion may never-
theless come to reject some or all of its teachings; and
to this further question, the answer is clearly “Yes.”

For because any set of claims about religion (or, by
extension, morality) can be subjected to rational scru-
tiny, people can and often do reject even the religious
and moral doctrines to which they have been most
relentlessly exposed. Even when someone has at first
been nonrationally caused to acquire a certain religious
or moral belief] it is open to him rationally to evaluate
that belief at any later point. Of course, in so doing,
he will rely on various ways of assessing evidence and
weighting values, and it is likely that the ways he uses
will themselves have been shaped by his experiences
(and, we may add, by his culture). Still, no matter how
far these influences extend — and, as Rawls notes about
the influence of experience, this is something we can-
not know — their introduction does not alter the basic
point because any resulting ways of assessing evidence
and weighting values can be rationally scrutinized in
turn. Thus, properly understood, the moral outlook
that we have been nonrationally caused to acquire is
best viewed not as a permanent fixture of our thought,
but rather as a starting point that we may hope succes-
sively to improve through ongoing critical reflection.

There is, of course, no guarantee that this hope will
be realized. Despite my best efforts, it remains possible

that my moral outlook has from the start been hope-
lessly compromised by some massive error, and that my
lack of access to the source of error has systematically
subverted all my ameliorative endeavors. However, this
hypothesis, if backed by no positive argument, is no less
speculative than is the hypothesis that all my experiences
are caused by a scientist stimulating a brain in a vat.
Thus, as long as I have no concrete reason to believe
otherwise, it may well be reasonable for me to assume
that my efforts to think through the arguments for
and against my fundamental moral convictions, and to
correct for the distortions, biases, and false beliefs that
my upbringing and earlier experiences have inevitably
introduced, have on the whole made things better
rather than worse.

How, exactly, would the truth of this meliorist
assumption bear on (2)s claim that if I had had a
sufficiently different upbringing and set of experiences,
I would now judge my moral obligations differently?
The answer, I think, is complicated. The truth of the
meliorist assumption would not show that (2)’s claim
is false, but would indeed lessen (2)’s sting. However, it
would also leave intact the challenge to the authority
of my moral judgments that (2) poses in conjunction
with (1). Let me argue briefly for each of these three
points in turn.

At first glance, the assumption that reflecting on
one’s moral outlook tends to improve it may indeed
seem to tell against (2), for if this assumption is correct,
then even two radically different moral outlooks can
be expected eventually to converge if subjected to
enough reflection. However, for at least two reasons,
this way of arguing against (2) does not seem promis-
ing. First, even if we grant both that I would have
reflected seriously on the alternative moral outlook
that a given alternative history would have caused me
to acquire and that I did reflect seriously on the moral
outlook that my actual history caused me to acquire,
there is no guarantee that the two starting points are
close enough to allow anything approaching full
convergence within my lifetime (or, a fortiori, now). In
addition, at least some of the alternative histories that
would have caused me to acquire a different moral
outlook would also have caused me to be disinclined
to engage in the kind of reflection that would be nec-
essary to secure any degree of convergence. For both
reasons, the assumption that reflecting on one’s moral
outlook generally improves it does not seem capable of
supporting a refutation of (2).
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Even if this is so, however, the assumption does make
(2) more palatable, for as long as I can even partially
overcome the nonrational origins of my moral outlook
by critically reflecting on it, the fact that my moral
outlook would now be different if my history had been
different will not entirely undermine its credibility.
Given the validating effects of critical reflection, I will,
by virtue of engaging in it, at least partly transcend my
moral outlook’s merely contingent origins.

Yet even if this is so, it will hardly follow that I have
any more reason to rely on my own moral judgments
than on the judgments of others with whom I strongly
disagree; for because these disagreements take place
within a society that prizes reflection (and because, as
an academic, I tend to interact with the more reflective
segment of my society), I cannot assume that those
with whom I disagree have been any less reflective than
I. Given that they, too, may well have sought to
transcend the merely historical origins of their moral
outlooks, an appeal to the validating effects of my
reflections will not resolve my problem, but will only
reraise it at a higher level. When you and I disagree
about what I ought to do — when, for example, my
own conscientious reflection leaves me convinced that
the revenge I am planning falls well within tolerable
moral limits, while yours leaves you no less convinced
that I really ought to resist my ugly, vengeful urges —
I cannot reasonably assume that it is I rather than you
who has successfully thought his way out of his causally
induced errors.

And if T am tempted to think otherwise, I need
only remind myself of how often such situations arise.
If T am entitled to assume that you have been less
successful than me in purging your thinking of caus-
ally induced error, then I must be entitled to make
the same assumption about the great majority of
others with whom I disagree — about vast numbers of
intelligent and sophisticated vegetarians, pacifists,
postmodernists, deconstructionists, gender feminists,
pro-lifers, proponents of partial-birth abortion, neu-
tralists, advocates of hate-speech codes, fundamentalists,
libertines, rigorists, and egoists, to name just a few. But
although it is certainly possible that I have been more
successful in avoiding error than some of these others —
this is likely on statistical grounds alone — it strains
credulity to suppose that I have been more successful
than all, or even most, of them. It would be something
of a miracle if, out of all the disputants, it was just me
who got it all right.

VI. Practical Solution to These
Doubts?

So what should T do? More precisely, how should
I respond to the challenge to my ability to decide on
rational grounds what I should do? I can see three main
possibilities: first, to renew my quest for a convincing
reason to believe that my own moral judgments are
more likely to be true or justified than are those of the
innumerable others with whom I disagree; second, to
concede both that no such reason is likely to be forth-
coming and that I therefore cannot rationally base my
actions on my own moral judgments; and third, to
acknowledge that no such reason is forthcoming but
deny that this makes it irrational to base my actions on
my own moral judgments. Unfortunately, of these
three strategies, the first is pretty clearly doomed, while
the second would commit me to a wholesale rejection
of the moral point of view. Thus, if T am to avoid the twin
pitfalls of futility and moral skepticism, I will probably
have to implement some variant of the third strategy.

To do this, I will have to block the inference from
“I have no good reason to believe that my own moral
judgments are more likely to be justified or true than
those of innumerable others who disagree with me” to
“I cannot rationally base my actions on my own moral
judgments.” This in turn requires a demonstration that
what makes it rational for me to base my actions on
my own moral judgments is not simply the strength of
my reasons for believing that these judgments are
justified or true. More specifically, what I must show is
that even when I realize that my own moral judgments
are no more likely to be true or justified than are yours,
it nevertheless remains rational for me to act on my
own judgments simply because they are my own.

Can anything like this be shown? If so, it seems the
argument would likely have to turn on certain features
of practical reason itself. In particular, its pivotal premise
seems likely to be that because no one can act ration-
ally without basing his decisions on his own assessment
of the reasons for and against the actions available to
him, practical reason itself requires that I give pride of
place to my own judgments. Although I can of course
rationally discount any particular judgment that I take
to be false or unjustified, the reason I can do this is that
to discount a particular judgment is not to abdicate the
task of judging; rather, it is only to allow one of my
own judgments to trump another. Because acting
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rationally necessarily involves basing my decisions on
the way I see things, I cannot entirely transcend my
own outlook without moving decisively beyond the
bounds of practical reason.

This much, I think, is clear enough. However,
because not all reasons for acting are moral reasons —
because, for example, I can also have reasons that are
prudential, hedonistic, or aesthetic — the mere fact that
practical reason requires that I base my actions on my
own judgments about what I have reason to do is not
sufficient to vindicate the rationality of acting on my
own best moral judgments. To show that practical
reason requires this, I must take the further step of
arguing that even an attempt to transcend my own
moral outlook would take me beyond the bounds of
practical reason; and unlike the previous step, this one
may seem problematic indeed.

For because my moral outlook encompasses only a
small fraction of what I believe, want, and aim at, simply
disregarding it would hardly leave me with nothing, or
too little, upon which to base my practical decisions.
Even if T were to set aside every one of my moral
beliefs, I could still choose one action over another on
any number of further grounds — for example, because
the chosen action would be fun, because it would
advance the aims of some person I care about, or
because it is required for the completion of some
project I have undertaken. Thus, given my awareness
that my own moral judgments are no more likely to be
true or justified than are the moral judgments of any
number of others, isn’t it indeed rational for me to set
moral considerations aside and make my decisions
exclusively on other grounds?

The answer, I think, is that this is not rational, for if
I were to do it, I would merely be discounting one set
of practical judgments in favor of another whose
members are no less compromised by the now-familiar
combination of controversy and contingency. Although
a full defense of this final claim is beyond my scope,
I shall end this section with a brief sketch of the
argument for it.

The first thing that needs to be said is that just as
the great majority of my moral judgments would be
contested by various persons who are no less reflective
than I, so too would the great majority of my nonmoral
practical judgments. Indeed, the latter disagreements
seem if anything to be even more wide-ranging, since
they encompass both disagreements about which sorts
of nonmoral considerations are relevant to the decision

at hand — for example, disagreements about whether
I should make the decision mainly on hedonistic,
prudential, aesthetic, or affectional grounds — and disa-
greements about what each type of consideration gives
me reason to do. Although some such disagreements
obviously turn on different understandings of the
facts of a given situation, many others do not. Also,
while many endorse the metaprinciple that what
I ought to do depends on my own weighting of the
competing nonmoral considerations, there are also
many who reject this metaprinciple. Thus, all in all, my
nonmoral practical judgments are sure to be every bit
as controversial as my moral judgments.

Moreover, second, my having the beliefs and habits of
thought that combine to support the relevant practical
judgments seems equally contingent in both the moral
and nonmoral cases. Just as it is true that if I had had a
sufficiently different upbringing and set of experiences,
I would now hold your view rather than mine about
what I morally ought to do, so too is it true that if I had
had a sufficiently different upbringing and set of experi-
ences, I would now hold your view rather than mine
about what I have nonmoral reason to do. Our attitudes
about the value of culture, work, friendship, planning,
and much else are no less accidents of our upbringing
and experiences, and are no less influential in shaping
our judgments about how to live, than are our beliefs
about virtue and vice and what we owe to each other.

Thus, in the end, my moral and nonmoral judg-
ments about what I ought to do — or, better, the
moral and nonmoral components of my integrated
judgments about what, all things considered, I ought
to do — seem likely to stand or fall together. Either it
is rational for me to set both components of my own
practical judgments aside or it is not rational for me
to set either of them aside. If I were to set both com-
ponents aside, I would indeed lack any basis upon
which to make reasoned decisions about what to do.
Hence, given the inescapability of my commitment
to acting for reasons, my tentative conclusion is that
practical rationality precludes my setting either of the
components aside.

VII. Conclusion

My main contention in this essay has been that given
the degree to which merely contingent factors appear
to have shaped our moral outlooks, there is a serious
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question about whether I ever have good grounds for
believing that I am right and you are wrong when you
and I disagree about what I ought to do. However,
I have also suggested that even if I never do have
good grounds for believing this, it may nevertheless
often remain rational for me to base my actions on my
own moral judgments rather than yours.When they are
combined, these claims have the paradoxical implication
that it is often rational for me to act on the basis of
moral judgments the objective likelihood of whose
truth or justifiability I have good reason to regard as
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quite low. This implication casts (fresh) doubt on our
ability to integrate our reasons for believing and for
acting — that is, on our ability to square the demands of
theoretical and practical reason. It also suggests that the
price we pay for being clear-eyed moral agents may be
a disconcerting awareness of a certain inescapable form
of bad faith. Whether these are the only conclusions
that the paradoxical implication warrants, or whether,
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12
Proof

Renford Bambrough

When a philosopher reasons with us about knowledge
of good and evil, we may lose our grip on this knowl-
edge and understanding. A lack of realism besets us in
this as in other philosophical disputes, so that moral
knowledge, like any other kind of knowledge, becomes
prey to philosophical scepticism. Moral scepticism has
often tempted philosophers whose understanding of
the sources and grounds and functions of sceptical
doctrines generally might have been expected to
protect them against the bewitchment of a scepticism
so extravagant that Hume declines to discuss it
(Enquiries, § 133):

Those who have denied the reality of moral distinctions,
may be ranked among the disingenuous disputants; nor
is it conceivable, that any human creature could ever
seriously believe, that all characters and actions were
alike entitled to the affection and regard of everyone. The
difference, which nature has placed between one man and
another, is so wide, and this difference is still so much
farther widened, by education, example, and habit, that,
where the opposite extremes come at once under our
apprehension, there is no scepticism so scrupulous, and
scarce any assurance so determined, as absolutely to deny
all distinction between them. Let a man’s insensibility be

Renford Bambrough, “Proof,” from Moral Skepticism and Moral
Knowledge (Routledge, 1979), 11-13, 15-27. Reprinted with permis-
sion of Mrs. Bambrough via Taylor & Francis.

ever so great, he must often be touched with the images
of Right and Wrong; and let his prejudices be ever so
obstinate, he must observe, that others are susceptible of
like impressions. The only way, therefore, of converting
an antagonist of this kind, is to leave him to himself. For,
finding that nobody keeps up the controversy with him, it
is probable he will, at last, of himself, from mere weariness,
come over to the side of common sense and reason.

It is well known that recent [...] philosophy, under the
leadership of Moore and Wittgenstein, has defended
common sense and common language against what
seem to many contemporary philosophers to be the
paradoxes, the obscurities and the mystifications of ear-
lier metaphysical philosophers. The spirit of this work
is shown by the titles of two of the most famous of
Moore’s papers: ‘A Defence of Common Sense’ and
‘Proof of an External World’. It can be more fully but
still briefly described by saying something about
Moore’s defence of the commonsense belief that there
are external material objects. His proof of an external
world consists essentially in holding up his hands and
saying, ‘Here are two hands; therefore there are at least
two material objects” He argues that no proposition
that could plausibly be alleged as a reason in favour of
doubting the truth of the proposition that I have two
hands can possibly be more certainly true than that
proposition itself. If a philosopher produces an argu-
ment against my claim to know that I have two hands,
I can therefore be sure in advance that either at least one

Ethical Theory: An Anthology, Second Edition. Edited by Russ Shafer-Landau.
© 2013 John Wiley & Sons, Inc. Published 2013 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
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of the premises of argument is false, or there is a mistake
in the reasoning by which he purports to derive from
his premises the conclusion that I do not know that
I have two hands.

Moore himself speaks largely in terms of knowledge
and belief and truth and falsehood rather than of the
language in which we make our commonsense claims
and the language in which the sceptic or metaphysician
attacks them, but his procedures and conclusions are
similar to those of other and later philosophers who
have treated the same topic in terms of adherence to
or departure from common language. A so-called lin-
guistic philosopher would say of the sceptic that he
was using words in unusual senses, and that when he
said that we do not know anything about the external
world he was using the word ‘know’ so differently
from the way in which we ordinarily use it that his
claim was not in conflict with the claim that we make
when we say that we do know something about the
external world. Moore takes the words of the sceptic
literally, and shows that what he says is literally false.
The linguistic philosopher recognises that what the
sceptic says is literally false, and goes on to conclude
that the sceptic, who must be as well aware as we are
that what he says is literally false, is not speaking liter-
ally. Both Moore and the linguistic philosopher main-
tain with emphasis (Moore is famous for his emphasis)
that we literally do know of some propositions about
the external world that they are true; they both hold
fast to common sense and common language.

[--.]

‘What is apparently not very well known is that there
is a conflict between the fashionable allegiance to com-
mon sense and common language and the fashionable
rejection of objectivism in moral philosophy.

Many contemporary [...] philosophers accept Moore’s
proof of an external world. Many contemporary [...]
philosophers reject the claim that we have moral
knowledge. There are some contemporary [...] philoso-
phers who both accept Moore’s proof of an external
world and reject the claim that we have moral
knowledge. The position of these philosophers is
self-contradictory. If we can show by Moore’s argument
that there is an external world, then we can show
by parity of reasoning, by an exactly analogous argument,
that we have moral knowledge, that there are some
propositions of morals which are certainly true, and
which we know to be true.

My proof that we have moral knowledge consists
essentially in saying, “We know that this child, who is
about to undergo what would otherwise be painful
surgery, should be given an anaesthetic before the
operation. Therefore we know at least one moral
proposition to be true’ I argue that no proposition that
could plausibly be alleged as a reason in favour of
doubting the truth of the proposition that the child
should be given an anaesthetic can possibly be more
certainly true than that proposition itself. If a philoso-
pher produces an argument against my claim to know
that the child should be given an anaesthetic, I
can therefore be sure in advance that either at least one
of the premises of his argument is false, or there is a
mistake in the reasoning by which he purports to
derive from his premises the conclusion that I do not
know that the child should be given an anaesthetic.

When Moore proves that there is an external world
he is defending a commonsense belief. When I prove
that we have moral knowledge I am defending a com-
monsense belief. The contemporary philosophers
who both accept Moore’s proof of an external world
and reject the claim that we have moral knowledge
defend common sense in one field and attack common
sense in another field. They hold fast to common sense
when they speak of our knowledge of the external
world, and depart from common sense when they
speak of morality.

When they speak of our knowledge of the external
world they not only do not give reasons for confining
their respect for common sense to their treatment of
that single topic but assume and imply that their respect
for common sense is in general justified. When they go
on to speak of morality they not only do not give
reasons for abandoning the respect for common sense
that they showed when they spoke of our knowledge
of the external world, but assume and imply that they
are still showing the same respect for common sense.
But this is just what they are not doing.

The commonsense view is that we know that stealing
is wrong, that promise-keeping is right, that unselfish-
ness is good, that cruelty is bad. Common language
uses in moral contexts the whole range of expressions
that it also uses in non-moral contexts when it is
concerned with knowledge and ignorance, truth and
falsehood, reason and unreason, questions and answers.
We speak as naturally of a child’s not knowing the
difference between right and wrong as we do of his not
knowing the difference between right and left. We say
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that we do not know what to do as naturally as we say
that we do not know what is the case. We say that a
man’s moral views are unreasonable as naturally as we
say that his views on a matter of fact are unreasonable.
In moral contexts, just as naturally as in non-moral
contexts, we speak of thinking, wondering, asking;
of beliefs, opinions, convictions, arguments, conclu-
sions; of dilemmas, problems, solutions; of perplexity,
confusion, consistency and inconsistency, of errors and
mistakes, of teaching, learning, training, showing, prov-
ing, finding out, understanding, realising, recognising
and coming to see.

I am not now saying that we are right to speak of all
these things as naturally in one type of context as in
another, though that is what I do in fact believe. Still less
am [ saying that the fact that we speak in a particular
way is itself a sufficient justification for speaking in
that particular way. What I am saying now is that a
philosopher who defends common sense when he is
talking about our knowledge of the external world
must either defend common sense when he talks about
morality (that is to say, he must admit that we have
moral knowledge) or give us reasons why in the one
case common sense is to be defended, while in the other
case it 1s not to be defended. If he does neither of these
things we shall be entitled to accuse him of inconsist-
ency. I do accuse such philosophers of inconsistency.

Moore did not expect the sceptic of the senses to
be satisfied with his proof of an external world, and
I do not expect the moral sceptic to be satisfied with
my proof of the objectivity of morals. Even somebody
who is not a sceptic of the senses may be dissatisfied
with Moore’s proof, and even somebody who is not a
moral sceptic may be dissatisfied with my proof. Even
somebody who regards either proof as a conclusive
argument for its conclusion may nevertheless be
dissatisfied. He may reasonably wish to be given not
only a conclusive demonstration of the truth of the
conclusion, but also a detailed answer to the most
popular or plausible arguments against the conclusion.

Those who reject the commonsense account of moral
knowledge, like those who reject the commonsense
account of our knowledge of the external world, do of
course offer arguments in favour of their rejection. In
both cases those who reject the commonsense account
offer very much the same arguments whether or not
they recognise that the account they are rejecting is in
fact the commonsense account. If we now look at the
arguments that can be offered against the commonsense

account of moral knowledge we shall be able to see
whether they are sufficiently similar to the arguments
that can be offered against the commonsense account of
our knowledge of the external world to enable us to
sustain our charge of inconsistency against a philoso-
pher who attacks common sense in one field and
defends it in the other. (We may note in passing that
many philosophers in the past have committed the
converse form of the same prima facie inconsistency:
they have rejected the commonsense account of our
knowledge of the external world but have accepted the
commonsense account of moral knowledge.)

oral disagreement is more widespread, more radical and more
‘Moral d t d d dical and
persistent than disagreement about matters of fact.

I have two main comments to make on this suggestion:
the first is that it is almost certainly untrue, and the
second is that it is quite certainly irrelevant.

The objection loses much of its plausibility as soon
as we insist on comparing the comparable. We are
usually invited to contrast our admirably close agree-
ment that there is a glass of water on the table with the
depth, vigour and tenacity of our disagreements about
capital punishment, abortion, birth control and nuclear
disarmament. But this game may be played by two or
more players. A sufficient reply in kind is to contrast
our general agreement that this child should have
an anaesthetic with the strength and warmth of the
disagreements between cosmologists and radio astron-
omers about the interpretation of certain radioastro-
nomical observations. If the moral sceptic then reminds
us of Christian Science we can offer him in exchange
the Flat Earth Society.

But this is a side issue. Even if it is true that moral
disagreement is more acute and more persistent than
other forms of disagreement, it does not follow that
moral knowledge is impossible. However long and
violent a dispute may be, and however few or many
heads may be counted on this side or on that, it remains
possible that one party to the dispute is right and the
others wrong. Galileo was right when he contradicted
the cardinals; and so was Wilberforce when he rebuked
the slave-owners.

There is a more direct and decisive way of showing
the irrelevance of the argument from persistent
disagreement. The question of whether a given
type of enquiry is objective is the question whether it
is logically capable of reaching knowledge, and is therefore
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an a priori, logical question. The question of how much
agreement or disagreement there is between those
who actually engage in that enquiry is a question of
psychological or sociological fact. It follows that the
question about the actual extent of agreement or
disagreement has no bearing on the question of the
objectivity of the enquiry. If this were not so, the objec-
tivity of every enquiry might wax and wane through
the centuries as men become more or less disputatious
or more or less proficient in the arts of persuasion.

‘Our moral opinions are conditioned by our environment
and upbringing’

It is under this heading that we are reminded of the
variegated customs and beliefs of Hottentots, Eskimos,
Polynesians and American Indians, which do indeed
differ widely from each other and from our own. But
this objection is really a special case of the general
argument from disagreement, and it can be answered
on the same lines. The beliefs of the Hottentots and
the Polynesians about straightforwardly factual matters
differ widely from our own, but that does not tempt
us to say that science is subjective. It is true that most
of those who are born and bred in the stately homes of
England have a different outlook on life from that of
the Welsh miner or the Highland crofter, but it is also
true that all these classes of people differ widely in
their factual beliefs, and not least in their factual beliefs
about themselves and each other.

The moral sceptic’s favourite examples are often
presented as though they settled the issue beyond
further argument.

1. Herodotus reports that within the Persian Empire
there were some tribes that buried their dead and
some that burned them. Each group thought that
the other’s practice was barbarous. But (a) they
agreed that respect must be shown to the dead; (b)
they lived under very different climatic conditions;
(c) we can now see that they were guilty of moral
myopia in setting such store by what happened, for
good or bad reasons, to be their own particular
practice. Moral progress in this field has consisted
in coming to recognise that burying-versus-
burning is not an issue on which it is necessary for
the whole of mankind to have a single, fixed,
universal standpoint, regardless of variations of
conditions in time and place.
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Some societies practice polygamous marriage.
Others favour monogamy. Here again there need
be no absolute and unvarying rule. In societies
where women heavily outnumber men, institutions
may be appropriate which would be out of place
in societies where the numbers of men and women
are roughly equal. The moralist who insists that
monogamy is right, regardless of circumstances, is
like the inhabitant of the Northern Hemisphere
who insists that it is always and everywhere cold
at Christmas, or the inhabitant of the Southern
Hemisphere who cannot believe that it is ever or
anywhere cold at Christmas.

Some societies do not disapprove of what we
condemn as ‘stealing’. In such societies, anybody
may take from anybody else’s house anything he
may need or want. This case serves further to
illustrate that circumstances objectively alter cases,
that relativity is not only compatible with, but
actually required by, the objective and rational
determination of questions of right and wrong.
I can maintain that Bill Sykes is a rogue, and that
prudence requires me to lock all my doors and
windows against him, without being committed to
holding that if an Eskimo takes whalemeat from
the unlocked igloo of another Eskimo, then one of
them is a knave and the other a fool. It is not that
we disapprove of stealing and that the Eskimos do
not, but that their circumstances differ so much
from ours as to call for new consideration and a
different judgement, which may be that in their
situation stealing is innocent, or that in their situa-
tion there is no private property and therefore no
possibility of stealing at all.

Some tribes leave their elderly and useless members
to die in the forest. Others, including our own,
provide old-age pensions and geriatric hospitals.
But we should have to reconsider our arrangements
if we found that the care of the aged involved for
us the consequences that it might involve for a
nomadic and pastoral people: general starvation
because the old could not keep pace with the
necessary movement to new pastures; children
and domestic animals a prey to wild beasts; a life
burdensome to all and destined to end with the
early extinction of the tribe.

‘When 1 say that something is good or bad or right or wrong
I commit myself; and reveal something of my attitudes and feelings’
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This is quite true, but it is equally and analogously true
that when I say that something is true or false, or even
that something is red or round, I also commit myself
and reveal something of my beliefs. Emotivist and
imperativist philosophers have sometimes failed to
draw a clear enough distinction between what is said or
meant by a particular form of expression and what is
implied or suggested by it, and even those who have
distinguished clearly and correctly between meaning
and implication in the case of moral propositions have
often failed to see that exactly the same distinction
can be drawn in the case of non-moral propositions. If
I say ‘this is good’ and then add ‘but I do not approve
of it’, I certainly behave oddly enough to owe you an
explanation; but I behave equally oddly and owe you a
comparable explanation if T say ‘that is true, but I don’t
believe it. If it is held that I contradict myself in the first
case, it must be allowed that I contradict myself in the
second case. If it is claimed that I do not contradict
myself in the second case, then it must be allowed that
I do not contradict myself in the first case. If this point
can be used as an argument against the objectivity of
morals, then it can also be used as an argument against
the objectivity of science, logic, and of every other
branch of enquiry.

The parallel between approve and believe and between
good and frue is so close that it provides a useful test
of the paradoxes of subjectivism and emotivism. The
emotivist puts the cart before the horse in trying to
explain goodness in terms of approval, just as he would
if he tried to explain truth in terms of belief. Belief
cannot be explained without introducing the notion
of truth, and approval cannot be explained without
introducing the notion of goodness. To believe is
(roughly) to hold to be true, and to approve is (equally
roughly) to hold to be good. Hence it is as unsatisfac-
tory to try to reduce goodness to approval, or to
approval plus some other component, as it would be
to try to reduce truth to belief, or to belief plus some
other component.

If we are to give a correct account of the logical
character of morality we must preserve the distinction
between appearance and reality, between seeming and
really being, that we clearly and admittedly have to pre-
serve if we are to give a correct account of truth and
belief. Just as we do and must hope that what we
believe (what seems to us to be true) is in fact true, so
we must hope that what we approve (what seems to us
to be good) is in fact good.

I can say of another, ‘He thinks it is raining, but it is
not, and of myself, ‘T thought it was raining, but it was
not.’ I can also say of another, ‘He thinks it is good, but
it is not, and of myself, ‘I thought it was good, but it
was not.

‘After every circumstance, every relation is known, the
understanding has no further room to operate, nor any object
on which it could employ itself.’

This sentence from the first Appendix to Hume’s
Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals is the moral
sceptic’s favourite quotation, and he uses it for several
purposes, including some that are alien to Hume’s
intentions. Sometimes it is no more than a flourish
added to the argument from disagreement. Sometimes
it is used in support of the claim that there comes
a point in every moral dispute when further reasoning
is not so much ineffective as impossible in principle. In
either case the answer is once again a firm tu quoque.
In any sense in which it is true that there may or must
come a point in moral enquiry beyond which no
further reasoning is possible, it is in that same sense
equally true that there may or must be a point in any
enquiry at which the reasoning has to stop. Nothing
can be proved to a man who will accept nothing that
has not been proved. Moore recognises that his proof
of an external world uses premises which have not
themselves been proved. Not even in pure mathematics,
that paradigm of strict security of reasoning, can we
force a man to accept our premises or our modes of
inference; and therefore we cannot force him to accept
our conclusions. Once again the moral sceptic counts as
a reason for doubting the objectivity of morals a feature
of moral enquiry which is exactly paralleled in other
departments of enquiry where he does not count it as a
reason for scepticism. If he is to be consistent, he must
either withdraw his argument against the objectivity of
morals or subscribe also to an analogous argument
against the objectivity of mathematics, physics, history,
and every other branch of enquiry.

But of course such an argument gives no support to
a sceptical conclusion about any of these enquiries.
However conclusive a mode of reasoning may be, and
however accurately we may use it, it always remains
possible that we shall fail to convince a man who
disagrees with us. There may come a point in a moral
dispute when it is wiser to agree to differ than to persist
with fruitless efforts to convince an opponent. But this
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by itself is no more a reason for doubting the truth of
our premises and the validity of our arguments than the
teacher’ failure to convince a pupil of the validity of a
proof of Pythagoras’s theorem is a reason for doubting
the validity of the proof and the truth of the theorem.
It is notorious that even an expert physicist may fail to
convince a member of the Flat Earth Society that the
earth is not flat, but we nevertheless know that the earth
is not flat. Lewis Carroll’s tortoise ingeniously resisted
the best efforts of Achilles to convince him of the
validity of a simple deductive argument, but of course
the argument is valid.

‘A dispute which is purely moral is inconclusive in principle.
The specifically moral element in moral disputes is one which
cannot be resolved by investigation and reflection.

This objection brings into the open an assumption that
is made at least implicitly by most of those who use
Hume’s remark as a subjectivist weapon: the assump-
tion that whatever is a logical or factual dispute, or a
mixture of logical and factual disputes, is necessarily not
a moral dispute; that nothing is a moral dispute unless
it is purely moral in the sense that it is a dispute between
parties who agree on all the relevant factual and logical
questions. But the purely moral dispute envisaged by
this assumption is a pure fiction. The search for the
‘specifically moral element’ in moral disputes is a wild-
goose chase, and is the result of the initial confusion
of supposing that no feature of moral reasoning is really
a feature of moral reasoning, or is characteristic of moral
reasoning, unless it is peculiar to moral reasoning. It is
as if one insisted that a ginger cake could be fully
characterised, and could only be characterised, by
saying that there is ginger in it. It is true that ginger is
the peculiar ingredient of a ginger cake as contrasted
with other cakes, but no cake can be made entirely of
ginger, and the ingredients that are combined with
ginger to make ginger cakes are the same as those that
are combined with chocolate, lemon, orange or vanilla
to make other kinds of cakes; and ginger itself, when
combined with other ingredients and treated in other
ways, goes into the making of ginger puddings, ginger
biscuits and ginger beer.

To the question “What is the place of reason in
ethics?” why should we not answer: ‘The place of
reason in ethics is exactly what it is in other enquiries,
to enable us to find out the relevant facts and to make
our judgements mutually consistent, to expose factual

errors and detect logical inconsistencies’® This might
seem to imply that there are some moral judgements
which will serve as starting points for any moral
enquiry, and will not themselves be proved, as others
may be proved by being derived from them or dis-
proved by being shown to be incompatible with them,
and also to imply that we cannot engage in moral argu-
ment with a man with whom we agree on no moral
question. In so far as these implications are correct they
apply to all enquiry, and not only to moral enquiry;and
they do not, when correctly construed, constitute any
objection to the rationality and objectivity of morality
or of any other mode of enquiry. They seem to make
difficulties for moral objectivity only when they are
associated with a picture of rationality which, though it
has always been powerful in the minds of philosophers,
can be shown to be an unacceptable caricature.

Here again the moral sceptic is partial and selective
in his use of an argument of indefinitely wide scope:
if it were true that a man must accept unprovable
moral premises before I could prove to him that there
is such a thing as moral knowledge it would equally be
true that a man must accept an unprovable material
object proposition before Moore could prove to him
that there is an external world. Similarly, if a moral
conclusion can be proved only to a man who accepts
unprovable moral premises then a physical conclusion
can be proved only to a man who accepts unprovable
physical premises.

“There are recognised methods for settling factual and logical
disputes, but there are no recognised methods for settling moral
disputes.

This is either false, or true but irrelevant, according to
how it is understood. Too often those who make this
complaint are arguing in a circle, since they will count
nothing as a recognised method of argument unless it
is a recognised method of logical or scientific argu-
ment. If we adopt this interpretation, then it is true that
there are no recognised methods of moral argument,
but the lack of such methods does not affect the claim
that morality is objective. One department of enquiry
has not been shown to be no true department of
enquiry when all that has been shown is that it cannot
be carried on by exactly the methods that are appropri-
ate to some other department of enquiry. We know
without the help of the sceptic that morality is not
identical with logic or science.
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But in its most straightforward sense the claim is
simply false. There are recognised methods of moral
argument. Whenever we say ‘How would you like it if’
somebody did this to you?” or ‘How would it be if we
all acted like this?” we are arguing according to recog-
nised and established methods, and are in fact appealing
to the consistency requirement to which I have already
referred. It is true that such appeals are often ineffective,
but it is also true that well-founded logical or scientific
arguments often fail to convince those to whom they
are addressed. If the present objection is pursued
beyond this point it turns into the argument from
radical disagreement.

The moral sceptic is even more inclined to exagger-
ate the amount of disagreement that there is about
methods of moral argument than he is inclined to
exaggerate the amount of disagreement in moral belief
as such. One reason for this is that he concentrates his
attention on the admittedly striking and important fact

that there is an enormous amount of immoral conduct.
But most of those who behave immorally appeal to the
very same methods of moral argument as those who
condemn their immoral conduct. Hitler broke many
promises, but he did not explicitly hold that promise-
breaking as such and in general was permissible. When
others broke their promises to him he complained with
the same force and in the same terms as those with
whom he himself had failed to keep faith. And
whenever he broke a promise he tried to justify his
breach by claiming that other obligations overrode the
duty to keep the promise. He did not simply deny that
it was his duty to keep promises. He thus entered into
the very process of argument by which it is possible to
condemn so many of his own actions. He was inconsistent
in requiring of other nations and their leaders standards
of conduct to which he himself did not conform, and
in failing to produce convincing reasons for his own
departures from the agreed standards.
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Moral Knowledge
and Ethical Pluralism

Robert Audi

Intuitionism

[...] To see the main epistemological thrust of
intuitionism, consider how one might explain the
justification of an ordinary moral principle such as the
proposition that we should (prima facie) keep our
promises. Why believe this? I could explain why I do;
but explaining need not justify, and perhaps I cannot
justify the principle by appeal to any more fundamental
proposition. According to intuitionism, this would not
show that I do not know or justifiedly believe it. At
some point or other in defending a factual (say, percep-
tual) judgment, I may be equally incapable of giving a
further justification. It would not follow that the judg-
ment [ am defending does not express knowledge or
justified belief.

The issue should be explicitly considered in the light
of a general commitment of most (and arguably the
most plausible) intuitionist ethical theories: epistemo-
logical foundationalism. This view (in a generic form)
says above all that if there is any knowledge or justifica-
tion, it traces to some non-inferential knowledge or
justification. A foundationalist may say that (with some
special exceptions) the principle that one should keep

Robert Audi, “Moral Knowledge and Ethical Pluralism,” from
John Greco and Ernest Sosa, eds., Blackwell Guide to Epistemology
(Blackwell, 1999),275—-6,278-85,288-95. R eprinted with permission
of Wiley-Blackwell.

one’s promises, or at least some more general principle,
such as that people should be treated with respect, is
self-evident, hence intuitively knowable, and needs no
defense by derivation from prior principles. Intuitionism
so viewed does not claim that everyone who considers
the relevant principle will find it obvious (especially
immediately); but that will hold for certain theorems
in logic, the kind that are initially hard to understand
but, when they are finally understood, are comfortably
accepted as self-evident, or at least as logically true.!
The appeal to self-evident propositions, then, should
not be assimilated to the appeal to obviousness nor
expected to be made with a view to cutting off
discussion.

Foundationalists will tend to argue that an appeal to
what is self-evident can be warranted when we get to
certain stages in a process of justification. For they take
some beliefs (including many that lack self-evident
propositions as objects) as foundational in a way that
warrants holding them without having prior premises.
Self-evident propositions are paradigms of appropriate
objects of foundational beliefs. For foundationalism,
if there were no non-inferentially justified beliefs,
then we would not be justified in holding anything.
A coherentist seeking to justify the promising principle
may be willing to go on arguing, perhaps pointing out
that if we do not keep promises life will be unbearable,
and then, for each thesis attacked, defending it with
respect to one or more others that can support it.

Ethical Theory: An Anthology, Second Edition. Edited by Russ Shafer-Landau.
© 2013 John Wiley & Sons, Inc. Published 2013 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
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A skeptic may not be pacified by either approach. But
neither can simply be rejected out of hand.

[..]

The Epistemological Resources
of Moderate Intuitionism

This section will set out a moderate version of intui-
tionism, a version intended to improve on the one pro-
posed by W. D. Ross in The Right and the Good (1930),
which remains the statement of intuitionism most often
illustratively referred to by writers in ethical theory.

R ossian intuitionism

As Ross portrayed it, intuitionism as a kind of ethical
theory has three main characteristics. (1) It affirms an
irreducible plurality of basic moral principles. (2) Each
principle centers on a different kind of ground, in the
sense of a factor, such as an injury occurring in one’s
presence, implying a prima facie moral duty, say a duty to
aid someone just injured. (3) Each principle is in some
sense intuitively (hence non-inferentially) known by
those who appropriately understand it. All three
points seem appropriate to any full-blooded version of
intuitionism. On the normative side, Ross proposed, as
fundamental both in guiding daily life and in articulating
a sound ethical theory, a list (which he did not claim to
be complete) of prima facie duties: duties of fidelity
(promise-keeping, including honesty conceived as
fidelity to one’s word); reparation; justice (particularly
rectification of injustice, such as exploitation of the
poor); gratitude; beneficence; self-improvement; and
non-injury.’

Epistemologically, Ross emphasized the self-evidence
of the propositions expressing our prima facie duties:

That an act, qua fulfilling a promise, or qua effecting a just
distribution of good...is prima facie right, is self-evident;
not in the sense that it is evident from the beginning of
our lives, or as soon as we attend to the proposition for
the first time, but in the sense that when we have reached
sufficient mental maturity and have given sufficient atten-
tion to the proposition it is evident without any need of
proof, or of evidence beyond itself. It is evident just as a
mathematical axiom, or the validity of a form of inference,
is evident ... In our confidence that these propositions are
true there is involved the same confidence in our reason

that is involved in our confidence in mathematics...In
both cases we are dealing with propositions that cannot
be proved, but that just as certainly need no proof.’

In explaining how we apprehend the self-evident,
unprovable moral truths in question, Ross appealed to
something like what we commonly call intuitions (his
term here is “conviction” and apparently designates a
cognition held at least partly on the basis of under-
standing its propositional object). He said, e.g., that if
someone challenges

our view that there is a special obligatoriness attaching to
the keeping of promises because [according to the
challenger] it is self-evident that the only duty is to pro-
duce as much good as possible, we have to ask ourselves
whether we really, when we reflect, are convinced that [as
he takes G. E. Moore to hold] this is self-evident...it
seems self-evident that a promise simply as such, is some-
thing that prima facie ought to be kept...the moral
convictions of thoughtful and well-educated people are
the data of ethics, just as sense-perceptions are the data of
a natural science. Just as some of the latter have to be
rejected as illusory, so have some of the former; but as the
latter are rejected only when they conflict with other
more accurate sense-perceptions, the former are rejected
only when they conflict with convictions which stand
better the test of refection.*

I want to stress that Ross speaks here not only of our
grasping (or apprehending) the truth of the relevant
moral and mathematical propositions, but also of what
I think he conceives as our apprehending their self-
evidence. One indication of this latter focus is his taking
us to be aware that we are dealing with propositions
which are not in need of proof — proof-exempt, we might
say. He is influenced, I believe, by the dialectic of argu-
ment with other philosophers about what is self-evident,
and he is here not concentrating on the more basic
question of how we can know the truth of first-order
moral propositions. Such a shift of focus is particularly
easy if one thinks that the relevant kind of proposition, if
true, is self-evident. For then one does not expect to
find cogent premises for such a proposition — or, like
Moore and Ross, thinks there can be none — and, as a
philosopher, one will want to explain why one has none
by maintaining that the proposition is self-evident.
Whatever the reason for it, Ross does not always
distinguish (or does not explicitly distinguish) appre-
hending the truth of a proposition that is self-evident
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from apprehending its self-evidence. This is a point
whose significance is easily missed. The truth of at least
some self-evident propositions is easy to apprehend.
Self-evident propositions have even been thought
to be so luminous that one cannot grasp them without
believing them. But the epistemic status of proposi-
tions, for instance their justification or self-evidence, is
a paradigm source of disagreement. Two people attend-
ing to the same proposition can agree that it is true but
differ concerning its status, one of them thinking it
self~evident and the other taking it to be merely
empirical. Intuitionism as most plausibly developed
does not require positing non-inferential knowledge of
the self-evidence, as opposed to the truth, of its basic
principles. If I am correct, then one apparently com-
mon view of intuitionism is a mistake. Let me clarify
the crucial distinction.

We might know that a moral principle, say that
promise-keeping is a prima facie duty, is self-evident
only on the basis of sophisticated considerations, say
from knowing the conceptual as opposed to empirical
(e.g., observational) character of the grounds on which
we know that principle to be true. We would know its
truth on these grounds; we would know its self-
evidence through knowledge about the grounds. It is,
however, that first-order proposition, the principle that
promise-keeping is a duty, not the second-order thesis
that this principle is self-evident, which is the funda-
mental thing we must be able to know intuitively if
intuitionism (whether in Ross’s version or any other
plausible one) is to succeed.

One might indeed consider the concept of self-
evidence, by contrast with that of truth, to be an
epistemically explanatory notion more appropriate to
the metaethics of intuitionism than to its basic formu-
lation as a normative theory. Its application to a propo-
sition explains both how it can be known (roughly,
through understanding it in its own terms) and why
knowing it requires no premises. Ross naturally wanted
to indicated why his principles are true and how they
are known, not just that they are true; but one might
surely know their truth, intuitively or otherwise, with-
out knowing either why they are true or how they are
known.

Granted, then, that intuitionists hold that moral
agents need and have intuitive knowledge of their
duties, neither intuitionists as moral theorists nor we as
moral agents need intuitive knowledge of the status of
the principles of duty. Nor need an intuitionist hold

that conscientious moral agents must in general even
know that they know the moral principles that guide
them. The first-order knowledge does the crucial day-
to-day normative work.

These reflections bring us to another major element
in the most common conception of intuitionism: the
idea that, for cognition grounded in genuine intuition,
intuitionism implies indefeasible justification — roughly,
justification that cannot be undermined or overridden.
Intuitionism (even in Ross) is not committed to this
general idea, though he may have accepted it for certain
cases. For ethical intuitionism as a normative theory, the
primary role of intuition is to give us direct, i.e., non-
inferential, knowledge or justified belief of the truth of
certain moral propositions. It is not, as one might think
from reading Ross and some other intuitionists, to pro-
vide either knowledge of the self-evidence of basic
moral propositions (especially certain moral principles)
or what one might naturally take to follow from the
existence of such knowledge — indefeasible justification
for believing those propositions. Intuition can yield a
kind of insight into, and non-inferential knowledge of,
first-order propositions without yielding such knowl-
edge of or any insight into second-order propositions
about their status.

What reason remains, then, to think that intuitively
grounded beliefs of moral principles are indefeasibly
justified? To be sure, self-evidence apparently entails
necessity; but even the necessary truth of a principle
would not imply that one’s justification for believing it is
indefeasible. Clearly, we can cease to be justified in
believing even a genuine theorem that is necessary and
even a priori, because our “proof” of it is shown to be
defective.

Conclusions of inference versus
conclusions of reflection

If T have eliminated one significant element from Ross’s
view and thereby provided a more moderate intuitionism,
on a related matter I want to claim some-what more
than he did. In a sense, an intuition (or intuitive judg-
ment) can be a conclusion formed though rational
inquiry or searching reflection, and when this is under-
stood it will be apparent that there is room for a still
wider intuitionism than so far described. Consider
reading a poem to decide whether the language is arti-
ficial. After two readings, one silent and the other aloud,
one might judge that the language is indeed artificial.
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This judgment could be a response to evidential
propositions, say that the author has manipulated words
to make the lines scan. But the judgment need not so
arise: if the artificiality is subtler, there may just be a stilted
quality that one can hardly pin down. In this second case,
one judges from a global, intuitive sense of the integra-
tion of vocabulary, movement, and content. Call the first
judgment of artificiality a conclusion of inference: it is prem-
ised on propositions one has noted as evidence. Call the
second judgment a conclusion of reflection: it emerges from
thinking about the poem, but not from one or more
evidential premises. It is more like a response to viewing
a painting than like an inference from propositionally
represented information. You respond to a pattern: you
notice a stiff movement in the otherwise flowing meter;
you are irritated by an inapt simile; and so on. The con-
clusion of reflection is a kind of wrapping up of the
question, akin to concluding a practical matter with a
decision. One has not added up the evidences and inferred
their implication; one has obtained a view of the whole
and broadly characterized it. Far from starting with a
checklist of artificialities, one could not even compose
the relevant list until after studying the poem.

By no means all moral intuitions are conclusions of
reflection (and the point apparently holds for intuitions
in general); and in this respect, as in other aspects of
intuitive reactivity, people differ and may themselves
change over time, even in relation to the same proposi-
tion. Moreover, there is no need to deny that in princi-
ple, where one arrives at such a conclusion, one could
figure out why and then formulate, in explicit premises,
one’s basis for the conclusion. But that a ground of
judgment can be so formulated does not entail that it
must do its work in that inferential way. An intuitive
judgment or belief may not emerge until reflection
proceeds for some time, even when inference is not a
factor in the formation of that judgment or belief. This
delay is particularly likely when the object of judgment
is complicated. Such an intuition can be a conclusion
of reflection, temporally as well as epistemically; and in
content it may be either empirical or a priori.

On the conception of intuition I am developing,
then, it is, in the “faculty” sense, chiefly a non-inferential
cognitive capacity, not a non-reflective one. The cogni-
tions in question — intuitions — instantiate intuition in
what we might call the experiential sense: they are cog-
nitive responses to the relevant object, such as a moral
assessment. Understanding of that object is required for
these cognitions to possess intuitive justification or

constitute intuitive knowledge,and, often,understanding
comes only with time.> Achieving understanding may
be so labored that even a self-evident truth it finally
reveals, even non-inferentially, seems not to be self-
evident and is either not believed or not believed with
much conviction. Let me develop this idea.

Self-evidence and understanding

The contrast between conclusions of inference and
conclusions of reflection is related to a distinction that
is highly pertinent to understanding intuitionism. It is
between two kinds of self-evidence. Let me first sketch
a general conception of self-evident propositions; we
can then distinguish two kinds. Taking off from the
idea that a self-evident proposition is one whose truth
is in some way evident “in itself,” I propose the follow-
ing sketch of the basic notion of self-evidence. A self-
evident proposition is (roughly) a truth such that an
adequate understanding of it meets two conditions:
(a) in virtue of that understanding, one is justified in
believing the proposition (i.e., has justification for
believing it, whether one in fact believes it or not) —
this is why such a truth is evident in itself; and (b) if one
believes the proposition on the basis of that under-
standing of it, then one knows it. Thus (abbreviating
and slightly altering the characterization), a proposition
is self-evident provided an adequate understanding of it
is sufficient for being justified in believing it and for
knowing it if one believes it on the basis of that under-
standing. Three clarifications are needed immediately.

First, as (a) indicates, it does not follow from the self-
evidence of a proposition that if one understands (and
considers) the proposition, then one believes it. Self-
evident propositions may be withholdable and indeed
disbelievable: there are some that one might fail to believe
or even believe false. This non-belief-entailing concep-
tion of self-evidence is plausible because one can fail
initially to “see” a self-evident truth and later grasp it in
just the way one grasps the truth of a paradigmatically
self-evident proposition: one that is obvious in itself the
moment one considers it. Take, e.g., a self-evident prop-
osition that is perhaps not immediately obvious: the
existence of great-grandchildren is impossible apart
from that of at least four generations of people. A delay
in seeing a truth (such as this) need not change the
character of what one sees. What is self-evident can be
justifiedly believed on its “intrinsic” merits, but they
need not leap out immediately. Granted, rational
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persons tend to believe self-evident propositions they
adequately understand when they comprehendingly
consider them. In some cases, however, one can see what
a self-evident proposition says — and thus understand
it — before seeing that, or how, it is true.

Second, though I offer no full analysis of adequate
understanding, I have several clarifying points. It is to be
contrasted with mistaken or partial or clouded under-
standing. Adequate understanding of a proposition is
more than simply getting the general sense of a sentence
expressing it, as where one can parse the sentence
grammatically, indicate something of what it means
through examples, and perhaps translate it into another
language one knows well. Adequacy here implies not
only seeing what the proposition says, but also being
able to apply it to (and withhold its application from)
an appropriately wide range of cases, and being able to
see some of its logical implications, to distinguish it
from a certain range of close relatives, and to compre-
hend its elements and some of their relations. An
inadequate understanding of a self-evident proposition
is not sufficient for knowledge or justified belief of it.

Third, there is both an occurrent and a dispositional
use of “understanding.” The former is illustrated by
one’s comprehension of a proposition one is considering,
the latter by such comprehension as is retained after
one’s attention turns elsewhere. A weaker dispositional
use is illustrated by “She understands such ideas,”
uttered where one has in mind something like this: she
has never entertained them, but would (occurrently)
understand them upon considering them.

Leaving further subtleties aside, the crucial point is
that in the above characterization of self-evidence,
“understanding”, in clause (a), may bear any of the
suggested senses so long as justification is construed
accordingly. If you have occurrent understanding of a
self-evident proposition, you have occurrent justification
for it; if you have strong dispositional understanding of
it, you have dispositional justification; and if you have
weak dispositional understanding, you have only struc-
tural justification for it: roughly, there is an appropriate
path leading from justificatory materials accessible to
you to an occurrent justification for the proposition
but you lack dispositional justification. (I shall assume
that when knowledge of a self-evident proposition is
based on understanding it, the understanding must be
occurrent or strongly dispositional, but even here one
could devise a conception of knowledge with a looser
connection to understanding.)

Two kinds of self-evidence

Given the points about self-evidence expressed in
(a) and (b), we may distinguish those self-evident prop-
ositions that are readily understood by normal adults
(or by people of some relevant description, e.g. mature
moral agents) and those they understand only through
reflection on them. Call the first immediately self-evident
and the second mediately self-evident, since their truth
can be grasped only through the mediation of reflection
(as opposed to inference from one or more premises.
This is not a logical or epistemological distinction, but
a psychological and pragmatic one concerning com-
prehensibility to a certain kind of mind. It will soon be
clear why the distinction is nonetheless important for
understanding intuitionism.

The reflection in question may involve drawing
inferences, say about what it means, for both perpetrator
and victim, to flog an infant for pleasure. But the role
of inferences is limited largely to clarifying what the
proposition in question says: as self-evidence is normally
understood, a self-evident proposition is knowable
without relying on inferential grounds for it. One may
require time to get it in clear focus, but need not reach
it by an inferential path from one or more premises. To
see one kind of role inference can have, however, con-
sider the proposition that if p entails g and q entails r
and yet r is false, then p is false. One may instantly just
see the truth of this; but even if one must first infer that
p entails r, this is not a ground for believing the whole
conditional proposition. It is an implicate of a part of it
(of the if-clause) that helps one to see how it is that the
whole conditional is true. Even if such internal inference
is required to know the truth of a proposition, it may
still be mediately self-evident.

Internal inferences may also be purely clarificatory,
say semantically, as where, from the proposition that
there is a great-grandchild, one infers that there are
parental, grandparental, and great-grandparental gen-
erations. We might say, then, that knowledge of a self-
evident proposition (and justification for believing it)
may depend internally on inference, above all where
inference is needed for understanding the proposition,
but may not depend externally on inference, where this
is a matter of epistemic dependence on one or more
premises (the kind of dependence entailing independent
evidential support for the proposition in question).

In the light of the distinction between the mediately
and the immediately self-evident, the characteristic
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intuitionist claim that basic moral principles are
self-evident can be seen to require only that a kind of
reflection will yield adequate justification for them — the
kind of justification that yields knowledge when belief of
a true proposition is based on such reflection. Given how
much time and thought this reflection may require, the
intuitionist view may be seen as closer to Kant’s moral
epistemology than one might think, at least assuming that
for Kant it is the apriority of the categorical imperative
itself that is epistemologically most important, as opposed
to the inferential character of our knowledge of it.

Even supposing that it is crucial for Kant that knowl-
edge of the categorical imperative be inferential (as one
might think from his arguing for it from considerations
about the nature of practical reason), it should be stressed
that the Rossian principles of duty, as first-order moral
principles, need not be in the same epistemic boat. If
they are even mediately self-evident, they may be taken
to be non-inferentially knowable. Still, surely any (or
virtually any) proposition that can be known non-
inferentially can also be known inferentially. R oss, appar-
ently following Moore and Prichard, implicitly denied
this,® but there is no need for a intuitionism, either as a
moral epistemology positing intuitive knowledge of
moral principles or as an ethical pluralism, to deny it.

As long as basic moral principles can be known (or at
least justifiedly accepted) independently of relying on
grounding premises, morality can be understood and
practiced as intuitionists understand it. Life would be
very different if we could not move our legs except by
doing something else, such as activating a machine that
moves them; but we can do such things and at times
may find it desirable. The possibility of moving our legs
in a secondary way does not change the nature of our
primary leg movements. So it can be with knowledge
of basic moral principles. It is only ethical theory (of a
certain kind) that must provide for the possibility of
overdetermined justification or knowledge of moral
principles by virtue of their being supported indepen-
dently by both intuitive and inferential grounds.
Providing for this possibility is in no way hostile to any
major intuitionist purpose.

[---]

Rationalist intuitionism

[I]ntuitionism in moral epistemology [...] is best con-
ceived, given the overall views of Ross and its other
major proponents, as a rationalist position, and in

answering some objections to it I will stress the
rationalism of the reconstructed Rossian intuitionism
developed above — in outline, the view that we have
intuitive justification for both some of our particular
moral judgments and a plurality of mediately
self-evident moral principles.

A common objection to intuitionism centers on the
claim that the basic principles of ethics are self-evident.
If so, why is there so much disagreement on them?
I suggest three points in reply.

First, if mediate self-evidence is the only kind that
need be claimed for basic moral principles, such as
Ross’s principles of prima facie duty, there is no pre-
sumption that there should be consensus on them, even
after some discussion or reflection. Indeed, given the
complexities of the notion of the prima facie justified
(and even of the notion of justification itself), some
people may be expected to have difficulty understanding
Ross’s principles in the first place.

Second, some of the apparent hesitation in accepting
the truth of the principles may come from thinking of
their truth as a kind requiring endorsement of their
self-evidence — the status intuitionists have prominently
claimed for them — or of their necessity, a property that,
at least since Kant, has commonly been taken to be
grasped in seeing the truth of an a priori proposition.
But I have stressed that the second-order claim that they
are self-evident need not also be self-evident in order
for them to have this status themselves, and, unlike R oss,
I argue that it should not be expected to be self-evident.
Seeing its truth requires some theoretical premises.

Third, even if there should be persisting disagree-
ment on the truth or status of the Rossian principles,
there need not be disagreement about the basic moral
force of the considerations they cite. For instance,
whether or not we accept Ross’s principles concerning
promising and non-injury, we might, both in our
abstract thinking and in regulating our conduct, take
our having promised to do something as a basic moral
reason to do it, or the fact that leaving now would
strand a friend about to be attacked by a mad dog, as a
basic reason not to do that. Such agreement in reasons
for action — operative agreement, we might call it — does
not require agreement on them, for instance on some
principle expressing them, or on their force. We can
agree that a factor, such as avoidance of abandoning a
friend, is a good reason for action even if we cannot
formulate, or cannot both accept, a principle subsuming
the case.
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More commonly, we agree on the positive or
negative relevance of a reason yet differ on its force; this
may occur even where we can agree on a principle
subsuming the case, and it can lead to at least temporary
disagreement on the final resolution of a moral issue. If
there is the kind of wide agreement in moral practice
that I think there is among civilized people, then the
most important kind of consensus needed for the suc-
cess of intuitionism as a moral theory is in place. It can
at least be argued that the truth and non-inferential jus-
tifiability of the relevant principles best explains the
high degree of consensus among civilized people in
wide segments of their everyday moral practice.

Incommensurability as a problem
for intuitionism

Supposing this threefold reply to the first objection
succeeds, we must acknowledge a further problem for
intuitionism — though it besets virtually any pluralistic
ethical view. Non-inferential knowledge or justified
belief that a consideration morally favors an action is
one thing; such knowledge or justification for taking it
as an overriding reason for action is quite another. One
might speak of an incommensurability problem, since intu-
itionism grants that there are irreducibly different kinds
of moral grounds. Intuitionists deny that there are, say,
just hedonic grounds that can be aggregatively assessed
to determine what our obligations are. There are at
least three crucial points here.

First, intuitionism does not imply that we typically
have non-inferential knowledge of final duty. We may,
for instance, have to compare the case at hand with
earlier ones or hypothetical cases and then reason from
relevant information to a conclusion. Thus, we might
note that if we submit a certain appraisal we may be
accused of bias, and we may begin to see the question
in relation to conflict of interest. Our final judgment
may arise from formulating a sufficient condition for a
conflict of interest and judging that the prospective
action satisfies it and is thereby impermissible.

Second, it is essential to distinguish higher-order
knowledge (or justification) regarding the overriding-
ness of a duty (or other kind of reason) from the first-
order knowledge that a given action, say keeping one’s
promise in spite of a good excuse for non-performance,
is obligatory (or otherwise reasonable in some overall
way). One can know what one is obligated to do, even
in a situation of conflicting duties, yet lack the kind of

comparative knowledge one might get from, say, a
utilitarian calculation or a Kantian deduction. Perhaps
if I know that I should wait for a distressed friend, in a
case where I realize this means missing an appointment,
I am in a position to figure out that one of the two
duties is overriding, or even to reach the second-order
knowledge that I know this comparative proposition.
But I do not in such cases automatically know either of
these propositions; and if I am not skilled in moral
reasoning, it may be hard for me to do any more than
sketch an account of why one duty is overriding. That
we easily make mistakes in such sketches is one reason
why knowledge of overridingness, and particularly of
just why it obtains, is often hard to come by.

Third, the difficulty of achieving knowledge or jus-
tification in the fact of conflicting grounds is not pecu-
liar to ethics. Consider divided evidence for a scientific
hypothesis. Sometimes we must suspend judgment on
a hypothesis or cannot reasonably choose between two
alternative ones. This does not imply that we never
have grounds good enough for knowledge; and the
conditions for a degree of justification sufficient to
warrant acceptance of a hypothesis are less stringent
than the conditions for knowledge. So it is in ethics,
sometimes with lesser justification than is common in
rational scientific acceptance, but in many cases with
greater: even when lying would spare someone pain, it
can sometimes be utterly and immediately clear that
we should not do it. If there is incommensurability, in
the sense of the absence of a common measure for all
moral considerations, there is nonetheless comparability
in the sense implying the possibility of a rational
weighting in the context of the relevant facts.

Intuitionism can also maintain (though it may leave
open) that final duty is like prima facie duty in supervening
on natural facts. This plausible view implies that, even
where there is no single quantitative or otherwise
arguably straightforward basis for comparing conflicting
duties, it is possible to describe the various grounds of
duty in each case, to compare the cases in that respect
with similar cases resolved in the past, bring to bear
hypothetical examples, and the like. This is the sort of
stuff on which practical wisdom is made.

The charge of dogmatism

Because the controversy between empiricism and
rationalism as epistemological perspectives is apparently
very much with us in ethical theory, despite how few
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ethical theorists avowedly maintain either perspective,
I want to examine some plausible objections to the
intuitionism developed here that are either motivated
by empiricism or best seen as objections, not to appeal
to intuitions, but to the underlying rationalism of the
prominent intuitionist views: roughly, to their taking
reason, as opposed to observation, to be capable of
grounding justification for substantive truths, such as
(arguably) Ross’s moral principles of prima facie duty.

Is intuitionism dogmatic, as some have held? It might
well be dogmatic to claim both that we have intuitive,
certain knowledge of what our prima facie duties are and
cannot ground that knowledge on any kind of evidence
or in some way support it by examples. But I have
argued that a plausible intuitionism, including Ross’s, is
not committed to our having “certain knowledge” here —
where such certainty implies indefeasible justification.
Moreover, dogmatism — as distinct from mere stubborn-
ness — is a second-order attitude, such as believing, on a
controversial matter, that one is obviously right. Even
holding that basic moral principles are self-evident does
not entail taking a dogmatic attitude toward them or
one’s critics. The self-evident may not even be readily
understood, much less obvious. A related point is that
intuitionism also does not invite moral agents to be
dogmatic. Moral principles can be basic in our ethical
life and non-inferentially justified for us, even if we do
not take them to be self~evident (or perhaps even true).

Despite Rosss in some ways unfortunate analogy
between moral principles and elementary logical and
mathematical ones, he provides a place for reflective
equilibrium, which is roughly a kind of fairly stable bal-
ance among one’s principles and one’s judgments about
particular cases, to enhance — or for its unobtainability to
undermine — our justification for an “intuitive” moral
judgment. Nor does anything he must hold, gua intui-
tionist, preclude his allowing a systematization of his
moral principles in terms of something more general.
Indeed, in at least one place he speaks as if one of the
prima facie duties might be derivable from another.” If
such systematization is achieved, then contrary to what
the dogmatism charge suggests, that systematization
might provide both reasons for the principles and a
source of correctives for certain false intuitions or for
merely apparent intuitions. An intuition can be mistaken,
and a mere prejudice can masquerade as an intuition.

Suppose, e.g., that one uses the categorical imperative
to systematize first-order moral principles like Ross’s.
This would enable one to justify them with whatever
force that higher-order principle transmits. Suppose that

principle is itself either non-inferentially knowable — in
which case intuitionism might claim to encompass
among self-evident principles a higher-order moral
standard as well as its typical workaday ones — or well
justified by arguments from premises, say general truths
about practical reason. In either case, it is a good premise
for first-order principles of duty. And might it not follow
from the categorical imperative that there is (e.g.) prima
facie moral reason to keep promises? After all, breaking
them is prima facie something the intrinsic end formula-
tion explicitly forbids: treating people merely as means —
giving them an expectation and then, for one’s own
ends, letting them down. Quite apart from how success-
ful such a unifying enterprise is, if it is even possible as a
critical and clarificatory perspective on first-order intui-
tive principles, this reduces the plausibility of claiming
that positing such principles invites dogmatism.
Moreover, given how intuitions are understood — as
deriving from the exercise of reason and as having
evidential weight — it is incumbent on conscientious
intuitionists to factor into their moral thinking,
particularly on controversial issues, the apparent intui-
tions of others. If mine have evidential weight, should
not others’ too? Ross appealed repeatedly to “what we
really think” and drew attention to the analogy
between intuitions in ethics and perceptions in science.
Intuitions, then, are not properly conceived as arbitrary.
Many have a basis in reflection and are shared by
people of very different experience. Moreover, any
rule of conduct arbitrarily posited or grounded in the
special interests of its proponents would be hard-
pressed to survive the kind of reflection to which
conscientious intuitionists will subject their basic
moral standards. Thus, even if an apparent intuition
might sometimes arise as an arbitrary cognition, it
would not necessarily have even prima facie justification;
and, where a genuine intuition, which presumably
does have some degree of prime facie justification, is
misleading, it can at least normally be defeated by
other intuitions that reflection might generate or by
those together with further elements in the reflective
equilibrium a reasonable intuitionist would seek.

Some philosophical commitments
of intuitionism
[--]
I turn now to the matter of epistemic principles,

roughly principles indicating the grounds or nature of
knowledge and justification, say that if, on the basis of
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a clear visual impression of print on paper, I believe
there is printed paper before me, then I am justified in
so believing. Is moderate intuitionism (Rossian or
other) committed to implausible epistemic principles?
I have already suggested that intuitionists as such need
not take a self-evident proposition to be incapable
of being evidenced by anything else. I now want to
suggest that, quite apart from whether they can be
evidenced by something else, Ross’s basic principles of
duty are at least candidates for a priori justification in
the way they should be if they are mediately
self-evident.

Keeping in mind what constitutes a prima facie duty,
consider how we would regard some native speaker of
English who denied that there is (say) a prima_facie duty
not to injure other people and meant by this some-
thing which implies that doing it would not in general
be even prima facie wrong. This is not amoralism, in the
most common sense — the point is not that the person
would not be moved. Rather, such a person apparently
exhibits a kind of moral deafness. As with any denial of a
clearly true a priori proposition, our first thought
might be that there is misunderstanding of some key
term, such as “prima facie”. Apart from misunderstand-
ing, I doubt that anyone not in the grip of'a competing
theory would deny the proposition, and I believe that
any plausible competing theory would tend to support
the same moral judgment, perhaps disguised in different
clothing. To be sure, it may be that some skeptical
consideration could lead someone who adequately
understands a properly formulated Rossian principle to
deny it. But some skeptical considerations can be
brought against nonmoral a priori propositions and in
any event are not necessarily good reasons to doubt
either the truth or the a priori status of the challenged
proposition.

What is perhaps less controversial is that if we do not
ascribe to reason the minimal power required in order
for a moderate intuitionism of the kind I have described
to be epistemologically plausible, then we face serious
problems that must be solved before any instrumentalist
or empiricist ethical theory is plausible. For one thing,
instrumentalists must account for their fundamental
principle that if, on our beliefs, an action serves a basic
(roughly, non-instrumental) desire of ours, then there is
a reason for us to perform the action. This proposition
seems a better candidate for mediate self-evidence than
for empirical confirmation. None of this entails that a
moderate intuitionism is true; the point is that unless
reason has sufficient power to make principles like

Ross’s plausible candidates for truth, then it is not clear
that instrumentalist principles are plausible candidates
either.

The Gap between Intuitive Moral
Judgment and Rational Action

It may easily seem that to show that moral knowledge
is possible is to vanquish moral skepticism. But if moral
skepticism includes the full range of skeptical positions
in ethics, this is not so. Granted that general moral
knowledge, say of principles expressing basic prima facie
duties, is significant, it can exist quite apart from knowl-
edge of singular moral judgments — even the self-
addressed, action-guiding kind that moral life depends
on. I have argued that despite the problem raised by the
plurality of values, such singular judgments can express
knowledge, and certainly justified belief. But is either
moral knowledge or justified moral belief extensive
enough to give us moral guidance in daily life?

[..]

Some challenges of moral skepticism

On the first question, concerning the possibility of
knowledge or justified belief regarding the moral status
of individual actions, I maintain that although singular
moral judgments should not be considered self-evident,
they may still be noninferentially knowable (or justi-
fied). This point may be obscured because it may seem
that intuitionism requires self-evidence for justified
belief of singular as well as certain general moral prop-
ositions. But it does not and in fact cannot plausibly
require this if I am right in taking self-evident proposi-
tions to be knowable on conceptual grounds. Nor does
intuitionism imply that only self-evident propositions
are intuitively knowable. A singular moral judgment
about a particular person can be intuitively knowable,
especially when it is an application of a principle of
prima facie as opposed to final duty.

One may also be tempted to think that if, in making
singular moral judgments, we are guided by moral
principles, and if, afterwards, we can frame a principle
to cover the action in question, then we should be able
to see the relevant judgments as derivable from
principles in a way that as it were certifies them as
knowledge. This idea neglects a point essential to a
particularist intuitionism such as Ross’s: at least some
intuitions regarding concrete cases are epistemically
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more basic than, or in any event indispensable to,
intuitive knowledge of the corresponding generaliza-
tions. It may be only when we think of a deed concretely
and realize it is wrong that we see (or are justified in
believing) that all deeds of that kind are wrong.

The idea that singular moral judgments are knowable
only as applications of generalizations may also arise
from the correct point that in many cases one must be
able to see two or more conflicting (prima facie) gener-
alizations to apply to one’s options before one can tell
what, overall, one should do. Still, the applicability of
several generalizations to a case does not imply that
one’s final obligation therein is determined by applying
a further, reconciling generalization. That point holds
even if such a generalization is in principle formulable
after the fact.

To be sure, supposing that (all) moral properties
supervene on a finite set of natural ones and that the
relevant natural ones and their grounding relations to
the moral ones are discernible by ordinary kinds of
inquiry, then in principle one can, given a good grasp
of a sound moral judgment in a case of conflicting
obligations, formulate a generalization that nontrivially
applies to similar cases. For the overall obligatoriness
one discerns will be based on natural properties that
one can in principle discriminate and appeal to in
framing a generalization. But this generalization possi-
bility is not a necessary condition for one’s forming a
justified judgment (or one expressing knowledge), say
a judgment that one must rectify an injustice. One can
achieve a sound result whether or not one generalizes
on it or is even able to do so. It could be, for instance,
that overall obligation is organic, and that given the
sense in which it is, we can have no guarantee of being
able to specify just what properties are the basis of it.
Even if prima facie obligation is entailed by certain
natural properties (a view that intuitionists commonly

Notes

hold), overall obligation apparently requires a more
complicated account.

A further point concerning the epistemic resources
of the intuitionism I am developing is that in many
cases of a singular judgment settling a conflict of duties,
there is the possibility of reaching a reflective equilib-
rium between this judgment and various moral princi-
ples and other singular judgments. This equilibrium
may contribute to the justification of that judgment;
the former or elements in it may even produce the
latter. Here, then, is one way a judgment that begins as
a hypothesis can graduate to the status of justified belief
or even knowledge.

[---]

If the (ideally moderate) foundationalism that I sug-
gest is crucial for a plausible intuitionism is sound, we
can make at least two significant points here. First, if we
distinguish between rebutting a skeptical view — showing
that the case for it is unsound — and refuting it, which
is showing it false by establishing that there is the rele-
vant kind of knowledge or justification, then there is
reason to think rebuttal is possible. What we can do, I
contend, is consider the various epistemic standards the
skeptic says moral judgment cannot meet and argue
that either the standard is too high or the judgment can
meet it. Second, although refuting skepticism is harder
than rebutting it, it may yet be possible given epistemic
standards that are not unrealistically high. For one
thing, there is a chance that some paradigms will simply
be more intuitive than any competing intuitions that
serve skepticism. Surely it is more intuitive that we are
justified in judging that flogging infants for pleasure is
wrong than that no one is justified in holding moral
judgments. Perhaps we can exhibit or argue for our
justification here in a compelling way that counts as
showing that we have moral justification.

[...]

1. This is the kind of thing W. D. R oss and other intuitionists
have said about basic moral principles: they are intuitively
knowable and self-evident, though seeing their truth may
take a good deal of reflection. See e.g. Rosss The Right
and the Good (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1930),
esp. ch. 2. The point is developed below.

2. See Ross, p.21.

Ibid., pp. 29-30.

4. Ibid., pp. 39-41.

©

5. Ispeak here only of intuitions that, as opposed to property
intuitions, intuitions of or regarding something; the latter
do not admit of justification or knowledge in the same
way.

6. Ross said (e.g., in the quotation given from pp. 29-30)
that his principles do not admit of proof, and Moore
went so far as to say that in calling propositions intuitions
he means “merely to assert that they are incapable of proof;
I imply nothing whatever as to the manner or origin of
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our cognition of them.” Principia Ethica (London:

Cambridge University Press, 1903), p. x. See also p. 145.

He says that “[E]ven before the implicit undertaking
to tell the truth was established [by a contract] I had a
duty not to tell lies, since to tell lies is prima facie to do
a positive injury to a person,” The Right and the Good,

p-55. This seems to countenance a derivation of a duty
of fidelity (Ross conceived honesty as fidelity to one’s
implicit agreement in speaking) from one of non-
injury.
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Coherentism and the Justification
of Moral Beliefs

Geoffrey Sayre-McCord

What I hope to offer here is an account of epistemic
justification that can do justice to the epistemic chal-
lenges our moral beliefs face, while leaving room for
some of those beliefs, sometimes, to count as justified
in precisely the same way our more mundane non-
moral beliefs, sometimes, do. I don’t mean to suggest,
and I certainly won't argue, that our moral beliefs are
actually as justified as many of our other beliefs are.
I think many of them are not; the challenges they
face properly induce epistemic humility. But I do think
that some of our moral beliefs are justified and justified
in the same sense (if not always to the same degree) as
are many of our other beliefs.

As a result, what I'll be doing is primarily defending
in general — and without special regard for morality — a
theory of the epistemic justification of belief that applies
across the board to all our beliefs.

Foundationalism and Coherentism

What does it take for a person to be epistemically (as
opposed to morally or pragmatically) justified in holding
the belief she does? Under what conditions, for instance,

Geoffrey Sayre-McCord, “Coherentism and the Justification of Moral
Beliefs,” from Mark Timmons and Walter Sinnott-Armstrong, eds.,
Moral Knowledge: New Readings in Moral Epistemology (Oxford
University Press, 1996). Reprinted with permission of Oxford
University Press.

would she be justified in accepting utilitarianism or in
rejecting Naziism, or in thinking courage virtuous, or
pleasure good?

When concerned with belief in general, with no
special focus on moral beliefs, answers have tradition-
ally divided into two camps, one foundationalist,
the other coherentist. The foundationalist’s account
involves appealing to some class of epistemically privi-
leged beliefs (that enjoy their privilege independently
of their inferential/evidential connections) and then
holding that a belief, any belief, moral or otherwise,
is justified if and only if either: (i) it is member of that
privileged class; or (ii) it bears an appropriate evidential/
inferential relation to a belief that is a member of the
class.

Different versions of foundationalism emerge as
different classes of belief are singled out as foundational
and as different evidential/inferential relations are
countenanced as appropriate. Just to mention a few of’
the familiar suggestions, beliefs might count as founda-
tional in virtue of being certain, or incorrigible, or
formed under the appropriate circumstances, while an
inferential relation might count as appropriate if it is
deductive, or inductive, or abductive, or explanatory.
Precisely how the details are filled in will make a huge
difference to both the stringency of the requirements
imposed and the plausibility of the theory that results.
What all the versions share, though, is the view that
there is an epistemically privileged class of beliefs that
are justified independently of the evidential/inferential

Ethical Theory: An Anthology, Second Edition. Edited by Russ Shafer-Landau.
© 2013 John Wiley & Sons, Inc. Published 2013 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc.



COHERENTISM AND THE JUSTIFICATION OF MORAL BELIEFS 113

relations they might bear to other beliefs and that all
other beliefs are justified, when they are, in virtue of
the support they receive from foundational beliefs' [...]

Suppose, then, that some of our moral views are jus-
tified. How would our justified moral beliefs (assuming
there are some) fit into the foundationalist’s picture of
justification? Foundationalists who hold that some
moral beliefs are justified must hold either that some
moral beliefs are epistemically privileged or that,
although none are, some moral beliefs are nonetheless
justified inferentially by appeal ultimately to some
nonmoral beliefs that are.

The vast majority of foundationalists working in
moral theory have gone the first route and embraced a
moral_foundation, holding that some of our moral beliefs
qualify as epistemically privileged. Influenced by Hume’s
observation that one cannot legitimately infer an
“ought” from and “is,” they’ve held that our nonmoral
beliefs, taken alone, can provide no evidence whatsoever
for our moral convictions.? There is, they think, an infer-
entially unbridgeable gap between nonmoral and moral
beliefs (or at least between nonevaluative and evaluative
beliefs) [...]

If this is right, it means that, on a foundationalist’s
view of justification, the only way any of our moral
beliefs could be justified is if some of them are epis-
temically privileged — otherwise they all are ultimately
unjustifiable. The central problem facing such a posi-
tion is to make plausible the suggestion that at least
some moral beliefs are properly viewed as epistemically
privileged. And this is no small problem since all the
concerns that raise general epistemic worries about our
moral views devolve onto any particular proposal one
might make to the effect that some subset of those
views is epistemically privileged.

Coherentists, in contrast, reject precisely this view,
maintaining that whatever justification our moral
beliefs enjoy is due entirely to the relations they bear to
other things we believe. Those who think the gap
between nonmoral and moral beliefs (or at least
between nonevaluative and evaluative beliefs) is forever
unbridgeable, maintain that all our moral beliefs receive
what justification they have only from other moral (or
at least evaluative) beliefs. Others, though, hold that,
whatever the nature of the “is”/“ought” gap, it does
not work to insulate completely our moral judgments
from nonmoral (and nonevaluative) considerations. On
their view, metaphysical, epistemological, social, and
psychological considerations might all be relevant to

the justification of our moral views. Significantly, defenders
of this version of moral coherentism needn’t hold that
nonmoral beliefs alone either entail or in some other
way inferentially support moral conclusions; they may
well hold that our moral views themselves establish the
epistemic relevance of nonmoral considerations. This
means that a coherentist can accept all the standard
arguments for the “is”/“ought” gap without being
committed to holding that all the evidence we have for
our moral views come from moral considerations. In
fact, given just how implausible it is to see any of our
moral views as epistemically privileged, a great attrac-
tion of coherentism is its ability to make sense of our
moral views being (to a greater or lesser extent) justi-
fied even in the face of the “is”/“ought” gap.

The heart of the difference between foundational-
ism and coherentism, as the distinction applies gener-
ally, is found in coherentism’s rejection of the view that
there is an epistemically privileged subset of beliefs
(moral or not), and its rejection of the view that all
other beliefs are justified only in virtue of the relations
they bear to such privileged beliefs. This difference
turns on what foundationalism asserts and coherentism
denies.? Yet coherentism goes beyond the denial and
offers a positive account of what it takes for a person’s
belief to be epistemically justified.*

The coherentist’s positive account involves articulat-
ing a conception of what it is for one belief to cohere
with others, and then arguing that a person’s belief is
epistemically justified only if, and then to the extent
that, the belief in question coheres well with her other
beliefs. There is, on the coherentist’s view, no subset of
beliefs that counts as epistemically privileged (at least
none whose privilege is independent of the inferential
connections its members bear to other beliefs). Instead,
beliefs, moral and otherwise, enjoy whatever epistemic
credentials they have thanks to the evidential/inferential
relations they bear to other beliefs. The more and better
the relations, the greater the degree of coherence
enjoyed by the set and the stronger the justification.
Predictably, different versions of coherentism emerge
as different evidential/inferential relations are counte-
nanced as appropriate. Also predictably, precisely how
the details are filled in will make a huge difference to
both the stringency of the requirements imposed and
the plausibility of the theory that results. What all the
versions share, though, is the view that the extent to
which a beliefis justified turns simply on the evidential/
inferential relations it bears to other beliefs [...]
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I am going to put off, for a time, offering a positive
account of coherence and its relation to justification,
turning first to one argument, the regress argument, that is
commonly thought to show that no version of coher-
entism has a chance of being right regardless of the spe-
cific account of coherence it offers. I will, in the next
two sections, argue that a coherentist can consistently
recognize the force of the regress argument and yet sat-
isfyingly stop the regress without having her position
collapse into a version of foundationalism. With that
argument made, I will then offer a positive account of
coherence as a backdrop for replying to several other
objections to coherentism many have found persuasive.

The Regress Argument

The regress argument is by far the most influential argu-
ment against both coherentism in general and coherent-
ism as applied to our moral beliefs. As this argument would
have it, if any beliefs are justified at all, some must be
justified independently of the relations they bear to other
beliefs. In other words, coherentism has got to be false.

The argument begins with the assumption that one
belief provides justification for another only if it is,
itself, justified. For any given belief, then, the question
arises: what sort of justification does it enjoy? If it is
justified by other beliefs from which it is inferable, then
the beliefs on which its justification depends must
themselves be justified and we can raise the same ques-
tion about them, and then again about whatever beliefs
justify those. If we are to avoid an infinite regress, there
are only two possibilities (compatible with holding that
the initial belief is justified). Either:

(1) The path of justification from one belief to those
from which it is inferable, to those from which
they are inferable, leads back to the initial belief, in
which case the justification comes objectionably
full circle; or

(i) There are some justified beliefs that are justified
independently of the support they might receive
from others (say, because they are self5justifying or
because they are justified by something other than
a belief, perhaps an experience), in which case the
regress can be satisfyingly stopped.

Foundationalists have taken comfort from this argu-
ment thinking, first, that coherentism is saddled with

defending some version of the apparently indefensible
(i) and, second, that the kind of beliefs their theories
identify as epistemically privileged would play just the
role that (ii) makes clear needs to be filled.

Coherentists hold (at least) one of three things: that
the way in which one’s justification for a belief might
come full circle is not, after all, objectionable; or that a
coherentist might, despite appearances, acknowledge
that there are some justified beliefs that are justified
independently of the support they might receive from
others; or that there’s some third option. Although I
am tempted by the first option, in the course of what
follows, I shall defend the second as available to a
coherentist [...]

Whether the regress can actually be stopped [...]
depends on how the assumption that starts the regress
is interpreted. As originally put, that assumption was:
one belief provides justification for another only if it is,
itself, justified. We can distinguish two relevant readings
of this assumption. On one reading, the assumption is:
One belief provides positive justification for another
only if it is, itself, positively justified. On the other, it is:
One belief provides positive justification for another
only if it s, itself, permissively justified [where a belief is
positively justified only if the available evidence counts
in its favor, while a belief is permissively justified as long
as the balance of available evidence does not count
against it].* [...] [T]he second reading of the assump-
tion is both strong enough to get the regress going and
weak enough to allow the regress to come to an end in
beliefs that require no others for their justification [...]

This distinction between permissive and positive
justification, and the resulting appeal to permissively
justified beliefs, has at least three advantages. First, it
can explain how the regress might be stopped; it
comes to an end if and when we arrive at beliefs that
are permissively justified. Second, it leaves room for
regress-stoppers that, despite their “regress-stopping”
role, might be both over-ridable and underminable;
permissively justified beliefs will lose their status when,
for instance, new evidence is acquired that tells against
them. Third, it avoids saying that among a person’s rea-
sons for believing as she does are reasons constituted
by considerations that are unavailable to her; whether
a belief counts as permissively justified turns only on
whether the other things she believes provide, on
balance, evidence against the belief.® [...]

Strikingly, though, coherentists can admit permis-
sively justified beliefs, and rely on them to stop the
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regress in just the way the foundationalist is proposing,
without abandoning coherentism. Such a coherentist will
still deny that there is an epistemically privileged set of
beliefs that enjoy their privilege independently of their
inferential connections — since which beliefs count as
permissively justified depends upon the evidential/
inferential relations they bear to others. Moreover, such
a coherentist can continue to hold that what positive
reason we have for any belief will still always depend
solely on what other beliefs a person has. This sort of
coherentism, then, grants the regress argument’s initial
assumption: that a belief can provide (positive) justifica-
tion for another belief only if it is, itself (permissively)
justified. It grants as well that, to the extent an unac-
ceptable regress threatens, it can be brought to a stop
with the recognition that beliefs can be justified in
either of two senses. What it denies is foundationalism’s
characteristic — and defining — claim that some beliefs
(the regress stoppers) are epistemically privileged inde-
pendently of the inferential/evidential relations they
bear to other beliefs. It insists instead that whether a
belief can serve to stop the regress, whether it counts
as permissively justified or not, is fully determined by
the evidential relations it bears to other beliefs, and
that when it does so count it itself enjoys no positive
justification, even as it is available to provide positive
support for other beliefs.

The coherentist won’t hold that the permissively
justified beliefs that bring the regress to a stop have any-
thing else to recommend them independently of how
they relate to other beliefs; their primary role is to pro-
vide the epistemic input — the initial bits of evidence —
one justifiably relies upon in seeking out views that are
positively justified.

Nor will the coherentist say that every belief sponta-
neously formed will count as permissively justified.
Even if one forms a belief noninferentially, say as a
direct result of some experience, whether it counts as
permissively justified will depend on what else one
believes. If T turn my head and come to think there’s a
dog at my feet, the proven past reliability of beliefs of
this kind gives me reason to trust this belief as well, and
it will count as one I am positively (and not just per-
missively) justified in believing, even though it is cog-
nitively spontaneous. Whereas, if I find myself yet again
confident that this time, finally, I will win the lottery,
I have ample reason to distrust the belief, and if I believe
it any way, it will count as unjustified (and not permis-
sively justified at all). In the great majority of cases, we

might expect, people will have various background
beliefs that serve either to support or to undermine the
new beliefs they just happen to find themselves with.

And, standardly, any belief’s status as merely permis-
sively justified will be comparatively unstable, in that it
is likely either to emerge as positively justified as it
becomes intertwined with, and in various ways sup-
ported by, other beliefs or to become unjustified as one
discovers reasons not to trust it. Looked at over time,
one’s initially merely permissively justified beliefs will
regularly get swept up by others so as to become posi-
tively justified (as we find reason to think them true) or
get sifted out as unjustified (as we find reason to think
them suspect).

Permissively Justified Beliefs
and Positive Support

As long as beliefs that are merely permissively justified
can provide positive justification for other beliefs,
foundationalists and coherentists alike can successfully
stop the regress, and the regress argument will tell not
at all against coherentism. However, if permissively jus-
tified beliefs cannot provide positive justification, an
appeal to permissively justified beliefs won'’t help either
the coherentist or the foundationalist, when it comes
to stopping the regress.

So we need to ask: Can beliefs we have no reason to
accept really provide positive support? The temptation
is to think not. Even if some permissively justified
beliefs (say, the visually prompted belief that there’s
something red in front of me) can serve to justify others
(say, that there’s something colored in front of me), it
looks as if not all permissively justified beliefs can play
this role. In fact, people often seem to hold beliefs that
are apparently permissively justified (since they seem to
have on balance no reason to reject them) that pretty
clearly couldn’t serve to justify any other belief. Wild
hunches, weird forebodings, and spurious superstitions
are, after all, commonplace; and permissively justified
though they may be, such beliefs seem not at all able to
justify those beliefs that are based on them.

Now a foundationalist might step in at this point
hoping to re-establish a role for epistemically privi-
leged beliefs. Unlike coherentists, she is able to dis-
tinguish those permissively justified beliefs that can
justify others from those that can’t, by treating some
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as epistemically privileged and others not. She might
hold that the difference is found in whether the per-
son is being epistemically responsible in holding the
belief or in whether the belief is properly caused by
experience, or in whether it is suitably concerned
with one’s private experience. It is open to the foun-
dationalist to hold that epistemic responsibility, or
proper etiology, or appropriate content, might mark
the difference between those permissively justified
beliefs that can, and those that can’t, provide positive
justification for other beliefs. A coherentist, in con-
trast, has to say that all permissively justified beliefs
can serve to justify other beliefs, if she is to avoid a
surreptitious appeal to privileged beliefs.

Problems arise for the foundationalist, however, as
soon as one turns to the question: Why do the specific
features identified (whatever they are) make a differ-
ence to one’s justification? Any attempt to distinguish
between permissively justified beliefs that will and
those that won’t provide positive evidence seems
inevitably to face a dilemma.

In every case, the proposed grounds for drawing the
distinction will either involve considerations that are
potentially unavailable to the person in question or not.
If they do, then the account will involve, I'll argue, an
implausible kind of [what has come to be called] exter-
nalism; if they don’t, then by adducing considerations
that are available to that person, the view will in the
end not be able to mark a difference among permis-
sively justified beliefs in a way that counts only some as
capable of providing positive support for other beliefs.

Suppose the foundationalist embraces externalism
and (for instance) takes the etiology of the particular
belief to be crucial to its ability to justify other beliefs.
In a particular case, a person might then hold a belief
that lacks the proper history and yet be unaware of that
fact. And so far as her evidence is concerned, the belief
will be no different from other beliefs of hers that enjoy
the proper history. When it comes to the evidence she
has, her merely permissively justified beliefs are indistin-
guishable. That the difference would nonetheless make
a difference to her being able justifiably to rely on her
belief to justify others seems quite implausible.

It’s easy to imagine situations in which two people
have the very same beliefs, rely on them identically in
reaching various other beliefs, and so are apparently
equally justified in what they believe, even though
they differ (unbeknownst to them) in what originally
caused their permissively justified beliefs. One of the

two might be in the hands of an evil demon or
entranced by a virtual reality machine while the other
is not, or one might be experiencing a drug-induced
hallucination while the other is really living the life
the first imagines, or one might be undergoing an
optical illusion indistinguishable (“from the inside”)
from the accurate visual experiences the other is hav-
ing.” In each of these cases, if we were to assume that
only those beliefs with the proper etiology will serve
to justify other beliefs, we would be committed to
holding that those who have no reason whatsoever to
think they are victims of deception, manipulation,
drugs, or illusion, though they are, differ substantially,
in the justification they have for believing as they
do, from those others who are not victims but who
have exactly the same grounds available to them for
believing as they do. No doubt they are not equally
well-placed epistemically. No doubt too we have
reason to distinguish between them. Yet when it
comes to the justification each has for her own view,
they appear to be identically situated. Similar concerns
plague any other externalist proposal a foundationalist
might offer as grounds for distinguishing among
permissively justified beliefs when it comes to their
ability to contribute positively to the justification of’
other beliefs.

Alternatively, and for good reason, the foundation-
alist might avoid externalism and suggest marking the
distinction between permissively justified beliefs that
can, and those that can’t, provide positive support, by
appealing to considerations the person in question has
available. But then the considerations adduced will
either tell against certain putatively permissively justi-
fied beliefs, and so establish the beliefs as not permis-
sively justified at all, or tell in favor of certain beliefs,
and so establish them as positively justified. If the first,
if the person herself has reason not to hold the belief
in question, then coherentist and foundationalist alike
will rightly resist seeing the beliefs that are at issue as
capable of establishing positive justification, since the
beliefs are not even permissively justified. If the sec-
ond, if the person has reason to rely on the belief, then
the belief is positively justified and we simply shift the
issue back to the status of the considerations the foun-
dationalist identifies and ask of them whether they can
provide positive support. At some point, if an infinite
regress is to be avoided, we will inevitably appeal to
some permissively justified belief as providing positive
support for others, but at this point with no grounds
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for saying that only some such permissively justified
beliefs can play this role [...]

[R]esistance to the idea that permissively justified
beliefs might provide positive support for other beliefs
is bolstered substantially by the cases of wild hunches,
weird forebodings, spurious superstitions, etc., that I
have already mentioned. These seem to be cases where
a person’s permissively justified beliefs pretty clearly
couldn’t serve to justify others. Yet the appearance is
misleading, not usually because the beliefs can serve to
justify others but because (when the cases are compel-
ling) the beliefs are not actually permissively justified.
A great many of the supposedly permissively justified
beliefs we reject as unable to support others are beliefs
we think the person herself has reason to suspect (even
if she doesn’t in fact suspect them). In fact, cases of wild
hunches, weird forebodings, and spurious superstitions,
count as wild, weird, or spurious, precisely because we
think of the beliefs in question as ones the person has
reason to reject [...|

Still, one might be inclined to think that any belief
one has, on balance, no reason to hold can’t possibly
serve to justify anything else. This will seem reasonable,
even unavoidable, as long as we think of evidential
relations roughly on the model of logical relations as
simply justification preserving in the way logical rela-
tions are truth preserving. If evidential relations among
beliefs serve merely as conduits of justification, one
belief will receive positive support from others only to
the extent those others themselves have some positive
support to convey. On this view, some belief may,
thanks to the support it receives from several other
beliefs, itself enjoy more positive justification than any
of the others, yet the total positive justification it can
enjoy is limited nonetheless by the positive justifica-
tion those other beliefs collectively have to offer.
Underwriting this view of evidential relations is the
intuition that one belief can be seen as epistemically
valuable in light of the relation it bears to others only
if the others are themselves epistemically valuable. Just
as one action will count as good because of its conse-
quences only if its consequences are good, so too some
belief will count as positively justified by other beliefs
only if those others are positively justified. Clearly, if
this view is right, then beliefs that are merely permis-
sively justified will be useless when it comes to provid-
ing positive support for others and an appeal to them
won't serve to stop the regress on behalf of either
foundationalists or coherentists.

What the coherentist must say (and the foundation-
alist will have reason to say as well) is that the intuition,
and the view of justification it underwrites, are mis-
taken. Fortunately, in ethics and in epistemology,
there’s an alternative view that has its own appeal: that
the value of an action or a belief depends upon both
what it is related to and, more importantly for our
purposes, how it is related to them.The intuition here
is that the value of the whole may not be a function of
the value of its parts considered independently of how
they are related.® Just as things that are valueless con-
sidered in isolation may come to be related in such a
way as to constitute something of significant value, so
too beliefs that enjoy no positive justification consid-
ered in isolation may come to be evidentially related
in such a way as to constitute a set of positively justi-
fied beliefs.

The appeal of this alternative view depends upon
our ability to see the evidential relations themselves as
making a difference to the justificatory status of the
beliefs they relate. They might be seen as making a dif-
ference in either of two ways: The relations themselves
might work to enhance and not merely preserve justifi-
catory value; or they might serve as a condition for the
justificatory value of the beliefs they relate. The first
suggestion, which is the more straightforward (but I
think in the end less attractive) one, would enable us to
appeal to the justificatory value of the evidential rela-
tions when it comes to explaining how it is that a belief
supported by another that is merely permissively justi-
fied may in light of the relation they bear to one
another count as positively justified.” The second sug-
gestion would pick up on the fact that the common
distinction between things that are good in themselves
and things that are good for their consequences, can be
supplemented with a distinction between things that
are only conditionally good and those that are uncon-
ditionally good. The idea, then, would be that our
beliefs, to the extent they are justified, are only condi-
tionally justified — the condition being set by their
being appropriately related to other beliefs the person
has. Significantly, this latter view needn’t be accompa-
nied by any commitment to there being beliefs (or evi-
dential relations) that are unconditionally justified; it
would be enough if some beliefs might be condition-
ally justified. In any case, either account would serve to
explain how it is that a belief’s being properly related
to another that is only permissively justified might ren-
der it positively justified."
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A full story following up either suggestion would
involve explaining the distinctive epistemic contribu-
tion the evidential relations are supposed to play.
However the details go, the epistemic role of such
relations — their status as evidential relations — will pre-
sumably be bound up with their having a systematic
if indirect connection to truth. Of course, evidential
relations won’t be such that, when they hold among
beliefs, the beliefs are thereby sure to be, or even likely
to be, true. Rather, I suspect, the relations that are in
fact evidential will be those determined by cannons
of reasoning that are truth conducive (and not just
truth preserving) in that systematically respecting
them would have the tendency of shifting views
towards the truth in the long haul, given accurate
information. Obviously, a person might respect the
relevant cannons of reasoning over time and so hold
beliefs that are evidentially related (on this view) and
yet, because of lack of evidence, or misleading evi-
dence, actually consistently have evidence for false
views. But in these cases, as well as happier ones, if the
beliefs are in fact supported by the weight of the evi-
dence available to the person, they count as justified,
at least according to the coherentist. In any case, while
coherentism is committed to there being a fact of the
matter as to whether, and to what extent, two beliefs
are evidentially related, it is not wedded to any par-
ticular account of those evidential relations [...]

The Nature and Role
of Coherence

To address several of the concerns one might have
about the coherence theory of justification, I need now
to say something more specific about the connection
between the relative coherence of a set of beliefs and
the evidential/inferential relations that hold among the
beliefs. According to coherentism, I've said, a belief is
justified only if, and then to the extent that, it coheres
well with the other things the person believes.!' Along
the way, though, I've also attributed to the coherentist
the view that a belief is: (i) permissively justified if and
only if the weight of the evidence available to the per-
son does not, on balance, tell against the belief; and (ii)
positively justified if and only if the weight of the evi-
dence, again on balance, tells in favor of the belief (just
how positively justified it is will be a matter of how

strong the evidence, on balance, is). Seeing how these
characterizations of justification relate to one another
is crucial to seeing the sort of coherence theory I am
advancing.

How then does the relative coherence of a set of
beliefs reflect the evidential relations that hold among
those beliefs? And how does the relative coherence of
one’s beliefs relate to their being justified? I will take
these questions in order.

The relative coherence of a set of beliefs is a matter
of whether, and to what degree, the set exhibits (what
I will call) evidential consistency, connectedness, and compre-
hensiveness.'> The first, evidential consistency, sets a
necessary and sufficient condition for (minimal) coher-
ence, while the second and third, connectedness and
comprehensiveness, serve, when present, to increase the
relative coherence of a set that is minimally coherent.
Each, though, is a property of a set of beliefs, if it is at
all, only in virtue of the evidential relations that hold
among the contents of the beliefs in the set.

Thus, a set of beliefs counts as (minimally) coherent
if and only if the set is evidentially consistent — that is,
if and only if the weight of the evidence provided by
the various beliefs in the set don’t tell, on balance,
against any of the others."” Given an evidentially con-
sistent, and so at least minimally coherent, set, just how
coherent the set is will be a matter of the connected-
ness and comprehensiveness it exhibits.

Clearly, a set of beliefs can count as minimally coher-
ent even if none of the beliefs in the set are evidentially
supported by any of the others. However, an eviden-
tially consistent (and so coherent) set might contain
some beliefs that are, to a greater or lesser extent, evi-
dentially related to others in the set in a way that means
they, on balance, receive support from the others, or
provide support for them, or both. In these cases, the
evidential relations among the beliefs induce in the set
some degree of what I've called connectedness. The
stronger and more extensive the support, the more
connected, and more coherent, the set. Thus, a set will
be more or less coherent, assuming it is evidentially
consistent, to the extent the beliefs in it enjoy positive
support from others in the set. At the same time, for
any given set that is at least minimally coherent,
its relative coherence, because of comprehensiveness,
will increase when other beliefs are added to the set,
assuming it remains evidentially consistent. The more
comprehensive the set, other things equal, the more
coherent it will be."
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It goes without saying that virtually no one’s total set
of beliefs will count as even minimally coherent,
although subsets of those beliefs will presumably count
as more than minimally coherent. Similarly, virtually no
one holds beliefs all of which are justified, although
subsets of most peoples’ beliefs will presumably count
as positively and not just permissively justified.

When it comes to relating the relative coherence of
a person’s beliefs to their status as justified beliefs, the
coherentist’s suggestion is, first, that those beliefs of
her’s that are justified are all and only those that belong
to the subset of her beliefs that is maximally coherent
and, second, that a belief will belong or not to that
subset in virtue of the evidential relations it bears to
everything else she believes. A subset of a person’s
beliefs will count as maximally coherent only if it is
evidentially consistent and then if, when compared to
all the subsets of her total belief set that are evidentially
consistent, it exhibits a greater degree of coherence
over-all (thanks to its connectedness and comprehen-
siveness) than do the others. [...]

How well a particular belief coheres with the other
things the person believes, we can now say, is determined
by whether it is a member of the maximally coherent
subset of what she believes (it doesn’t count as cohering
at all if it is not), and if it is, whether, and to what extent,
it is evidentially supported by other beliefs in that set
(the more support it receives the better it coheres). Any
belief in the set will at least be permissively justified, and
will be more or less positively justified as it receives more
or less evidential support from other beliefs in the set.
Thus, to say that a belief is justified only if, and then to
the extent that, it coheres well with the other things the
person believes, is to register the way in which one’s
justification turns on how one’s belief relates evidentially
to whatever else one believes.

A full articulation of the coherence theory I've been
describing would of course involve developing a the-
ory of what relations count as evidential. And clearly
this is not the place to begin that project. But I should
emphasize that any plausible theory of justification will
require supplementation by an account of evidential
relations, since all such theories recognize and rely in
some way or other on there being evidential relations
that our beliefs might bear to one another |[...]

Against this background, we can also characterize
what it would be for a potential belief to cohere well
with what a person actually believes. Whether such a
belief would cohere at all with the other beliefs a

person holds depends on whether, were the person
to believe it, it would then be a member of the (per-
haps, in light of the new belief, dramatically different)
maximally coherent subset of everything she believes.
And how well such a belief would cohere with the
others depends on the degree to which the resulting
maximally coherent set would be more coherent
than its predecessor. If such a belief would cohere
with whatever else she believes, then should she
believe it, the belief would be justified.” [...]

Some Objections

I can’t here do full justice to the range of objections
that have been raised to coherentism. However, I would
like to indicate the extent to which some of the more
common objections miss their mark, at least when it
comes to the version of coherentism I am advancing.
The objections I have in mind are that coherentism has
got to be false because the mere fact that a set of beliefs
is coherent is no reason to think they are true; that
coherentism is objectionably conservative and inappro-
priately privileges one’s actual beliefs; and that coher-
entism fails to recognize sufficiently the importance of
experience. I will take these objections in order and
suggest that each either misunderstands coherentism or
underestimates the resources available to it.

Aside from the regress argument, the most common
objection to coherentism turns on noticing that for any
coherent set of beliefs a person might actually hold,
there’s another possible set of beliefs that is equally or
more coherent. This observation raises two concerns:
First, isn’t coherentism committed to the obviously
false view that the mere coherence of a set of beliefs is
reason to think them true; and second, isn’t the coher-
entist consequently unable to account for the fact that
we can justifiably reject views we recognize to be more
coherent than our own? These concerns are all the
more pressing because it looks as if we have exceed-
ingly strong inductive grounds for thinking that any
coherent set of beliefs, our own included, is likely to
be false.'®

To respond to these worries we need to distinguish
two questions: What is it for a belief to be justified? and
What is it that justifies a belief? Coherentism, of the
sort I am defending, is addressed to the first question
but not the second — a belief is justified if and then to
the extent that it coheres well with a person’s other
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beliefs, but it is not justified by the fact that it is a mem-
ber of a coherent set of beliefs. What a person’s beliefs
are justified by are her other beliefs — or, more accu-
rately, by the facts, as she takes them to be, so far as they
provide evidence for her view.

A useful analogy can be found in the expected utility
theory of rational choice. According to that theory,
a person’s choice is rational if and only if, given the
available options, the choice maximizes her expected
utility. But the fact that the option maximizes her
expected utility is not an extra reason for the person to
choose it — rather it’s status as the option that maximizes
expected utility is a reflection of (what the theory sup-
poses to be) the reasons the person has for choosing it."”
Now of course one might have all sorts of objections
to this theory,and I don’t rest my case for the coherence
theory on the acceptability of rational choice theory.
Far from it. Still, I do want to suggest that the relation
between expected utility and the reasons an agent has
for making one choice over another (according to this
theory) provides a nice analogue to the relation
between relative coherence and the reasons a person
has for holding one belief rather than another. As the
analogy would have it, the fact that a belief coheres bet-
ter than do the available alternatives with a person’s
other beliefs is not an extra reason for the person to
hold it — rather it’s status as the belief that maximizes
coherence is a reflection of the reasons the person has
for holding it. So thought of, the coherence theory is
not committed to saying that the coherence of our
beliefs is a reason to think they are true. Instead, what
evidence we have for the truth of our beliefs is found
in, and only in, what else we believe [about experience
as a course of information about the world]. This means
a coherentist can and should admit that the mere fact
that a set of beliefs is coherent provides one with no
reason to think they are true, even though, if the beliefs
in question are one’s own, their relative coherence will
reflect the extent to which one’s evidence gives one
reason to think they are true.

Just as the maximizing theory of rationality doesn’t
offer substantive reasons for a person to act, so too the
coherence theory doesn’t offer substantive reasons for a
person to believe or not. In both cases, the theories are
offered as accurate and informative characterizations of
the link between what we value or believe and the
rationality or justification of what we do or believe. In
each case, the plausibility of the theory depends, of
course, on whether it actually captures the conditions

under which someone counts as having chosen rationally
or believed with justification. While I have my doubts
about the theory of rationality on that front, I think the
coherence theory of justification does a surprisingly
good job.

What, then, does the coherentist say about those
situations in which one recognizes that someone else
holds a view that is more coherent than is one’s own?
If justification is a matter of coherence shouldn’t I
abandon my beliefs if I discover there is an alternative
set of beliefs that are more coherent? The coherentist
does have to hold that, if the person’s beliefs really are
more coherent, then that person has more justification
for believing as she does, given her evidence, than one
has for one’s own view. However, acknowledging this is
not yet to say that one has any reason to reject one’s
views in favor of hers, not least of all because the mere
fact that her view is more coherent is no reason to
think it true, but also because her evidence, such as it is,
might justifiably be rejected by you as misleading, ill
informed, or otherwise unacceptable (even if the other
person is justified in relying on it).

Often, of course, the alternative coherent views |...]
will be ones that we ourselves see some reason to
accept, even if we think on balance the evidence tells
against them. To take a moral example: Suppose that
concerning various matters I am inclined to think con-
sequentialist considerations are relevant and often deci-
sive. I think, for instance, that when it comes to public
policy the fact that one policy would produce more
happiness for all than some other policy is a reason to
choose it, or I think the fact that some present would
ease someone’s sorrow is a reason to give it, or what-
ever. Suppose too, though, that I resist the utilitarian
view that some action is right if and only if it produces
the greatest happiness for the greatest number, on the
grounds that there are some things one cannot legiti-
mately do to another person no matter how much
happiness would be produced. In this situation I might
well recognize that the utilitarian’s position, given her
other beliefs, is more coherent than mine. And I may
have no single overarching moral principle to propose
in place of the utilitarian’s. Am I then required to
accept utilitarianism? Is a coherentist committed to
saying I am? The utilitarian and I share a good number
of beliefs concerning the sort of considerations that
might be relevant to moral evaluation, and to this
extent we both have some grounds for thinking
utilitarianism is true.Yet we differ on crucial points; in
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particular, I think (say) that willful murder is always
wrong, no matter what, and that a sadist’s pleasures are
utterly worthless, and I think the rightness of an act
depends as much on why it was performed as on the
effects it happens to produce. She believes that I am
wrong about these things (and others). I may, of course,
be brought around to the utilitarian’s view if she offers
compelling grounds for seeing my own beliefs as expli-
cable but false. And part of her argument in defense of
utilitarianism will reasonably be that the utilitarian
view does an good job of accounting for a number of
things we both believe, which itself provides some evi-
dence for the principle. Still, and even as I give due
weight to the fact that the utilitarian principle captures
well a number of considerations, I will justifiably reject
it if (but only if) the weight of the evidence provided
by what else I believe (some of which she denies) tells
on balance against her view.

In the end, whether one is justified in retaining one’s
original view in light of another depends on whether
one’s own evidence tells in favor of the other view or
not. In the face of (even) coherent alternatives, one jus-
tifiably rejects the others, when one does, on the basis
of what one justifiably believes.'® Often, the weight of
one’s evidence will tell against views one recognizes
would be more coherent, and one justifiably rejects
them on the grounds that one has reason for thinking
them false. Given what else one believes, the alternative
views do not after all count as coherent alternatives for
you despite their being recognizably coherent when
held by others. This means, of course, that had one’s
initial beliefs been different, had one believed one
thing rather than another, one would have justifiably
rejected the views that one actually (and with justifica-
tion) accepts. But this doesn’t mean that the fact that
one believes as one does is one’s reason for rejecting the
alternative; rather one’s reason is that the alternative
clashes with the facts (as you take them to be).

Recognizing the crucial role played by one’s actual
beliefs naturally raises two more worries about the
coherence theory: that it will have objectionably
conservative implications and that it inappropriately
privileges the beliefs one merely happens to have.
The conservativism of the view, however, goes just as
far as, but no farther than, the conservativism that
comes with allowing that one must base one’s beliefs
on the available evidence. This inevitable limitation
requires acknowledging that throughout our epis-
temic endeavors we will be appealing to what we

believe, because what evidence one has is limited to
that provided by one’s beliefs (and other relevantly
similar cognitive states). We are never able to stand
fully apart from those beliefs without then loosing all
grounds for believing anything at all. Yet this reliance
on what we happen to believe has no seriously con-
servative implications, since those beliefs themselves,
especially in light of the new evidence experience
and reflection regularly provide, won’t stand as fixed
points but will instead shift in response to the new
evidence (if they are to continue to count as
justified).

When it comes to privileging actual beliefs, it is no
part of this coherence theory that the mere fact that
one believes something, considered alone, provides any
reason whatsoever for thinking the belief true; that
evidence must come from other things one believes, if
it is to come at all. Absent such a background, a person
will take the content of her belief to be true, but that is
a reflection of what it is for an attitude to count as a
belief. And the content of that belief does serve as evi-
dence for other things she might believe, but in relying
on that evidence, she is not taking the fact that she
believes it to be evidence for something else, rather she
is taking what she believes (say, that the coftee is hot, or
that willful cruelty is wrong) as her evidence.” [...]

Still, because the coherence theory treats as evidence
only what we already believe, it might seem to ignore a
crucial impetus for change: experience. On the one hand,
the theory may seem unable even to accommodate expe-
riential input and observation. On the other hand,
although it might be able to accommodate such input, it
may seem not properly to recognize its importance. And
surely any adequate theory must acknowledge the role
and importance of experience and observation when it
comes to the justification of belief.

The first concern, I think, is undercut by the role cog-
nitively spontaneous beliefs are able to play within
coherentism. It’s true, coherentism doesn’t allow experi-
ence as relevant to justification unless and until the expe-
rience comes into the person’s cognitive economy. Yet,
especially in its recognition of cognitively spontaneous
beliefs, coherentism leaves room for experiences to enter
that cognitive economy unbidden, either thanks to the
experiences themselves having a cognitive content (in
which case it is the content of the experience that serves
as evidence) or by their being the content of an appro-
priate cognitive attitude (in which case it is the fact that
such an experience occurred that serves as evidence).
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[...] [C]oherentists, no less than foundationalists, are able
to recognize these beliefs, and other noninferred beliefs,
as a regular source of new evidence that plays a crucial
role in determining what we are justified in believing.
‘What is distinctive about coherentism is its claim that the
epistemic credentials these beliefs, and all others, enjoy is
dependent on the evidential/inferential relations they
bear to others. And a belief can bear the appropriate sort
of relation to others even if; as it happens, it was caused
directly by experience or is concerned directly with
experience.

The second concern is encouraged by the thought
that the coherence theory is committed to treating a set
of beliefs as justified as long as it is coherent, regardless
of whether those beliefs have been properly informed
by experience. Even if the coherence theory can allow
experiential input, the concern is that it treats such
input as incidentally important rather than crucial.

The worry can be brought out with an example.
Imagine that someone holds an exceedingly coherent
set of beliefs, as coherent as any coherentist could
demand. But imagine too that because of some neural
accident, or a Mad Scientist’s mucking about, or God’s
intervention, her beliefs become insensitive to experi-
ence. Her beliefs remain in a coherent stasis, although
now they are uninfluenced one way or the other by her
accumulating experience. Surely, one is inclined to say,
she is no longer justified in holding her beliefs despite
their continued coherence and this shows that, as the
foundationalist can hold, the status of our beliefs as jus-
tified depends on their being properly responsive to
experience and not on their being coherent.?”

So far, the case is crucially underdescribed. We need
to distinguish between: (i) the person who’s experi-
ences continue to provide her with evidence that she
unfortunately fails to take into account; and (ii) the
person who may in a sense continue to have experi-
ences although the link between her experience and
her cognitive states is severed in a way that keeps her
from acquiring new evidence from those experiences.
In the first case, she is clearly unjustified in holding
her beliefs precisely for the reasons a coherentist can
acknowledge: She violates the basing requirement.
Whatever explains her continuing to hold the beliefs
she does, it is not the evidence available to her. What
she believes may or may not be justified; whether it is
depends on whether the evidence provided by her
experiences (to which she is unresponsive) tells
against them, on balance. But because she doesn’t
believe as she does because her beliefs cohere well

with her evidence, she is not justified in holding those
beliefs even on the coherentist’s view. In the second
case, though, the coherentist will say that the person
may in fact be justified in holding her beliefs, though
she is in an epistemically sad situation. For in this case
she is, by hypothesis, not receiving new evidence from
her senses and so her failure to respond to those expe-
riences by changing her beliefs is no reflection on the
justification she has for them.To think otherwise is to
fall back on the sort of externalism that holds people
strictly liable for what they believe even in cases
where they have no reason to believe otherwise.?!
Either way, I think the example doesn’t support the
idea that coherentism ignores the importance of one’s
being properly responsive to one’s experiences.

Nonetheless, coherentism requires experience only
to the extent experience (broadly construed) is the
source of new evidence. It imposes no specific require-
ment on the nature of that experience (on either its
source or content) nor on how a person must see her
views as being related to experience. And it’s liberal-
ness on these matters may be problematic. There are
two plausible claims that together suggest that peoples’
beliefs are justified only if they see those beliefs as
grounded in their experience. The first is that a per-
son’s beliefs are justified only if the supposition that
they are true figures as part of the best explanation that
person has of her holding the belief. The second is
that such an explanation will inevitably, at some point,
appeal to that person’s experiences. The first claim gets
its plausibility from the conviction that we would have
reason to rely on our beliefs only if we thought they
were responsive to the facts they concern, just as we
would have reason to rely on someone else’s beliefs
only if we thought their beliefs responsive to the facts
they concern.The second gets its plausibility from the
general conviction that only experience establishes an
appropriate link between our beliefs and what they are
about |[...]

The important thing to notice about both the
explanatory requirement and the empiricist assump-
tion, is that they represent at most substantive restric-
tions on what we can justifiably believe, given what else
we believe. And coherentism can perfectly well
acknowledge these restrictions as ones we justifiably
believe appropriate; they are more or less justified,
according to the coherentist, to the extent to which
they are actually supported by the evidence available to
those who hold them. All that coherentism denies is
that satisfying them represents a necessary condition on
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justification. On the coherentist’s view, even if, on bal-
ance, we have reason to reject any belief not properly
grounded in experience, other people may, depending
on what else they believe, be justified in holding their
beliefs even when they have no explanation of them or
no explanation of them that links them to experience.

Incidentally, I do think that the truth of our moral
beliefs often plays a role in explaining both why we
hold them and why we have the experiences we take as
evidence for them.Thus we might appeal to the injus-
tice of certain institutions to explain the social unrest
we observe; to the value of an activity to explain why
it regularly gives rise to satisfaction; to the evilness of a
character to explain a person’s willingness to act as we
learn someone has. Yet these explanations rely on our
justifiably believing institutions of that type unjust, or
activities of that sort good, or characters of that kind
evil; they go through only if, in giving them, we can
legitimately invoke other background moral views in
accounting for the relation between morality and the
experiences we hope to explain. If instead we had to
build up, piecemeal, and without recourse to back-
ground views, an explanation of moral beliefs relying
initially only on certain privileged beliefs (say concern-
ing our sensory experiences) we would, I suspect, never
find ourselves having to appeal to the truth of our
moral views to explain our holding them. At the same
time, though, I suspect as well that were we similarly
obliged to explain our nonmoral views in this piece-
meal fashion the truth of few of them would figure in
an explanation of our holding them.

An important advantage of the coherence theory is
that it can make good sense of our legitimately relying
in this way on background assumptions, whether moral
or not: If these assumptions cohere well with the other
things we believe, then when it comes time to show
that our particular beliefs, say, some of our moral beliefs,
are properly responsive to our experiences, the back-
ground assumptions are among the beliefs we may
legitimately take into account. If everything comes
together appropriately, and the explanations actually go
through, we can justifiably believe that our moral
beliefs play a role in explaining our experiences. Of
course, everything might not come together appropri-
ately; even as we find ourselves initially justified in
relying on moral assumptions in trying to explain our
experiences, we may discover the explanations are not
good. In that case, we need to weigh the justification
we have for those beliefs against the recognition that
they might be explanatorily impotent. While I think

the bulk of the justification we have for our moral
beliefs really has nothing to do with their playing an
important role in explaining our experiences, I am
inclined to think that we would not be justified in
believing of some moral principles, that they were true,
unless we also thought their being true made some dif-
ference to, and so contribute to an explanation of, our

believing them.*

Conclusion

Most of this chapter has been given over to articulat-
ing and defending a version of the coherence theory
of justification. As that theory would have it, a belief is
justified if, and then to the extent that, it coheres well
with the other things a person believes. And a person
is justified in holding some belief if and only if the
belief itself is justified and she holds it because it is
justified. In various crucial ways the theory differs
from most versions of the coherence theory. First of all,
rather than dodging the regress argument by embrac-
ing a holistic theory of justification, this version meets
the argument head on and, with the foundationalist,
acknowledges that certain beliefs may serve as suitable
regress-stoppers. Unlike foundationalism, however, it
insists that these regress-stoppers — the beliefs that
count as permissively, but not positively, justified —
enjoy no special epistemic privilege and are themselves
characterizable only in terms of the evidential connec-
tions they bear to other beliefs. When beliefs are
permissively justified it is only in light of the relations
they bear to other beliefs. Second of all, while it treats
the coherence of one’s beliefs as a criterion of justifica-
tion, it treats coherence itself not as a justifying
property of those beliefs but rather as a measure of
the evidential support the beliefs enjoy. In every case,
what evidence a person has for her beliefs is found not
in their relative coherence, but in the contents of her
other beliefs.

Thus there is in coherentism a built-in commitment
to relativism about justification. What a person in fact
believes, and so what evidence she happens to have
available, is crucial to whether her views are justified,
and a belief one person is justified in accepting may be
such that others would be justified in rejecting it. The
relativism doesn’t collapse, of course, into the view that
anything one takes to be justified is. The coherentist
says a person’s belief is justified only if it coheres well
with her other beliefs; whether it does is independent
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of whether she thinks it does (except as such a belief
might be countenanced as evidentially related to other
things she believes). In any given case, according to
coherentism, there is a fact of the matter about whether
someone is justified and they, as well as anyone else,
might get that fact wrong.

There is as well a deep seated recognition of fallibi-
lism. Not only does a coherentist treat each belief as
open to revision in light of others, she recognizes also
that even a fully coherent, and so wonderfully justified,
set of beliefs might turn out to be false. Justification’s
link to truth, such as it is, is not provided by coherence
itself, but instead by the evidential relations that bind
beliefs together into coherent sets. Thus the theory
makes good sense of how we can look back on our
own earlier beliefs as having been justified and yet now
justifiably thought wrong; and it makes good sense out
of how we can distinguish among others as between
those who are justified in holding their differing (and
as we see it false) views and those that aren’t.

At the same time, the theory finds a good place for
the thought that, while we recognize that any of our

Notes

beliefs might be wrong, that fact about us and our
beliefs doesn’t in and of itself count as strong reason
to reject our view — certainly not nearly as strong as
would be our coming to think we actually had made a
mistake (in which case we’ve got reasons precisely as
strong as the support that view has, for changing the
view in question). Thus the coherentist responds to
the sceptic neither decisively nor simply by deciding
not to worry about her challenge, but by advancing a
positive view about what sort of evidence the mere
possibility of error constitutes. Each suggestion that a
person might have made a mistake is appropriately
countered, when it can be, by appeal to the evidence
available that supports the view. A person might of
course be wrong in the positive view she advances —
a possibility the sceptic will push — but that fact too
tells only so far against the weight of the evidence the
person might be able to marshal in defense of her
own view. Whether, concerning any particular issue, a
person is justified in accepting scepticism will turn
(as does the justification for all beliefs) on the weight
of the evidence available.

1. See William Alston’s ““Two Types of Foundationalism,” in
the Journal of Philosophy 73 (1976), pp. 165-85.

2. See David Hume’s A Treatise of Human Nature, 2nd edition
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1978), p. 469.

3. Compatible with this crucial difterence, coherentism may
have a great deal in common with foundationalism. It
might, for instance, recognize different classes of belief
(even as it rejects the suggestion that any class is
epistemically privileged), or embrace the same inferential
principles, or even allow that justified beliefs take on, for
instance, a pyramid structure.

4. Although foundationalism and coherentism, as I have
characterized them, are mutually exclusive, they clearly
don’t exhaust the possibilities. Someone might well reject
foundationalism’s commitment to an epistemically privi-
leged class of beliefs and yet resist coherentism’s positive
account of justification in terms of coherence. One might
hold, for instance, that one’s beliefs are justified if they are
reliable indicators of the facts they concern, or, alternatively,
if they are the product of a reliable belief-forming
mechanism. In neither case would their justification turn
on their cohering with one’s other beliefs, except to the
extent the relevant sort of reliability is related to coherence.

5. Clearly there are two other possible readings: (i) one belief
provides (permissive) justification for another only if it is,

itself, (permissively) justified; and (ii) one belief provides
(permissive) justification for another only if it is, itself,
(positively) justified. The first of these is weaker even than
the weak reading defended in what follows, and would in
any case be irrelevant to establishing that we ever have
positive reason to believe as we do;and the second would,
like the strong reading rejected in what follows, make an
appeal to permissive justification useless when it comes to
stopping the regress.

6. Although permissively justified beliefs can serve to stop
the regress, presumably only positively justified beliefs
enjoy the sort of support that knowledge is usually
thought to presuppose. In any case, a belief that is merely
permissively justified will be a belief one has, on balance,
no reason to believe — it enjoys no positive justification.

7. Whether these cases are ultimately intelligible is open to
question. It’s arguable (but I think not true) that the
beliefs we are able to attribute to two people so differently
situated must always be different. If so, then the
supposition that they share beliefs can’t be sustained.
What matters, though, is not so much whether these
represent real possibilities; what matters is that, were they
possible, we would normally count the people involved as
being equally justified, though not equally well-situated
epistemically.
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COHERENTISM AND THE JUSTIFICATION OF MORAL BELIEFS

G. E. Moore articulates this idea as he spells out what it
would be for something to exhibit organic unity. See
Principia Ethica.

If this suggestion is to be worked out in a way that is
compatible with the version of internalism I've defended,
the justification enhancing role of evidential relations
cannot be that of giving a person more reason to believe
as she does (since the presence of the relation may be
something about which she has no beliefs even when
it holds).

Incidentally, even if the relations themselves are seen as
being valuable, the value they have might itself be
conditional on their relating real evidence. Thus while
the relations will presumably be characterized in terms
that allow them to stand among propositions (whether
believed or not), the evidential value of these relations
might depend upon the status of those propositions as
evidence — which status they will have, I've argued, only
as they become the content of the relevant person’s
beliefs.

How well, and whether, a belief coheres with the others
a person holds will depend, in part, on what alternatives
are available to her. Before Newton came on the scene,
people were justified in believing things about the
workings of the world that later they would have been
unjustified in accepting in light of the evidence and
options available. So we might say, a bit more precisely,
that a belief is justified only if, and then to the extent that,
it coheres better than does any competitor belief with the
other things the person believes (where two beliefs will
compete with one another if either might, but both
can’t, be held by the person in question).

Although here I will be characterizing the coherence of
a set of beliefs, the same considerations of evidential
consistency, connectedness, and comprehensiveness, will
serve to characterize the relative coherence of sets of
propositions directly. So, for instance, a set of proposi-
tions that constitute a theory will count as minimally
coherent if appropriately consistent, and then as more
than minimally coherent as the theory is connected and
comprehensive.

The evidential consistency requirement insists on both
more and less than would a requirement that demanded
logical consistency from the contents of the beliefs in
the set. It demands more because a set that contained
only logically consistent beliefs would nonetheless fall
short of evidential consistency if the evidence provided
by some of the beliefs, on balance, told against one of
the beliefs. It demands less because a set that contained
logically inconsistent beliefs that were equally well
supported by the evidence provided by the other beliefs
would count as evidentially consistent (and so minimally
coherent). For arguments against requiring logical

14.

15.

16.

17.
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5. €

consistency, see Richard Foley’s “Justified Inconsistent
Beliefs,” in  American Philosophical Quarterly (1979),
pp. 247-57.

I don’t suppose that there is any algorithm for
determining the relative contributions connectedness
and comprehensiveness make to the over-all coherence
of a set. It would be a mistake, though, to think that
connectedness and comprehensiveness
compete. While any belief that increases the connect-

will  never
edness of an evidentially consistent set will likewise
increase comprehensiveness, and any belief that increases
comprehensiveness in such a set will at worst make no
difference to connectedness, when it comes to
comparing one coherent set with another, we may be
that’s
comprehensive than another and sometimes, at least,

COIﬂprChCDSiVCHCSS may win out over connectedness or

faced with one more connected but less

vice versa.

Nice complications emerge when we consider situations
in which the person herself is considering various things
she might believe, each of which would cohere well
with the other things she believes. In that case, which
belief would be justified will depend on which of the
options would cohere better with the other things
she believes (including her beliefs concerning which of
the options is more justified), and, having considered the
options, believing one that coheres less well, but still
well, with her beliefs, would presumably be unjustified.
In “Coherence and Models for Moral Theorizing,” in
Mark Timmons and Walter Sinnott-Armstrong (eds.)
Moral Knowledge? (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1996), 1 raise this objection to the all too common
practice, in moral theory, of treating the fact that one
theory is more coherent than another as an independent
reason to think the theory true.

A person may, of course, be wrong in the probabilities
she associates with various outcomes, or the value she
attributes to those outcomes. Expected utility often
differs from actual utility. Yet, according to this theory,
so far as the rationality of her choice is concerned, it is
rational if given those views the choice she makes
maximizes expected utility.

Here the analogy with decision theory may be helpful
again. We might well recognize another person as
making a choice, from among the same options we face,
that maximizes her expected utility, and (if only we
utility
comparisons) we might recognize too that given her
expectations and values, the option she takes has a
greater expected utility for her than our best option has
for us. Nonetheless, that provides us with no reason

could make good sense of interpersonal

whatsoever to embrace the option she rationally
chooses. We might of course take the fact that she has
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the expectations or values she does as evidence that ours
are misguided, and if so, we will have reason to change
ours, but often enough we have good reason to think
what she expects or values is irrelevant.

Just as the theory of rational choice is not committed to
saying that the fact that something advances one’s own
interests need be a reason a person has for acting, since
people’s preferences may all be other-directed, so too
the coherence theory is not committed to saying that
the fact that one believes something need be a reason a
person has for believing, since people’s beliefs may all
have as their content things other than their own beliefs.
Now in fact we can expect people to be interested in
their own interests and to have beliefs concerning their
beliefs, but these interests and beliefs constitute only a
fraction of the interests and beliefs a person usually has
and neither the maximizing theory of rationality nor
the coherence theory of justification gives them any
special weight or importance.

See Alvin Plantinga’s Warrant: The Current Debate
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993).

21.

22.

We may need yet a third case: It may be that the person
has actually had her beliefs “frozen” so that she is not
simply insensitive to the beliefs she forms on the basis of
experience, nor simply cognitively cut off from her
experiences. In this case, I think the most reasonable
thing to say is that she is no longer believing anything.
But if we still count her as believing, she will still fail
the basing requirement because, once her beliefs are
“frozen,” what explains her holding of them is no longer
her evidence but the fact that they are now unchangeable.
For discussion of these issues, see Gilbert Harman’s The
Nature of Morality (New York: Oxford University Press,
1977); and Nicholas Sturgeon’s “Moral Explanations,”
in Morality, Reason and Tiuth (Totowa, NJ: Rowman and
Allanheld, 1985), ed. by David Copp and David
Zimmerman, pp. 49-78; as well as my “Moral Theory
and Explanatory Impotence,” Midwest Studies XII, ed. by
Peter French et al., (University of Minnesota Press,
1988), pp. 433-57, and “Normative Explanations”
Philosophical Perspectives VII, ed. by James Tomberlin
(1992), pp. 55-72.
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Why Be Moral?







Introduction to Part III

If we make the value of moral behavior dependent on
its serving self-interest or getting us what we want,
then the value of being moral is precarious. Sometimes
fulfilling our duty comes at the expense of our interests
and desires. When it does, why should we be moral?

Plato has his brother Glaucon put this question to
Socrates, in the early pages of his masterpiece, Republic.
Glaucon asks Socrates to show that justice is a good in
and of itself, quite apart from any benefits it may bring.
To hone the challenge, he imagines a person wholly
just, though with a reputation for grave injustice. This
is meant to ensure that any benefits wrought by justice
alone will be distinguished from the merely instrumen-
tal benefits achieved by the (possibly misleading)
appearance of being just. What is so good about being
just, especially if others mistreat you because of their
(false) belief in your corrupted, dishonest nature?

The remainder of the Republic,not included here, pro-
vides a long, complicated answer to this question. Plato
believes that providing this answer requires showing
how being just will be a genuine benefit for the person
himself — even if his true character remains hidden, and
he is persecuted, even tortured, as a result. In other
words, Plato thinks that we should be moral because
being so will serve our self-interest.

Of course, if self-interest is measured in terms of
popularity, wealth, or political power, then being moral
is no guarantee of enhancing self-interest. There is no
denying that such things are what many people really,

truly want. But Plato denies that our true interests are
determined by what we want. We are often out of
touch with what really matters. Those who have had
experience with being truly just know that its value far
surpasses the ephemeral enjoyments afforded by wealth
and fame. Not only are such goals inherently worthless,
says Plato; their pursuit is far more likely to bring
distraction and internal conflict than the pursuits
involved in the moral life. As the French say: the softest
pillow is a clean conscience.

So Plato can address our primary question with
confidence, because he thinks that he can establish a
necessary link between morality and self-interest. Since
almost everyone agrees that we have excellent reason
to see to our own interests, it would follow that we
have excellent reason to be moral.

Philippa Foot takes issue with this view. She claims
that our reasons stem from one of two sources: either
what we desire, or what is in our self-interest. Not all of
our desires, if satisfied, will in fact serve our interests.
Sometimes we want things that, when achieved or
possessed, only turn out to have been bad for us. If we
label our wants and interests our ends, we can characterize
Foot’s argument like so: we have reason to do some-
thing only if it serves our ends; being moral won't
always serve our ends; therefore we don’t always have
reason to be moral. Specifically, we lack reason to be
moral whenever being moral fails to get us what we
want, or to promote our self-interest.

Ethical Theory: An Anthology, Second Edition. Edited by Russ Shafer-Landau.
© 2013 John Wiley & Sons, Inc. Published 2013 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
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Foot thinks, in effect, that there is not always a good
answer to the question: Why be moral? Sometimes we
lack good reason to adhere to morality’s requirements.
These requirements are relevantly like those of the law,
or etiquette. They apply to us regardless of whether
adhering to them serves our ends. But there is good
reason to obey them only if doing so furthers our ends.
If respecting a requirement of etiquette really gained
me nothing, and didn’t fulfil a desire of mine, then
what possible reason could I have for obeying it? Foot
can think of none. The situation, she claims, is just the
same when it comes to our moral duty.

David Brink understands Foot’s position within the
context of a broad puzzle about the rational authority
of morality. The puzzle, he thinks, arises when we
subscribe to each of the four following theses:

1. Moral requirements, which include requirements
to help others, apply to people independently of
their aims or interests.

2. Moral requirements necessarily provide agents
with reasons for action.

3. Reasons for action depend on the aims or interests
of the agent who has them.

4. There is no necessary connection between actions
that help others and a person’s aims or interests.

At least one of these claims must be false — they cannot
all be true. Brink’s paper very helpfully discusses the
costs and benefits of each of the four theses. It also
provides a clear framework with which to analyze
various answers to the Why be moral? question. If we
consider Foot’s views, for instance, she is committed to
thesis 1, which is one way to represent the objectivity
of ethics. She assumes the truth of theses 3 and 4. And
so she is led to reject thesis 2.

In my paper here on this subject, I endorse theses 1,
2, and 4.This leads me to challenge thesis 3, the claim
that a person’s reasons for action depend on her aims or
interests. I do not argue for the objectivity of ethics
(thesis 1). And I just assume the truth of thesis 4, and so
assume, without argument, that it is possible for really
evil people to exist — people so evil that in some cases
they won'’t further their aims or self-interest by acting
morally. That leaves me with the task of defending
thesis 2 and attacking thesis 3, which is precisely what
I try to do in the paper included here.

When we ask ourselves about whether we ought to
cultivate moral traits of character in ourselves, we

naturally assume that such a thing is possible. But what
if it weren’t? What if, instead, the only motives we
could have were self-interested ones? Psychological
egoism claims that it is impossible for us to be motivated
by anything other than self-interest. Psychological
egoism is not an ethical view. It is a descriptive view
about the way that human motivation operates. Still, it
earns a place in the present text because, if it were true,
and if (as many philosophers believe) it were also true
that the impossibility of doing something entails
the absence of a moral obligation to do it, then we
could never be obligated to be altruistically motivated.
Motivations of kindness, generosity, compassion — all
paradigmatically moral motivations — would be morally
optional (at best).

Thus our picture of the moral life would have to be
drastically altered were psychological egoism to turn
out to be true. Joel Feinberg here comes to the aid of’
our conventional view of the requirements of the
moral life, with an exposition and critique of psycho-
logical egoism. His article introduces us to the most
popular arguments for psychological egoism, and a
diagnosis of their error.

Another form of egoism has long been thought a
threat to morality. This is ethical egoism, the doctrine that
imposes just a single, ultimate ethical requirement: to
maximize the chances of enhancing self-interest. This
form of egoism has rarely been explicitly defended,
since it has seemed to so many to license the sort of
behavior that is paradigmatically immoral. If killing or
torturing were likely to enhance self-interest, as they
sometimes seem to do, then ethical egoism would gen-
erate a moral requirement to undertake such actions.
But few people have been willing to sign on to the
existence of such requirements, at least for the reason
given. Even if it is sometimes permissible to kill or
torture — say, to many save innocent lives — promotion
of self-interest isn’t what justifies our doing so.

Lester Hunt seeks to rehabilitate ethical egoism by
showing how moral demands and those of self-interest
will invariably coincide. He does this by taking a leaf
from Plato’s book. Ethical egoism demands that we
give paramount attention to our own interests. And this
will indeed license the actions of the politically power-
hungry, the manipulative con-man, the hired gun, but
only if their self-interest lies in gaining what they want.
Hunt follows Plato in denying this. Self-interest consists
in living a flourishing life, and one may fail to live such
a life, even if one’s desires are well satisfied. For one
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might want the wrong things, things that fail, in fact, to
give importance and meaning to a life. Hunt thinks
that the elements of a flourishing life will require one
to act in ways that respect our moral views about what
is paradigmatically right and wrong. If he is right, we
have a neat way of reconciling morality and self-interest
after all.

James Rachels next summarizes the major arguments
for and against ethical egoism. He ultimately comes
down against it, charging that it is a form of unjustified
discrimination. He believes that any form of preferential
treatment must be justified, and that ethical egoism,
requiring as it does that one give absolute priority to
self-interest over the interests of others, is a form of
preferential treatment. It thus requires justification for
the assignment of this absolute priority. But none is
forthcoming — or so Rachels argues. If he is right, then
we must abandon the age-old dream of justifying the
rationality of moral conduct with the claim that
morality always serves self-interest. And if this noble
dream is only that, never destined to be fulfilled, then
our original question presses even more forcefully. If
acting morally sometimes requires a sacrifice of self-
interest — perhaps even the ultimate sacrifice — then
why be moral?

Susan Wolf encourages us not to be. It’s not that she
counsels a life of debauchery and cruelty. Nor does she

advise against morality because of the vulnerability
to unhappiness that it creates. Rather, the morally
exemplary life is not as valuable as it’s cracked up to be.
She invites us to contemplate the moral saint, one who
lives wholly by and entirely for the demands of morality.
Whether these demands are set by the standards of
common sense, or those of contemporary moral
theories, the life of a moral saint, says Wolf, is not an
attractive ideal. Even where it might be possible for the
demands of morality and self-interest to coincide, as in
the case of one whose heartfelt commitments are
exhausted by the requirements of morality, the model
of such a life is one that we would hesitate to commend
either for ourselves or for our loved ones. There is more
to life than morality — indeed, what morality leaves out
can be more important, can contain more that is truly
good, than the life of one who is wholly committed to
morality. This is not, of course, to say that it is never
good to exemplify moral virtues, or to perform actions
that are morally required. Still, if you are considering
what sort of person to be (as opposed to what particular
action to undertake at a given moment), you should
take a pass on being a moral saint, in favor of setting
your sights elsewhere. If Wolf is right, then the best
lives are led by those whose moral imperfections allow
them to pursue even greater goods than those available
to the moral saint.
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The Immoralist’s Challenge

Plato

When I said this, I thought I had done with the
discussion, but it turned out to have been only a prelude.
Glaucon showed his characteristic courage on this
occasion too and refused to accept Thrasymachus’
abandonment of the argument. Socrates, he said, do
you want to seem to have persuaded us that it is better
in every way to be just than unjust, or do you want
truly to convince us of this?

I want truly to convince you, I said, if I can.

Well, then, you certainly aren’t doing what you want.
Tell me, do you think there is a kind of good we wel-
come, not because we desire what comes from it, but
because we welcome it for its own sake — joy, for exam-
ple, and all the harmless pleasures that have no results
beyond the joy of having them?

Certainly, I think there are such things.

And is there a kind of good we like for its own sake
and also for the sake of what comes from it — knowing,
for example, and seeing and being healthy? We wel-
come such things, I suppose, on both counts.

Yes.

And do you also see a third kind of good, such as
physical training,' medical treatment when sick, medi-
cine itself, and the other ways of making money? We’d

Plato, “The Immoralist’s Challenge,” from The Republic, Book II, trans.
G.M.A.Grube,revised by C.D.C.Reeve (Hackett, 1992),357A-367E.
© 1992 by Hackett Publishing Company, Inc. Reprinted with
permission of Hackett Publishing Company, Inc.

say that these are onerous but beneficial to us, and we
wouldn’t choose them for their own sakes, but for the
sake of the rewards and other things that come from
them.

There is also this third kind. But what of it?

Where do you put justice?

I myself put it among the finest goods, as something
to be valued by anyone who is going to be blessed with
happiness, both because of itself and because of what
comes from it.

That isn’t most people’s opinion. They’d say that jus-
tice belongs to the onerous kind, and is to be practiced
for the sake of the rewards and popularity that come
from a reputation for justice, but is to be avoided
because of itself as something burdensome.

I know that’s the general opinion. Thrasymachus
faulted justice on these grounds a moment ago and
praised injustice, but it seems that I'm a slow learner.

Come, then, and listen to me as well, and see whether
you still have that problem, for I think thatThrasymachus
gave up before he had to, charmed by you as if he were
a snake. But I'm not yet satisfied by the argument on
either side. I want to know what justice and injustice
are and what power each itself has when it’s by itself in
the soul. I want to leave out of account their rewards
and what comes from each of them. So, if you agree, I'll
renew the argument of Thrasymachus. First, I'll state
what kind of thing people consider justice to be and
what its origins are. Second, I'll argue that all who

Ethical Theory: An Anthology, Second Edition. Edited by Russ Shafer-Landau.
© 2013 John Wiley & Sons, Inc. Published 2013 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
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practice it do so unwillingly, as something necessary,
not as something good. Third, I'll argue that they have
good reason to act as they do, for the life of an unjust
person is, they say, much better than that of a just one.

It isn’t, Socrates, that I believe any of that myself. 'm
perplexed, indeed, and my ears are deafened listening
to Thrasymachus and countless others. But I've yet to
hear anyone defend justice in the way I want, proving
that it is better than injustice. I want to hear it praised
by itself, and T think that 'm most likely to hear this
from you. Therefore, 'm going to speak at length in
praise of the unjust life, and in doing so I'll show you
the way I want to hear you praising justice and
denouncing injustice. But see whether you want me to
do that or not.

I want that most of all. Indeed, what subject could
someone with any understanding enjoy discussing
more often?

Excellent. Then let’s discuss the first subject I men-
tioned — what justice is and what its origins are.

They say that to do injustice is naturally good and to
suffer injustice bad, but that the badness of suffering it
so far exceeds the goodness of doing it that those who
have done and suftered injustice and tasted both, but
who lack the power to do it and avoid suffering it,
decide that it is profitable to come to an agreement
with each other neither to do injustice nor to suffer it.
As a result, they begin to make laws and covenants, and
what the law commands they call lawful and just. This,
they say, is the origin and essence of justice. It is inter-
mediate between the best and the worst. The best is to
do injustice without paying the penalty; the worst is to
suffer it without being able to take revenge. Justice is a
mean between these two extremes. People value it not
as a good but because they are too weak to do injustice
with impunity. Someone who has the power to do this,
however, and is a true man wouldn’t make an agree-
ment with anyone not to do injustice in order not to
suffer it. For him that would be madness. This is the
nature of justice, according to the argument, Socrates,
and these are its natural origins.

We can see most clearly that those who practice jus-
tice do it unwillingly and because they lack the power
to do injustice, if in our thoughts we grant to a just and
an unjust person the freedom to do whatever they like.
We can then follow both of them and see where their
desires would lead. And we’ll catch the just person
red-handed travelling the same road as the unjust. The
reason for this is the desire to outdo others and get

more and more.? This is what anyone’s nature naturally
pursues as good, but nature is forced by law into the
perversion of treating fairness with respect.

The freedom I mentioned would be most easily
realized if both people had the power they say the
ancestor of Gyges of Lydia possessed. The story goes
that he was a shepherd in the service of the ruler of
Lydia. There was a violent thunderstorm, and an earth-
quake broke open the ground and created a chasm at
the place where he was tending his sheep. Seeing this,
he was filled with amazement and went down into it.
And there, in addition to many other wonders of which
we're told, he saw a hollow bronze horse. There were
windowlike openings in it, and, peeping in, he saw a
corpse, which seemed to be of more than human size,
wearing nothing but a gold ring on its finger. He took
the ring and came out of the chasm. He wore the ring
at the usual monthly meeting that reported to the king
on the state of the flocks. And as he was sitting among
the others, he happened to turn the setting of the ring
towards himself to the inside of his hand. When he did
this, he became invisible to those sitting near him, and
they went on talking as if he had gone. He wondered
at this, and, fingering the ring, he turned the setting
outwards again and became visible. So he experi-
mented with the ring to test whether it indeed had this
power — and it did. If he turned the setting inward, he
became invisible; if he turned it outward, he became
visible again. When he realized this, he at once arranged
to become one of the messengers sent to report to the
king. And when he arrived there, he seduced the king’s
wife, attacked the king with her help, killed him, and
took over the kingdom.

Let’s suppose, then, that there were two such rings,
one worn by a just and the other by an unjust person.
Now, no one, it seems, would be so incorruptible
that he would stay on the path of justice or stay away
from other people’s property, when he could take
whatever he wanted from the market-place with
impunity, go into people’s houses and have sex with
anyone he wished, kill or release from prison anyone
he wished, and do all the other things that would
make him like a god among humans. Rather his
actions would be in no way different from those of
an unjust person, and both would follow the same
path. This, some would say, is a great proof that one is
never just willingly but only when compelled to be.
No one believes justice to be a good when it is kept
private, since, wherever either person thinks he can
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do injustice with impunity, he does it. Indeed, every
man believes that injustice is far more profitable to
himself than justice. And any exponent of this argu-
ment will say he’s right, for someone who didn’t
want to do injustice, given this sort of opportunity,
and who didn’t touch other people’s property would
be thought wretched and stupid by everyone aware
of the situation, though, of course, they’d praise him
in public, deceiving each other for fear of suffering
injustice. So much for my second topic.

As for the choice between the lives we’re discussing,
we’ll be able to make a correct judgment about that
only if we separate the most just and the most unjust.
Otherwise we won'’t be able to do it. Here’s the separa-
tion I have in mind. We’ll subtract nothing from the
injustice of an unjust person and nothing from the jus-
tice of a just one, but we’ll take each to be complete in
his own way of life. First, therefore, we must suppose
that an unjust person will act as clever craftsmen do: A
first-rate captain or doctor, for example, knows the dif-
ference between what his craft can and can’t do. He
attempts the first but lets the second go by, and if he
happens to slip, he can put things right. In the same
way, an unjust person’s successful attempts at injustice
must remain undetected, if he is to be fully unjust.
Anyone who is caught should be thought inept, for the
extreme of injustice is to be believed to be just without
being just. And our completely unjust person must be
given complete injustice; nothing may be subtracted
from it. We must allow that, while doing the greatest
injustice, he has nonetheless provided himself with the
greatest reputation for justice. If he happens to make a
slip, he must be able to put it right. If any of his unjust
activities should be discovered, he must be able to
speak persuasively or to use force. And if force is
needed, he must have the help of courage and strength
and of the substantial wealth and friends with which he
has provided himself.

Having hypothesized such a person, let’s now in our
argument put beside him a just man, who is simple and
noble and who, as Aeschylus says, doesn’t want to be
believed to be good but to be so.> We must take away
his reputation, for a reputation for justice would bring
him honor and rewards, so that it wouldn’t be clear
whether he is just for the sake of justice itself or for the
sake of those honors and rewards. We must strip him of
everything except justice and make his situation the
opposite of an unjust person’s. Though he does no
injustice, he must have the greatest reputation for it, so

that his justice may be tested fullstrength and not
diluted by wrong-doing and what comes from it. Let
him stay like that unchanged until he dies — just, but all
his life believed to be unjust. In this way, both will
reach the extremes, the one of justice and the other of
injustice, and we’ll be able to judge which of them is
happier.

Whew! Glaucon, I said, how vigorously you’ve
scoured each of the men for our competition, just as
you would a pair of statues for an art competition.

I do the best I can, he replied. Since the two are as
I've described, in any case, it shouldn’t be difficult to
complete the account of the kind of life that awaits
each of them, but it must be done. And if what I say
sounds crude, Socrates, remember that it isn’t I who
speak but those who praise injustice at the expense of
justice. They’ll say that a just person in such circum-
stances will be whipped, stretched on a rack, chained,
blinded with fire, and, at the end, when he has suftered
every kind of evil, he’ll be impaled, and will realize
then that one shouldn’t want to be just but to be
believed to be just. Indeed, Aeschylus’ words are far
more correctly applied to unjust people than to just
ones, for the supporters of injustice will say that a really
unjust person, having a way of life based on the truth
about things and not living in accordance with opin-
ion, doesn’t want simply to be believed to be unjust but
actually to be so —

Harvesting a deep furrow in his mind,
Where wise counsels propagate.

He rules his city because of his reputation for justice;
he marries into any family he wishes; he gives his chil-
dren in marriage to anyone he wishes; he has contracts
and partnerships with anyone he wants; and besides
benefiting himself in all these ways, he profits because
he has no scruples about doing injustice. In any contest,
public or private, he’s the winner and outdoes* his ene-
mies.And by outdoing them, he becomes wealthy, bene-
fiting his friends and harming his enemies. He makes
adequate sacrifices to the gods and sets up magnificent
offerings to them. He takes better care of the gods,
therefore, (and, indeed, of the human beings he’s fond
of) than a just person does. Hence it’s likely that the
gods, in turn, will take better care of him than of a just
person. That’s what they say, Socrates, that gods and
humans provide a better life for unjust people than for
just ones.
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When Glaucon had said this, I had it in mind to respond,
but his brother Adeimantus intervened: You surely don’t
think that the position has been adequately stated?

Why not? I said.

The most important thing to say hasn’t been said yet.

Well, then, I replied, a man’s brother must stand by
him, as the saying goes.” If Glaucon has omitted some-
thing, you must help him. Yet what he has said is
enough to throw me to the canvas and make me unable
to come to the aid of justice.

Nonsense, he said. Hear what more I have to say, for
we should also fully explore the arguments that are
opposed to the ones Glaucon gave, the ones that praise
justice and find fault with injustice, so that what I take
to be his intention may be clearer.

When fathers speak to their sons, they say that one
must be just, as do all the others who have charge of
anyone. But they don’t praise justice itself, only the
high reputations it leads to and the consequences of
being thought to be just, such as the public offices,
marriages, and other things Glaucon listed. But they
elaborate even further on the consequences of reputa-
tion. By bringing in the esteem of the gods, they are
able to talk about the abundant good things that they
themselves and the noble Hesiod and Homer say that
the gods give to the pious,® for Hesiod says that the
gods make the oak trees

Bear acorns at the top and bees in the middle
And make fleecy sheep heavy laden with wool

for the just, and tells of many other good things akin to
these. And Homer is similar:

When a good king, in his piety,

Upholds justice, the black earth bears

Wheat and barley for him, and his trees are heavy with fruit.
His sheep bear lambs unfailingly, and the sea yields up its fish.

Musaeus and his son make the gods give the just more
headstrong goods than these.” In their stories, they lead
the just to Hades, seat them on couches, provide them
with a symposium of pious people, crown them with
wreaths, and make them spend all their time drinking —
as if they thought drunkenness was the finest wage of
virtue. Others stretch even further the wages that vir-
tue receives from the gods, for they say that someone
who is pious and keeps his promises leaves his children’s
children and a whole race behind him. In these and

other similar ways, they praise justice. They bury the
impious and unjust in mud in Hades; force them to
carry water in a sieve; bring them into bad repute while
they’re still alive, and all those penalties that Glaucon
gave to the just person they give to the unjust. But they
have nothing else to say. This, then, is the way people
praise justice and find fault with injustice.

Besides this, Socrates, consider another form of
argument about justice and injustice employed both by
private individuals and by poets. All go on repeating
with one voice that justice and moderation are fine
things, but hard and onerous, while licentiousness and
injustice are sweet and easy to acquire and are shameful
only in opinion and law. They add that unjust deeds are
for the most part more profitable than just ones, and,
whether in public or private, they willingly honor
vicious people who have wealth and other types of
power and declare them to be happy. But they dishonor
and disregard the weak and the poor, even though they
agree that they are better than the others.

But the most wonderful of all these arguments
concerns what they have to say about the gods and
virtue. They say that the gods, too, assign misfortune
and a bad life to many good people, and the opposite
fate to their opposites. Begging priests and prophets
frequent the doors of the rich and persuade them that
they possess a god-given power founded on sacrifices
and incantations. If the rich person or any of his
ancestors has committed an injustice, they can fix it
with pleasant rituals. Moreover, if he wishes to injure
some enemy, then, at little expense, he’ll be able to
harm just and unjust alike, for by means of spells and
enchantments they can persuade the gods to serve
them. And the poets are brought forward as witnesses
to all these accounts. Some harp on the ease of vice, as
follows:

Vice in abundance is easy to get;
The road is smooth and begins beside you,
But the gods have put sweat between us and virtue,

and a road that is long, rough, and steep.® Others quote
Homer to bear witness that the gods can be influenced
by humans, since he said:

The gods themselves can be swayed by prayer,

And with sacrifices and soothing promises,

Incense and libations, human beings turn
them from their purpose

When someone has transgressed and sinned.”
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And they present a noisy throng of books by Musaeus
and Orpheus, offspring as they say of Selene and the
Muses, in accordance with which they perform their
" And they persuade not only individuals but
whole cities that the unjust deeds of the living or the

rituals.

dead can be absolved or purified through sacrifices and
pleasant games. These initiations, as they call them, free
people from punishment hereafter, while a terrible fate
awaits the uninitiated.

When all such sayings about the attitudes of gods
and humans to virtue and vice are so often repeated,
Socrates, what effect do you suppose they have on the
souls of young people? I mean those who are clever
and are able to flit from one of these sayings to another,
so to speak, and gather from them an impression of
what sort of person he should be and of how best to
travel the road of life. He would surely ask himself
Pindar’s question, “Should I by justice or by crooked
deceit scale this high wall and live my life guarded and
secure?” And he’ll answer: “The various sayings suggest
that there is no advantage in my being just if I'm not
also thought just, while the troubles and penalties of
being just are apparent. But they tell me that an unjust
person, who has secured for himself a reputation for
justice, lives the life of a god. Since, then, ‘opinion
forcibly overcomes truth’ and ‘controls happiness, as
the wise men say, I must surely turn entirely to it."" I
should create a fagade of illusory virtue around me to
deceive those who come near, but keep behind it the
greedy and crafty fox of the wise Archilochus.” 12

“But surely,” someone will object, “it isn’t easy for
vice to remain always hidden.” We’ll reply that nothing
great is easy. And, in any case, if we’re to be happy, we
must follow the path indicated in these accounts. To
remain undiscovered we’ll form secret societies and
political clubs. And there are teachers of persuasion to
make us clever in dealing with assemblies and law
courts. Therefore, using persuasion in one place and
force in another, we’ll outdo others'" without paying a
penalty.

“What about the gods? Surely, we can’t hide from
them or use violent force against them!” Well, if the
gods don’t exist or don’t concern themselves with
human affairs, why should we worry at all about hiding
from them? If they do exist and do concern themselves
with us, we’ve learned all we know about them from
the laws and the poets who give their genealogies —
nowhere else. But these are the very people who tell us
that the gods can be persuaded and influenced by

sacrifices, gentle prayers, and offerings. Hence, we
should believe them on both matters or neither. If we
believe them, we should be unjust and offer sacrifices
from the fruits of our injustice. If we are just, our only
gain is not to be punished by the gods, since we lose
the profits of injustice. But if we are unjust, we get the
profits of our crimes and transgressions and afterwards
persuade the gods by prayer and escape without
punishment.

“But in Hades won’t we pay the penalty for crimes
committed here, either ourselves or our children’s chil-
dren?” “My friend,” the young man will say as he does
his calculation, “mystery rites have great power and the
gods have great power of absolution. The greatest cities
tell us this, as do those children of the gods who have
become poets and prophets.”

Why, then, should we still choose justice over the
greatest injustice? Many eminent authorities agree that,
if we practice such injustice with a false facade, we’ll do
well at the hands of gods and humans, living and dying
as we’'ve a mind to. So, given all that has been said,
Socrates, how is it possible for anyone of any power —
whether of mind, wealth, body, or birth — to be willing
to honor justice and not laugh aloud when he hears it
praised? Indeed, if anyone can show that what we've
said is false and has adequate knowledge that justice is
best, he’ll surely be full not of anger but of forgiveness
for the unjust. He knows that, apart from someone of
godlike character who is disgusted by injustice or one
who has gained knowledge and avoids injustice for that
reason, no one is just willingly. Through cowardice or
old age or some other weakness, people do indeed
object to injustice. But it’s obvious that they do so only
because they lack the power to do injustice, for the first
of them to acquire it is the first to do as much injustice
as he can.

And all of this has no other cause than the one that
led Glaucon and me to say to you: “Socrates, of all of
you who claim to praise justice, from the original
heroes of old whose words survive, to the men of the
present day, not one has ever blamed injustice or praised
justice except by mentioning the reputations, honors,
and rewards that are their consequences. No one has
ever adequately described what each itself does of its
own power by its presence in the soul of the person
who possesses it, even if it remains hidden from gods
and humans. No one, whether in poetry or in private
conversations, has adequately argued that injustice is
the worst thing a soul can have in it and that justice
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is the greatest good. If you had treated the subject in this
way and persuaded us from youth, we wouldn’t now be
guarding against one another’s injustices, but each
would be his own best guardian, afraid that by doing
injustice he’d be living with the worst thing possible.”
Thrasymachus or anyone else might say what we’ve
said, Socrates, or maybe even more, in discussing justice
and injustice — crudely inverting their powers, in my
opinion. And, frankly, it’s because I want to hear the
opposite from you that I speak with all the force I can
muster. So don’t merely give us a theoretical argument
that justice is stronger than injustice, but tell us what
each itself does, because of its own powers, to someone
who possesses it, that makes injustice bad and justice
good. Follow Glaucon’s advice, and don’t take reputa-
tions into account, for if you don’t deprive justice and
injustice of their true reputations and attach false ones
to them, we’ll say that you are not praising them but
their reputations and that you’re encouraging us to be
unjust in secret. In that case, we’ll say that you agree
with Thrasymachus that justice is the good of another,
the advantage of the stronger, while injustice is one’s

Notes

own advantage and profit, though not the advantage of
the weaker.

You agree that justice is one of the greatest goods,
the ones that are worth getting for the sake of what
comes from them, but much more so for their own
sake, such as seeing, hearing, knowing, being healthy,
and all other goods that are fruitful by their own nature
and not simply because of reputation. Therefore, praise
justice as a good of that kind, explaining how — because
of its very self — it benefits its possessors and how injus-
tice harms them. Leave wages and reputations for
others to praise.

Others would satisfy me if they praised justice and
blamed injustice in that way, extolling the wages of one
and denigrating those of the other. But you, unless you
order me to be satisfied, wouldn’t, for you’ve spent your
whole life investigating this and nothing else. Don't,
then, give us only a theoretical argument that justice is
stronger than injustice, but show what effect each has
because of itself on the person who has it — the one for
good and the other for bad — whether it remains hid-
den from gods and human beings or not.

1. “Music” or “music and poetry” and “physical training”
are more transliterations than translations of mousiké and
gymnastiké, which have no English equivalents. It is clear
from Plato’s discussion, for example, that mousiké includes
poetry and stories, as well as music proper, and that
gymnastiké includes dance and training in warfare, as well
as what we call physical training. The aims of mousiké and
gymnastiké are characterized at 522a. For further
discussion see EA.G. Beck, Greek Education 430-350 B.C.
(London: Methuen, 1964).

2. Pleonexian. See 343¢ n. 18.

3. In Seven Against Thebes, 592-94, it is said of Amphiaraus
that “he did not wish to be believed to be the best but to
be it” The passage continues with the words Glaucon
quotes below at 362a—b.

4. pleonektein. See 343e n. 18.

See Homer, Odyssey 16.97-98.

6. The two quotations which follow are from Hesiod, Works
and Days 332-33, and Homer, Odyssey 19.109.

ul

7. Musaeus was a legendary poet closely associated with
the mystery religion of Orphism.

8.  Works and Days 287-89, with minor alterations.

9. Iliad 9.497-501, with minor alterations.

10. It is not clear whether Orpheus was a real person or a
mythical figure. His fame in Greek myth rests on the
poems in which the doctrines of the Orphic religion are
set forth. These are discussed in W. Burkert, Greek
Religion (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1985).
Musaeus was a mythical singer closely related to
Orpheus. Selene is the Moon.

11. The quotation is attributed to Simonides, whom
Polemarchus cites in Book I.

12.  Archilochus of Paros (c. 756—16 B.C.), was an iambic
and elegiac poet who composed a famous fable about
the fox and the hedgehog.

13.  Pleonektountes. See 343e n. 18.



16

Morality as a System
of Hypothetical Imperatives

Philippa Foot

There are many difficulties and obscurities in Kant’s
moral philosophy, and few contemporary moralists will
try to defend it all. Many, for instance, agree in rejecting
Kant’s derivation of duties from the mere form of the
law expressed in terms of a universally legislative will.
Nevertheless, it is generally supposed, even by those
who would not dream of calling themselves his
followers, that Kant established one thing beyond
doubt — namely, the necessity of distinguishing moral
judgements from hypothetical imperatives. That moral
judgements cannot be hypothetical imperatives has
come to seem an unquestionable truth. It will be
argued here that it is not.

In discussing so thoroughly Kantian a notion as that
of the hypothetical imperative, one naturally begins by
asking what Kant himself meant by a hypothetical
imperative, and it may be useful to say a little about the
idea of an imperative as this appears in Kant’s works. In
writing about imperatives Kant seems to be thinking at
least as much of statements about what ought to be or
should be done, as of injunctions expressed in the
imperative mood. He even describes as an imperative
the assertion that it would be ‘good to do or refrain
from doing something’' and explains that for a will that
‘does not always do something simply because it is
presented to it as a good thing to do’ this has the force
of a command of reason. We may therefore think of

Philippa Foot, “Morality as a System of Hypothetical Imperatives,”
Philosophical Review, 81 (Duke University Press, 1972), 305-15.

Kant’s imperatives as statements to the effect that
something ought to be done or that it would be good
to do it.

The distinction between hypothetical imperatives
and categorical imperatives, which plays so important a
part in Kant’s ethics, appears in characteristic form in
the following passages from the Foundations of the
Metaphysics of Morals:

All imperatives command either hypothetically or
categorically. The former present the practical necessity of
a possible action as a means to achieving something else
which one desires (or which one may possibly desire). The
categorical imperative would be one which presented an
action as of itself objectively necessary, without regard to
any other end.?

If the action is good only as a means to something else, the
imperative is hypothetical; but if it is thought of as good in
itself, and hence as necessary in a will which of itself
conforms to reason as the principle of this will, the
imperative is categorical.’

The hypothetical imperative, as Kant defines it, ‘says
only that the action is good to some purpose’ and the
purpose, he explains, may be possible or actual. Among
imperatives related to actual purposes Kant mentions
rules of prudence, since he believes that all men neces-
sarily desire their own happiness. Without committing
ourselves to this view it will be useful to follow Kant in
classing together as ‘hypothetical imperatives’ those

Ethical Theory: An Anthology, Second Edition. Edited by Russ Shafer-Landau.
© 2013 John Wiley & Sons, Inc. Published 2013 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
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telling a man what he ought to do because (or if) he
wants something and those telling him what he ought
to do on grounds of self-interest. Common opinion
agrees with Kant in insisting that a moral man must
accept a rule of duty whatever his interests or desires.*

Having given a rough description of the class of
Kantian hypothetical imperatives it may be useful to
point to the heterogeneity within it. Sometimes what a
man should do depends on his passing inclination, as
when he wants his coffee hot and should warm the jug.
Sometimes it depends on some long-term project,
when the feelings and inclinations of the moment are
irrelevant. If one wants to be a respectable philosopher
one should get up in the mornings and do some work,
though just at that moment when one should do it
the thought of being a respectable philosopher leaves
one cold. It is true nevertheless to say of one, at that
moment, that one wants to be a respectable philosopher,’
and this can be the foundation of a desire-dependent
hypothetical imperative. The term ‘desire’ as used in the
original account of the hypothetical imperative was
meant as a grammatically convenient substitute for
‘want’, and was not meant to carry any implication of
inclination rather than long-term aim or project. Even
the word ‘project’, taken strictly, introduces undesirable
restrictions. If someone is devoted to his family or his
country or to any cause, there are certain things he
wants, which may then be the basis of hypothetical
imperatives, without either inclinations or projects
in question. Hypothetical
imperatives should already be appearing as extremely
diverse; a further important distinction is between those

being quite what is

that concern an individual and those that concern a
group. The desires on which a hypothetical imperative
is dependent may be those of one man, or may be taken
for granted as belonging to a number of people engaged
in some common project or sharing common aims.

Is Kant right to say that moral judgements are
categorical, not hypothetical, imperatives? It may seem
that he is, for we find in our language two different uses
of words such as ‘should’ and ‘ought’, apparently
corresponding to Kant’s hypothetical and categorical
imperatives, and we find moral judgements on the
‘categorical’ side. Suppose, for instance, we have advised
a traveller that he should take a certain train, believing
him to be journeying to his home. If we find that he
has decided to go elsewhere, we will most likely have
to take back what we said: the ‘should” will now be
unsupported and in need of support. Similarly, we must

be prepared to withdraw our statement about what he
should do if we find that the right relation does not
hold between the action and the end — that it is either
no way of getting what he wants (or doing what he
wants to do) or not the most eligible among possible
means. The use of ‘should” and ‘ought’ in moral contexts
is, however, quite different. When we say that a man
should do something and intend a moral judgement
we do not have to back up what we say by considerations
about his interests or his desires; if no such connexion
can be found the ‘should’ need not be withdrawn. It
follows that the agent cannot rebut an assertion about
what, morally speaking, he should do by showing that
the action is not ancillary to his interests or desires.
Without such a connexion the ‘should’ does not stand
unsupported and in need of support the support that it
requires is of another kind.

There is, then, one clear difference between moral
judgements and the class of ‘hypothetical imperatives’ so
far discussed. In the latter ‘should’is ‘used hypothetically’,
in the sense defined, and if Kant were merely drawing
attention to this piece of linguistic usage his point
would easily be proved. But obviously Kant meant
more than this; in describing moral judgements as non-
hypothetical — that is, categorical imperatives — he is
ascribing to them a special dignity and necessity which
this usage cannot give. Modern philosophers follow
Kant in talking, for example, about the ‘unconditional
requirement’ expressed in moral judgements. These,
they say, tell us what we have to do whatever our
interests or desires, and by their inescapability they are
distinguished from hypothetical imperatives.

The problem is to find proof for this further feature
of moral judgements. If anyone fails to see the gap that
has to be filled it will be useful to point out to him that
we find ‘should’” used non-hypothetically in some
non-moral statements to which no one attributes the
special dignity and necessity conveyed by the
description ‘categorical imperative’. For instance, we
find this non-hypothetical use of ‘should’ in sentences
enunciating rules of etiquette, as, for example, that an
invitation in the third person should be answered in
the third person, where the rule does not fail to apply to
someone who has his own good reasons for ignoring
this piece of nonsense, or who simply does not care
about what, from the point of view of etiquette, he
should do. Similarly, there is a non-hypothetical use of
‘should’ in contexts where something like a club rule is
in question. The club secretary who has told a member
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that he should not bring ladies into the smoking-room
does not say, ‘Sorry, I was mistaken’ when informed that
this member is resigning tomorrow and cares nothing
about his reputation in the club. Lacking a connexion
with the agent’s desires or interests, this ‘should” does
not stand ‘unsupported and in need of support’; it
requires only the backing of the rule.The use of ‘should’
is therefore ‘non-hypothetical’ in the sense defined.

It follows that if a hypothetical use of ‘should’ gave a
hypothetical imperative, and a non-hypothetical use of
‘should’” a categorical imperative, then ‘should’ state-
ments based on rules of etiquette, or rules of a club
would be categorical imperatives. Since this would not
be accepted by defenders of the categorical imperative
in ethics, who would insist that these other ‘should’
statements give hypothetical imperatives, they must be
using this expression in some other sense. We must
therefore ask what they mean when they say that “You
should answer...in the third person’is a hypothetical
imperative. Very roughly the idea seems to be that one
may reasonably ask why anyone should bother about
what should (from the point of view of etiquette) be
done, and that such considerations deserve no notice
unless reason is shown. So although people give as their
reason for doing something the fact that it is required
by etiquette, we do not take this consideration as in
itself giving us reason to act. Considerations of etiquette
do not have any automatic reason-giving force, and a
man might be right if he denied that he had reason to
do ‘what’s done’.

This seems to take us to the heart of the matter, for,
by contrast, it is supposed that moral considerations
necessarily give reasons for acting to any man. The
difficulty is, of course, to defend this proposition which
is more often repeated than explained. Unless it is said,
implausibly, that all ‘should” or ‘ought’ statements give
reasons for acting, which leaves the old problem of
assigning a special categorical status to moral judgement,
we must be told what it is that makes the moral ‘should’
relevantly different from the ‘shoulds’ appearing in
normative statements of other kinds.® Attempts have
sometimes been made to show that some kind of
irrationality is involved in ignoring the ‘should’ of
morality: in saying ‘Immoral — so what?’ as one says
‘Not comme il faut — so what?” But as far as I can see
these have all rested on some illegitimate assumption,
as, for instance, of thinking that the amoral man, who
agrees that some piece of conduct is immoral but takes
no notice of that, is inconsistently disregarding a rule of

conduct that he has accepted; or again of thinking it
inconsistent to desire that others will not do to one
what one proposes to do to them.The fact is that the
man who rejects morality because he sees no reason to
obey its rules can be convicted of villainy but not of
inconsistency. Nor will his action necessarily be
irrational. Irrational actions are those in which a man in
some way defeats his own purposes, doing what is cal-
culated to be disadvantageous or to frustrate his ends.
Immorality does not necessarily involve any such thing.

It is obvious that the normative character of moral
judgement does not guarantee its reason-giving force.
Moral judgements are normative, but so are judgements
of manners, statements of club rules, and many others.
Why should the first provide reasons for acting as the
others do not? In every case it is because there is a back-
ground of teaching that the non-hypothetical ‘should’
can be used. The behaviour is required, not simply
recommended, but the question remains as to why we
should do what we are required to do. It is true that
moral rules are often enforced much more strictly than
the rules of etiquette, and our reluctance to press the
non-hypothetical ‘should’ of etiquette may be one rea-
son why we think of the rules of etiquette as hypothetical
imperatives. But are we then to say that there is nothing
behind the idea that moral judgements are categorical
imperatives but the relative stringency of our moral
teaching? I believe that this may have more to do with
the matter than the defenders of the categorical impera-
tive would like to admit. For if we look at the kind of
thing that is said in its defence we may find ourselves
puzzled about what the words can even mean unless we
connect them with the feelings that this stringent teach-
ing implants. People talk, for instance, about the ‘binding
force’ of morality, but it is not clear what this means if
not that we feel ourselves unable to escape. Indeed the
‘inescapability’ of moral requirements is often cited
when they are being contrasted with hypothetical
imperatives. No one, it is said, escapes the requirements
of ethics by having or not having particular interests or
desires. Taken in one way this only reiterates the contrast
between the ‘should’ of morality and the hypothetical
‘should’, and once more places morality alongside of eti-
quette. Both are inescapable in that behaviour does not
cease to offend against either morality or etiquette
because the agent is indifferent to their purposes and to
the disapproval he will incur by flouting them. But
morality is supposed to be inescapable in some special
way and this may turn out to be merely the reflection of
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the way morality is taught. Of course, we must try other
ways of expressing the fugitive thought. It may be said,
for instance, that moral judgements have a kind of neces-
sity since they tell us what we “must do” or “have to do”
whatever our interests and desires. The sense of this is,
again, obscure. Sometimes when we use such expressions
we are referring to physical or mental compulsion. (A
man has to go along if he is pulled by strong men and he
has to give in if tortured beyond endurance.) But it is
only in the absence of such conditions that moral judge-
ments apply. Another and more common sense of the
words is found in sentences such as ‘I caught a bad cold
and had to stay in bed” where a penalty for acting
otherwise is in the offing. The necessity of acting morally
is not, however, supposed to depend on such penalties.
Another range of examples, not necessarily having to do
with penalties, is found where there is an unquestioned
acceptance of some project or role, as when a nurse tells
us that she has to make her rounds at a certain time, or
we say that we have to run for a certain train’ But these
too are irrelevant in the present context, since the
acceptance condition can always be revoked.

No doubt it will be suggested that it is in some other
sense of the words ‘have to’ or ‘must’ that one has to or
must do what morality demands. But why should one
insist that there must be such a sense when it proves so
difficult to say what it is? Suppose that what we take for
a puzzling thought were really no thought at all but
only the reflection of our feelings about morality?
Perhaps it makes no sense to say that we ‘have to’
submit to the moral law, or that morality is ‘inescapable’
in some special way. For just as one may feel as if one is
falling without believing that one is moving downward,
so one may feel as if one has to do what is morally
required without believing oneself to be under physical
or psychological compulsion, or about to incur a
penalty if one does not comply. No one thinks that if
the word ‘falling’ is used in a statement reporting one’s
sensations it must be used in a special sense. But this
kind of mistake may be involved in looking for the
special sense in which one ‘has to’ do what morality
demands. There is no difficulty about the idea that
we feel we have to behave morally, and given the
psychological conditions of the learning of moral
behaviour it is natural that we should have such feelings.
What we cannot do is quote them in support of the
doctrine of the categorical imperative. It seems, then,
that in so far as it is backed up by statements to the
effect that the moral law is inescapable, or that we do

have to do what is morally required of us, it is uncertain
whether the doctrine of the categorical imperative
even makes sense.

The conclusion we should draw is that moral
judgements have no better claim to be categorical
imperatives than do statements about matters of eti-
quette. People may indeed follow either morality or
etiquette without asking why they should do so, but
equally well they may not. They may ask for reasons
and may reasonably refuse to follow either if reasons are
not to be found.

It will be said that this way of viewing moral
considerations must be totally destructive of morality,
because no one could ever act morally unless he
accepted such considerations as in themselves sufficient
reason for action. Actions that are truly moral must be
done ‘for their own sake’, ‘because they are right’, and
not for some ulterior purpose. This argument we must
examine with care, for the doctrine of the categorical
imperative has owed much to its persuasion.

Is there anything to be said for the thesis that a truly
moral man acts ‘out of respect for the moral law’ or that
he does what is morally right because it is morally
right? That such propositions are not prima facie
absurd depends on the fact that moral judgement
concerns itself with a man’s reasons for acting as well as
with what he does. Law and etiquette require only that
certain things are done or left undone, but no one is
counted as charitable if he gives alms ‘for the praise of
men’, and one who is honest only because it pays him
to be honest does not have the virtue of honesty. This
kind of consideration was crucial in shaping Kant’s
moral philosophy. He many times contrasts acting out
of respect for the moral law with acting from an
ulterior motive, and what is more from one that is
self-interested. In the early Lectures on Ethics he gave the
principle of truth-telling under a system of hypotheti-
cal imperatives as that of not lying if it harms one to lie.
In the Metaphysics of Morals he says that ethics cannot
start from the ends which a man may propose to
himself, since these are all ‘selfish’.® In the Critique of
Practical Reason he argues explicitly that when acting
not out of respect for moral law but ‘on a material
maxim’ men do what they do for the sake of pleasure
or happiness.

All material practical principles are, as such, of one and the
same kind and belong under the general principle of self
love or one’s own happiness.’
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Kant, in fact, was a psychological hedonist in respect of
all actions except those done for the sake of the moral
law, and this faulty theory of human nature was one of
the things preventing him from seeing that moral
virtue might be compatible with the rejection of the
categorical imperative.

If we put this theory of human action aside, and
allow as ends the things that seem to be ends, the
picture changes. It will surely be allowed that quite
apart from thoughts of duty a man may care about the
suffering of others, having a sense of identification with
them, and wanting to help if he can. Of course he must
want not the reputation of charity, nor even a gratifying
role helping others, but, quite simply, their good. If this
is what he does care about, then he will be attached to
the end proper to the virtue of charity and a comparison
with someone acting from an ulterior motive (even a
respectable ulterior motive) is out of place. Nor will
the conformity of his action to the rule of charity be
merely contingent. Honest action may happen to
further a man’s career; charitable actions do not happen
to further the good of others."

Can a man accepting only hypothetical imperatives
possess other virtues besides that of charity? Could he
be just or honest? This problem is more complex
because there is no end related to such virtues as the
good of others is related to charity. But what reason
could there be for refusing to call a man a just man if
he acted justly because he loved truth and liberty, and
wanted every man to be treated with a certain respect?
And why should the truly honest man not follow
honesty for the sake of the good that honest dealing
brings to men? Of course, the usual difficulties can be
raised about the rare case in which no good is foreseen
from an individual act of honesty. But it is not evident
that a man’s desires could not give him reason to act
honestly even here. He wants to live openly and in
good faith with his neighbours; it is not all the same to
him to lie and conceal.

If one wants to know whether there could be a truly
moral man who accepted moral principles as hypo-
thetical rules of conduct, as many people accept rules
of etiquette as hypothetical rules of conduct, one must
consider the right kind of example. A man who
demanded that morality should be brought under the
heading of self-interest would not be a good candidate,
nor would anyone who was ready to be charitable or
honest only so long as he felt inclined. A cause such as
justice makes strenuous demands, but this is not peculiar

to morality, and men are prepared to toil to achieve
many ends not endorsed by morality. That they are
prepared to fight so hard for moral ends — for example,
for liberty and justice — depends on the fact that these
are the kinds of ends that arouse devotion. To sacrifice
a great deal for the sake of etiquette one would need to
be under the spell of the emphatic ‘ought’. One could
hardly be devoted to behaving comme il faut.

In spite of all that has been urged in favour of the
hypothetical imperative in ethics, I am sure that many
people will be unconvinced and will argue that one
element essential to moral virtue is still missing. This
missing feature is the recognition of a duty to adopt
those ends which we have attributed to the moral man.
We have said that he does care about others, and about
causes such as liberty and justice; that it is on this
account that he will accept a system of morality. But
what if he never cared about such things, or what if he
ceased to care? Is it not the case that he ought to care?
This is exactly what Kant would say, for though at
times he sounds as if he thought that morality is not
concerned with ends, at others he insists that the
adoption of ends such as the happiness of others is itself
dictated by morality."" How is this proposition to be
regarded by one who rejects all talk about the binding
force of the moral law? He will agree that a moral man
has moral ends and cannot be indifferent to matters
such as suffering and injustice. Further, he will recog-
nise in the statement that one ought to care about these
things a correct application of the non-hypothetical
moral ‘ought’ by which society is apt to voice its
demands. He will not, however, take the fact that he
ought to have certain ends as in itself reason to adopt
them. If he himself is a moral man then he cares about
such things, but not ‘because he ought’. If he is an
amoral man he may deny that he has any reason to
trouble his head over this or any other moral demand.
Of course he may be mistaken, and his life as well as
others’ lives may be most sadly spoiled by his selfishness.
But this is not what is urged by those who think they
can close the matter by an emphatic use of ‘ought’. My
argument is that they are relying on an illusion, as if
trying to give the moral ‘ought’ a magic force.'

This conclusion may, as [ said, appear dangerous and
subversive of morality. We are apt to panic at the
thought that we ourselves, or other people, might stop
caring about the things we do care about, and we feel
that the categorical imperative gives us some control
over the situation. But it is interesting that the people
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of Leningrad were not struck by the thought that only
the contingent fact that other citizens shared their loyalty
and devotion to the city stood between them and the
Germans during the terrible years of the siege. Perhaps
we should be less troubled than we are by fear of
defection from the moral cause; perhaps we should
even have less reason to fear it if people thought of

Notes

themselves as volunteers banded together to fight
for liberty and justice and against inhumanity and
oppression. It is often felt, even if obscurely, that there
is an element of deception in the official line about
morality. And while some have been persuaded by talk
about the authority of the moral law, others have
turned away with a sense of distrust.

1. Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals, Sec. 11, trans. by
L. W.Beck.

2. Ibid.

Ibid.

4. According to the position sketched here we have three
forms of hypothetical imperative: ‘If you want x you
should do y’, ‘Because you want x you should do y’, and
‘Because x is in your interest you should do y’. For Kant
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the third would automatically be covered by the second.

5. To say that at that moment one wants to be a respectable
philosopher would be another matter. Such a statement
requires a special connexion between the desire and the
moment.

6. To say that moral considerations are called reasons is
blatantly to ignore the problem. In the case of etiquette
or club rules it is obvious that the non-hypothetical use of
‘should’ has resulted in the loss of the usual connexion
between what one should do and what one has reason to
do. Someone who objects that in the moral case a man
cannot be justified in restricting his practical reasoning in
this way, since every moral ‘should’ gives reasons for acting,
must face the following dilemma. Either it is possible to
create reasons for acting simply by putting together any
silly rules and introducing a non-hypothetical ‘should’, or
else the non-hypothetical ‘should” does not necessarily

imply reasons for acting. If it does not necessarily imply
reasons for acting we may ask why it is supposed to do so
in the case of morality. Why cannot the indifferent amoral
man say that for him ‘should,,” gives no reason for acting,
treating ‘should,,” as most of us treat ‘should.’? Those who
insist that ‘should,,” is categorical in this second ‘reason-
giving’ sense do not seem to realise that they never prove
this to be so.They sometimes say that moral considerations
‘just do’ give reasons for acting, without explaining why
some devotee of etiquette could not say the same about
the rules of etiquette.

7. I am grateful to Rogers Albritton for drawing my
attention to this interesting use of expressions such as
‘have to’ or ‘must’.

8. Pt II, Introduction, sec. II.

9. Immanuel Kant, Critigue of Practical Reason, trans.
L. W. Beck, p. 133.

10. It is not, of course, necessary that charitable actions
should succeed in helping others; but when they do so
they do not happen to do so, since that is necessarily their
aim. (Footnote added, 1977.)

11.  See, e.g., The Metaphysics of Morals, pt. 11, sec. 30.

12. See G. E. M. Anscombe, ‘Modern Moral Philosophy’,
Philosophy (1958). My view is different from Miss

Anscombe’s, but I have learned from her.
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A Puzzle About the Rational
Authority of Morality

David O. Brink

Commonsense morality recognizes various other-
regarding duties to help, or forbear from harming,
others. Most of us also regard moral obligations as
important practical considerations that give agents
reasons for action. But heeding these obligations may
constrain the agent’s pursuit of his own interest or
aims. If we associate rationality with the agent’s own
point of view, we may wonder whether moral conduct
and concern are always rationally justifiable. These
thoughts reveal a tension in ordinary thinking about
morality between living right and living well. That
tension might be represented as a puzzle about the
rational authority of morality that consists of a quartet
of claims that can seem individually plausible but are
mutually inconsistent.

I. Moral requirements — including other-regarding
obligations — apply to agents independently of
their aims or interests.

II. Moral requirements necessarily provide agents
with reasons for action.
III. Reasons for action are dependent on the aims or
interests of the agent who has them.
IV. There is no necessary connection between other-
regarding action and any aim or interest of the
agent.

David O. Brink, “A Puzzle about the Rational Authority of Morality,”
Philosophical Perspectives, 6 (1992), 1-26. Reprinted with permission of
John Wiley & Sons, Inc.

Each element of the puzzle articulates a familiar and
initially plausible idea.

(I) is a statement of the objectivity of ethics, familiar
from Kant, according to which moral requirements are
categorical norms, they apply to us independently of
our antecedent desires and interests. The agent’s own
interests and inclinations are not, in the relevant way,
among the conditions of application for moral require-
ments. This is clearest in the case of other-regarding
moral requirements. I do not defeat an ascription of
obligation to me to help another by pointing out that
doing so will serve no goal or purpose that I have.

(IT) captures the practical character of morality and
moral deliberation. Agents typically engage in moral
deliberation in order to decide what to do; people give
moral advice with the aim of guiding others’ conduct;
and most of us are quite sensitive to moral criticism.
One explanation of these attitudes and expectations is
that we think moral requirements give agents reasons
for action. Such claims are sometimes defended as
conceptual truths about morality. Internalists say that to
be under a moral obligation to do something just is to
have a reason to do it; they assume that norms of
morality just are norms of rationality.

(II) articulates the common assumption that a fact
must affect the agent in some way to be of rational
significance to her. Call this assumption about rationality
agent-relative. By contrast, rationality is agent-neutral just
in case another’s interests give an agent reasons for
action directly, independently of any connection with

Ethical Theory: An Anthology, Second Edition. Edited by Russ Shafer-Landau.
© 2013 John Wiley & Sons, Inc. Published 2013 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
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her own interests or desires. Agent-relative assumptions
seem to underlie many formal and informal discussions
of individual rationality in philosophy, economics, and
politics. Moreover, an agent-relative theory provides a
reliable link between reasons for action and motivation,
we expect one who recognizes reasons for action to be
motivated to act on them, and an agent seems more
likely to be motivated by facts about his own interest or
desires than by facts about the interest or desires of
others. Also, when we explain an agent’s behavior as an
attempt to satisfy certain desires, given her beliefs, we
are said to “rationalize” her behavior. This suggests that
genuinely rational behavior is that which would
promote the agent’s desires or at least those desires that
she would have if she met certain epistemic conditions.

(IV) reflects a common assumption about the
independence of different people’s interests and
attitudes that I will call the independence assumption. Of
course, agents often do care about the welfare of others
and desire to do the morally correct thing, and there
will often be connections between an agent’s own
interests and those of others. But neither connection
holds either universally or necessarily. My aims could
be largely self-confined, and my own good can be
specified in terms that make no essential reference to
the good of others, say, in terms of my own pleasure or
the satisfaction of my desires.

Despite their individual appeal, not all four claims
can be true; we must reject at least one element of the
puzzle if we are to avoid inconsistency. Indeed, we can
make sense of a number of familiar positions at the
foundations of ethics as tacit responses to this puzzle
that reject one element of the puzzle in order to
preserve others.

Moral relativism and minimalist moral theories, such as
ethical egoism, reject the existence of categorical moral
norms asserted in (I); they claim that moral requirements
must further the agent’s interests or desires in some way.
Externalists reject the internalist assumption about the
rationality of morality in (IT). They distinguish between
norms of rationality and norms of morality and
recognize moral requirements such that failure to act
on them is not necessarily irrational. Kantians and others
reject the agent-relative assumptions about reasons for
action in (III); they claim that the interests of other
people can directly and necessarily provide an agent
with reason for action. Finally, metaphysical egoists reject
the independence assumption in (IV) and resolve the
puzzle by arguing that, properly understood, people’s

interests are interdependent in ways such that acting
on other-regarding moral requirements promotes the
agent’s own interests.

I’ll sketch some of these solutions and their resources,
limitations, and interrelations. My primary goal is not
defend a particular solution to the puzzle, but to show
that it provides a fruitful framework within which to
address some foundational issues about ethics.

1. Relativist and Minimalist
Solutions

Some writers begin with assumptions (II)—(IV) in
place and conclude that we must reject the existence of
categorical, other-regarding requirements.'

For example, in his article “Moral Relativism
Defended” Gilbert Harman relies on Humean assump-
tions about the instrumental nature of rationality and
internalist assumptions about the connection between
moral obligation and reasons for action in order to
defend a view that he calls moral relativism, according to
which an agent’s moral obligations must be relativized
to her pro-attitudes.

Formulating this as a logical thesis, I want to treat the moral
“ought” as a four-place predicate (or “operator”), “Ought
(A, D, C, M),” which relates an agent A, a type of act D,
considerations C, and motivating attitudes M [1975 10]

Harman claims, for instance, that Hitler is someone to
whom obligations of fairness, decency, or respect for
human life could not have applied because he (Hitler)
lacked the relevant attitudes necessary for him to have
had reasons to be fair, to be decent, or to respect human
life (1975: 7-11).

Harman’s argument has the following form

1. Moral requirements generate reasons for action.
2. Reasons for action are desire-dependent.
3. Hence moral requirements are desire-dependent.

This is a version of relativism, because it relativizes
moral obligations to people’s variable aims. It is a
version of minimalism, because it holds the content of
one’s obligations hostage to one’s interests and aims
and so seems unlikely to recognize the normal
range of other-regarding duties that commonsense
morality does.
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Moreover, this view can be represented as an
agent-relative ethical theory if it claims that promoting
an agent’s interests or desires is a sufficient as well as a
necessary condition for moral obligation (1975:11).An
agent-relative ethical theory claims that an agent is
obligated to do something just insofar as it would
promote his own interests or desires.

Another view that can be represented either as an
agent-relative ethical theory or as a skeptical view is
Callicles’ position in Plato’s Gorgias. Callicles resolves
the apparent conflict between the demands of justice
and the agent’s own interest by arguing that “real” or
natural justice does not require the agent to help others
or forbear from harming them, as conventional morality
supposes (482de, 483ab, 488b—490a). The naturally just
person satisfies her own unrestrained desires (488b).
And, precisely because the revision in ordinary moral
views that he makes is so drastic — his account of virtue
is so minimalist — Callicles is usually thought of as a
moral skeptic, even though he accepts the rational
authority of real virtue.

Libertarian views might be motivated in a similar way.
They recognize negative other-regarding obligations to
forbear from harming others and interfering with their
liberty but no positive obligations of mutual aid. Robert
Nozick, for example, defends a moral theory incorpo-
rating libertarian side-constraints against utilitarianism
by appeal to the separateness of persons. He writes

Individually, we each sometimes choose to undergo some
pain or sacrifice for a greater benefit or to avoid a greater
harm. Why not, similarly, hold that some persons have to
bear some costs that benefit other persons more? But
there is no social entity with a good that undergoes some
sacrifice for its own good.To use a person in this way does
not sufficiently respect and take account of the fact that he
is a separate person, that his is the only life he has He does
not get some overbalancing good from his sacrifice, and
no one is entitled to force this upon him. [1974 32-3]

Nozick concludes that the separateness of persons
grounds libertarian rights that protect individuals from
other-regarding moral requirements that demand
uncompensated sacrifices. His argument seems to have
the following form.

1. It is unreasonable to demand uncompensated
sacrifices.
2. Moral requirements must be reasonable.

3. There is no interpersonal compensation; benefits
to another do not compensate me for my losses.

4. Hence moral requirements can include no other-
regarding duties.

However, we might notice that libertarian minimalism
is imperfectly supported by this argument. For, while
she recognizes no positive duties of mutual aid that
apply independently of the agent’s own desires and
choices, the libertarian does recognize negative duties
to refrain from force and fraud that apply indepen-
dently of the agent’s own aims or interests. Even the
libertarian thinks that negative duties of forbearance
are other-regarding categorical norms.

Any agent-relative ethical theory that holds an
agent’s obligations hostage to the promotion of her
immediate or unreflective interests or desires seems
committed to a highly revisionary form of minimalism.
Some agents are concerned about others. But such
other-regarding attitudes are not universal. Moreover,
benefiting others consumes time and resources that
might have been spent in more self-confined ways. As
long as people are psychologically malleable, we may
ask why those who do not have other-regarding
attitudes should cultivate them and those who happen
to have them should maintain them. Unless there are
answers to these questions agent-relative ethical
theories will be quite minimal.

A sophisticated agent-relative ethical theory might
try to avoid minimalism by arguing that it is in the
long-term interest of agents to develop, maintain, and
act on other-regarding attitudes. Such a theory would
be a version of ethical egoism; it would claim that an
agent is morally obligated to do something just insofar
as that course of action would promote his own interest
overall. The ethical egoist’s explanation of other-
regarding moral requirements would exploit the idea
that morality is concerned with the appropriate terms
for personal and social interaction and cooperation and
requires people to restrain their pursuit of their own
aims and interests and accept a fair division of goods
and resources. Each individual has an interest in the
fruits of such interaction and cooperation. Though it
might be desirable from a self-interested point of view
to reap the benefits of others’ forbearances and
cooperation without incurring the burdens of one’s
own, the opportunities to do this are infrequent.
Noncompliance is generally detectable, and others
won’t be forbearing and cooperative towards agents
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who are known to be noncompliant. So noncompliance
secures short-term benefits that compliance does not,
but compliance secures greater long-term benefits than
non-compliance.

Because of the generally beneficial character of
cooperative and restrained behavior, together with the
cognitive and affective advantages of acting from fairly
coarse-grained dispositions, people will have reason
to develop and act on social sentiments and other-
regarding attitudes. These attitudes will also receive
external support. Because each has an interest in others’
cooperation and restraint, communities will tend to
reinforce compliant behavior and discourage noncom-
pliant behavior. Community pressure, therefore, will
also foster the development of fairly coarse-grained
compliant dispositions. It’s no accident, therefore, that
people will have social sentiments and other-regarding
attitudes, and these will give them agent-relative reason
to act in other-regarding ways. And where they don’t
yet have these attitudes, they will nonetheless typically
have agent-relative reasons to act in other-regarding
ways (if only) as part of a process of developing
such attitudes.

The strategic egoist reasons as follows.

1. Itisin the agent’s interest to receive the benefits of
systems of cooperation and restraint.

2. The benefits of systems of cooperation and
restraint are available only to those who maintain
the appearance of cooperation and restraint
towards strategic partners.

3. The least costly means of maintaining the
appearance of cooperation and restraint is by being
cooperative and restrained.

4. Hence it is in the agent’s interest to be cooperative
and restrained towards strategic partners.

5. Hence there are other-regarding duties that have
agent-relative foundations.

In this way, the strategic ethical egoist tries to explain
why one should both cultivate and maintain other-
regarding attitudes by appeal to one’s long-term
interests. This form of ethical egoism attempts to justify
other-regarding morality and avoid unacceptably
minimalist conclusions while denying (I)’s claim that
these moral requirements apply to agents independently
of their interests and desires.

But as long as ethical egoism recognizes the inde-
pendence assumption, it must remain revisionary. In

circumstances in which an agent would benefit from
acting on selectively noncompliant dispositions, the
ethical egoist cannot ascribe other-regarding moral
obligations. First, (2) is not always true. In the case of
public goods that are nonexcludable, the appearance
of compliance is not necessary to receive the benefits
of others’ compliance, though fairness typically seems
to require compliance. Moreover, if the stakes are
sufficiently high in a particular case, and one’s strategic
partners have already complied, one may have no
reason to maintain even the appearance of compliance.
For the benefits of noncompliance in such a case can
outweigh the costs of being excluded from future
interaction. Second, (3) is sometimes false. Selective
noncompliance may go undetected where it is difficult
to monitor compliance and detect deception. But
surely the moral obligation to comply does not cease
just because successful deception is possible. Third,
(4) doesn’t support a sufficiently strong version of (5).
Noncompliance towards those with whom one does
not strategically interact will be in one’s interest. So if
the wealthy and talented have sufficient strength and
resources so as to stand nothing to gain by participating
with the weak and handicapped in a system of mutual
cooperation and forbearance, then the strategic egoist
can recognize no duties of mutual aid that the former
have towards the latter. Finally, even if the strategic
justification of other-regarding conduct were exten-
sionally adequate, the independence assumption ensures
that there are possible cases in which an agent has no
strategic justification for compliant behavior, if only
because the stakes are so high, her discriminatory
capacities are so fine-grained, or she is such a successful
deceiver. While our other-regarding obligations are
presumably stable, the strategic
justification of other-regarding conduct is not.? These

counterfactually

limitations in strategic ethical egoism are all limitations
in the scope of morality itself, and not simply limita-
tions in the rationality of other-regarding conduct
and concern.

One aspect of viewing minimalist moral theories as,
perhaps tacit, solutions to this puzzle about the rational
authority of morality is that it establishes a link between
metaethical and normative issues and so undermines
the common claim that metaethics and normative
ethics are completely independent of each other. The
link is simply that if one accepts certain metaethical
claims — viz. internalism, agent-relative assumptions
about reasons for action, and the independence
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assumption — then one is committed to a particular,
indeed, extremely controversial kind of moral theory,
viz. some form of minimalism. Conversely, if one is to
avoid these normative views, one must reject at least
one of three metaethical claims.

2. Externalist Solutions

Some accept the existence of categorical moral norms,
agent-relative assumptions about rationality, and the
independence assumption and so reject the internalist
assumption about the rationality of morality in (II).
This externalist solution denies that it is a condition of
the application of a moral requirement that it provide
the agent to whom it applies with a reason for action.
While moral requirements apply to us independently
of our antecedent desires and interests, they give us rea-
sons for action conditional on their promoting our
interests or desires.

We might motivate this externalist position by
noting an ambiguity within Kantian rationalism.?
Kant, of course, distinguishes between hypothetical
and categorical imperatives (1785: 414). Hypothetical
imperatives are conditional on whether the conduct
enjoined promotes the agent’s antecedent interests or
desires, while categorical imperatives are not. Kant
claims that moral requirements express categorical,
rather than hypothetical, imperatives (1785: 416). But
we might identify two distinguishable claims here
corresponding to two distinct senses in which an
imperative can be categorical. In one sense, imperatives
are categorical just in case they apply to people
independently of their aims or interests. Imperatives are
categorical in this sense insofar as they generate categorical
norms. (I) asserts that moral requirements — including
other-regarding moral requirements — are categorical
norms. Imperatives are categorical in another sense just
in case they provide those to whom they apply with
reasons for action independently of their desires, aims, or
interests. Imperatives are categorical in this sense just in
case they generate categorical reasons. Categorical reasons
are agent-neutral reasons, and other-regarding moral
requirements could provide categorical reasons only if
there are agent-neutral reasons for action.

Once we distinguish these two Kantian theses we
may not find them equally plausible. We might agree
that moral requirements are categorical in the first
sense — they are categorical norms — but deny that they

are categorical in the second sense — they do not
generate categorical reasons.

However, the internalist might argue that we cannot
separate categorical norms and categorical reasons.

1. Moral requirements apply to people categorically
(i.e. independently of their contingent desires and
interests).

2. If a moral requirement (categorically) tells me to
do x, then I have a (categorical) moral reason to
do x.

3. IfI have a (categorical) moral reason to do x, then
I have a (categorical) reason to do x.

4. Hence moral requirements generate (categorical)
reasons for action.

5. Hence it would be pro tanto irrational of me to
fail to act on moral requirements (regardless of my
interests or desires).

But the externalist can reply that the argument trades
on an equivocation between different senses of ‘reason’.
In one sense (a) for there to be a reason for me to do
something is simply for there to exist the relevant sort
of behavioral standard or norm. In this sense, there are
as many kinds of reasons as there are systems of norms;
there are moral reasons, reasons of etiquette, reasons of
state, etc. In this sense, the existence of categorical
moral norms obviously does imply the existence of
moral reasons and, hence, reasons. But when we call
these reasons categorical reasons, we are just giving
another name to what we had previously called
categorical norms. The other sense of ‘reason’ (b)
signifies more than the existence of a certain sort of
behavioral norm; it indicates that there is a reason to
behave in accordance with such a norm such that
failure to behave in that way is ceteris paribus or pro
tanto irrational. If there is reason, in this sense, to act on
a norm, then practical reason endorses this norm. And
it is this sense of reason and rationality that is at stake in
the rational authority of morality and the debate about
whether all reasons are agent-relative. Reasons, in this
sense, do not follow from the mere existence of certain
sorts of norms, as the case of etiquette seems to dem-
onstrate. Norms of etiquette apply to my behavior
independently of my interests or attitudes, but failure
to observe them does not seem irrational unless this in
some way undermines my interests or aims. So the
externalist is justified in concluding that the argument
trades on an equivocation between these two senses of’
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reason: the argument for (4) is sound just in case it is
understood as (4a), while (5) follows from (4) only if
(4) is read as (4b).

In a similar way, the externalist may appeal to these
two senses of ‘reason’ to dissolve the puzzle. On a
univocal (b)-reading of ‘reason’, the externalist denies
(I). On an (a)-reading of (II), (II) follows trivially from
(I) and is not an independent premise. The externalist
won’t deny (Ila). But (III) clearly requires the (b)-
reading of ‘reason’. But, of course, the four claims do
not form a genuine paradox if we read (II) as (ITa) and
(II) as (ITIb).

We can better see this challenge to Kantian
rationalism by considering Philippa Foot’s useful
analogy between morality and etiquette (Foot 1972).
At some points it may be difficult to distinguish rules
of etiquette and rules of morality; for instance, etiquette
often enjoins the same sort of consideration and respect
for others that morality does. Because we want to
examine morality’s relation to something agreed to be
fairly unimportant, the focus on etiquette must be on
those rules of etiquette that do not overlap with moral
instance, requiring that
invitations addressed in the third person be answered in
the third person. So we must compare morality and
mere etiquette (those rules of etiquette that are not also
moral rules).

requirements, for rules

Rules of (mere) etiquette, like moral requirements,
are categorical norms. The moral duty to help others
in distress, when you can do so at little cost to yourself,
does not fail to apply to you — we do not withdraw our
ascription of obligation to you — just because you are
indifferent to your neighbor’s suffering and in a hurry
to read your mail, as would be the case if it was a
hypothetical norm. In the same way, rules against
replying to a third-person invitation in the first person
don’t fail to apply to you — we don’t take back our
ascriptions of duties of etiquette to you — just because
you think etiquette is silly or you have a desire to annoy
your host, as would be the case if rules of etiquette
stated hypothetical norms.

But rules of etiquette seem to lack rational authority;
they generate hypothetical, not categorical reasons.
Rules of etiquette may state categorical norms, but
failure to observe these norms does not seem irrational
unless this in some way undermines the agent’s interests
or aims. Here too moral requirements may seem on a
par with requirements of etiquette. If the independence
assumption is correct, obligations of forbearance,

mutual aid, and justice will sometimes further no aims
or interests of the agent. Though we need not withdraw
the ascription of obligation in such cases, perhaps we
should allow that immoral conduct in such a case is not
irrational. We can reproach such a person for immoral
behavior, but not for irrationality.

But the analogy between morals and manners
provides no explanation of the common belief that
morality has a special authority. Now the externalist
might conclude that the special authority of morality is
just an illusion — an artifact of moral education and the
internalization of moral norms (as Foot may seem to).
But he might claim that morality and etiquette are
imperfectly analogous. While alike in generating
categorical norms whose rationality is hypothetical,
not categorical, they need not be equally authoritative
systems of norms. This is because of the content of the
two types of norms. Different systems of norms make
different sorts of requirements and have different points
or organizing principles. The externalist might claim that
the moral point of view has a more intimate and regular
relationship to people’s important interests and aims
than the point of view of etiquette does.

The basic idea rests on familiar claims about what
the moral point of view is (and what the point of view
of etiquette is). One version appeals to claims about
morality’s other-regarding concerns with fairness,
equality, and impartiality and the sort of strategic
reasoning that we saw an ethical egoist might invoke.
However, this sort of strategic reasoning figures here
within a rational egoist attempt to defend the rationality
of other-regarding moral considerations, not within an
ethical egoist account of the content of morality.
Rational egoism is the view that an action is rational
just insofar as it would promote the agent’s own
interests, whereas ethical egoism is the view that an
action is morally obligatory just insofar as it would
promote the agent’s own interests. The rational egoist,
who is not an ethical egoist, allows that we can identify
the content of moral requirements independently of
the agent’s own interest and then thinks that moral
requirements can be shown to be rational just to the
extent that they promote the agent’s own interest. The
rational egoist holds the rationality of conduct hostage
to the agent’s own interests and desires; but, unlike the
ethical egoist, he does not hold the morality of conduct
hostage in this way. Nonetheless, the same sort of
strategic reasoning that the sophisticated ethical egoist
employs can be invoked by the rational egoist. That
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reasoning purports to explain why agents have
agent-relative reason to develop, maintain, and act on
fairly coarsegrained other-regarding dispositions and
attitudes. The rational egoist can employ these claims
to provide a generally reliable contingent justification
of the rational authority or other-regarding morality.
We saw that there are actual or at least counterfactual
limitations to the strategic justification of other-
regarding conduct. But, unlike the ethical egoist, the
rational egoist need not view these limitations as
limitations in the scope of morality itself They represent
the limits of the rational authority of morality.

By contrast, I assume, the point of view of mere
etiquette — whatever exactly it is — has no such intimate
and regular relationship to people’s important interests
and aims.The rational authority of etiquette is not only
contingent but weak and unreliable.

If so, the moral point of view is more centrally
implicated in human interests and desires than is the
point of view of etiquette. These constructive claims
suggest how an externalist can try to show that morality
has a special authority, not enjoyed by etiquette, while
restricting herself to agent-relative reasons.

3. Agent-Neutral Solutions

Another solution to the puzzle is to give up the
agent-relative assumptions about rationality in (III) in
favor of agent-neutral claims. The trick, of course, is to
make agent-neutral assumptions about reasons for action
plausible. We have to explain how I can have reason to
do something simply because it benefits someone even
if it would further no interest or desire of mine.

We may find agent-neutral assumptions prima facie
mysterious. Whereas the link between the agent’s own
interests and desires and his reasons for action seems
intuitive, the link between the interests of others and
his reasons for action may seem less clear or compelling.
Moreover, agent-relative assumptions explain better
why recognition of reasons for action should motivate
the agent, whereas it seems possible to be unmoved by
agent-neutral considerations. Further, agent-relative
assumptions about rationality seem to be a natural
extension of the “rationalizing” mode of explaining
behavior, and this allows us to link normative and
explanatory senses of ‘reason for action’. By contrast, if
an agent has not already formed desires for the welfare
of other people, it’s hard to see how the welfare of

others could explain his behavior in any way But then
agent-neutral assumptions about rationality will not
forge any link between normative and explanatory
reasons for action.

Presumably, the friend of agent-neutrality believes
that facts about another’s welfare can and will be
motivational when the agent understands that and why
such facts provide reasons for action. If so, agent-
neutrality can maintain a link between explanatory and
normative reasons for action. Explanatory reasons
consist of the agent’s pro-attitudes, given her actual
beliefs. Normative reasons represent an idealization of
explanatory reasons. Genuinely rational behavior is
behavior that would satisfy the aims the agent would
have in an idealized epistemic state in which her
various beliefs and desires were in wide reflective equi-
librium (cf. Brink 1989: 63-6). If there are convincing
arguments for agent-neutral reasons, then this will
affect the agent’s aims in reflective equilibrium. If so,
there can be no a priori argument from the connection
between rationality and motivation or between explan-
atory and normative reasons against the possibility of
agent-neutral reasons. We must consider particular
arguments for agent-neutrality on a case by case basis.
There are two main kinds of argument to consider:
intuitive and theoretical.

Consider first an intuitive argument. Agent-relative
theories of rationality assume that rational action must
benefit the agent or further her aims. But surely, we
might think, we have good reason to help others in
distress or prevent harm to them if we can do so at little
cost to ourselves, even if helping them won’t benefit us
or further our aims. Suppose that with a little effort
I could warn you, before our jump, that your parachute
is jammed or that I could easily step around your gouty
toes. Surely, I have reason to warn you and avoid your
toes even if doing so doesn’t benefit me or further
my aims.*

This claim has considerable force. But the externalist
who accepts agent-relative assumptions about rationality
can accept it on one reading. She can agree that there
is a moral reason for me to warn you about your
jammed parachute and walk around your gouty toes,
even if doing so does not benefit me or further my
aims, and that I am immoral if I fail to do so. So she
agrees that I have a reason to do these things in the
sense that there is a categorical norm that enjoins such
conduct. She denies only that there is a categorical
reason for me to do these things. Assuming that I would
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receive no benefit from these actions, it would not be
irrational of me to fail to warn you or avoid your gouty
toes. What is intuitively clear is that it would be (grossly)
immoral of me to let you jump or to tread on your
gouty toes; it is not comparably clear that this would
also be necessarily irrational.

Kant and neo-Kantians also offer theoretical argu-
ments for recognizing agent-neutral reasons. One
argument can be found in Thomas Nagels The
Possibility of Altruism. Nagel sees a parallel between
intertemporal and interpersonal distribution of benefits
and harms. He argues for agent-neutrality or altruism
by analogy with prudence. Just as the interests of an
agent’s future self provide him with reasons for action
now, so too, Nagel argues, others’ interests provide him
with reasons for action Failure to recognize prudence
involves temporal dissociation — failure to see the
present as just one time among others — and failure to
recognize altruism involves personal dissociation —
failure to recognize oneself as just one person among
others Both kinds of dissociation are mistakes. The
parity of time and person within rationality, therefore,
requires accepting agent-neutrality.

But the rational egoist will not be very impressed by
this analogy with prudence. Rational egoism assumes
that sacrifice requires compensation, that is, that an agent
has reason to make a sacrifice, say to benefit another, if
and only if the agent receives some sufficient benefit in
return. Nagel himself accepts the “extremely strict
position that there can be no interpersonal compensa-
tion for sacrifice” (1970: 142). But if sacrifice requires
compensation, prudence and altruism must be impor-
tantly disanalogous. For, in the prudential case, I am
compensated for a sacrifice of my present interests in
favor of my greater future interests; these future inter-
ests are mine. Because benefactor and beneficiary are
the same, diachronic, intrapersonal compensation is
automatic. But interpersonal compensation is not
automatic; benefactor and beneficiary are distinct. If
the independence assumption is correct, the interests of
other selves, however great, are not ipso facto interests of
mine. Unless there is some connection between my
interests and those of others (as, of course, there will in
fact often be), I am not compensated when I sacrifice
my interests (present or future) for those of others. But
then justified concern for my own future does not itself
establish justified concern for others.

A more promising strategy is to develop the Kantian
attempt to link categorical norms and categorical

reasons. Kant thinks that moral requirements are
categorical norms, because they apply to us insofar as
we are rational beings and independently of our
contingent interests and inclinations (1785: 408, 411,
425-7, 432, 442). If so, moral requirements apply to us
in virtue of our rational features, and these are essential
to our being agents who deliberate and possess reasons
for action. If so, such requirements arguably provide
agents with reasons for action independently of their
contingent interests and inclinations. Any norms that
apply to us in this way would generate categorical,
agent-neutral reasons for action.

It remains to be seen whether there are any such
moral requirements and whether they include familiar
other-regarding duties. Kant thinks so. He understands
the first formulation of the Categorical Imperative to
require that one act on maxims that a rational being as
such could will to be universal (1785: 421, 425-7). He
thinks that the one thing that an agent would choose for
its own sake insofar as she is rational, and independently
of her contingent inclinations and interests, would be
the realization of rational agency. If 1 choose rational
agency solely insofar as I am a rational being, then I will
choose to develop rational agency as such, and not the
rational agency of this or that being, in particular, not
just my rational agency. If so, then reason directs me to
be concerned about other rational agents, as rational
agents, for their own sakes. Kant concludes that insofar
as we are rational beings we would will that all rational
agents be treated as ends in themselves and never merely
as means (1785:429); this is his second main formulation
of the Categorical Imperative.

The second formula imposes other-regarding duties.
It prohibits treating anyone merely as a means. The
negative requirement that no one be treated as a mere
means requires that each be treated as an end, and this
carries certain positive duties. For to treat other rational
agents as ends requires treating them as agents whose
deliberation and agency is valuable. This requires,
ceteris paribus, not simply that we refrain from doing
things that would harm the interests and agency of
others but also that we do things to promote their
rational agency. And this will involve a concern to
promote or assist, where possible, others’ opportunities
for deliberation and agency, the effectiveness of their
deliberations, and the execution of their choices and
commitments (cf. 1785: 430).

This brief sketch of the Kantian strategy suggests a
way of understanding the categorical application of
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other-regarding moral norms such that these norms
generate categorical, agent-neutral reasons for action.

1. Moral requirements apply to people insofar as they
are rational agents.

2. Hence moral requirements supply agents with
reasons for action.

3. Insofar as an agent is rational, she will be concerned
with rational agency.

4. Insofar as an agent is concerned with rational
agency, she will treat rational agents as end in
themselves.

5. Hence moral requirements include other-regarding
duties to treat others as ends.

6. Hence agents have reason to act on other-
regarding duties.

This is not the place to defend the details of this

strategy, but it is a solution to the puzzle worth explor-
ing further.

4. Metaphysical Egoist Solutions

An agent-neutral solution would be unnecessary if
the independence assumption were false. But that
assumption looks very plausible as applied to the
connection between other-regarding action and the
agent’s desires or pro-attitudes. We've already noted
that other-regarding attitudes seem neither universal
nor necessary. But there is a more abstract argument for
denying that there is a necessary connection between
any other-regarding action and any pro-attitude of the
agent that appeals to the systematic plasticity of
pro-attitudes. There are various connections between
facts and people’s pro-attitudes. Given some of my
pro-attitudes, certain facts or their recognition may
commit me to other pro-attitudes. If I want to hire a
suitable person for the position, and you are the only
suitable person available, then, if I realize this, I will
want to hire you for the position But this sort of
connection is not a necessary connection between a
fact or belief and a pro-attitude. For in response to the
fact or belief, it is always possible to change the
pro-attitude that had previously made the fact or belief
relevant, rather than adopt the new desire that the fact
or belief recommends. So in a context in which some
background pro-attitudes are held fixed there are
necessary connections between facts or beliefs and

other pro-attitudes. But these connections are not
necessary simpliciter, because systematic modification
of one’s pro-attitudes in light of the facts or one’s beliefs
is always possible. If so, this aspect of the independence
assumption is secure.

But this does not rule out the possibility of necessary
connections between other-regarding actions and the
agent’s interests, because we can construct non-conative
conceptions of people’s interests. If people’s interests
were interdependent in certain ways, this would
undermine the independence assumption. We might
call such a view metaphysical egoism The metaphysical
egoist claims that when the agent’s own happiness or
interest is correctly understood we will see that the
good of others is, in the appropriate way, part of the
agent’s own good so that acting on other-regarding
moral requirements is a way of promoting his own
interests. If so, the rational egoist will be able to explain
authority of other-regarding moral
requirements on agent-relative assumptions.

Metaphysical egoism is sometimes defended as part
of absolute idealism, which claims that everything that
there is exists as part of a single cosmic or divine

the rational

consciousness. For then what we think of as distinct
lives (distinct streams of consciousness) would stand to
cosmic or divine intelligence as we now believe that
the stages of a single life stand to the person whose life
it is. There would be a super-personal entity that is
both benefactor and beneficiary in the interpersonal
case in much the same way that we take the person to
be both benefactor and beneficiary in diachronic,
intrapersonal sacrifice (contrary to Nozick’s claim,
quoted above). While this would make intradeity
compensation automatic, it would not yet establish
interpersonal compensation, because the person who is
benefactor is not also beneficiary. And without
interpersonal compensation, rational egoism will not
recognize the rational authority of other-regarding
demands.Ifabsolute idealism is to establish interpersonal
compensation, it must hold not only that there is a
super-personal entity but also that persons are
essentially parts of this super-personal entity such that
their welfare is to be understood in terms of its. This,
I gather, is roughly the view of idealists such as Hegel,
Green, and Bradley.?

But, stated baldly, these metaphysical assumptions are
likely to seem implausible. The general strategy, however,
is also familiar from Greek philosophy. In the Republic
Plato attempts to show that justice is in the agent’s own
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interest, properly understood, because justice is part of
having a well-ordered soul. In Nicomachean Ethics ix 4—12
Aristotle argues that friendship, which is the virtue
appropriate to communities and includes the perfection
of justice (1155a22-8, 1159b25—-1160a8), is a virtue that
promotes the agent’s own happiness, because the
virtuous friend is “another-self” (1168b2—6, 1170b6-9).
If the friend is another-self, then benefiting her pre-
sumably benefits me. And if political communities are
associations of friendship, then perhaps I can take this
attitude towards others as well. If so, perhaps I can
expect interpersonal compensation and so will have
agent-relative reason to comply with other-regarding
moral requirements.

One attempt to unpack these claims relies on
familiar, though not uncontroversial, metaphysical
claims. Indeed, I think that the basic strategy is
Aristotelian.® Aristotle claims that we can justify con-
cern for one’s (best or complete) friends and family
members (e.g. children and siblings) as cases of, or on
the model of, self~love (1161b15—-1162a5, 1166a10).

The excellent person is related to his friend in the same
way as he is related to himself; since a friend is another
self, and therefore, just as his own being is choiceworthy
for him, the friend’s being is choiceworthy for him in the
same or a similar way [1170b6-9]

One way to understand these claims is as a proposal
to model the relationship between “other-selves”
(e.g. intimates) on the relationship between a self and
its temporal parts. I have reason to regard my intimates
as other-selves, because they bear approximately the
same relationship to me as future stages of myself bear
to me, and this fact provides me with reason to care
about them.

According to rational egoism, concern for my own
future is rational; concern for my own future is concern
for me, and I am compensated for sacrifices of my
present self on behalf of my future self, because my
future self is a part of me. But how must a future self be
related to my present self in order for both to be parts
of me? A common and plausible answer (which I shall
employ but not defend) is psychological continuity.”
On this view, a particular person consists of a series
of psychologically continuous person stages. A series
of person stages is psychologically continuous just in
case contiguous members in this series are psychologi-
cally well connected. And a pair of person stages is

psychologically connected just in case they are
psychologically similar (in terms of such things as
beliefs, desires, and intentions) and the psychological
features of the later stage are causally dependent upon
the earlier stage. On this view, self-love would seem to
imply that I should be concerned about selves that are
psychologically continuous with my present self.

But I can be psychologically continuous with other
selves with whom I share a mental life and interact
causally. Interpersonal, as well as intrapersonal, psy-
chological continuity is possible. There will be psycho-
logical continuity between any people who share
beliefs, values, and goals as the result of their causal
interaction. This will be true to a significant extent in
the caseof intimates, such as spouses and friends. It
will alsobe true to an interesting, though lesser, extent
among members of the same community, because they
have common goals and aims and because these shared
goals have been produced at least in part by mutual
discussion and interaction. Interpersonal psychological
continuity can also be indirect, because it can hold
between people who are not themselves connected
butwho are each connected to others in common. It
can also be indirect when it is mediated by social
institutions and practices (e.g. media and legal and
political institutions) that otherwise isolated people
both participate in. In these ways, interpersonal
psychological continuity can extend quite broadly,
even if the degree of continuity often weakens as it
extends further.

To the extent that distinct individuals are psycho-
logically continuous, each can and should view the
other as another-self who extends her own interests in
much the same way that her own future self extends
her interests. If so, there can be automatic interpersonal
compensation among other-selves just as there is auto-
matic diachronic, intrapersonal compensation. One
will have agent-relative reasons to promote the welfare
of another proportional to the degree of psychological
continuity one bears to her.

Degree of continuity will presumably affect the
amount of other-regarding conduct and concern that
can be justified in this way. Presumably, I have less
agent-relative reason to benefit comparative strangers
than my intimates, precisely because the former are less
psychologically continuous with me than the latter. In
this way, metaphysical egoism seems committed to a
discount rate of rational concern proportional to the degree
of psychological continuity the agent bears to others.
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But this need not be a threat to morality, because the
extent of one’s obligations to others is commonly
thought to be a function not simply of the amount of
benefit that one can confer but also of the nature of
the relationship in which one stands to potential
beneficiaries. Commonsense morality recognizes more
stringent obligations towards those to whom one
stands in special relationships (e.g. to family and friends
and to partners in cooperative schemes) than towards
others. Even impartial moral theories, such as utilitari-
anism or consequentialism, typically try to justify
recognition of special obligations and the legitimacy of
differential concern for those to whom the agent stands
in special relationships. The scale of stringency among
our moral obligations to those to whom we stand in
different relationships forms a moral discount rate. It
remains to be seen whether the moral discount rate
and the metaphysical egoist’s discount rate of rational
concern are isomorphic, but it is not a defect per se of
its justification of other-regarding concern that it
embodies a discount rate of concern, because there is a
moral discount rate.

Because it is within one’s power to affect the degree
of psychological continuity one shares with others,
there is a question whether one should cultivate or
maintain other-selves. The metaphysical egoist can
claim that having another-self extends my interests in
important ways. A plausible conception of welfare can
reasonably claim that it is in my interest to exercise
those capacities that are central to the sort of being
I am and that these capacities include, importantly,
deliberative capacities (cf. EN 1 7). Having another-
self provides unique opportunities to exercise my
deliberative capacities. My other-self brings me new
information.I can learn and benefit from the experiences
that my other-self has by adding them to my own.
Moreover, deliberation includes practical deliberation.
Practical deliberation is exercised in the reflective
formation, assessment, and pursuit of projects and plans.
By drawing on the experience of my other-self and
engaging her in discussion, I improve my own practical
deliberations, not just by reaching better informed deci-
sions but also by forming my decisions in a reflective
manner. I can also exercise new deliberative capacities
by engaging in more complex projects requiring mutual
cooperation. In these ways, my other-selves expand my
deliberative powers, activities, and control.

These aspects of the way in which another-
self extends one’s interests constrain the degree of
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psychological similarity one has reason to seek in such
a relationship. My activities will be more diverse and
more complex if my other-self is no mere clone of me.
Clearly, I will diversify my experience more by inter-
acting with someone who has somewhat different
interests and experiences. My deliberations will be
aided by input and criticism from new perspectives.
And cooperation in complex projects will often be
enhanced when participants have different strengths
and talents. These considerations provide reason to
participate in larger, more diverse groups as well small
intimate associations. My experiences will be enlarged
and my own practical deliberations will be enhanced
by the input from people with different experiences,
values, and perspectives, and larger groups with more
diverse membership will typically make possible more
complex forms of social cooperation and, hence, the
exercise of new kinds of deliberative capacities.

Indeed, the arguments for cultivating another-self
show that beneficial interaction with others is ifself a
way of extending one’s interests. If so, one will have
agent-relative reason to benefit others, as a way of
establishing another-self, even towards those with
whom one is not already continuous.

These are reasons to think that there are agent-
relative reasons to cultivate and maintain other-selves,
and because there is automatic compensation for
sacrifice among other-selves, there is reason to think
that other-regarding action can be a necessary part of
an agent’s good.

But we may wonder whether the egoist can justify
the full range of moral demands, for morality seems to
require not just that we perform the actions it demands
of us but also that we fulfill its demands from the right
sort of motives. Even if egoism can justify the moral
demand that I benefit others, it may seem that it cannot
account for the moral demand that I benefit others out
of a concern for their own sakes. Because the metaphysical
egoist justifies sacrifice on behalf of another by repre-
senting the other’s good as part of the agent’s own
good, this seems to base the agent’s other-regarding
action not on concern for the other’s own sake, but
instead on self-love.

While the strategic egoist may find it difficult to
defend other-regarding concern that is not, at bottom,
instrumental, the metaphysical egoist can do better.
The metaphysical egoist’s argument for cultivating
other-selves appeals to a deliberative conception of
individual welfare and claims that the right sort of
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other-regarding relationships extend my interests by
giving me opportunities to exercise more diverse and
complex deliberative capacities. This argument justifies
acquiring other-selves by appeal to its effects on one’s
capacities, but the capacities in question involve, among
other things, one’ relation to other people in coopera-
tive and beneficial ways. So if I'm justified in entering
such relationships because they exercise these sorts of
capacities, my justification does not obviously reflect a
purely instrumental attitude towards those with whom
I'm entering such relationships.

Moreover, once my relationship with others is under
way, psychological continuity begins to get established,
and I can begin to see their welfare as part of my own.
But if this is true, then my concern for them will not be
purely instrumental. Recall the intrapersonal parallel.
‘When I undergo a present sacrifice for a future benefit
I do so because the interests of my future self are interests
of mine; in this way, I make present sacrifices out of a
concern for the sake of my future self. Of course, the
on-balance rationality of the sacrifice depends upon its
promoting my overall good. But, because the good of
my future self is part of this overall good, concern for
my overall good requires, as a constituent part,a concern
for the good of my future self. In this way, concern for
my future self for its own sake seems compatible with
and, indeed, essential to self-love.

Now the metaphysical egoist wants to model
interpersonal continuity and concern on intrapersonal
continuity and concern. Just as the agent’s future self is
a part of her, so too the interests of other-selves are part
of her interests. And so just as egoism explains why the
agent should be concerned about her future self for its
own sake, insofar as it is continuous with her present
self, so too it explains why she should be concerned
about her other-selves for their own sakes, insofar as
they are continuous with her.

My account of metaphysical egoism has appealed
to both deliberative conceptions of welfare and psycho-
logical continuity accounts of personal identity. These
may seem to be independent lines of argument. One
could apparently justify cultivating and maintaining
other-regarding relationships by appeal to deliberative
conceptions of welfare without invoking the idea of
another-self, and one could apparently appeal to
interpersonal psychological continuity as a justifica-
tion of other-regarding conduct even if one were, say,
a hedonist. While these two lines of argument are
somewhat independent, they are complementary and

strengthen
deliberative conception of welfare plays a distinctive role
in explaining why I should cultivate and maintain
other-selves, while the parallel between interpersonal
and intrapersonal psychological continuity provides a
non-instrumental account of why I should be concerned

together metaphysical ~ egoism. The

about people to whom I am so related. Moreover, each
line of argument arguably supports the other. We should
expect to find interdependence between deliberative
conceptions of welfare, deliberative conceptions of
personhood, and psychological continuity accounts of
personal identity in terms of reasoned control and modi-
fication of beliefs, desires, and intentions (psychological
continuity, properly interpreted). Because personhood is
itself a normative category and because psychological
continuity is an account of what matters in personal
identity, our views about these matters ought to aftect
our views about welfare or happiness. If what it is to be
a person is to have certain deliberative capacities and
what it is to be the same person over time is, roughly, for
there to be reasoned continuity of intentional states, then
we should expect one’s exercise of deliberative capacities
to be an important ingredient of one’s welfare, in part
because it will extend one’s interests. And to the extent
that deliberative activities seem to be principal ingredients
in a good life, we should expect reasoned continuity of
intentional states to be a principal ingredient in what
matters in personal identity and deliberative capacities to
be principal ingredients in personhood. In this way,
the metaphysical egoist’s dual appeal to deliberative
conceptions of welfare and interpersonal psychological
continuity promises to be a virtue.

The metaphysical egoist can provide agent-relative
justification of other-regarding demands by showing
how another’s good can be part of the agent’s own
good. Whether an agent will always have an overrid-
ing reason to fulfill every other-regarding moral
requirement is another matter, requiring further
articulation of both the nature of morality’s other-
regarding demands and this neo-Anstotelian version of
metaphysical egoism.

5. Solutions

I have tried to show how some familiar views about
the foundations of ethics can profitably be seen as,
perhaps tacit, solutions to the puzzle. This perspective
may help us better assess these views.
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For instance, when we view certain kinds of relativist
and minimalist theories as solutions to the puzzle, we
can both see their
implausibility. These theories are motivated by an
attempt to preserve the other intuitively plausible

their rationale and locate

elements of the puzzle. But rejecting the existence of
categorical other-regarding duties (norms), while
maintaining the independence assumption seems the
least plausible response to the puzzle. It would be
reasonable only if the sole alternative was to insist that
moral requirements have no more rational authority
than requirements of mere etiquette. But this is not so.

Suppose we accept not only (I) but also (III)’s claim
that all reasons for action are agent-relative and (IV)’s
independence assumption; this would require us to be
externalists and reject (II). But this would not show
that moral requirements had no more authority than
the requirements of etiquette. For a rational egoist can
employ certain forms of strategic reasoning to show
how agents have generally reliable, albeit contingent,
reasons to fulfill other-regarding requirements of
forbearance, cooperation, and mutual-aid. And in those
actual or merely possible circumstances in which acting
on other-regarding moral requirements would not
further the interests or aims of the agent, we can maintain
the immorality of failure to act on those requirements
even if we cannot maintain its irrationality. So, even if
we had to accept (III) and (IV), it would still be more
reasonable to reject (I) than (I).

What’s objectionable is the combination of an
agent-relative ethical theory and the independence
assumption. An agent-relative moral theory that denied
the independence assumption need not be unacceptably
minimalist. Metaphysical egoism tries to establish that
people’s interests, correctly understood, are interde-
pendent in ways that ensure that other-regarding
conduct and concern necessarily promote the agent’s
own interests. I presented metaphysical egoism as a
version of rational, rather than ethical, egoism — that is,
as an account of rationality and the rational authority
of other-regarding moral requirements, rather than as
an account of the content of morality. But the resources
of metaphysical egoism are available to the ethical egoist
who insists that moral requirements must themselves
be agent-relative. Insofar as metaphysical egoism can be
articulated so as to justify other-regarding conduct and
concern, an agent-relative moral theory incorporating
metaphysical egoism can deny (I) while avoiding
clearly unacceptable minimalist commitments. Indeed,

we might conclude that the rejection of categorical
other-regarding norms, asserted in (I), is plausible only
if it is neither relativist nor minimalist; it will avoid
relativism and minimalism only if it incorporates
metaphysical egoism.

Of course, if we take (I) to be reasonably fixed, our
views about the plausibility of any other element of the
puzzle will vary inversely with our views about the
plausibility of the other two. So, for instance, if we
accept or hold reasonably fixed the claim that there are
other-regarding requirements and the independence
assumption, then we can see that the externalist denial
of (II) and the agent-neutral denial of (IIT) will be
inversely plausible. If, under these assumptions, we also
think that all reasons for action are agent-relative, we
must conclude that it is at least possible for there to be
circumstances in which it would be immoral but not
irrational for an agent to fail to fulfill her other-
regarding moral requirements. We will, therefore, think
(IT) is false And, similarly, if, under these assumptions,
we also assume that moral requirements must supply
reasons for action, we should think that not all reasons
for action can be agent-relative. This will lead us to
reject (IT). If we reject (IV)’s independence assumption,
then, whether we accept agent-relative or agent-
neutral assumptions about rationality, we should accept
(IT)’s claim that moral requirements do supply reasons
for action (though we needn’t think, as the internalist
does, that this is a conceptual truth about morality).

Moreover, we may pool resources. The friend of
agent-relativity can combine the resources of both
strategic and metaphysical egoists to provide a strong
rational egoist defense of the rational authority of
other-regarding moral demands. Even the friend
of agent-neutrality may wish to enlist the aid of
strategic and metaphysical egoists. For even if we reject
(ITI)’s claim that all reasons for action are agent-relative
and accept the existence of agent-neutral reasons, we
are unlikely to think that all reasons for action are
agent-neutral. There will still be agent-relative reasons
for action. But this raises the possibility of conflict
between agent-neutral reasons that support other-
regarding moral requirements and agent-relative
reasons that may not. If we are to vindicate the
importance of moral requirements, agent-neutral
reasons must not be systematically overridden by
countervailing agent-relative reasons.

This suggests the need to distinguish stronger and
weaker rationalist theses. A weak rationalist thesis claims
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that there is always some reason to fulfill moral
requirements such that failure to do so is to that extent
irrational. The strongest rationalist thesis would claim
that for every agent there is always overriding reason
to fulfill moral requirements such that failure to do so
is on-balance irrational. And, of course, there are
intermediate rationalist theses. In fact, the strength of
the rationalist thesis will affect our formulation of the
puzzle. We might revise our formulation of the puzzle
so that (II) reflects a strong rationalist thesis

I. Moral requirements — including other-regarding
obligations — apply to agents independently of
their aims or interests.

II. Moral requirements necessarily provide agents
with compelling or overriding reasons for action.

III. Reasons for action are dependent on the aims or
interests of the agent who has them.

IV. There is no necessary connection between other-
regarding action and any aim or interest of the
agent.

A solution to the mitial puzzle that establishes the

existence of agent-neutral reasons to be moral may not
solve the revised puzzle. The defense of agent-neutral

Notes

reasons and the rejection of purely agent-relative
assumptions about rationality, though significant claims,
are not sufficient to vindicate the rationalist element
of the revised puzzle. Unless agent-neutral reasons are
necessarily superior reasons, the best solution would be
to argue that agent-relative reasons, properly under-
stood, support other-regarding moral requirements as
well. So friends of agent-neutrality would do well to
cultivate the resources of strategic and metaphysical
egoists, even if they reject the rational egoist assumption
that all reasons for action are agent-relative.

Further investigation of the puzzle would require
more comprehensive investigations of (III) and (IV).
Are there compelling arguments for agent-relativity?
Can Kantian arguments for agent-neutrality be articu-
lated plausibly? Are people’s interests independent, as
the neo-Aristotelian view claims? If so, do other-
regarding moral requirements and other-regarding
aspects of an agent’s welfare dovetail appropriately?
How strong is the authority of moral demands when
the various resources for justifying other-regarding
conduct are counted together? When we answer these
questions, we will have the resources for a satisfying
solution to the puzzle about the rational authority

of morality.

1. CfHume 1739 II1.i.1, Mackie 1977 ch. 1, Harman 1975,
1984.

2. The Ring of Gyges exposes the counterfactual instability
of strategic egoism, this is why Plato insists that justice
be shown to be valuable for its intrinsic, and not simply
extrinsic, consequences (Rep 359b-361d). However,
Republic I-11 appears to be concerned with a rational
egoist challenge to the rational authority of justice, not
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which Callicles presents an ethical egoist challenge to
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Moral Rationalism

Russ Shafer-Landau

Moral rationalism is the view that moral obligations
entail reasons for action: necessarily, if one has a moral
obligation to do something, then one has a reason to
do it. I think that rationalism is more plausible than
most people have thought. After briefly sketching some
positive considerations on its behalf, I want to focus on
trying to disarm what I think are the four most serious
criticisms of it. I'll conclude by trying to draw some
general lessons about how difficult it is to justify claims
about the ultimate sources of normativity.

Suppose someone does an act because she thinks it
right — she acts from the motive of duty, and, let us
suppose, in this case she is on target about what duty
requires. What justifies her in performing such an act?
If someone correctly cites an action’s rightness as her
reason for performing it, we don’t ordinarily question
the legitimacy or conceptual coherence of her doing
so. But if the rightness of an act itself was no reason at
all for performing it, then we would have to do just
that. It could never be the case that the rightness of an
act was what justified or legitimated its performance,
made its performance appropriate under the circum-
stances. For legitimacy, appropriateness, and justification
are all normative notions, and their proper application
depends crucially on the existence of reasons. If the

Russ Shafer-Landau, “Moral Rationalism,” from Moral Realism:
A Defence (Oxford University Press, 2003), excerpted from chapters
7 and 8. Reprinted with permission of Oxford University Press.

rightness of an act was itself no reason to perform it,
then even the prima facie justification of virtuous con-
duct would always be contingent on a showing that it
(say) serves self-interest or satisfies the agent’s desires.
Almost no one believes this. This implies that an
action’s rightness constitutes a good justifying reason
for performing it.

We can support this view by considering immoral
acts as well. When we deem someone’s behavior
morally unjustified, we imply that he has violated a
standard of appropriate conduct. Suppose such standards
did not by themselves supply reasons for action. Then
we’d be forced to allow that though some actions
are unjustified, immoral, improper, illegitimate, or
inappropriate, there nevertheless may be no reason at
all to avoid them. But this seems wrong — not only
conceptually confused, but also gravely unfair. It seems
a conceptual error to cite a standard as a guide to con-
duct and a basis for evaluation — to say, for instance, that
S ought to have kept her promise, and was wrong for
having failed to keep her promise — and yet claim that
there was no reason at all for S to have kept her promise.
And it seems unfair to criticize violations of such
standards while admitting that an agent responsible for
offensive conduct may have had no reason to do other-
wise. The fairness and appropriateness of moral
evaluation rest on an agent’s attentiveness to reasons.
An agent who correctly claims to have ignored no
reasons for action cannot be held to have violated any

Ethical Theory: An Anthology, Second Edition. Edited by Russ Shafer-Landau.
© 2013 John Wiley & Sons, Inc. Published 2013 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
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moral standard. This plausible thought is true only if
moral rationalism is true.

We are left, therefore, with the choice of either
endorsing moral rationalism, or endorsing the idea that
proper moral evaluation of an agent has nothing to do
with the agent’s attentiveness to reasons. Those who
take the latter option must shoulder the burden of
explaining just what (other than reasons) could serve as
the basis for moral assessment, and just how this basis
will manage to avoid the apparent unfairness of criti-
cizing agents for conduct they had no reason to avoid.

I think that the considerations just offered provide
some presumptive argument for the truth of moral
rationalism. We can strengthen the case if we are able
defuse the strongest arguments against it. Let me
proceed directly to this task.

The first of the critical arguments is what I shall call
The Reasons Internalist Argument:

1. Reasons Internalism is true: reasons must be capable
of motivating those for whom they are reasons.

2. Desires are required for motivation.

3. Moral obligations apply to agents independently
of their desires.

4. Therefore moral rationalism is false.

According to this argument, what reasons we have
depends on our motivational capacity, which in turn
depends on our desires. What moral obligations we
have does not depend on our desires. Therefore we may
entirely lack reason to fulfill our moral obligations.
Therefore moral rationalism is false.

Here I want to consider only the merits of the first
premise of this argument. According to those who
favor reasons internalism, a reason must be capable of
motivating in the sense that there is some rational rela-
tion that obtains between the putative reason and one’s
existing motivations; there must be, as Bernard Williams
(1981:104-5) puts it, a “sound deliberative route” from
one’s “subjective motivational set” to the belief or
action for which there is a putative reason. So if inter-
nalism is true, then one’s reasons are restricted to those
results attainable from rationally deliberating from
one’s existing motivations. I believe that this restriction
is spurious, and that internalism is, therefore, false.

Consider a person so misanthropic, so heedless of
others’ regard, so bent on cruelty, that nothing in his
present set of motives would prevent him from com-
mitting the worst kind of horrors. He cannot, in the

relevant sense, be moved to forbear from such behavior.
But why should this unfortunate fact force us to revise
our standards for appropriate conduct? Nothing we say
to him will convince him to modify his behavior. But
is this intransigence a basis for holding him to different
standards, or isn’t it rather a justification for convicting
him of a kind of blindness? It is natural to say that
people have reason to refrain from behavior that is
fiendish, callous, brutal, arrogant or craven. We don’t
withdraw such evaluations just because their targets
fail (or would, after deliberation, fail) to find them
compelling.

Internalists are in a difficult position here. If internal-
ism is true, then the absence of a sound deliberative
link from one’s motivations to ®-ing means that there
is no reason to ®. Now if blame requires failure to
adhere to good reasons, and the absence of this motiva-
tional link entails an absence of reasons, then agents are
morally blameless if avoidance of evil bears no such
link to their motivations. The worst of the lot —
hatemongers and misanthropes, the Streichers or the
Himmlers of the world — would thereby be immune
from blame. And hence, presumably, from punish-
ment, since proper punishment is predicated on
blameworthiness.

The argument can be put more straightforwardly as
follows:

1. If internalism is true, then one has no reason to ®
if ®-ing is rationally unrelated to one’s existing
motivations.

2. If one has no reason to @, then one can’t be justly
blamed or punished for not ®-ing.

3. Therefore if internalism is true, then one can’t be
justly blamed or punished for not ®-ing, if ®-ing
is rationally unrelated to one’s existing motivations.

4. Some agents are justly blamed or punished for their
evil deeds, even though avoidance of such conduct
was rationally unrelated to their motivations.

5.  Therefore internalism is false.

Those who dislike the conclusion have just two
premises to choose from, since the first premise is a
conceptual truth. The second premise is strong. It ties
blameworthiness (and suitability for punishment) to
the existence of reasons.To reject the second premise is
to insist that agents may be blameworthy despite lacking
any reason to refrain from their unseemly conduct.
Such a stand commits one to the view that one could
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be properly blameworthy for ®-ing even though one
had no reason not to @; blameable for ®-ing, though
no consideration at all inclined against ®-ing. I think
that is a very strange view. For we rightly suppose that
whenever someone is blameworthy, there is in principle
some explanation of this fact, some feature in virtue of
which an agent is blameworthy. That feature must
embody a failing. And this failure is best understood as
a failure to appreciate or adhere to considerations that
favor or oppose some attitude, choice, or action. But
such considerations are just what reasons are. So
rejecting the second premise leaves one with an unrec-
ognizable view of the conditions under which agents
are properly subject to blame.

The last option is to reject the fourth premise. In this
context, it helps if we focus again on various malefac-
tors, say, on the disciplined immoralist, or the
single-minded, principled fanatic. Those who reject the
fourth premise must say of such agents that they ought
to be immune from blame and punishment.Yet if any-
one merits such assessments, surely those committed to
evil do. As far as I can tell, the only way to justify with-
holding censure from such wrongdoers is to withhold
it from everyone, and argue against the existence of any
moral responsibility. Perhaps, in the final analysis, no
one is properly liable to blame or punishment. There
are well-known arguments to this conclusion, which
almost no one believes. Nevertheless, this is an option
for the internalist.

So internalists are faced with the choice of with-
holding blame from the very worst that humanity has
to offer, or embracing an unpalatable view of blame-
worthiness that severs its connection with sensitivity
and adherence to reasons. Externalism easily avoids this
dilemma, and that is good reason to prefer it to inter-
nalism. Since that is so, we are justified in rejecting the
first premise of the reasons internalist argument, and so
the argument itself.

Call a second antirationalist argument The Rational
Egoist Argument:

1. Rational Egoism is true.
2. Ethical Egoism is false.
3. Therefore Moral Rationalism is false.

Both premises have broad appeal. Rational egoism is
the thesis that one has a reason to @ if and only if
®-ing will promote one’s interests. Ethical egoism is
the view that one is morally obligated to @ if and only

if ®-ing will promote one’s self-interest. The denial of
ethical egoism entails that adherence to moral require-
ments may sometimes fail to promote one’s self-interest.
The endorsement of rational egoism entails that one
lacks reason to perform actions that fail in this way.
Therefore, the combination of these views entails that
one may be morally obligated to ® even though one
lacks a reason to ®. Therefore this combination entails
that moral rationalism is false.

Here I just want to assume that ethical egoism is
false; in other words, that premise (2) is true. Since
I reject the conclusion, and the argument is valid, T will
take issue with the first premise — the endorsement of
rational egoism.

It may be that promotion of self-interest always
supplies a good reason for action. But why believe that
this is the only kind of good reason there is? Most of us
firmly hold judgments that imply the falsity of this
thesis. If I see someone distractedly crossing the street,
about to be run over, I have reason to yell out and warn
her. If T see a gang of youths corner a young woman,
taunt her and begin to drag her into a dark alley, I have
reason to notify the police, immediately intervene, and
call for the assistance of others to help. If I spot a seri-
ously dehydrated hiker while in the backwoods, I have
reason to offer up my canteen. Of course we can imagine
situations where, all things considered, I have most
reason not to perform these actions. Nevertheless, such
cases certainly appear to provide at least defeasible reason
for action, even though our interests are not served, and
may only be hindered, by rendering such aid.

The appeal to our deeply-held beliefs about what
reasons we have can be supplemented by two argu-
ments designed to undermine rational egoism.The first
relies on the importance of autonomy. Autonomous
choices for desired or valued ends at least sometimes
supply reasons for action, even when such choices are
known by the agent not to enhance (or perhaps only to
damage) his self-interest. If a soldier decides to sacrifice
himself for his comrades, then he has some reason to
take the means necessary to saving their lives, even
though such actions are condemned from the rational
egoist standpoint. If, less dramatically, a person autono-
mously decides to bestow an anonymous charitable
donation sufficiently large to do herself some harm, she
nevertheless has some reason to carry through with her
resolution. Reasons here, as in the soldier case, may also
stem from the needs of those the agent is trying to help.
But that isn’t necessary to make the relevant point.
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All that is needed is a recognition that autonomous
choices do sometimes supply reasons for action, even
though such choices fail to promote the agent’s own
interests.

There are only two ways to dispute this anti-egoist
conclusion. The first is simply to deny the independent
value of autonomy, and claim that one’s welfare alone is
all that should matter to an agent. Autonomous choice
may in some cases supply reasons, but only derivatively —
only because and to the extent that acting on such a
choice promotes one’s own welfare. As far as I am
aware, however, there is no good argument for this
conclusion — no sound argument that shows that
autonomy is only derivatively valuable in this way.

The alternative is to allow for the independent
importance of autonomy, but to claim that autonomous
choice and self-interest can never conflict, because
autonomous choice invariably promotes self-interest:
one has reason to @ if and only if @-ing promotes one’s
self interest, and, necessarily, @-ing promotes one’s self-
interest if one autonomously chooses to ®. But why
think this? Why think it impossible for an agent to know
that an action will damage his interests but to autono-
mously choose to do it anyway? It certainly seems pos-
sible that agents may, with relevantly full information
and a minimum of external pressure, choose to perform
actions that they believe will damage their interests.
Surely the burden is on one who claims that in every
such case the agent must either mistake his interests, be
ignorant of relevant facts, or somehow be subject to far
greater external pressure than was initially imagined.

A second argument against rational egoism takes its
inspiration from an argument against a strong form of
ethical egoism, which claims that acts are right if and
only if, and because, they promote one’s self-interest. The
strongest criticism of ethical egoism is its inability to
justify its policy of preferential treatment. In effect,
ethical egoism sanctions a policy in which each person
gets to elevate his or her interests over all others. Such
a policy is a departure from the default ethical position
in which equals should receive equal treatment. In
response to the charge that ethical egoism licenses dis-
criminatory treatment (because it sanctions treating the
welfare of others as less important than one’s own,
without justifying this preference), egoists have two
replies. The first is to accept that their theory is a policy
of unequal treatment, but to deny that this is damaging,
by citing a relevant feature that justifies such unequal
treatment. The second is to argue that ethical egoism is

not a policy of preferential treatment, but is perfectly
egalitarian.

The second reply doesn’t work. It says that egoism is
egalitarian because it confers on every person the same
privileges. Everyone gets to treat her interests as more
important than anyone else’s. But this is not enough to
insulate the egoist from charges of undue preference.
That everyone gets to treat others abominably does not
justify such treatment. Ethical egoism is egalitarian in
one sense — everyone gets the same moral privileges.
But it is inegalitarian in another — it allows one person
to give herself complete priority over another for
no reason other than the fact that she is the author
of the action.

The other reply admits that ethical egoism is a policy
of unequal treatment, but seeks to justify this policy by
citing a relevant difference that justifies the inequality.
Not all discrimination is bad — some students, for
instance, deservedly get As, others Bs, and so on. So
long as one can cite a relevant difference that justifies
the differential treatment, such treatment is completely
above-board. Now suppose that you've worked very
hard to earn what you have. Suppose also that
I correctly judge that I would benefit by taking your
goods by force. In that case, I am not only allowed to do
so, but morally must do so.I am treating myself and you
differently. What licenses such treatment? I'd be better
off if I took your things. But you'd be better off if
I didn’t. Why am I allowed to give the nod to my own
interests? That I would benefit does not explain why
I am allowed (or required) to give my own interests
priority over yours, since you would benefit (or at least
avoid harm) were I to refrain from the forcible taking.

There is a stronger and a weaker criticism of ethical
egoism at work here. The stronger criticism, leveled by
utilitarians, says that the fact that an act will promote
one’s own interests supplies no basis whatever for
priority. The weaker criticism claims that this fact does
give some reason for priority in some contexts, but that
this priority is defeasible and is in fact often defeated by
such things as other persons’ deserts, needs and inter-
ests. We need only the weaker claim to establish the
anti-egoist point. We could go so far as to concede that
it is just a brute fact that one is morally allowed to give
some priority to oneself, while still demanding justifi-
cation for the egoist’s claim that such priority is the
only morally relevant consideration there is.

It strikes me that the rational egoist faces precisely
the same objections. We might allow that it is simply a
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brute fact that there is always reason to promote one’s
self-interest. But we need an argument for thinking
that this is the only reason there could possibly be. Such
a claim isn’t self-evident, and it conflicts with some of
our other very deeply held beliefs. The rational egoist
claims that the only consideration that can support or
justify an action is its conduciveness to self-interest.
But why don’t the like interests, needs, wants and
autonomous choices of others also constitute a basis for
rationalizing action that serves them? They are different
from one’s own interests, etc., in only one respect: that
they are not one’s own. Even if we concede (as many
do not) that this difference makes some difference, why
does it make all the difference? It seems instead simply
to be an assertion of an unjustified policy of preferen-
tial treatment. What is it about oneself that gives one
license in every situation to give one’s own concerns
priority over others? That everyone has such license
does not justify it. It isn’t clear what could.

Rational egoism conflicts with many firm convic-
tions we have about cases. It cannot accommodate a
suitable role for autonomy in supplying reasons for
action.And rational egoism forces us away from a default
position of equality, in ways that are structurally similar
to those of ethical egoism, and yet fails to justify the
policy of preferential treatment that it is committed to.

If in the end rational egoism is unsupported, then
the Rational Egoist Argument fails to supply good
grounds for rejecting moral rationalism. Consider,
then, the The Analogical Argument, clearly inspired by
an important by Philippa Foot (1972).
Requirements of law and etiquette apply to individuals
regardless of their desires to comply.Yet these require-
ments do not entail reasons for action — one might be

article

perfectly rational or reasonable to reject their strictures.
Foot’s claim is that the same goes for morality. Just
because its edicts apply to agents regardless of their
desires or interests — they are categorical in this regard —
doesn’t mean that moral obligations necessarily supply
agents with reasons to behave morally. As an argument
from analogy, this can’t be absolutely watertight, but it
can shift the burden of proof to the rationalist, who, in
the face of this argument, must take either of two
options.

The first is to argue that the demands of law and
etiquette are in fact intrinsically reason-giving. The
alternative is allow that they are not, but to point up a
relevant disanalogy between moral requirements and
those of law and etiquette.

The first path seems problematic. While it is true, as
anyone who reads Miss Manners will know, that most
rules of etiquette have a moral basis, no one would
deny that certain of these rules, such as that dictating
where to lay the fish knife on a table setting, are mor-
ally arbitrary. Such rules apply even to those who
haven’t any desire or interest in obeying them. But such
rules don’t generate reasons for conformity all by
themselves — they generate reasons, when they do, only
because the rules are coextensive with moral require-
ments, or because adhering to the rules will advance
some other interest one may have. If in a given context
properly laying the fish knife serves no moral ends, and
serves no personal ones, either, then it is difficult to see
what reason one could have for concern about its
placement.

So there are requirements that are categorical in one
sense without being categorical in another: such
requirements apply to individuals regardless of their
desires, but do not necessarily supply such individuals
with any reason for action. It is incumbent on the
moral rationalist to explain this.

The explanation, I believe, invokes the idea of juris-
diction. A jurisdiction comprises a set of standards that
dictate behavior for a defined set of members. (The set
may be defined territorially, as in the law, or may be
defined by voluntary allegiance, as with a charitable
association or bridge club, etc. Discussion of the different
sources of membership is important for other con-
texts, especially political philosophy, but don’t much
matter here.) The rules of etiquette, or those of a board
game, do not necessarily supply reasons for action,
because they are not necessarily applicable; they are
inapplicable to all who find themselves outside the
relevant jurisdictions. A variety of factors can explain
one’s extra-jurisdictional status. An accident of birth
explains why I am not subject to the civil statutes of
Ethiopia. An autonomous choice explains why the
code of the Benevolent Protective Order of Elks does
not apply to me. The choices of others explain why
I am not bound to uphold the duties of a Prime Minister
or President. For these reasons, and others, the stric-
tures of the relevant domain (law, etiquette, fraternal
societies, etc.) may fail to apply in a given case. And if
such standards fail to apply to one’s actions, then a for-
tiori they will fail to supply one with reasons for action.

In this sense, the scope of the relevant rules is lim-
ited. The limit is explained by the conventional origin of
such rules. For any given convention, whether it be
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focused on law, etiquette or play, one may lack reason
to adhere to its rules because one is not a party to the
convention. The requirements of law, etiquette, and
games are all circumscribed. For any requirements of’
conventional origin, it is always in principle possible
find oneself outside of the jurisdiction. The reasons
generated by conventional rules are therefore reasons
that exist only contingently.

Morality is different. Its scope is pervasive. Every
action is morally evaluable — even if the pronouncement
is simply one of permissibility. There is no exiting the
“morality game.” One may renounce morality, may act
without regard to the moral status of one’s conduct, may
in fact act with the intention of behaving immorally, but
all such dissociative strategies do not free one from sus-
ceptibility to moral assessment. This distinguishes moral
requirements from those in the law, etiquette or games.

‘What explains this special character of moral assess-
ment? I think it must be the claim that morality is
objective, in the sense of being correct independently
of whether anyone thinks so.We don'’t create the prin-
ciples that generate moral requirements. The principles
are not constituted by and do not apply to us in virtue
of conventional agreements. Moral requirements are
inescapable because they are not of our own making.

This does not explain why moral rationalism is true.
The pervasive scope of moral evaluation does not
explain why moral facts are necessarily reason-giving.
But it does serve as the basis for resisting the Analogical
Argument, because a relevant disanalogy among kinds
of desire-independent requirements has been identi-
fied. Not every categorical requirement is necessarily
reason-giving, because some such requirements are
conventional in origin, and so supply reasons only
contingently. Morality’s content is not conventionally
fixed, and so we lack this basis for thinking that it
supplies reasons only contingently.

This reply assumes that moral requirements are not
conventional. If morality is conventional, then the
Analogical Argument, so far as I can see, is sound, and
we should reject moral rationalism. But to assume that
morality is conventional at this stage is just to beg the
question against the moral rationalist, by supposing
that his favored reply to the Analogical Argument
cannot work. By contrast, there is nothing question-
begging at this stage about assuming the truth of moral
objectivism, since objectivism by itself is neutral with
respect to the merits of rationalism — indeed, many
moral objectivists reject moral rationalism. There are

independent grounds for doubting moral objectivism,
of course — all of which, in the end, I think can be
answered — but I cannot do that here. (I make an effort
in Shafer-Landau, 2003)

Consider then a final argument that I will call The
Argument from Extrinsic Reasons:

1. If moral rationalism is true, then moral facts are
intrinsically reason-giving.

2. There are no intrinsically reason-giving facts.

3. Therefore moral rationalism is false.

I think that premise (2) is false, and will spend my time
here trying to show it so. I also think, perhaps surpris-
ingly, that the first premise may be false. But I won’t go
into that here. Antirationalists will say that all reasons
derive from an agent’s perspective. For consider the
alternative: if reasons exist regardless of one’s desires or
interests, then where do they come from? (And how
can we know them?) What, other than an agent’s own
perspective, could serve as a source of normative
authority? To insist that a set of facts could contain
within themselves normative authority for agents,
regardless of their outlooks on life, seems obscurantist,
and appears to have the effect of prematurely cutting
off any helpful explanation of normativity.

If this is obscurantist, I think we have no choice but
to embrace the mysteries. I think there must be some
intrinsically normative entities.To see this, consider the
parallels between conditions of epistemic and moral
assessment. We say that agents have reasons to believe
the truth, and to conform their reasoning to truth-
preserving schemas, even if believing the truth is not
conducive to the goals they set themselves. Suppose
someone accepts the truth of a conditional and its
antecedent, but denies that she has any reason to accept
the consequent. It’s not just that she may have (possibly
overriding) reasons which oppose making such an
inference. Someone might correctly believe that all
passengers aboard a downed airliner have been killed,
while knowing that her brother was among them, and
yet resist drawing the terrible conclusion. Practical
considerations, such as sustaining emotional stability,
may militate against believing the truth, and may, for
anything said thus far, be so strong as to outweigh it in
given instances. But the sister who holds out hope
against all evidence, and contrary to the logical impli-
cations of her own beliefs, is in some real sense acting
against reason. Indeed, she is, in one sense, behaving
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irrationally, though also in a way that is fully under-
standable. She is acting contrary to sufficiently good
reasons — reasons that are there to tell her, and anyone
in her epistemic situation, that she ought to believe
something that she cannot bring herself to believe.

To say such a thing commits one to the existence of
what I shall call nonperspectival or intrinsic reasons.
I believe that there is intrinsic reason to think that two
and two are four — the fact itself provides one with
reason to believe it. One needn’t show that such belief
is somehow related to one’s adopted goals in order to
justify believing such a thing. If, unusually, success at
basic mathematics was entirely unrelated to one’s pre-
ferred activities, one would still have good reason to
think that two and two were four, not five or three.

The basic idea here is that certain things can be
intrinsically normative — reason-giving independently
of the instrumental, final or unconditional value actually
attached to things by agents. The opposing view insists
that all reasons stem entirely from an agent’s own con-
tingent commitments. Antirationalists might allow for
the existence of objective values, but would insist that
whatever reason-giving force such values have is entirely
dependent on the agent’s own investment. There are no
reasons at all apart from a particular agent’s perspective.

The rationalist insists that the reasons generated
from within these perspectives can be assessed and can
in cases collude with, or compete against, reasons that
are nonperspectival. The epistemic rationalist claims
that certain (kinds of) reasons for belief are like this.We
behave in an epistemically appropriate fashion when
our practices track these reasons, which are not all of
our own making. There is reason to believe that the
earth is roughly round, that two and two are four, and
that the consequent follows from a conditional and its
antecedent. We don’t make these reasons up; most per-
spectives recognize such reasons, but their existence
does not depend on the perspective one takes to the
world. Those perspectives that fail to recognize these
reasons are missing something.

There are clear parallels with moral rationalism. The
moral rationalist says that certain kinds of facts — moral
facts — necessarily supply us with reasons for action, as
well as reasons for belief. Everyone has a reason to
regard genocide as evil, because it is true that genocide
is evil. And everyone has reason not to participate in
genocide, because it is a fact that we are obligated to
refrain from such participation. Or, to take the usual
example, no worse for being usual: we have reason to

alleviate another person’s excruciating pain, if we can
do so effectively at very little cost to ourselves. There
are considerations in such cases that justify alleviating
such pain, even if doing so is neither desired for its own
sake, nor instrumental to one’s desires. Those who
overcome their indifference and manage to offer
assistance in such cases are acting appropriately, or
more than appropriately. Their actions are proper, legit-
imate and justified. They wouldn’t be, were there no
reason at all to undertake them. Such reasons may be
defeasible, but they apply to us even in the absence of
any instrumental relation to one’s goals.

Here is the crucial failure of antirationalism. In its
effort to cast doubt on the possibility of intrinsic
reasons, it must commit itself to the view that what
reasons we have — for belief and for action — depend
entirely on one’s outlook. If they weren’t dependent in
this way, then they would be nonperspectival — there
would be intrinsic reasons after all. Yet once we meet
the conditions of an antirationalist theory, we see that
any such theory is hoist by its own petard. For by its
own lights such a view has nothing in itself to recom-
mend it to anyone not already convinced of its merits.
If antirationalism is true, then all reasons are contingent
on one’s perspective. Importantly, no perspective is
superior to another (except as judged so from within a
given perspective, which perspective is itself in no way
rationally or epistemically superior to another). For if
any perspective were nonperspectivally superior, this
would mean that agents would have, regardless of their
perspective, more reason to endorse the superior
outlook. And this is just what is disallowed by
antirationalism. So antirationalism succumbs to the
kind of argument that undermines a global relativism.

All of this still leaves us short of an account of why
moral facts are intrinsically reason-giving — thus far
we’ve attempted to display the attractions of rationalism,
and have tried to undermine the anti-rationalist argu-
ments, but haven’t offered any concrete explanation of
why moral facts supply reasons (for action or evaluation).
One possibility is to explain the normativity of moral
facts by positing a necessary connection between them
and other kinds of intrinsically reason-giving considera-
tions. For instance, one might claim that all moral obli-
gations entailed a reason for action, because, necessarily,
fulfilling a moral obligation made one better oft, and
one always has reason to make oneself better off. I am
not optimistic about any such strategy. But if this explan-
atory route is barred, what other route is available?
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The worry here is the same as that which besets
accounts of candidate intrinsic values. We ordinarily
explain the value of something by showing its relation
to something else acknowledged to be intrinsically
valuable. But when one’s candidate intrinsic values are
themselves questioned, this strategy must fail. Suppose
one claims that any situation in which an innocent child
is maimed solely to produce pleasure for his tormentor
is bad, in itself. Isn’t this true? But there’s very little one
can say to someone who doesn’t believe this. The intrin-
sic moral rationalist is in much the same boat when
defending the normativity of moral facts. According to
her, there is no more fundamental kind of normative
consideration from which moral facts can derive their
reason-giving force. But just as the inability to cite a
more fundamental consideration doesn’t necessarily
undermine the claim about intrinsic value, so too it
needn’t undermine the claim about normativity. One
must recognize the limits of normative explanation.

That said, rationalists must concede that their favored
theory does not enjoy the same degree of endorsement
as the verdict we reach in the example in which a child
is maimed. But this shouldn’t be seen as a stumbling
block to acceptance of rationalism. Moral rationalism is
a much more complicated, less obvious and less imme-
diately appealing view than the one expressed in the
example. Further, the parallel with defending claims of
intrinsic value should alert us to the difficulty of justifi-
cation in these contexts. Justification here is a matter of
defusing arguments designed to undermine the relevant
view, and adducing some non-conclusive considerations
that favor it. In case such a strategy is thought by its
nature to be too weak to establish the requisite degree of’
justification, we need to remind ourselves that this is all
that can be hoped for even for those theories of practical
reasons whose allegiance is much broader than moral
rationalism. The brute inexplicability of the normativity
of moral facts is not different in kind from that which
besets other, familiar theories of practical reasons.

Consider both rational egoism and instrumentalism.
Proponents of these theories claim, respectively, that
self-interest or desire satisfaction are the sole kind of
intrinsically reason-giving consideration. When they
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Psychological Egoism

Joel Feinberg

A. The Theory

1. “Psychological egoism” is the name given to a
theory widely held by ordinary people, and at one
time almost universally accepted by political econo-
mists, philosophers, and psychologists, according to
which all human actions when properly understood
can be seen to be motivated by selfish desires. More
precisely, psychological egoism is the doctrine that the
only thing anyone is capable of desiring or pursuing
ultimately (as an end in itself) is his own self-interest.
No psychological egoist denies that people sometimes
do desire things other than their own welfare — the
happiness of other people, for example; but all
psychological egoists insist that people are capable of
desiring the happiness of others only when they take
it to be a means to their own happiness. In short,
purely altruistic and benevolent actions and desires do
not exist; but people sometimes appear to be acting
unselfishly and disinterestedly when they take the
interests of others to be means to the promotion of
their own self-interest.

2. This theory is called psychological egoism to
indicate that it is not a theory about what ought to be
the case, but rather about what, as a matter of fact, is the
case. That is, the theory claims to be a description of

Joel Feinberg, “Psychological Egoism,” from Joel Feinberg and Russ
Shafer-Landau, eds., Reason and Responsibility, 12th edn. (Wadsworth,
2004), 476-88. Reprinted with permission of Cengage Learning.

psychological facts, not a prescription of ethical ideals.
It asserts, however, not merely that all men do as a
contingent matter of fact “put their own interests first,”
but also that they are capable of nothing else, human
nature being what it is. Universal selfishness is not just
an accident or a coincidence on this view; rather, it is
an unavoidable consequence of psychological laws.

The theory is to be distinguished from another
doctrine, so-called “ethical egoism,” according to
which all people ought to pursue their own wellbeing.
This doctrine, being a prescription of what ought to be
the case, makes no claim to be a psychological theory
of human motives; hence the word “ethical” appears in
its name to distinguish it from psychological egoism.

3. There are a number of types of motives and
desires which might reasonably be called “egoistic” or
“selfish,” and corresponding to each of them is a
possible version of psychological egoism. Perhaps the
most common version of the theory is that apparently
held by Jeremy Bentham.' According to this version,
all persons have only one ultimate motive in all their
voluntary behavior and that motive is a selfish one;
more specifically, it is one particular kind of selfish
motive — namely, a desire for one’s own pleasure.
According to this version of the theory, “the only kind
of ultimate desire is the desire to get or to prolong
pleasant experiences, and to avoid or to cut short
unpleasant experiences for oneself”? This form of
psychological egoism is often given the cumbersome
name — psychological egoistic hedonism.

Ethical Theory: An Anthology, Second Edition. Edited by Russ Shafer-Landau.
© 2013 John Wiley & Sons, Inc. Published 2013 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
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B. Prima Facie Reasons in

Support of the Theory

4. Psychological egoism has seemed plausible to many
people for a variety of reasons, of which the following

are typical:

a.  “Every action of mine is prompted by motives or
desires or impulses which are my motives and not
somebody else’s. This fact might be expressed by
saying that whenever I act I am always pursuing my
own ends or trying to satisfy my own desires. And
from this we might pass on to — ‘T am always
pursuing something for myself or seeking my own
satisfaction. Here is what seems like a proper
description of a man acting selfishly, and if the
description applies to all actions of all men, then it
follows that all men in all their actions are selfish.”?

b. It is a truism that when a person gets what he
wants he characteristically feels pleasure. This has
suggested to many people that what we really want
in every case is our own pleasure, and that we
pursue other things only as a means.

c.  Self-Deception. Often we deceive ourselves into
thinking that we desire something fine or noble
when what we really want is to be thought well of
by others or to be able to congratulate ourselves, or
to be able to enjoy the pleasures of a good
conscience. It is a well-known fact that people tend
to conceal their true motives from themselves by
camouflaging them with words like “virtue,”
“duty,” etc. Since we are so often misled concerning
both our own real motives and the real motives of
others, is it not reasonable to suspect that we might
always be deceived when we think motives
disinterested and altruistic? Indeed, it is a simple
matter to explain away all allegedly unselfish
motives: “Once the conviction that selfishness is
universal finds root in a person’s mind, it is very
likely to burgeon out in a thousand corroborating
generalizations. It will be discovered that a friendly
smile is really only an attempt to win an approving
nod from a more or less gullible recording angel;
that a charitable deed is, for its performer, only an
opportunity to congratulate himself on the good
fortune or the cleverness that enables him to be
charitable; that a public benefaction is just plain
good business advertising. It will emerge that gods

are worshipped only because they indulge men’s
selfish fears, or tastes, or hopes; that the ‘golden rule’
is no more than an eminently sound success for-
mula; that social and political codes are created and
subscribed to only because they serve to restrain
other men’s egoism as much as one’s own, morality
being only a special sort of ‘racket’ or intrigue using
weapons of persuasion in place of bombs and
machine guns. Under this interpretation of human
nature, the categories of commercialism replace
those of disinterested service and the spirit of the
horse trader broods over the face of the earth.”*

d.  Moral Education. Morality, good manners, decency,
and other virtues must be teachable. Psychological
egoists often notice that moral education and the
inculcation of manners usually utilize what
Bentham calls the “sanctions of pleasure and pain.”>

Children are made to acquire the civilizing virtues
only by the method of enticing rewards and painful
punishments. Much the same is true of the history
of the race. People in general have been inclined to
behave well only when it is made plain to them
that there is “something in it for them.” It is not
then highly probable that just such a mechanism of
human motivation as Bentham describes must be
presupposed by our methods of moral education?

C. Critique of Psychological
Egoism: Confusions in the
Arguments

5. Non-Empirical Character of the Arguments. If the
arguments of the psychological egoist consisted for the
most part of carefully acquired empirical evidence
(well-documented reports of controlled experiments,
surveys, interviews, laboratory data, and so on), then
the critical philosopher would have no business carping
at them. After all, since psychological egoism purports
to be a scientific theory of human motives, it is the
concern of the experimental psychologist, not the
philosopher, to accept or reject it. But as a matter of
fact, empirical evidence of the required sort is seldom
presented in support of psychological egoism.
Psychologists, on the whole, shy away from generaliza-
tions about human motives which are so sweeping and
so vaguely formulated that they are virtually incapable
of scientific testing. It is usually the “armchair scientist”

who holds the theory of universal selfishness, and his
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usual arguments are either based simply on his
“impressions” or else are largely of a non-empirical
sort. The latter are often shot full of a very subtle kind
of logical confusion, and this makes their criticism a
matter of special interest to the analytic philosopher.
6. The psychological egoist’s first argument (4a,
above) is a good example of logical confusion. It begins
with a truism — namely, that all of my motives and
desires are my motives and desires and not someone
else’s. (Who would deny this?) But from this simple
tautology nothing whatever concerning the nature of
my motives or the objective of my desires can possibly
follow. The fallacy of this argument consists in its
violation of the general logical rule that analytic
statements (tautologies) cannot entail synthetic (factual)
ones.® That every voluntary act is prompted by the
agent’s own motives is a tautology; hence, it cannot be
equivalent to “A person is always seeking something for
himself” or “All of a person’s motives are selfish,” which
are synthetic. What the egoist must prove is not merely:

(i) Every voluntary action is prompted by a motive
of the agent’s own.

but rather:

(1)) Every voluntary action is prompted by a motive
of a quite particular kind, viz. a selfish one.

Statement (i) is obviously true, but it cannot all by itself
give any logical support to statement (ii).

The source of the confusion in this argument is
readily apparent. It is not the genesis of an action or the
origin of its motives which makes it a “selfish” one, but
rather the “purpose” of the act or the objective of its
motives; not where the motive comes from (in voluntary
actions it always comes from the agent) but what it aims
at determines whether or not it is selfish. There is surely
a valid distinction between voluntary behavior, in which
the agent’s action is motivated by purposes of his own,
and selfish behavior in which the agent’s motives are of
one exclusive sort. The egoist’s argument assimilates all
voluntary action into the class of selfish action, by requir-
ing, in effect, that an unselfish action be one which is not
really motivated at all. In the words of Lucius Garvin, “to
say that an act proceeds from our own... desire is only to
say that the act is our own.To demand that we should act
on motives that are not our own is to ask us to make

ourselves living contradictions in terms.”’

7. But if argument 4a fails to prove its point,
argument 4b does no better. From the fact that all our
successful actions (those in which we get what we were
after) are accompanied or followed by pleasure it does
not follow, as the egoist claims, that the objective of every
action is to get pleasure for oneself. To begin with, the
premise of the argument is not, strictly speaking, even
true. Fulfillment of desire (simply getting what one was
after) is no guarantee of satisfaction (pleasant feelings of
gratification in the mind of the agent). Sometimes
when we get what we want we also get, as a kind of
extra dividend,a warm, glowing feeling of contentment;
but often, far too often, we get no dividend at all, or,
even worse, the bitter taste of ashes. Indeed, it has been
said that the characteristic psychological problem of
our time is the dissatisfaction that attends the fulfillment
of our very most powerful desires.

Even if we grant, however, for the sake of argument,
that getting what one wants usually yields satisfaction,
the egoist’s conclusion does not follow.We can concede
that we normally get pleasure (in the sense of satisfac-
tion) when our desires are satisfied, no matter what our
desires are for; but it does not follow from this roughly
accurate generalization that the only thing we ever
desire is our own satisfaction. Pleasure may well be the
usual accompaniment of all actions in which the agent
gets what he wants; but to infer from this that what the
agent always wants is his own pleasure is like arguing, in
William James’s example,® that because an ocean liner
constantly consumes coal on its trans-Atlantic passage
that therefore the purpose of its voyage is to consume
coal. The immediate inference from even constant
accompaniment to purpose (or motive) is always a non
sequitur.

Perhaps there is a sense of “satisfaction” (desire ful-
fillment) such that it is certainly and universally true
that we get satisfaction whenever we get what we want.
But satisfaction in this sense is simply the “coming into
existence of that which is desired.” Hence, to say that
desire fulfillment always yields “satisfaction” in this
sense is to say no more than that we always get what we
want when we get what we want, which is to utter a
tautology like “a rose is a rose.” It can no more entail a
synthetic truth in psychology (like the egoistic thesis)
than “a rose is a rose” can entail significant information
in botany.

8. Disinterested Benevolence. The fallacy in argument
4b then consists, as Garvin puts it, “in the supposition
that the apparently unselfish desire to benefit others is
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transformed into a selfish one by the fact that we derive
Not only is this
argument fallacious; it also provides us with a suggestion
of a counterargument to show that its conclusion
(psychological egoistic hedonism) is false. Not only is
the presence of pleasure (satisfaction) as a by-product of’

39

pleasure from carrying it out.

an action no proof that the action was selfish; in some
special cases it provides rather conclusive proof that the
action was unselfish. For in those special cases the fact
that we get pleasure from a particular action presupposes
that we desired something else — something other than our
own pleasure — as an end in itself and not merely as a
means to our own pleasant state of mind.

This way of turning the egoistic hedonist’s argument
back on him can be illustrated by taking a typical egoist
argument, one attributed (perhaps apocryphally) to
Abraham Lincoln, and then examining it closely:

Mr. Lincoln once remarked to a fellow-passenger on an
old-time mud-coach that all men were prompted by
selfishness in doing good. His fellow-passenger was
antagonizing this position when they were passing over a
corduroy bridge that spanned a slough. As they crossed
this bridge they espied an old razor-backed sow on the
bank making a terrible noise because her pigs had got into
the slough and were in danger of drowning. As the old
coach began to climb the hill, Mr. Lincoln called out,
“Driver, can’t you stop just a moment?” Then Mr. Lincoln
jumped out, ran back and lifted the little pigs out of the
mud and water and placed them on the bank. When he
returned, his companion remarked: “Now Abe, where
does selfishness come in on this little episode?” “Why,
bless your soul Ed, that was the very essence of selfishness.
I should have had no peace of mind all day had I gone on
and left that suffering old sow worrying over those pigs.
I did it to get peace of mind, don’t you see?”'

If Lincoln had cared not a whit for the welfare of the
little pigs and their “suffering” mother, but only for his
own “peace of mind,” it would be difficult to explain
how he could have derived pleasure from helping
them. The very fact that he did feel satisfaction as a
result of helping the pigs presupposes that he had a
pre-existing desire for something other than his own
happiness. Then when that desire was satisfied, Lincoln
of course derived pleasure. The object of Lincoln’s desire
was not pleasure; rather pleasure was the consequence of
his pre-existing desire for something else. If Lincoln
had been wholly indifferent to the plight of the little
pigs as he claimed, how could he possibly have derived
any pleasure from helping them? He could not have

achieved peace of mind from rescuing the pigs, had he
not a prior concern — on which his peace of mind
depended — for the welfare of the pigs for its own sake.

In general, the psychological hedonist analyzes
apparent benevolence into a desire for “benevolent
pleasure.”” No doubt the benevolent person does get
pleasure from his benevolence, but in most cases, this is
only because he has previously desired the good of
some person, or animal, or mankind at large. Where
there is no such desire, benevolent conduct is not
generally found to give pleasure to the agent.

9. Malevolence. Difticult cases for the psychological
egoist include not only instances of disinterested
benevolence, but also cases of “disinterested malevo-
lence.” Indeed, malice and hatred are generally no more
“selfish” than benevolence. Both are motives likely to
cause an agent to sacrifice his own interests — in the
case of benevolence, in order to help someone else, in
the case of malevolence in order to harm someone else.
The selfish person is concerned ultimately only with
his own pleasure, happiness, or power; the benevolent
person is often equally concerned with the happiness
of others; to the malevolent person, the injury of
another is often an end in itself — an end to be pursued
sometimes with no thought for his own interests. There
is reason to think that people have as often sacrificed
themselves to injure or kill others as to help or to save
others, and with as much “heroism” in the one case as
in the other. The unselfish nature of malevolence was
first noticed by the Anglican Bishop and moral
philosopher Joseph Butler (1692-1752), who regretted
that people are no more selfish than they are."

10. Lack of Evidence for Universal Self-Deception. The
more cynical sort of psychological egoist who is
impressed by the widespread phenomenon of self-
deception (see 4c above) cannot be so quickly disposed
of, for he has committed no logical mistakes. We can
only argue that the acknowledged frequency of self-
deception is insufficient evidence for his universal
generalization. His argument is not fallacious, but
inconclusive.

No one but the agent himself can ever be certain
what conscious motives really prompted his action, and
where motives are disreputable, even the agent may not
admit to himself the true nature of his desires. Thus,
for every apparent case of altruistic behavior, the
psychological egoist can argue, with some plausibility,
that the true motivation might be selfish, appearance to
the contrary. Philanthropic acts are really motivated by
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the desire to receive gratitude; acts of self-sacrifice,
when truly understood, are seen to be motivated by the
desire to feel self-esteem; and so on. We must concede
to the egoist that all apparent altruism might be
deceptive in this way;but such a sweeping generalization
requires considerable empirical evidence, and such
evidence is not presently available.

11. The “Paradox of Hedonism” and Its Consequences
for Education. The psychological egoistic Hedonist (e.g.,
Jeremy Bentham) has the simplest possible theory of
human motivation. According to this variety of egoistic
theory, all human motives without exception can be
reduced to one — namely, the desire for one’s own
pleasure. But this theory, despite its attractive simplicity,
or perhaps because of it, involves one immediately in a
paradox. Astute observers of human affairs from the
time of the ancient Greeks have often noticed that
pleasure, happiness, and satisfaction are states of mind
which stand in a very peculiar relation to desire. An
exclusive desire for happiness is the surest way to
prevent happiness from coming into being. Happiness
has a way of “sneaking up” on persons when they are
preoccupied with other things; but when persons
deliberately and single-mindedly set off in pursuit of
happiness, it vanishes utterly from sight and cannot be
captured. This is the famous “paradox of hedonism”:
the single-minded pursuit of happiness is necessarily
self-defeating, for the way to get happiness is to forget it;
then perhaps it will come to you. If you aim exclusively
at pleasure itself, with no concern for the things that
bring pleasure, then pleasure will never come.To derive
satisfaction, one must ordinarily first desire something
other than satisfaction, and then find the means to get
what one desires.

To feel the full force of the paradox of hedonism
the reader should conduct an experiment in his
imagination. Imagine a person (let’s call him “Jones”)
who is, first of all, devoid of intellectual curiosity. He
has no desire to acquire any kind of knowledge for its
own sake, and thus is utterly indifferent to questions of
science, mathematics, and philosophy. Imagine further
that the beauties of nature leave Jones cold: he is
unimpressed by the autumn foliage, the snow-capped
mountains, and the rolling oceans. Long walks in the
country on spring mornings and skiing forays in the
winter are to him equally a bore. Moreover, let us
suppose that Jones can find no appeal in art. Novels are
dull, poetry a pain, paintings nonsense and music just
noise. Suppose further that Jones has neither the

participant’s nor the spectator’s passion for baseball,
football, tennis, or any other sport. Swimming to him is
a cruel aquatic form of calisthenics, the sun only a
cause of sunburn. Dancing is coeducational idiocy,
conversation a waste of time, the other sex an unap-
pealing mystery. Politics is a fraud, religion mere
superstition; and the misery of millions of underprivi-
leged human beings is nothing to be concerned with
or excited about. Suppose finally that Jones has no
talent for any kind of handicraft, industry, or commerce,
and that he does not regret that fact.

What then is Jones interested in? He must desire
something. To be sure, he does. Jones has an over-
whelming passion for, a complete preoccupation with,
his own happiness. The one exclusive desire of his life
is to be happy. It takes little imagination at this point to
see that Jones’s one desire is bound to be frustrated.
People who — like Jones — most hotly pursue their own
happiness are the least likely to find it. Happy people
are those who successfully pursue such things as
aesthetic or religious experience, self-expression,
service to others, victory in competitions, knowledge,
power, and so on. If none of these things in themselves
and for their own sakes mean anything to a person, if’
they are valued at all then only as a means to one’s own
pleasant states of mind — then that pleasure can never
come. The way to achieve happiness is to pursue
something else.

Almost all people at one time or another in their
lives feel pleasure. Some people (though perhaps not
many) really do live lives which are on the whole
happy. But if pleasure and happiness presuppose desires
for something other than pleasure and happiness, then
the existence of pleasure and happiness in the
experience of some people proves that those people
have strong desires for something other than their own
happiness — egoistic hedonism to the contrary.

The implications of the “paradox of hedonism” for
educational theory should be obvious.The parents least
likely to raise a happy child are those who, even with
the best intentions, train their child to seek happiness
directly. How often have we heard parents say:

I don'’t care if my child does not become an intellectual, or
a sports star, or a great artist. I just want her to be a plain
average sort of person. Happiness does not require great
ambitions and great frustrations; it’s not worth it to suffer
and become neurotic for the sake of science, art, or
do-goodism. I just want my child to be happy.
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This can be a dangerous mistake, for it is the child (and
the adult for that matter) without “outerdirected”
interests who is the most likely to be unhappy. The pure
egoist would be the most wretched of persons.

The educator might well beware of “life adjustment”
as the conscious goal of the educational process for
similar reasons. “Life adjustment” can be achieved only
as a by-product of other pursuits. A whole curriculum
of “life adjustment courses” unsupplemented by courses
designed to incite an interest in things other than life
adjustment would be tragically self-defeating.

As for moral education, it is probably true that
punishment and reward are indispensable means of
inculcation. But if the child comes to believe that the
sole reasons for being moral are that he will escape the
pain of punishment thereby and/or that he will gain
the pleasure of a good reputation, then what is to
prevent him from doing the immoral thing whenever
he is sure that he will not be found out? While
punishment and reward then are important tools for
the moral educator, they obviously have their limita-
tions. Beware of the man who does the moral thing
only out of fear of pain or love of pleasure. He is not
likely to be wholly trustworthy. Moral education is
truly successful when it produces persons who are
willing to do the right thing simply because it is right, and
not merely because it is popular or safe.

12. Pleasure as Sensation. One final argument against
psychological hedonism should suffice to put that form
of the egoistic psychology to rest once and for all. The
egoistic hedonist claims that all desires can be reduced to
the single desire for one’s own pleasure. Now the word
“pleasure” is ambiguous. On the one hand, it can stand
for a certain indefinable, but very familiar and specific
kind of sensation, or more accurately, a property of sensa-
tions; and it is generally, if not exclusively, associated with
the senses. For example, certain taste sensations such as
sweetness, thermal sensations of the sort derived from a
hot bath or the feel of the August sun while one lies on
a sandy beach, erotic sensations, olfactory sensations (say)
of the fragrance of flowers or perfume, and tactual and
kinesthetic sensations from a good massage, are all pleas-
ant in this sense. Let us call this sense of “pleasure,” which
is the converse of “physical pain,” pleasure, .

On the other hand, the word “pleasure” is often used
simply as a synonym for “satisfaction” (in the sense of
gratification, not mere desire fulfillment.) In this
sense, the existence of pleasure presupposes the prior
existence of desire. Knowledge, religious experience,

aesthetic expression, and other so-called “spiritual
activities” often give pleasure in this sense. In fact, as we
have seen, we tend to get pleasure in this sense
whenever we get what we desire, no matter what we
desire. The masochist even derives pleasure (in the
sense of “satisfaction”) from his own physically painful
sensations. Let us call the sense of “pleasure” which
means “satisfaction” — pleasure,.

Now we can evaluate the psychological hedonist’s
claim that the sole human motive is a desire for one’s
own pleasure, bearing in mind (as he often does not)
the ambiguity of the word “pleasure.” First, let us take
the hedonist to be saying that it is the desire for
pleasure, (pleasant sensation) which is the sole ultimate
desire of all people and the sole desire capable of
providing a motive for action. Now I have little doubt
that all (or most) people desire their own pleasure,
sometimes. But even this familiar kind of desire occurs,
I think, rather rarely. When I am very hungry, I often
desire to eat, or, more specifically, to eat this piece of
steak and these potatoes. Much less often do I desire to
eat certain morsels simply for the sake of the pleasant
gustatory sensations they might cause. I have, on the
other hand, been motivated in the latter way when
I have gone to especially exotic (and expensive)
French or Chinese restaurants; but normally, pleasant
gastronomic sensations are simply a happy consequence
or by-product of my eating, not the antecedently
desired objective of my eating. There are, of course,
others who take gustatory sensations far more seriously:
the gourmet who eats only to savor the textures and
flavors of fine foods, and the wine fancier who “collects”
the exquisitely subtle and very pleasant tastes of rare
old wines. Such people are truly absorbed in their taste
sensations when they eat and drink, and there may
even be some (rich) persons whose desire for such
sensations is the sole motive for eating and drinking. It
should take little argument, however, to convince the
reader that such persons are extremely rare.

Similarly, I usually derive pleasure from taking a hot
bath, and on occasion (though not very often) I even
decide to bathe simply for the sake of such sensations.
Even if this is equally true of everyone, however, it
hardly provides grounds for inferring that no one ever
bathes from any other motive. It should be empirically
obvious that we sometimes bathe simply in order to get
clean, or to please others, or simply from habit.

The view then that we are never after anything in
our actions but our own pleasure — that all people are
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complete “gourmets” of one sort or another — is not
only morally cynical; it is also contrary to common
sense and everyday experience. In fact, the view that
pleasant sensations play such an enormous role in
human affairs is so patently false, on the available
evidence, that we must conclude that the psycho-
logical hedonist has the other sense of “pleasure” —
satisfaction — in mind when he states his thesis. If, on
the other hand, he really does try to reduce the appar-
ent multitude of human motives to the one desire for
pleasant sensations, then the abundance of historical
counter examples justifies our rejection out of hand of
his thesis. It surely seems incredible that the Christian
martyrs were ardently pursuing their own pleasure
when they marched off to face the lions, or that what
the Russian soldiers at Stalingrad “really” wanted when
they doused themselves with gasoline, ignited them-
selves, and then threw the flaming torches of their own
bodies on German tanks, was simply the experience of
pleasant physical sensations.

13. Pleasure as Satisfaction. Let us consider now the
other interpretation of the hedonist’s thesis, that
according to which it is one’s own pleasure, (satisfac-
tion) and not merely pleasure, (pleasant sensation)
which is the sole ultimate objective of all voluntary
behavior. In one respect, the “satisfaction thesis” is even
less plausible than the “physical sensation thesis”; for
the latter at least is a genuine empirical hypothesis, test-
able in experience, though contrary to the facts which
experience discloses. The former, however, is so con-
fused that it cannot even be completely stated without
paradox. It is, so to speak, defeated in its own formula-
tion. Any attempted explication of the theory that all
men at all times desire only their own satisfaction leads
to an infinite regress in the following way:

“All men desire only satisfaction.”
“Satisfaction of what?”
“Satisfaction of their desires.”
“Their desires for what?”

“Their desires for satisfaction.”
“Satisfaction of what?”

“Their desires.”

“For what?”

“For satisfaction” — etc., ad infinitum.

In short, psychological hedonism interpreted in this
way attributes to all people as their sole motive a
wholly vacuous and infinitely self-defeating desire. The
source of this absurdity is in the notion that satisfaction

can, so to speak, feed on itself, and perform the miracle
of perpetual self-regeneration in the absence of desires
for anything other than itself.

To summarize the argument of sections 12 and 13:
The word “pleasure” is ambiguous. Pleasure, means a
certain indefinable characteristic of physical sensation.
Pleasure, refers to the feeling of satisfaction that often
comes when one gets what one desires whatever be the
nature of that which one desires. Now, if the hedonist
means pleasure, when he says that one’s own pleasure
is the ultimate objective of all of one’s own pleasure is
the ultimate objective of all of one’s behavior, then his
view is not supported by the facts. On the other hand,
if he means pleasure,, then his theory cannot even be
clearly formulated, since it leads to the following infi-
nite regress: “I desire only satisfaction of my desire for
satisfaction of my desire for satisfaction ... etc., ad infini-
tum”’ I conclude then that psychological hedonism (the
most common form of psychological egoism), however
interpreted, is untenable.

D. Ciritique of Psychological
Egoism: Unclear Logical Status
of the Theory

14. There remain, however, other possible forms of the
egoistic psychology. The egoist might admit that not all
human motives can be reduced to the one ultimate
desire for one’s own pleasure, or happiness, and yet still
maintain that our ultimate motives, whether they be
(J. S. Mill), self-fulfillment

(Aristotle), power (Hobbes), or whatever, are always

desire for happiness

self-regarding motives. He might still maintain that, given
our common human nature, wholly disinterested
action impelled by exclusively other-regarding motives
is psychologically impossible, and that therefore there is
a profoundly important sense in which it is true that,
whether they be hedonists or not, all people are selfish.
Now it seems to me that this highly paradoxical
claim cannot be finally evaluated until it is properly
understood, and that it cannot be properly understood
until one knows what the psychological egoist is will-
ing to accept as evidence either for or against it. In
short, there are two things that must be decided: (a)
whether the theory is true or false and (b) whether its
truth or falsity (its truth value) depends entirely on the
meanings of the words in which it is expressed or
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whether it is made true or false by certain facts, in this
case the facts of psychology.

15. Analytic Statements. Statements whose truth is
determined solely by the meanings of the words in
which they are expressed, and thus can be held immune
from empirical evidence, are often called analytic state-
ments or tautologies. The following are examples of
tautologies:

—~
—_
~

All bachelors are unmarried.

—~
3]
N

All effects have causes.
Either Providence is the capital of Rhode Island or
it is not.

—~
)
=

The truth of (1) is derived solely from the meaning of’
the word “bachelor,” which is defined (in part) as
“unmarried man.” To find out whether (1) is true or
false we need not conduct interviews, compile statis-
tics, or perform experiments. All empirical evidence is
superfluous and irrelevant; for if we know the mean-
ings of “bachelor” and “unmarried,” then we know not
only that (1) is true, but that it is necessarily true — i.e.,
that it cannot possibly be false, that no future experi-
ences or observations could possibly upset it, that to
deny it would be to assert a logical contradiction. But
notice that what a tautology gains in certainty (“neces-
sary truth”) it loses in descriptive content. Statement
(1) imparts no information whatever about any matter
of fact; it simply records our determination to use cer-
tain words in a certain way. As we say, “It is true by
definition.”

Similarly, (2) is (necessarily) true solely in virtue of
the meanings of the words “cause” and “eftect” and
thus requires no further observations to confirm it. And
of course, no possible observations could falsify it, since
it asserts no matter of fact. And finally, statement (3) is
(necessarily) true solely in virtue of the meaning of’
the English expression “either...or.”” Such terms as
“either...or,” “If... then,”
by logicians “logical constants.” The definitions of logical
constants are made explicit in the so-called “laws of’
thought” — the law of contradiction, the law of the

and,” and “not” are called

excluded middle, and the law of identity. These “laws”
are not laws in the same sense as are (say) the laws of
physics. Rather, they are merely consequences of the
definitions of logical constants, and as such, though they
are necessarily true, they impart no information about
the world. “Either Providence is the capital of Rhode
Island or it is not” tells us nothing about geography;

and “Either it is now raining or else it is not” tells us
nothing about the weather.You don’t have to look at a
map or look out the window to know that they are
true. Rather, they are known to be true a priori
(independently of experience); and, like all (or many)'?
a priori statements, they are wacuous, i.e., devoid of
informative content.

The denial of an analytic statement is called a
contradiction. The following are typical examples of
contradictions: “Some bachelors are married,” “Some
causes have no effects,” “Providence both is and is not
the capital of Rhode Island.” As in the case of tautolo-
gies, the truth value of contradictions (their falsehood)
is logically necessary, not contingent on any facts of
experience, and uninformative. Their falsity is derived
from the meanings (definitions) of the words in which
they are expressed.

16. Synthetic ~ Statements. On the hand,
statements whose truth or falsity is derived not from

other

the meanings of words but rather from the facts of
experience (observations) are called synthetic.* Prior to
experience, there can be no good reason to think either
that they are true or that they are false. That is to say,
their truth value is contingent; and they can be con-
firmed or disconfirmed only by empirical evidence,"
i.e., controlled observations of the world. Unlike ana-
lytic statements, they do impart information about
matters of fact. Obviously, “It is raining in Newport
now;” if true, is more informative than “Either it is rain-
ing in Newport now or it is not,” even though the
former could be false, while the latter is necessarily true.
I take the following to be examples of synthetic (con-
tingent) statements:

1) All bachelors are neurotic.

2’) All events have causes.

3’) Providence is the capital of Rhode Island.
3”) Newport is the capital of Rhode Island.

o~ o~ o~ —~

Statement (3") is true; (3”) is false; and (17) is a matter
for a psychologist (not for a philosopher) to decide;and
the psychologist himself can only decide empirically, i.e.,
by making many observations. The status of (2') is very
difficult and its truth value is a matter of great contro-
versy. That is because its truth or falsity depends on all
the facts (“all events”); and, needless to say, not all of the
evidence is in.

17. Empirical Hypotheses. Perhaps the most interest-
ing subclass those

of synthetic statements are
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generalizations of experience of the sort characteris-
tically made by scientists; e.g., “All released objects
heavier than air fall,” “All swans are white,” “All men
have Oedipus complexes.” I shall call such statements
“empirical hypotheses” to indicate that their function
is to sum up past experience and enable us successfully
to predict or anticipate future experience.'”® They are
never logically certain, since it is always at least con-
ceivable that future experience will disconfirm them.
For example, zoologists once believed that all swans are
white, until black swans were discovered in Australia.
The most
hypotheses for our present purposes is their relation
to evidence. A person can be said to understand an
empirical hypothesis only if he knows how to recog-
nize evidence against it. If a person asserts or believes a
general statement in such a way that he cannot conceive of
any possible experience which he would count as evidence
against it, then he cannot be said to be asserting or believing

important characteristic of empirical

an empirical hypothesis. We can refer to this important
characteristic of empirical hypotheses as falsifiability in
principle.

Some statements only appear to be empirical
hypotheses but are in fact disguised tautologies reflecting
the speaker’s determination to use words in certain
(often eccentric) ways. For example, a zoologist might
refuse to allow the existence of “Australian swans” to
count as evidence against the generalization that all
swans are white, on the grounds that the black
Australian swans are not “really” swans at all. This would
indicate that he is holding whiteness to be part of the
definition of “swan,” and that therefore, the statement
“All swans are white” is, for him, “true by definition” —
and thus just as immune from counterevidence as the
statement “All spinsters are unmarried.” Similarly, most
of us would refuse to allow any possible experience to
count as evidence against “2+2=4" or “Either uni-
corns exist or they do not,” indicating that the proposi-
tions of arithmetic and logic are not empirical
hypotheses.

18. Ordinary Language and Equivocation. Philosophers,
even more than ordinary people, are prone to make
startling and paradoxical claims that take the form of
universal generalizations and hence resemble empirical
hypotheses. For example, “All things are mental (there
are no physical objects),” “All things are good (there is
no evil),” “All voluntary behavior is selfish,” etc. Let us
confine our attention for the moment to the latter
which is a rough statement of psychological egoism.

At first sight, the statement “All voluntary behavior is
selfish” seems obviously false. One might reply to the
psychological egoist in some such manner as this:

I know some behavior, at least, is unselfish, because I saw
my Aunt Emma yesterday give her last cent to a beggar.
Now she will have to go a whole week with nothing to
eat. Surely, that was not selfish of her.

Nevertheless, the psychological egoist is likely not to
be convinced, and insist that, in this case, if we knew
enough about Aunt Emma, we would learn that her
primary motive in helping the beggar was to promote
her own happiness or assuage her own conscience, or
increase her own selfesteem, etc. We might then present
the egoist with even more difficult cases for his theory —
saints, martyrs, military heroes, patriots, and others who
have sacrificed themselves for a cause. If psychological
egoists nevertheless refuse to accept any of these as
examples of unselfish behavior, then we have a right
to be puzzled about what they are saying. Until we
know what they would count as unselfish behavior, we
can’t very well know what they mean when they say
that all voluntary behavior is selfish. And at this point
we may suspect that they are holding their theory in a
“privileged position” — that of immunity to evidence,
that they would allow no conceivable behavior to count
as evidence against it. What they say then, if true, must
be true in virtue of the way they define — or redefine —
the word “selfish.”” And in that case, it cannot be an
empirical hypothesis.

If what the psychological egoist says is “true by
redefinition,” then I can “agree” with him and say “It is
true that in your sense of the word ‘selfish” my Aunt
Emma’s behavior was selfish; but in the ordinary sense
of ‘selfish, which implies blameworthiness, she surely
was not selfish.” There is no point of course in arguing
about a mere word. The important thing is not what
particular words a person uses, but rather whether what
he wishes to say in those words is true. Departures from
ordinary language can often be justified by their utility
for certain purposes; but they are dangerous when they
invite equivocation. The psychological egoist may be
saying something which is true when he says that
Emma is selfish in his sense, but if he doesn’t realize that
his sense of “selfish” difters from the ordinary one, he
may be tempted to infer that Emma is selfish in the
ordinary sense which implies blameworthiness; and this
of course would be unfair and illegitimate. It is indeed
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an extraordinary extension of the meaning of the word
“self-indulgent” (as C. G. Chesterton remarks some-
where) which allows a philosopher to say that a man is
self-indulgent when he wants to be burned at the stake.

19. The Fallacy of the Suppressed Correlative. Certain
words in the English language operate in pairs — e.g.,
“selfish-unselfish,” “good-bad,” “large-small,” “mental-
physical” To assert that a thing has one of the above
characteristics is to contrast it with the opposite in the
pair. To know the meaning of one term in the pair, we
must know the meaning of the correlative term with
which it is contrasted. If we could not conceive of what
it would be like for a thing to be bad, for example, then
we could not possibly understand what is being said of
a thing when it is called “good.” Similarly, unless we
had a notion of what it would be like for action to be
unselfish, we could hardly understand the sentence
“So-and-so acted selfishly”; for we would have nothing
to contrast “selfishly” with. The so-called “fallacy of the
suppressed correlative”'® is committed by a person who
consciously or unconsciously redefines one of the
terms in a contrasting pair in such a way that its new
meaning incorporates the sense of its correlative.

Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary defines “selfish” (in part)
as “regarding one’s own comfort, advantage, etc. in dis-
regard of, or at the expense of that of others.” In this
ordinary and proper sense of “selfish,” Aunt Emma’s
action in giving her last cent to the beggar certainly
was not selfish. Emma disregarded her own comfort (it is
not “comfortable” to go a week without eating) and
advantage (there is no “advantage” in malnutrition) for
the sake of (not “at the expense of”) another. Similarly,
the martyr marching off to the stake is foregoing (not
indulging) his “comfort” and indeed his very life for
the sake of (not at the expense of) a cause. If Emma and
the martyr then are “selfish,” they must be so in a
strange new sense of the word.

A careful examination of the egoist’s arguments (see
especially 4b above) reveals what new sense he gives to
the word “selfish” He redefines the word so that it
means (roughly) “motivated,” or perhaps “intentional.”
“After all,” says the egoist, “Aunt Emma had some pur-
pose in giving the beggar all her money, and this pur-
pose (desire, intention, motive, aim) was her purpose
and no one else’s. She was out to further some aim of’
her own, wasn’t she? Therefore, she was pursuing her
own ends (acting from her own motives); she was after
something for herself in so acting, and that’s what I mean
by calling her action selfish. Moreover, all intentional

action — action done ‘on purpose, deliberately from the
agent’s own motives — is selfish in the same sense.” We
can see now, from this reply, that since the egoist appar-
ently means by “selfish” simply “motivated,” when he
says that all motivated action is selfish he is not asserting
a synthetic empirical hypothesis about human motives; rather,
his statement is a tautology roughly equivalent to “all moti-
vated actions are motivated.” And if that is the case, then
what he says is true enough; but, like all tautologies, it
is empty, uninteresting, and trivial.

Moreover, in redefining “selfish” in this way, the
psychological egoist has committed the fallacy of the
suppressed correlative. For what can we now contrast
“selfish voluntary action” with? Not only are there no
actual cases of unselfish voluntary actions on the new
definition; there are not even any theoretically possible or
conceivable cases of unselfish voluntary actions. And if we
cannot even conceive of what an unselfish voluntary
action would be like, how can we give any sense to the
expression “selfish voluntary action”? The egoist, so to
speak, has so blown up the sense of “selfish” that, like
in-flated currency, it will no longer buy anything.

20. Psychological Egoism as a Linguistic Proposal. There
is still one way out for the egoist. He might admit that
his theory is not really a psychological hypothesis about
human nature designed to account for the facts and
enable us to predict or anticipate future events. He may
even willingly concede that his theory is really a dis-
guised redefinition of a word. Still, he might argue, he
has made no claim to be giving an accurate description
of actual linguistic usage. Rather, he is making a pro-
posal to revise our usage in the interest of economy and
convenience, just as the biologists once proposed that
we change the ordinary meaning of “insect” in such a
way that spiders are no longer called insects, and the
ordinary meaning of “fish” so that whales and seals are
no longer called fish.

What are we to say to this suggestion? First of all,
stipulative definitions (proposals to revise usage) are
never true or false. They are simply useful or not useful.
Would it be useful to redefine “selfish” in the way the
egoist recommends? It is difficult to see what would be
gained thereby. The egoist has noticed some respects in
which actions normally called “selfish” and actions
normally called “unselfish” are alike, namely they are
both motivated and they both can give satisfaction —
either in prospect or in retrospect — to the agent.
Because of these likenesses, the egoist feels justified in
attaching the label “selfish” to all actions. Thus one
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word — “selfish” — must for him do the work of two
words (“selfish” and “unselfish” in their old meanings);
and, as a result, a very real distinction, that between
actions for the sake of others and actions at the expense
of others, can no longer be expressed in the language.
Because the egoist has noticed some respects in which
two types of actions are alike, he wishes to make it
impossible to describe the respects in which they differ.
It is difficult to see any utility in this state of affairs.
But suppose we adopt the egoist’s “proposal” nev-
ertheless. Now we would have to say that all actions
are selfish, but, in addition, we would want to say that
there are two different kinds of selfish actions, those
which regard the interests of others and those which
disregard the interests of others, and, furthermore,

Notes

that only the latter are blameworthy. After a time our
ear would adjust to the new uses of the word “selfish,”
and we would find nothing at all strange in such
statements as “Some selfish actions are morally praise-
worthy.” After a while, we might even invent two new
words, perhaps “selfitic” and “unselfitic,” to distin-
guish the two important classes of “selfish” actions.
Then we would be right back where we started, with
new linguistic tools (“selfish” for “motivated,” “self-
itic” for “selfish,” and “unselfitic” for “unselfish”) to
do the same old necessary jobs. That is, until some
new egoistic philosopher arose to announce with an
air of discovery that “All selfish behavior is really self-
itic — there are no truly unselfitic selfish actions.”
Then, God help us!
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Flourishing Egoism

Lester Hunt

[. Virtue and Self-Interest

Early in Peter Abelard’s Dialogue between a Philosopher,
a Jew, and a Christian, the philosopher (that is, the ancient
Greek) and the Christian easily come to agreement
about what the point of ethics is: “[T]he culmination
of true ethics...is gathered together in this: that it
reveal where the ultimate good is and by what road we
are to arrive there” They also agree that, since the
enjoyment of this ultimate good “comprises true bless-
edness,” ethics “far surpasses other teachings in both
usefulness and worthiness.”! As Abelard understood
them, both fundamental elements of his twelfth-cen-
tury ethical culture — Greek philosophy and Christian
religion — held a common view of the nature of ethical
inquiry, one that was so obvious to them that his char-
acters do not even state it in a fully explicit way. They
take for granted, as we take the ground we stand on, the
premise that the most important function of ethical
theory is to tell you what sort of life is most desirable,
or most worth living. That is, the point of ethics is that
it is good for you, that it serves your self-interest.

This idea sounds very strange to modern ears, and is
scarcely made less so when it is stated, as it is by Abelard,
in terms of the concept of happiness or, to use the
somewhat broader term that is now widely used, of

Lester Hunt, “Flourishing Egoism,” Social Philosophy and Policy, 16
(1999), 72-95. Reprinted with permission of Cambridge Journals.

“flourishing.”” Tt still sounds as if things are being
combined that cannot be put together. Nonetheless,
Abelard’s depiction of his intellectual heritage suggests —
at least to me — a historical generalization which I think
is at least close to being right: the idea of self-interest,
as expressed through the notions of happiness or flour-
ishing, dominates the ethical thinking of both ancient
Greek and medieval Christian philosophy in more or
less the way I have just described. It is also fair to say
that there is at least one other idea that very character-
istically dominates thought during the same periods:
namely, the idea of virtue. It was generally assumed at
that time that ethics tells you what sort of person you
should be: it discovers which traits, if you should have
them, would make you a good person.

This close historical association between virtue and
self-interest suggests (again, to me at any rate) a further
hypothesis: that there is some close connection between
the concept of virtue and that of self-interest. This
impression is reinforced by the fact that, as the concept
of self-interest and related notions receded from the
focal point of Western ethics, the idea of virtue did so
as well. Both ideas were already sharply demoted in
the work of Hobbes, beginning a trend that resulted
(sometime in the middle of the twentieth century) in
an ethical orthodoxy within which virtue was never
mentioned and the agent’s own well-being was regarded
as at best irrelevant to his or her ethical merit, and at
worst in conflict with it.

Ethical Theory: An Anthology, Second Edition. Edited by Russ Shafer-Landau.
© 2013 John Wiley & Sons, Inc. Published 2013 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
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In what follows, I would like to present one piece of
evidence that these two ideas do indeed belong
together, related in something like the way they are in
the classical, pre-Hobbesian tradition. More precisely,
I will argue that the notion of happiness or (the
term I will use hereafter) “flourishing” enables us to
entertain a much closer connection between virtue and
self-interest than modern prejudices will generally allow.

To make this point, I will focus on an ethical doctrine
in which this connection is alleged in its most extreme
form, namely, ethical egoism. It is perhaps obvious that
the notion of flourishing can be relevant to the devel-
opment of egoistic theories. Though there are various
forms of egoism, it must be definition hold, in one way
or another, that a distinguishing mark of the right or the
good in human conduct is the fact that it conduces to
the self-interest of the agent. The concept of flourishing
can readily serve as a first approach toward understand-
ing what self-interest is, as an outline sketch that can
be filled in later in various ways. One way to explain
what self-interest is — among other ways, some crucially
different — would be to specify that what is in a person’s
self-interest is to live the sort of life that is most desirable,
most worth living. In a word, self-interest is flourishing.
One can then inquire about what sort of life this is, and
what it is that makes it the best life.

If flourishing can be used to explain, or begin to
explain, what self-interest is, then it can also be used to
specify the content of a doctrine of ethical egoism. I will
argue in what follows that it makes a great deal of differ-
ence whether an egoistic theory begins in this way or in
a certain alternative way. It makes a difference to the
plausibility of ethical theories and, more fundamentally,
to the relevance of self-interest to ethics and to central
ethical concepts, most particularly including virtue.

I will begin by setting out some familiar difficulties
confronting egoistic theories, together with solutions
to these difficulties which can be drawn from the work
of one proponent of flourishing-based egoism, one
who is often mentioned in discussions of egoism but
seldom read closely or discussed with care by profes-
sional philosophers. I am referring, as some readers may
already have surmised, to Ayn Rand.

II. Difficulties for Egoism

The first difficulty I want to focus on is a very simple
but also, I think, very influential objection to ethical

egoism. It is based on the fundamental fact that ethical
egoism is, as one might put it, a theory of reasons: it
does not, as such, pass judgment on people, their traits,
their ways of life, or the acts that they do, but, rather,
tells us what constitutes a good reason for such judg-
ments. Egoism says that in some ultimate way, actions,
traits, and ways of life have value because they are
beneficial to the agent who has or does them. This is
what gives us a reason to do actions, to have traits, to
live a given way of life, or to admire them in others. The
objection I have in mind alleges that egoism, regarded
as a theory of reasons, and in particular as a theory of
reasons for action, clearly clashes with common sense.”
Most of us think that the good of others is, to take
a phrase used by Michael Slote in a similar context,
a “ground floor” reason for action — that the fact that an
action produces some good for some other person is
sometimes, simply in itself, a reason for doing it.’ Yet
this seems to be just the sort of thing that egoism denies.

To the extent that a theory does clash with common
sense, it must present people with arguments to change
their minds, at least if its proponents mean to con-
vince people who do not already agree with them.
Here the clash with common sense seems very deep,
and the burden of proof correspondingly large. In the
absence of compelling arguments to the contrary,
Slote says, “a properly conservative approach seems to
dictate ... that we prefer a common-sense account... to
the egoistic view.™

The second objection I want to consider is one to
which Derek Parfit drew attention a few years ago. Like
the first one, it arises, more or less naturally, when we
regard egoism as a theory of reasons for action. It goes
like this: Egoism, interpreted as a theory of reasons for
action, distinguishes between good reasons and bad
ones by using a certain aim, or outcome, as the standard:
namely, the agent’s own good. The problem, according
to this objection, is that this outcome will probably not
be achieved most eftectively by people who are trying
to achieve it, and who have no other ultimate aim. We
can readily imagine reasons why this might well be the
case. If people were to realize that I act as if I value their
well-being simply in order to get something out of
them, all sorts of results that are bad for me will tend
follow: to one extent or another, other people will
object to being “used” in this way and will refuse to
cooperate with me. They will also dislike me, and they
will think T am a bad person. However, it is good for
me that others cooperate with me, like me, and think
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I am a good person; thus, to the extent that these results
can be expected to follow from it, egoistic behavior
undermines the aim of egoism.

As Parfit has pointed out in his own response to this
sort of objection, the problem it raises is not a logical
contradiction: it does not mean that egoism logically
entails its own falsity.> We could take it to mean, rather,
that egoism advises us to conceal our ultimate aim
from others and perhaps from ourselves. It may actually
be easier to get others to respond in a favorable way to
us if we actually come to value their well-being as an
end in itself. This, in turn, may mean that egoism would
require us to believe theories that are inconsistent with
itself, that it would require us to think (for instance)
that things are actually good that, according to egoism,
are really worthless. It would not follow from this,
however, that according to egoism, egoism is false.
Strictly speaking, it would only entail that, according to
egoism, we really should have these attitudes and
believe these theories. Egoism would (according to
itself) give the true account of why we ought to do
and believe these things.

Parfit has apparently taken the position that, if this
objection does not convict egoism of self-contradiction,
it is no objection at all.® It seems to me, though, that it
is an objection, and one that should be taken seriously.
Ethical egoism, like any other ethical doctrine, is meant
to guide the conduct of life. If it should turn out to be
true that it can only be followed by using secrecy, lying,
self-deception, and holding contradictory beliefs, this
would raise several problems for anyone who wants to
believe the doctrine. To mention only the most obvi-
ous one, it would seem to mean that this guide to life
is an extremely difficult one to follow. To the extent
that one guide is difficult to follow and another is not,
that other is, all other things being equal (for instance,
if the reasons for thinking they are true are about evenly
balanced), clearly preferable as a guide. Later, I will say
more to reinforce the idea that this constitutes a prob-
lem. For the time being, I hope it has enough intuitive
appeal to at least motivate the reader to continue to
follow what I am saying.

[II.  One Version of Egoism

Neither of these two objections, as I have described
them, is a knockdown refutation of ethical egoism.
Both have the character, rather, of considerations that

weigh against it and must somehow be balanced by
considerations that weigh on the other side, creating a
burden of proof that apparently must be shouldered by
anyone who wishes to defend ethical egoism to people
not already convinced of its truth. Despite this appear-
ance, I will argue in what follows that there is at least
one sort of egoism that can afford to lay down this
burden. I am referring to egoistic doctrines that make
suitable use of the idea of flourishing. Such theories
can be formulated in such a way that the above
objections simply do not apply to them. This, in fact, is
one of the principal advantages these theories enjoy
over other varieties of ethical egoism, for there are
varieties to which these objections do apply. To make
a case for these claims, I will, as already indicated, focus
on one particular example of flourishing-based egoism:
the one formulated and defended by Ayn Rand. In the
present section of this essay, I will describe this version
in what I hope is enough detail to provide a basis for
discussion. In the next section, I will briefly show how
the possibilities opened by the flourishing-based
approach enable it to side-step these two otherwise
persuasive objections.

One of the most direct and revealing statements of
Rand’s ethical egoism is a statement in her philosoph-
ical novel Atlas Shrugged, one that she deemed important
enough to quote some years later in her essay “The
Objectivist Ethics”:

Man has to be man — by choice; he has to hold his life as
a value — by choice; he has to learn to sustain it — by
choice; he has to discover the values it requires and
practice his virtues — by choice. A code of values accepted
by choice is a code of morality.”

There is much in this statement that invites comment
of one sort or another, but for the present I will only
call attention to one aspect of it, one that I will later
argue is important. She does not describe the moral
task as, fundamentally, one of selecting acts nor, by the
same token, as one of selecting acts that optimally
achieve some goal. In place of a goal, she presents
something that cannot in any straightforward sense be
maximized, something we would not ordinarily think
of as a goal at all: namely, one’s own life. It is the value
that must be achieved — or, as she says, “sustained.”
Further, she presents this task as one that apparently
can only be carried out by one means or method: by
identifying the requisite values and — what is evidently
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a closely related matter — practicing the appropriate
virtues.

When she gives an even more explicit statement of
her ethical egoism, a few pages after quoting the passage
from Atlas Shrugged, she says:

The Objectivist ethics proudly advocates and upholds
rational selfishness — which means: the values required for
man’s survival qgua man.®

Here, again, though the reference to virtue is dropped,
there is still no direct reference to action at all. This
pattern, as far as I know, is sustained throughout her
work: in her direct statements of her doctrine, she does
not present it as a thesis that is directly about what
we should do.

Naturally, as with any ethical theory, action must
come into it at some point. In a rough sort of way, it is
relatively easy to say how action enters into this one.
Among the many values that can become helpful in
sustaining the ultimate value, three are of such impor-
tance that they can be singled out as the means to its
achievement:

The three cardinal values of the Objectivist ethics — the
three values which, taken together, are the means to and
the realization of one’s ultimate values, one’s own life — are
Reason, Purpose, Self-Esteem.’

In turn, “these three values,” as she has her character
John Galt say, “imply and require all of man’s virtues.”!”
In “The Objectivist Ethics” she selects three virtues for
special consideration as “corresponding” to the three
cardinal values: rationality, productiveness, and pride.

Finally, though Rand does not directly connect
self-interest with action, she does establish such a con-
nection between action and virtue: “ Value,” she says, “is
that which one acts to gain and/or keep — virtue is the
act by which one gains and/or keeps it.”!" Self-interest
as an ethical standard is connected with action, but the
connection is made indirectly, through the intermedi-
ary concepts of value and virtue. One’s interests are
sustained only by achieving that which is of value,
while that which is of value is achieved by means of
virtue. The acts of which such virtue consists, whatever
they might be, are the ones that her ethical standard
singles out for praise and commendation.

To see just what these connections between standard
and action amount to, it is probably most helpful to

understand what self-interest means for Rand. To that
end, consider the following story, which I draw from
the life of the great architect Louis Sullivan. In 1917,
Sullivan’s career was in desperate condition. His inno-
vative aesthetic was out of fashion, and he had com-
pleted no projects of any importance for three years. If
he did not receive a commission soon, he was facing
the degrading possibility of real poverty. Then the
directors of a small banking firm in Sidney, Ohio
approached him about designing a building for them.
He traveled to Sidney and, after inspecting the site and
reflecting on their specifications, had a meeting with
the directors which an early biographer describes in
this way:

He announced to the directors that the design was made —
in his head — proceeded to draw a rapid sketch before
them, and announced an estimate of the cost. One of the
directors was somewhat disturbed by the unfamiliarity of
the style, and suggested that he had rather fancied some
classic columns and pilasters for the fagade. Sullivan very
brusquely rolled up his sketch and started to depart, saying
that the directors could get a thousand architects to design
a classic bank but only one to design them this kind of
bank, and that as far as he was concerned, it was either the
one thing or the other. After some conference, the directors
accepted the sketch design and the bank was forthwith
built with not a single essential change in the design.'

This incident presents us with a definite narrative
sequence, concluding with a happy ending: Sullivan is
in serious danger, yet faces it with unflinching courage
and, perhaps because of this, things turn out very well
for him. He is able to pay his rent a while longer, and
he avoids violating his architectural ideals. But wherein
does this “turning out well” consist?

Rand created a memorable fictional incident,
probably inspired by this historical one, which poses a
striking answer to this question. There is an episode in
her novel The Fountainhead in which the architect-
hero, Howard Roark, confronts a professional crisis
virtually identical to the one we have just seen Sullivan
facing: if he does not get an architectural commission
almost immediately, he will have to go to work as
a laborer, possibly giving up his career forever. He is
asked to design a commercial building, and there is a
request for classical ornaments that are inconsistent
with the rest of the design. But Roark is not as lucky
as Sullivan was. The board makes it clear that this
represents their final offer. As he prepares to leave,
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a representative of the company begs him to reconsider,
if only for the sake of his own well-being:

“We want your building. You need the commission. Do
you have to be quite so fanatical and selfless about it?”

“What?” Roark asked, incredulously.

“Fanatical and selfless.”

Roark smiled. He looked down at his drawings. His
elbow moved a little, pressing them to his body. He said:

“That was the most selfish thing you’ve ever seen a

man do.”"?
By making things turn out worse for Roark than they
did for Sullivan, Rand compels us to consider what
self-interest really is. Sullivan manages to secure for
himself two sorts of goods: those involved in designing
the sort of building he believes in, and those involved
in being able to pay his rent. Because he achieves both,
we have no need to think about the relative roles of
these two sorts of values — which we might roughly
capture by calling them “ideals” and “money” — in
constituting the interests of the individual involved. In
Roark’s case these two sorts of goods conflict, and he
must choose between them. In evaluating the effect of
this episode on the hero’s fortunes, we must consider
which choice better supports his well-being.

Rand and her character make it very clear that their
solution to this problem is not the one that many
people would give, including many philosophers who
have discussed ethical egoism. Typically, one’s ideals are
thought to be for the most part antithetical to one’s
interests, while money is treated as if it were infallibly
conducive to them, and this is clearly not what Rand
and Roark think. Obviously, there is a heterodox theory
about the nature of self-interest involved here.

Whatever this theory might be, it certainly cannot
simply amount to the claim that acting on one’s ideals
is necessarily in one’s interest. It is too evident that
some people’s ideals really are bad for them. What,
then, is self-interest? Rand never says, quite directly
and explicitly, what “interest” or “self-interest” mean
when she uses them, but she does make some relevant
and highly illuminating comments on the thing that
she takes as representing the opposite of these things:
namely, sacrifice. ‘Sacrifice’,” she tells us,“is the surrender
of a greater value for the sake of a lesser one or of a
non-value.”'* She goes on to give an example:

If a man who is passionately in love with his wife spends
a fortune to cure her of a dangerous illness, it would be

absurd to claim that he does it as a “sacrifice” for her sake,
not his own, and that it makes no difference to him,
personally and selfishly, whether she lives or dies.... But
suppose he let her die in order to spend his money on
saving the lives of ten other women, none of whom
meant anything to him ... That would be a sacrifice."

Now I am in a position to say more about how it is, in
Rand’s theory, that value and virtue connect action
with self-interest. An account of the connection that
is both suggested by and consistent with the passages
I have quoted in the last several paragraphs would go
like this. One’s interests consist in achieving what is
of value. Since things that are of value are unequally
valuable and conflict with one another, this would
have to mean achieving what is of greatest value. But
this cannot be accomplished without knowing what is,
in a given situation, of greater value and what is of less.
Since acting on the basis of this understanding is what
virtue is, this also means that achieving one’s own
interest would be impossible without virtue.

IV. Difficulties Avoided

How does this version of ethical egoism fare in the face
of the objections against egoism that I raised earlier? In
the case of the first one, I think the answer is fairly
straightforward. This objection rested on the claim that
egoism clashes with the idea that the good of others is
a“ground floor” reason for action, and that, consequently,
egoism is incompatible with common sense. As I have
presented it, this claim could mean two different things.

First, it could mean that common sense holds that
the fact that a given act advances the good of others is
a reason for doing that act and, further, that there is no
reason why this is so. There is no reason why it is a
reason. This, of course, does not seem to be a tenet of
common sense at all. Indeed, it seems consistent with
common sense to say that the good of people you
know is a reason for action because other people are of
great value to you, that promoting the good of others,
at least of certain others, is an indispensable part of the
sort of life that it is best to live, the sort of life that is the
most desirable. In fact, parents — most of whom can be
taken to represent common sense to some extent —
often try to convince their children that this is true. Of
course, it is debatable whether such common-sense
ways of explaining the value of the good of others
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are egoistic; but it is worth noting that, if they are, they
are instances of flourishing-based egoism.We show that
something is in one’s self-interest by showing that it is
part of a certain sort of life. This sort of life, it is assumed,
is what self-interest is.

However, it seems likely that few people would be
influenced by this objection to ethical egoism if this is
what it meant. An alternative and more persuasive way
of understanding the objection would be to view it as
the claim that common sense denies a certain conception
of the reason why the good of others is a reason for
action. According to this conception, the only reason for
which we should seek to bring about the good of others
is that their well-being in turn brings about a certain
further result — namely, of course, our own self-interest.

It is certainly very plausible to say that this concep-
tion clashes with common sense. However, it is not so
obvious that it is implied by ethical egoism. In particu-
lar, Rand’s theory seems to have no such implication.
It does not recommend that we seek the well-being of
others on the grounds that their well-being causes
one’s own interests to be realized. Rather, one’s own
interest is (consists in) the attainment of value, and one
of the most valuable things is the good of other — that
is, certain other — people. One’s own self-interest is not
some further result, in addition to the attainment of
one’s values; and one’s values include, as a part of them,
the good of certain other people.

What this means is that, as I have already hinted,
Rand’s egoism is of the flourishing-based sort. The
notion of attaining value functions here as part of her
account of which sort of life is best. We show that
things are in one’s interest by showing that they are part
of this sort of life. The reason why something does fit
into such a life — why it is a value — may be a matter of
what further effects it has on the agent, but that is
another matter. Saying that the good of others fits into
such a life is not the same thing as saying that it has
such eftects. This is why Rand can claim that she is an
ethical egoist and yet embrace the common-sense view
that the good of others is a ground-floor reason for
action in that it is worth pursuing in itself.

So much for the first objection to ethical egoism. As
for the second one, which alleges that egoism requires
one to adopt a certain self-defeating attitude toward
other people, a closely related reply is also available.
The reply I just gave to the second, and more likely,
interpretation of the first objection rested on the idea
that it assumed an arbitrarily narrow notion of egoism

as a theory of reasons. The existence of flourishing-
based explanations of self-interest opens up the possi-
bility of an egoism that is more inclusive in the reasons
for action that it treats as legitimate. The same sort of
thing can be said in connection with the second objec-
tion. In both cases, it is assumed that, according to ego-
ism, a consideration becomes a good reason for action
simply and solely because, if one acts on it, it brings
about a certain result: the agent’s own self-interest. In
the second objection this assumption implies that, if we
act as egoism recommends, we are viewing the interests
of others in a certain way: as mere instruments to be
manipulated to produce a certain result. As we have
already seen, this assumption is not necessarily true,
and, in particular, it is not true of Rand’s egoism. In her
view, the achievement of one’s values is related to
self-interest, not by causality, but by identity. That is
what self-interest is. Given that the good of (at least
certain) others properly is among one’s values, it is in
one’s self-interest to pursue it, even apart from further,
future results it might bring. To put the same idea in
more abstract and theory-neutral language: it is in one’s
self-interest, not because it causes flourishing, but
because it is partly constitutive of it.

Of course, whether an ethical egoism that is
formulated in this way is true, or even fully coherent, is
another matter; but at least we can say that this form of
egoism is not logically committed to a repulsively
manipulative attitude toward other people, an attitude
which, according to the second objection, must be
concealed from them and, possibly, from oneself.

V. Consequentialist Egoism

My responses to the two objections, as I have presented
them so far, are very brief. Obviously, much more
remains to be said about them;in particular, I must deal
with the inevitable replies, and that is what I will do for
most of the remainder of this essay. I have claimed that
these objections do not necessarily apply to a certain
sort of egoism: namely, the sort that, at least implicitly,
uses the flourishing-based approach to explaining what
self-interest is. In addition, some of my comments have
suggested rather strongly that such objections do apply
to a certain other sort of egoism, and may even cause it
some serious damage. Accordingly, I have exposed
myself to two sorts of attack: one from people who find
fault with the type of egoism I have defended, and the
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other from people who find fault with the way I have
implicitly rejected the other type. Some people would
likely wish to claim that the notion of flourishing
cannot help egoism in the way I have suggested it
can, while others will say that non-flourishing-based
egoism has no need of such help.

I will take the latter sort of attack first, using as my
principal focus a version of the attack presented by
Peter Railton.' Following some suggestions by Parfit
to which I have already referred, Railton contends
that, contrary to what I have supposed, the second
objection, properly understood, really presents no
problem at all for the theories at which it is aimed: the
self-defeatingness with which it charges them is
actually not a bad thing. What prevents it from being
a bad thing, in part, is the concept of virtue. Railton
states his argument in terms of egoistic hedonism,
but it is easy to see how it can be generalized to apply
to egoism in general.

Egoistic hedonism (“hedonism” for short) is the
theory that says that all actions that an agent might do
are good only if they cause a certain state of conscious-
ness in the agent: namely, happiness or pleasure (which,
for brevity, I will call “pleasure” from now on). Stated as
a problem about hedonism, the second objection rests
on the familiar truism that people who make pleasure
their sole ultimate aim often achieve this end less well
than people who have ultimate ends — goods sought as
good in themselves — other than (perhaps in addition
to) pleasure. Doing something because it results in a
certain state of consciousness in oneself is quite a dif-
ferent thing from doing it for love of the activity itself.
They are different, in spite of the fact that the latter way
of acting will also produce pleasure. In fact, for a num-
ber of reasons, a life filled with these sorts of activities
will probably contain more pleasure than a life in
which everything is calculated to achieve this result.

As Railton treats it, this problem is simply an instance
of a more general psychological one, which is created
by the fact that the temptation to indulge in excessive
reflection about one’s ends tends to interfere with the
achievement of those ends. A problem that seems to
function as a paradigm for him is one that he calls “a
famous old conundrum for consequentialism”: If all
actions are to be judged by their outcomes, then it
would seem that we must deliberate not only about
actions but about how much time to spend on any
deliberation, including these deliberations about our
deliberations, and so on to infinity.

One can avoid this problem, he says, simply by
refraining from deliberating about time allocation. The
“sophisticated consequentialist” can “develop standing
dispositions to give more or less time to decisions
depending upon their perceived importance, the
amount of information available, the predictability of
his choice, and so on.”"” Similar things, he points out,
can be said of a wide range of problems involving
self-defeatingly goal-based thinking. There is the tennis
enthusiast who is so obsessed with winning that he
would actually win more if he forgot the score and
became absorbed in the details of the game,'® the timid
employee who will never have the nerve to ask for
a needed raise if he deliberates about whether to do it,
the self-conscious man who, if he thinks about how he
should act at a party he is attending, will fail to achieve
the goal of such thinking, which is to act naturally and,
ultimately, to enjoy the party. Finally, there is the tight-
rope walker who will not be able to concentrate if he
consciously focuses on the fact that his life depends on
his keeping his concentration. In each of these cases,
Railton tells us, the individuals involved can improve the
consequences of their action by avoiding “consequen-
tialist deliberation.” This can be done by developing
personal traits, “habits of thought,” which tend to
forestall such deliberation.”” Because of their manifest
importance in enabling us to live as we should, such
traits would naturally be regarded as virtues.

This argument brings to the surface two important
threads in the tangle of issues I am treating here, threads
I want to comment on very briefly before going on to
the question of the cogency of Railton’s argument.
First, one moral that can be drawn from examples like
the case of the tightrope walker and the others just cited
is that deliberation and conscious reflection are not the
same thing as rationality, even when they contain only
factually accurate thoughts and are carried out without
violating the formal constraints of logic. There are times
when conscious reflection, just because it is conscious
reflection, would be profoundly irrational

The other thread that deserves some immediate
comment has to do with the nature of Railton’s ulti-
mate concerns. He is not defending egoistic hedonism
against attack because he believes it is true. His interest
is based on the fact that his own doctrine, what is
usually called consequentialism, has been subjected to
the same attack, and he believes both can be given
the same defense. Fundamentally, the defense he offers
for egoistic hedonism is the one he also offers for
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consequentialism. The fact that an intelligent person
could find such a strategy plausible rather obviously
suggests a further fact, which I believe is both true
and important: namely, that consequentialism is indeed
closely related to egoism. This, however, is only true of
a certain sort of egoism.

Consequentialism decides the rightness or wrong-
ness of actions based on their total causal outcome,
their effects on everyone who is affected by them. The
relevant sort of egoism decides the rightness or wrong-
ness of acts based on their effects on the agent alone.
Obviously, these two ideas have something in common:
both are ethical theories which decide the rightness
of acts, and both do so based entirely on the results that
these acts produce. Since both of these views appeal
only to consequences, they probably should both be
treated as varieties of “consequentialism”: one might be
called “collective consequentialism,” and the other
could be called “individual consequentialism.” It is
worth bearing in mind the possibility that the problem
Railton poses and tries to solve for egoistic hedonism
is indeed a problem for consequentialism in general,
including all consequentialist varieties of egoism, as
well as his favored collective variety of the doctrine. If
his solution is not a satisfactory one, then this doctrine
may be flawed in all its varieties.

I say this is worth bearing in mind because I think
that, in fact, the proposed solution is not a satisfactory
one.The reason for this has to do with the nature of the
traits that are to solve the problem faced by the tennis
player, the tightrope walker, and the others who experi-
ence the temptation to become irrationally reflective
and deliberative.

Those traits are, as Railton says, “habits of thought.”
It is important to ask exactly what this means. Habits
are traits on the basis of which individuals act. The
fact that an act is done from habit has no necessary
connection with the thoughts, beliefs, or values of the
person who does it. It is in this sense that habits might
be said to be mindless. Suppose that I develop a habit
of abstaining from fatty foods because I value health.
Later, I change my way of thinking and no longer value
health, but from habit I still refrain (for a while) from
eating those foods. In both cases the actions involved
(which happen to be abstentions) are habitual and are
done from the same habit. The relation between habit
and thought is loose. This does not mean that there is
tension or incompatibility between habit and thought,
any more than there is any tension between an inert

hammer and the skillful deliberation of the carpenter.
It means that, to the extent that it is habitual, the act
does not necessarily proceed from any thought or any
valuation.

It is partly for this reason that such habits are not
traits of character. If I develop a habit of not thinking
about my score while playing a game, this might be a
result of wisdom. It might also be a cowardly evasion,
in which I conceal from myself the fact that my real
goals and interests are of a sort that I despise. Wisdom
and cowardice are traits of character, while the habit of
thinking or not thinking of something is not. This is, in
part, because conduct that is wise or cowardly necessar-
ily arises from what one thinks or values, while habitual
behaviors, including habitual thoughts, do not.?!

In spite of their mindlessness, or perhaps because
if it, these habits of thought serve to advance the
purposes set by our thoughts and evaluations. This can
be so, for instance, when conscious thinking would
take more time than we should spend on it, or when its
results would be so inaccurate that a very rough but
readily available approximation to the right answer
would actually serve better. Things that do not have the
nature of thought can serve as a substitute for thought.
These particular substitutes can mimic, approximately,
the results that conscious thought could be expected to
produce if it could only work in some ideally rapid,
logical, and well-informed manner.

There are times when such thought-substitutes are
desirable, and the particular way in which they are
desirable can help to explain why they are feasible as
well. To see why such an explanation is necessary, con-
sider the state of mind of the tightrope walker who
finds that he must develop a habit of avoiding certain
states of consciousness: he must not look down; he
must not think about what it would feel like to lose his
balance; he must not visualize the ugly results of land-
ing on the ground beneath him. Usually, avoiding
thought in a situation where there are important prob-
lems to solve is not only undesirable but, for the sort of
person who is good at solving problems, difficult to do.
‘Why, then, is the performer able to do so in this case?

Part of the answer, no doubt, lies in the fact that here
one is not avoiding thought in general, but only certain
particular thoughts. These particular thoughts, moreover,
are, from the agent’s point of view, eminently worthy
of being avoided. Admittedly, the information that the
tightrope walker can represent to himself by imagining
his mangled body lying far beneath him might be
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accurate, but this is not a situation in which the
collection of accurate data is per se valuable. His only
concern at the moment is what he should do, and
only the data that can inform him on that point have
any legitimate interest. The data that he fails to collect
by not looking down have no implications that go
beyond what he already knows — indeed, beyond what
he is already doing. The fact that he would become
a bloody mess if he were to fall is all the more reason
why he should focus his consciousness on the rope and
on his destination at the other end. If he refrains from
thinking about this fact, the only thing he misses that
is connected with his present concerns is the emotional
power the fact has to confuse and disorient him.

It would be easy, though tedious, to show that similar
things can be said about the tennis enthusiast, the self-
conscious man, and the timid employee. The general
idea that applies to all of them is this: When we
deliberate, we think about which particular act is the
right one to do. There are various thoughts which, if
we experience them, can interfere with identifying
and doing the right thing. Under such circumstances,
developing a certain habit of thought, in which such
thoughts are avoided, can help to achieve the end of
deliberation. Developing such a habit is possible, in
part, because the individual literally has no reason to
think these thoughts. In such situations, though habit
does not have the nature of a mental process, it serves,
so to speak, as a mind-mimic.

Railton’s argument fails because the problem faced
by the hedonist, and by consequentialists in general,
whether individual or collective, is fundamentally dif-
ferent from situations of this kind. In particular, the
problem lacks the characteristic that, as we have just
seen, allows habits of thought to be a feasible solution.
To see why, we must look a little closer at what this
problem actually amounts to.

First, it has to be admitted that the problem involved
in this sort of case is in one way the same as that faced
by the tightrope walker and the others: in both cases,
the problem is how to avoid having certain thoughts.
Consider, however, concrete instances of the thought
to be avoided in the case of the hedonist. A plausible
example of the sort of thought that would give me
trouble if I were an egoistic hedonist would be the
realization that, by stealing the contents of my friend’s
wallet, I can expect to be better off on balance than
I am now. Insofar as the consequences of individual
acts can be calculated, this seems to be the sort of

thought that can be supported by the preponderance
of evidence. Further, it seems to be a plausible thought,
not only from the point of view of an egoistic hedonist,
but from that of any sort of consequentialist egoism.

It is easy to find examples of thoughts that would
have the same sort of plausibility for the collective con-
sequentialist and would create the same sort of trouble.
Consider, for instance, the following facts. I spend some
of my income on making my son’s diet nutritious,
varied, and interesting to him. This is not needed to
keep him alive; it only serves to improve the quality
of his life. If I were to give this money to the right
charities, I could probably save the life of some child in
the Third World. Resources at my disposal that merely
bring goods like improved health to my son might very
likely mean the difference between life and death to a
stranger on the other side of the earth.

There is one good reason for avoiding the thoughts
involved in these two cases that applies equally to both
of them. At the moment when I see increasing my
property as a good enough reason to take my friend’s
wallet, I view my friend as having a definite and very
limited sort of value. Similarly, at the moment when
I decide to divert resources away from my son simply
because it would benefit the larger group of which he
is a mere part, I am viewing his value as limited in
exactly the same way. In both cases, the other person is
seen as an entity whose interests can conflict with that
of some other entity, and that conflict is seen as, in
itself, a good enough reason to sacrifice the interests
of the person.

Obviously, it would be very bad if one’s attitude
toward other people amounted simply to this. In par-
ticular, it would be regarded as bad within the points of
view of both individual and collective consequentialism.
As far as the individual standard is concerned, this will-
ingness instantly to sacrifice everyone for the sake of
some advantage to oneself is the source of the problems
I cited earlier, involving loss of trust and respect from
others and resulting in damage to one’s own well-being.
It also harms one’s interest in a more immediate and
possibly more devastating way. Anyone who, supposing it
is possible, has this attitude toward others is obviously
incapable of forming close personal attachments to
other people, the sorts of attachments that are involved
in love and friendship. Such attachments seem to be
absolutely essential components of human well-being.

From the point of view of individual consequential-
ism, this fact is very important. It is also important,



FLOURISHING EGOISM 187

and equally so, from the point of view of collective
consequentialism. If everyone used consequentialist
ideas in the daily course of deliberation, everyone
would be incapable of close personal attachments to
others. But this would mean that no one would be liv-
ing a good life, which runs directly against the standard
that defines this point of view.

From the point of view of consequentialism,
whether individual or collective, it is crucial that this
same point of view be kept out of the perspective of
deliberation, in which human beings actually choose
their conduct. One problem faced by the consequen-
tialist, the one we are now considering, is how to do
this. We can now see why habits of thought are not
a feasible solution to it: we have reason to think that
a genuine consequentialist — someone who consistently
believes consequentialism — will likely not be able to
develop effective habits of suppressing the relevant
thoughts.

The problem of the consequentialist differs from the
sort of problem for which habits of thought are clearly
a workable solution in at least two relevant ways. First,
the troublesome thoughts in the case of the tightrope
walker (and related cases) are simply a miscellaneous
collection of facts united only by an emotional con-
nection with the issue faced by the deliberator. In the
consequentialist cases, the thoughts really are about the
issue at hand: the problem of which course of action is
the right one to follow. This, of course, is exactly what
deliberation is about. This immediately creates a prob-
lem, for people whose habits of mind are those of a
rational human being, of how to motivate oneself to
screen these thoughts out of one’s consciousness. Such
people would view the possibility of developing such a
habit with deep suspicion, partly because they would
need assurance that such habits would not also suppress
thoughts that they really should be having.

Naturally, if we know that these habits only suppress
certain thoughts, and if we know that if they have any
bearing on the issue at all, they have the same implica-
tions that the preponderance of one’s unsuppressed
thoughts have, then we have the assurance we need. As
I have pointed out, in cases like that of the tightrope
walker, this is just what we do have. In the consequen-
tialist cases, however, this assurance is starkly absent, and
this is the second way in which such cases differ from
the others. In fact, the thoughts to be avoided would
imply that the action supported by one’s unsuppressed
thoughts would be wrong. According to individual

consequentialism, failure to steal my friend’s wallet,
under the circumstances we have imagined, would be
the wrong thing to do.The same thing is true, accord-
ing to collective consequentialism, of failure to deprive
one’s child of resources that could bring greater benefits
to the children of strangers in other countries.

It is crucial, from the point of view of consequential-
ism, to keep such thoughts out of one’s deliberative
thinking. One thing that makes this particularly difficult
to do is the fact that, to put it bluntly, such thoughts
should not be systematically suppressed. After all, accord-
ing to any conceivable ethical standard, there really are
times when we ought to prefer our interests to those of
our friends, and there really are times when we ought
to prefer the interests of stricken and desperate
strangers over the desires of our children. However, for
consequentialists, thinking about the consequences of
one’s conduct in such contexts is not a safe enterprise.
For nonconsequentialists, such considerations are a
normal and inevitable part of deliberation. For conse-
quentialists, ironically, they are not: such thoughts
threaten to engulf their deliberative thoughts and
poison their relations with others and with themselves.

The problem is a particularly nasty one because of
the nature of the obstacles that consequentialists,
whether individual or collective, must try to overcome.
Among the things they would have working against
them are their desire to consider everything that is rel-
evant to issues about which they are thinking, and their
eagerness to identify the things that, by their standards,
are the right things to do. I think this means that their
adversaries would include both their rationality and
their moral integrity. These are not the sort of obstacles
we ought to be contending with.

VI. The Possibility of
Flourishing-Based Egoism

I think it is clear from what I have already said that
flourishing-based egoism is not doomed to face these
problems. The flourishing-based explanation of self-
interest makes it possible for me to say that my friend’s
good is partly constitutive of my own good. If I do
take this position, there is no prima facie reason to
think that I will advance my interests by stealing his
wallet, even if he never suspects me and, in purely
consequentialist terms, I “get away with it.” If my rela-
tionship with my friend is, to use Rand’s terminology,
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“one of my highest values,” then by betraying his trust
and victimizing him I would be damaging my own life
just as I am damaging his.

This said, however, I must deal with the remaining
one of the potential attacks on my line of reasoning as
set out at the beginning of SectionV: the one that I can
expect to be launched by people who find the notion
of flourishing-based egoism, in one way or another,
implausible. Here I face a somewhat awkward problem.
The particular aspect of this sort of egoism that I have
chosen to focus on and defend, the aspect that is
relevant to the point I wish to make, is its potential for
being developed in non-consequentialist ways. The
problem is that, as far as I know, this aspect of this sort
of theory has never been clearly and unambiguously
identified and attacked. I will have to guess what sorts
of criticisms might be made against it.

The apparent fact that this sort of view has not been
criticized suggests that the most likely doubts that peo-
ple might have about it would concern whether there
really is such a thing as nonconsequentialist egoism.
That is, one might doubt that the doctrine can be
fully formulated without collapsing either into conse-
quentialist egoism or into some nonegoist doctrine.
The following would be one way of setting out these
doubts: One’s interests, one might say, consist in achiev-
ing what is of value or, in more antique language,
possessing the good. But not just any value or good will
do. It is not in my interest to have what is good for, or
of value to, someone else but is not good for or of value
to me. It must be good for me, of value to me. If some-
thing is good for me, it must have some effect that falls
on me rather than someone else, an effect that is in
some way favorable to me. Now, if self-interest is the
standard of ethical merit, that would have to mean, in
one way or another, that actions are evaluated on the
basis of how much good they produce for the agent,
and this would mean that actions are evaluated on the
basis of the effects that they have on the agent. But
this, of course, is consequentialist egoism. The only
way egoism can avoid being consequentialist is by
avoiding egoism, probably by opting for an impersonal,
non-agent-relative notion of the good.

What should immediately arouse suspicion against
this argument is the fact that the conception of self-
interest that it uses carries the implication — in fact, this
is virtually the point of it as employed here — that
actions can never have value in themselves for the
agent who performs them. Presumably, insofar as an act

has value in itself, it is not good for any one person as
distinguished from everyone else. This is not plausible
on the face of it. People treat many of the things that
they do with friends and lovers as good in themselves
and, precisely as such, as good for them. There is no
obvious reason why they should not do so. Further,
most people live their lives as ends in themselves, and
not as processes that only have value because they serve
some end other than themselves. Since a life is made up
of actions — one’s life is simply everything one does —
this would seem to mean that many actions, and prob-
ably many kinds of actions, are being treated as good
for the individuals who do them, and as good in
themselves. The people who would raise the objection
I am considering here would have to say what is wrong
with this — and it is not obvious what their explanation
could be.

No doubt such people would also claim that non-
consequentialist egoists also have something they need
to explain. One might well ask precisely how the good
of others can become good for oneself in a nonconse-
quentialist way. This seems a very reasonable question.
Consider the image that is most naturally formed when
we try to imagine how it is that human beings are
actually related to each other. I am here and my friend
is over there. Between us, there is empty space through
which a slight draft is blowing. Nonetheless, there are
many sorts of relations that hold between us. Inclusion
is obviously not one of them, however; I am not
included in him, and he is not part of me. How then
can his good be included in mine, as a part of it?

There is no way I can present a full answer to this
interesting question here, but I think it will suffice if
I suggest a way in which it can be answered.?> What
I would like to suggest is this. My friend’s good is not
a characteristic of my friend as an inert object, but as
a living being. More precisely, it is characteristic of his
life, of the way he lives and functions. This, of course, is
simply a way of putting the matter in flourishing-based
terms. But events in my friend’s life can also be, and
often are, events in my life as well. This is partly because
many of our actions are actually shared projects, or
things that we both do.The dinner we shared the other
day in aVietnamese restaurant, the book we are writing
together, the long conversation we had with his former
classmates from Germany — these are all things we both
did. Thus, although my friend’s body does not overlap
my body, his life does overlap my life. Beyond that, many
of the other events in my friend’s life, the ones in which
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I do not share as fellow-agent, are things of which I am
conscious, and my well-being is raised or lowered by
this consciousness. For these reasons, good things in my
friend’s life will be goods in my life as well.?

There is at least one more thing, however, that critics
of nonconsequentialist egoism would probably say its
proponents would need to explain. Whatever the faults
of consequentialism might be, these critics might point
out, at least it has an explanation of how a course of
action can be good for or of value to me and not to
someone else. Supposing that this explanation is not
adequate, what is it that does make the things we do
good for, of value to, or in the interests of one person
rather than another?

This, of course, is a reasonable question and must be
answered by any theory that claims to be egoistic. All
I am prepared to do here is to make a few comments
about how one sort of answer can begin. We can find
an interesting clue to an answer in a comment that
Rand makes immediately after she presents the defini-
tion of sacrifice I quoted in Section III above:

The rational principle of conduct is the exact opposite [of
sacrifice]: always act in accordance with the hierarchy of
your values, and never sacrifice a greater value to a lesser
one. This ... requires that one possess a defined hierarchy
of rational values (values chosen and validated by a rational
standard). Without such a hierarchy, neither rational con-
duct nor considered value judgments nor moral choices
are possible.?*

Presumably, the exact opposite of sacrifice would be
doing what is in one’s own interest. The argument
involved here seems to be this. The reason it would be a
sacrifice on my part to save the lives of ten women I do
not know while letting my own wife die is that it would
involve preferring a lesser value to a greater one. In that
case, the reason a particular act is an instance of acting in
my own interest must be that it would involve preferring
a greater value to a lesser one. Of course, it is possible for
people to have perverse or foolish values or to rank
their values in perverse or foolish ways, so not just any
values will count. There must be a way to limit which
ones count. The way that Rand uses is the same as the
one employed by the Stoics: the values and their ranking
must be rational.”® Given that assumption, a course of
action will be in your interest — and thus of value to you
or good for you — if it meets two conditions: first, that it
is in accordance with your values, and, second, that your
values and their hierarchical order are rational.

Of course, this way of answering our question is no
doubt apt to be controversial, in no small part because
some people would disagree with the conception of
reason it employs. Given my rather limited objectives,
I will confine my comments to two other aspects of
this answer, ones that should be considerably less
controversial.

First, the explanation of self-interest Rand has given
is plainly a flourishing-based one. Describing a settled
hierarchy of values is equivalent to describing a way of
life: the sort of life that is lived on the basis of that hier-
archy. She has explained what self-interest is, not by
tracing the consequences of the actions involved, but
by asserting that self-interest must fit into a way of life,
one that is good or the best, and by offering an account
of what it is that makes this life good or the best.?

Second, this way of explaining self-interest leads
very naturally to an explanation of virtue or, more
precisely, of why certain traits have the status of virtues.
Many traits that are traditionally viewed as vices could
be seen as errors which involve valuing something too
much or too little. Cowardice is valuing safety too
highly, for instance, and gluttony is valuing certain
pleasures too highly. The contrary virtues, then, would
seem to consist in placing the right value on the same
goods, neither valuing them too much nor too little.
This is precisely what having a rational hierarchy of
values would mean. This, on the flourishing-based
notion of self-interest we are now considering, can
explain why they are virtues. They are essential to
human well-being, not because they lead to it, in a
consequentialist sense, but because they are constitutive
of it. The order that these traits bring to our values is
what well-being is, or an essential part of it.”

VIL
Again

Virtue and Self-Interest,

If we adopt the flourishing-based explanation of
self-interest, ethical egoism loses some of the wildly
counterintuitive appearance it is apt to present on first
hearing. It is, in that case, not liable to the two rather
obvious objections I have discussed, which might other-
wise provoke reasonable people to reject it. Of course,
one might still reject it on other grounds, and nothing I
have said here is meant to affect that possibility.
Nonetheless, I hope that what we have seen here
might prove to be useful even to people who have no
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interest in this particular ethical doctrine. After all, the
features of the consequentialist notion of self-interest
that give the egoistic doctrines that make use of it their
strange and repugnant appearance are problematic for
nonegoists as well. The consequences that we have seen
following from the idea that self-interest is simply a
matter of the causal outcome of one’s acts make the
notion unattractive for any sort of ethical use at all. If
this is what self-interest is, then pursuing it would seem
to require a state of mind dominated by a calculating
sort of attitude toward the future, and toward other
people. In particular, the attitude toward other people
that would seem to be required is manipulative and
possibly dishonest.To try to explain the value of a virtue
by connecting it with self-interest in this sense is to
degrade it somewhat, to make it seem less lofty than
other virtues. It is very natural to try to segregate an
idea like self-interest from all issues having to do with
ethical merit. That, of course, is just what the post-
Hobbesian tradition did.

On the other hand, if we accept an appropriate
flourishing-based explanation of self-interest, it
becomes equally natural to see self-interest and consid-
erations of merit as far more closely related.” This is

Notes

true even if one balks at making the relation as close
as the ethical egoist does. In particular, the ancient,
flourishing-based conceptions of self-interest have an
especially close connection with the ancient and long-
ignored notion of virtue. At the very least, such notions
of self-interest can explain why certain traits are virtues:
they are traits that maintain a properly hierarchical
relationship among the values that the agent holds. This
is surely an important fact even if one holds that self-
interest is not the full explanation of why these traits
are virtues, and even if one thinks that there are other
virtues to which this explanation does not apply.?’

Egoists are distinguished by the fact that they hold
that self-interest in some sense is the explanation for
one feature or another of the ethical realm, and perhaps
of the entire realm itself. In a way, they are monists.
Those who resist monistic views can at least be open to
the possibility that self-interest is an explanation. To
the extent that one accepts the flourishing-based
explanation of self-interest, this possibility ought to be
an attractive one. Then another possibility will arise, as
eminently worthy of exploration: that at least part of
the point of ethics is that, as Abelard was trying to tell
us, it is good for us.
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disposed — to feel.” The objection I have just presented is
stated as an objection to egoism as a theory of reasons for
acting and thus constitutes a different, though related,
problem. It seems likely that a satisfactory response to the
objection I am considering would contain clues pointing
to a response to the problem Slote raises, but an adequate
discussion of the latter problem would require more
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give it to your starving child, it is not a sacrifice; if you
give it to your neighbor’s child and let your own die, it
is” (Rand, Atlas Shrugged, p. 1028).

Peter
Consequentialism, and the Demands of Morality,”
Philosophy and Public Affairs, vol. 13, no. 2 (Spring 1984),
pp- 134=71.See also his “How Thinking about Character
and Utilitarianism Might Lead to Rethinking the
Character of Ultilitarianism,” Midwest  Studies in
Philosophy, vol. 13 (1988), pp. 398—416.
Railton,“Alienation, Consequentialism,and the Demands
of Morality,” pp. 153—4.

Ibid., p. 144.

Ibid., p. 154.

For discussions of the ways in which human reason is

My main source 1is Railton, “Alienation,

able to avoid pointless or counterproductive thinking,
see Michael Polanyi, The Tacit Dimension (New York:
Double-day, 1966), ch. 1; and Polanyi, Knowing and
Being (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1969), Part
III.

For further discussion of the difference between habits
and traits of character, see my Character and Culture
(Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield, 1997), ch. 1.

I can also refer the reader to Aristotle’s account of the
value of character friendship, which is both egoistic and
nonconsequentialist; see Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics,
Book IX, chs. 4 and 9. Another example would be
Rand’s account of love relationships, which is actually
rather similar to Aristotle’s account of character friendship,
and which can be found dramatized and discussed in
various passages in Atlas Shrugged, but especially in the
character Francisco d’Anconia’s speech about the
meaning of sex (Rand, Atlas Shrugged, pp. 489-95).

The fundamental idea that underlies what I have just
said is a point made in a number of ways by Aristotle:
my friend and the good of my friend can be valuable in
themselves and for me, if only because my being
conscious of them is valuable in the same ways. An
episode from Ayn Rand’ life illustrates this idea vividly.
In a letter to John Hospers, she explained why a
favorable letter from him about a book she had just
published was more important to her than a blisteringly
unfavorable review in Newsweek: “It is not an issue of
how many people will see your letter vs. how many
people will see the review. Your letter proves the exist-
ence of a man of intelligence and integrity; the review
proves the existence of a fool and a knave. The first is
important, the second is not. (Or, to use your terms: the
existence of the former is an ‘intrinsic’ good — while the
existence of the latter is not even an instrumental evil.)”
Michael S. Berliner, ed., The Letters of Ayn Rand
(New York: Dutton, 1995), p. 562. It would not be so
plausible to say that, if Hospers had written the same
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letter to someone else and Rand had never learned of it,
the letter and its author would still be “intrinsic” goods
(i.e., good in themselves) for her. But she does know
about them, and that in itself seems to suffice to give
them that status. This suggests a solution to a problem
that I have so far not touched on directly: What about
the good of strangers? To avoid wildly counterintuitive
results, it seems that the nonconsequentialist egoist
would need to show how the good of strangers, and not
just the good of my friends, can to some degree be
included in my own good as a part. The solution I have
in mind would be based on the notion that strangers
I do not know about pose no ethical problems, but
once I become aware of them, to some extent my
consciousness of their weal or woe adds to mine.
Rand, “The Ethics of Emergencies,” p. 44.

See Epictetus, The Discourses, 1.2 and 1.4.

This may be the place to briefly raise an exegetical issue.
Tara Smith and Irfan Khawaja have pointed out to me
that Rand, in one of her later writings, uses strongly
consequentialist language which appears to conflict
with the nonconsequentialist interpretation of her
position that I am presenting here. See Rand, “Causality
Duty,” in her Philosophy: Who Needs It?
(New York: Signet, 1982). In the main, this essay is a
critique of Kantian deontology on the grounds that

versus

thinking in terms of consequences and, more generally,
causal thinking, is absolutely essential to rationality.
I think the first thing to say about this is that this
argument is, so far, perfectly consistent with the view
I am attributing to Rand. Nonconsequentialist egoism
does not claim (as deontology does) that thinking in
terms of consequences does not belong in the ethical
realm; it only denies the consequentialist claim that
nothing else does belong there. It can also claim (what
seems clearly true) that thinking in terms of conse-
quences (e.g., Will this food nourish me or poison me?)
is an absolutely indispensable part of discerning what
one’s interests are. It only denies that the relationship
between them is identity. There is, however, one passage
in which Rand seems to go beyond this and claim that
thinking in terms of consequences is identical to
rationality in ethics (“Causality versus Duty,” p. 99, third
full paragraph). I would argue that here she is falling
into the understandable temptation of overstating the
difference between herself and Kant, and that the
argument she is giving in that passage can be stated in
overtly nonconsequentialist terms.

If we introduce the assumption that the function of
virtue is precisely to maintain this rational hierarchy
of values, then virtue and self-interest would appear to
be very nearly the same thing. The idea that something
like this is indeed the case is typical of philosophers in
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the tradition of flourishing-based egoism, including
Plato, Aristotle, and the Stoics. For an insightful
discussion of the views of the Stoics on this issue, see
Michael Slote’s comments on Stoicism and Epicureanism
as opposed forms of ethical egoism in From Morality to
Virtue, pp. 201-10. The Epicureans, of course, were
proponents of consequentialist egoism.

I cannot resist making the following comment, which
will have to wait for fuller development. One could say
that what flourishing traditionally did for the concept
of self-interest is precisely analogous to what virtue
traditionally did for the concept of ethical merit. In
both cases, there is a certain shift from the act to the
agent and from the episodic to the settled and the
structural. When we evaluate what a person does from
a virtue-based point of view, we do so on the basis of
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what an act indicates about the person who performed
it, and the things that it indicates are relatively enduring
aspects of the person. In that case, the value of the act is
explained by the sort of life of which it is a part. This is
exactly what happens when we understand self-interest
by way of the notion of flourishing.

I should mention that, according to my own view of
these matters, there are a number of radically different
sorts of virtues, and only one of them has the hierarchy-
preserving function that is essential to the argument
I have just given. See my Character and Culture, chs. 1-4.
The virtues that do have this function are the subject
of ch. 2. It would take us too far afield to discuss how
self-interest and egoism are related to the other sorts of
virtues and, to tell the truth, my views on this subject
are presently amorphous and changing.
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Ethical Egoism

James Rachels

Is There a Duty to Contribute
for Famine Relief ?

Each year millions of people die of malnutrition and
related health problems. A common pattern among
children in poor countries is death from dehydration
caused by diarrhea brought on by malnutrition. James
Grant, executive director of the United Nations
Children’s Fund (UNICEF), estimates that about
15,000 children die in this way every day. That comes
to 5,475,000 children annually. Even if his estimate is
too high, the number that die is staggering.

For those of us in the affluent countries, this poses an
acute moral problem. We spend money on ourselves,
not only for the necessities of life but for innumerable
luxuries — for fine automobiles, fancy clothes, stereos,
sports, movies, and so on. In our country, even people
with modest incomes enjoy such things. The problem
is that we could forgo our luxuries and give the money
for famine relief instead. The fact that we don’t suggests
that we regard our luxuries as more important than
feeding the hungry.

Why do we allow people to starve to death when we
could save them? Very few of us actually believe our lux-
uries are that important. Most of us, if asked the question

James Rachels, “Ethical Egoism,” from The Elements of Moral
Philosophy, 4th edn. (McGraw-Hill, 2003), 76-90. Reprinted with
permission of McGraw-Hill Education.

directly, would probably be a bit embarrassed, and we
would say that we probably should do more for famine
relief. The explanation of why we do not is, at least in
part, that we hardly ever think of the problem. Living our
own comfortable lives, we are effectively insulated from
it. The starving people are dying at some distance from
us; we do not see them, and we can avoid even thinking
of them. When we do think of them, it is only abstractly,
as bloodless statistics. Unfortunately for the starving, sta-
tistics do not have much power to motivate action.

But leaving aside the question of why we behave
as we do, what is our duty? What should we do? We
might think of this as the “common-sense” view of the
matter: morality requires that we balance our own
interests against the interests of others. It is understand-
able, of course, that we look out for our own interests,
and no one can be faulted for attending to his own
basic needs. But at the same time the needs of others
are also important, and when we can help others —
especially at little cost to ourselves — we should do so.
Suppose you are thinking of spending ten dollars on a
trip to the movies, when you are reminded that ten
dollars could buy food for a starving child. Thus you
could do a great service for the child at little cost to
yourself. Common-sense morality would say, then, that
you should give the money for famine relief rather
than spending it on the movies.

This way of thinking involves a general assumption
about our moral duties: it is assumed that we have
moral duties to other people — and not merely duties that

Ethical Theory: An Anthology, Second Edition. Edited by Russ Shafer-Landau.
© 2013 John Wiley & Sons, Inc. Published 2013 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
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we create, such as by making a promise or incurring
a debt. We have “natural” duties to others simply because
they are people who could be helped or harmed by our actions.
Ifa certain action would benefit (or harm) other people,
then that is a reason why we should (or should not) do
that action. The common-sense assumption is that
other people’s interests count, for their own sakes, from
a moral point of view.

But one person’s common sense is another person’s
naive platitude. Some thinkers have maintained that, in
fact, we have no “natural” duties to other people. Ethical
Egoism is the idea that each person ought to pursue his
or her own self-interest exclusively. It is different from
Psychological Egoism, which is a theory of human
nature concerned with how people do behave —
Psychological Egoism says that people do in fact always
pursue their own interests. Ethical Egoism, by contrast,
is a normative theory — that is, a theory about how we
ought to behave. Regardless of how we do behave,
Ethical Egoism says we have no moral duty except to
do what is best for ourselves.

It is a challenging theory. It contradicts some of our
deepest moral beliefs — beliefs held by most of us, at any
rate — but it is not easy to refute. We will examine the
most important arguments for and against it. If it turns
out to be true, then of course that is immensely impor-
tant. But even if it turns out to be false, there is still
much to be learned from examining it — we may, for
example, gain some insight into the reasons why we do
have obligations to other people.

But before looking at the arguments, we should be
a little clearer about exactly what this theory says and
what it does not say. In the first place, Ethical Egoism
does not say that one should promote one’s own inter-
ests as well as the interests of others. That would be an
ordinary, unexceptional view. Ethical Egoism is the
radical view that one’s only duty is to promote one’s
own interests. According to Ethical Egoism, there is
only one ultimate principle of conduct, the principle
of self-interest, and this principle sums up all of one’s
natural duties and obligations.

However, Ethical Egoism does not say that you
should avoid actions that help others, either. It may very
well be that in many instances your interests coincide
with the interests of others, so that in helping yourself
you will be aiding others willynilly. Or it may happen
that aiding others is an effective means for creating
some benefit for yourself. Ethical Egoism does not
forbid such actions; in fact, it may demand them.

The theory insists only that in such cases the benefit to
others is not what makes the act right. What makes
the act right is, rather, the fact that it is to one’s own
advantage.

Finally, Ethical Egoism does not imply that in pursu-
ing one’s interests one ought always to do what one
wants to do, or what gives one the most pleasure in the
short run. Someone may want to do something that is
not good for himself or that will eventually cause him-
self more grief than pleasure — he may want to drink a
lot or smoke cigarettes or take drugs or waste his best
years at the race track. Ethical Egoism would frown on
all this, regardless of the momentary pleasure it affords.
It says that a person ought to do what really is to his or
her own best advantage, over the long run. It endorses
selfishness, but it doesn’t endorses foolishness.

Three Arguments in Favor
of Ethical Egoism

What reasons can be advanced to support this doctrine?
Why should anyone think it is true? Unfortunately, the
theory is asserted more often than it is argued for.
Many of its supporters apparently think its truth is
self-evident, so that arguments are not needed. When
it is argued for, three lines of reasoning are most
commonly used.

1. The first argument has several variations, each
suggesting the same general point:

a. Each of us is intimately familiar with our own
individual wants and needs. Moreover, each of us is
uniquely placed to pursue those wants and needs
effectively. At the same time, we know the desires
and needs of other people only imperfectly, and we
are not well situated to pursue them.Therefore, it is
reasonable to believe that if we set out to be “our
brother’s keeper,” we would often bungle the job
and end up doing more mischief than good.

b. At the same time, the policy of “looking out for
others” is an offensive intrusion into other people’s
privacy; it is essentially a policy of minding other
people’s business.

c.  Making other people the object of one’s “charity” is
degrading to them; it robs them of their individual
dignity and self-respect. The ofter of charity says, in
effect, that they are not competent to care for them-
selves; and the statement is self-fulfilling — they cease
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to be self-reliant and become passively dependent
on others. That is why the recipients of “charity”
are so often resentful rather than appreciative.

What this adds up to is that the policy of “looking
out for others” is self-defeating. If we want to promote
the best interests of everyone alike, we should not
adopt so-called altruistic policies of behavior. On the
contrary, if each person looks after his or her own
interests, it is more likely that everyone will be better
off,in terms of both physical and emotional well-being.
Thus Robert G. Olson says in his book The Morality of
Self-Interest (1965), “The individual is most likely to
contribute to social betterment by rationally pursuing
his own best long-range interests”” Or as Alexander
Pope said more poetically,

Thus God and nature formed the general frame
And bade self-love and social be the same.

It is possible to quarrel with this argument on a
number of grounds. Of course no one favors bungling,
butting in, or depriving people of their self-respect. But
is this really what we are doing when we feed hungry
children? Is the starving child in Ethiopia really harmed
when we “intrude” into “her business” by supplying
food? It hardly seems likely. Yet we can set this point
aside, for considered as an argument for Ethical Egoism,
this way of thinking has an even more serious defect.

The trouble is that it isn’t really an argument for
Ethical Egoism at all. The argument concludes that we
should adopt certain policies of action; and on the
surface they appear to be egoistic policies. However,
the reason it is said we should adopt those policies is
decidedly wunegoistic. The reason is one that to an
egoist shouldn’t matter. It is said that we should
adopt those policies because doing so will promote the
“betterment of society” — but according to Ethical
Egoism, that is something we should not be concerned
about. Spelled out fully, with everything laid on the
table, the argument says:

(1) We ought to do whatever will promote the best
interests of everyone alike.

(2) The interests of everyone will best be promoted if
each of us adopts the policy of pursuing our own
interests exclusively.

(3) Therefore, each of us should adopt the policy
of pursuing our own interests exclusively.

If we accept this reasoning, then we are not ethical
egoists at all. Even though we might end up behaving like
egoists, our ultimate principle is one of beneficence —
we are doing what we think will help everyone, not
merely what we think will benefit ourselves. Rather than
being egoists, we turn out to be altruists with a peculiar
view of what in fact promotes the general welfare.

2. The second argument was put forward with
some force by Ayn Rand, a writer little heeded by
professional philosophers but who nevertheless was
enormously popular on college campuses during the
1960s and 1970s. Ethical Egoism, in her view, is the only
ethical philosophy that respects the integrity of the
individual human life. She regarded the ethics of
“altruism” as a totally destructive idea, both in society as
a whole and in the lives of individuals taken in by it.
Altruism, to her way of thinking, leads to a denial of
the value of the individual. It says to a person: your life
is merely something that may be sacrificed. “If a man
accepts the ethics of altruism,” she writes, “his first
concern is not how to live his life, but how to sacrifice
it” Moreover, those who would promote this idea are
beneath contempt — they are parasites who, rather than
working to build and sustain their own lives, leech off
those who do. Again, she writes:

Parasites, moochers, looters, brutes and thugs can be of no
value to a human being — nor can he gain any benefit
from living in a society geared to their needs, demands and
protections, a society that treats him as a sacrificial animal
and penalizes him for his virtues in order to reward them
for their vices, which means: a society based on the ethics
of altruism.

By “sacrificing one’s life” Rand does not necessarily
mean anything so dramatic as dying. A person’s life
consists (in part) of projects undertaken and goods
earned and created. To demand that a person abandon
his projects or give up his goods is also a clear effort to
“sacrifice his life.” Furthermore, throughout her writ-
ings Rand also suggests that there is a metaphysical basis
for egoistic ethics. Somehow; it is the only ethics that
takes seriously the reality of the individual person. She
bemoans “the enormity of the extent to which altruism
erodes men’s capacity to grasp ... the value of an indi-
vidual life; it reveals a mind from which the reality of a
human being has been wiped out.”

What, then, of the starving people? It might be
argued, in response, that Ethical Egoism “reveals a mind
from which the reality of a human being has been wiped
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out” — namely, the human being who is starving. Rand
quotes with approval the evasive answer given by one of
her followers: “Once, when Barbara Brandon was asked
by a student: “What will happen to the poor...?” — she
answered: ‘If you want to help them, you will not be
stopped.”” All these remarks are, I think, part of one
continuous argument that can be summarized like this:

(1) A person has only one life to live. If we place any
value on the individual — that is, if the individual
has any moral worth — then we must agree that
this life is of supreme importance. After all, it is all
one has, and all one is.

(2) The ethics of altruism regards the life of the indi-
vidual as something one must be ready to sacri-
fice for the good of others.

(3) Therefore, the ethics of altruism does not take
seriously the value of the human individual.

(4)  Ethical Egoism, which allows each person to view
his or her own life as being of ultimate value,
does take the human individual seriously — in fact, it
is the only philosophy that does so.

(5) Thus, Ethical Egoism is the philosophy that ought
to be accepted.

The problem with this argument, as you may already
have noticed, is that it relies on picturing the alternatives
in such an extreme way.“The ethics of altruism” is taken
to be such an extreme philosophy that nobody, with the
possible exception of certain monks, would find it con-
genial. As Ayn Rand presents it, altruism implies that
one’s own interests have no value, and that any demand
by others calls for sacrificing them. If that is the alterna-
tive, then any other view, including Ethical Egoism, will
look good by comparison. But this is hardly a fair pic-
ture of the choices. What we called the common-sense
view stands somewhere between the two extremes. It
says that one’s own interests and the interests of others
are both important and must be balanced against one
another. Sometimes, when the balancing is done, it will
turn out that one should act in the interests of others;
other times, it will turn out that one should take care of
oneself. So even if the Randian argument refutes the
extreme “ethics of altruism,” it does not follow that one
must accept the other extreme of Ethical Egoism.

3. The third line of reasoning takes a somewhat
different approach. Ethical Egoism is usually presented
as a revisionist moral philosophy, that is, as a philosophy
that says our common-sense moral views are mistaken

and need to be changed. It is possible, however, to
interpret Ethical Egoism in a much less radical way, as
a theory that accepts common-sense morality and offers
a surprising account of its basis.

The less radical interpretation goes as follows. In
everyday life, we assume that we are obliged to obey
certain rules. We must avoid doing harm to others,
speak the truth, keep our promises, and so on. At first
glance, these duties appear to be very different from
one another. They appear to have little in common.Yet
from a theoretical point of view, we may wonder
whether there is not some hidden unity underlying the
hodgepodge of separate duties. Perhaps there is some
small number of fundamental principles that explain
all the rest, just as in physics there are basic principles
that bring together and explain diverse phenomena.
From a theoretical point of view, the smaller the
number of basic principles, the better. Best of all would
be one fundamental principle, from which all the rest
could be derived. Ethical Egoism, then, would be the
theory that all our duties are ultimately derived from
the one fundamental principle of self-interest.

Taken in this way, Ethical Egoism is not such a radical
doctrine. It does not challenge commonsense morality;
it only tries to explain and systematize it. And it does
a surprisingly successful job. It can provide plausible
explanations of the duties mentioned above, and more:

a. If we make a habit of doing things that are harmful
to other people, people will not be reluctant to
do things that will harm wus. We will be shunned
and despised; others will not have us as friends and
will not do us favors when we need them. If our
offenses against others are serious enough, we may
even end up in jail. Thus it is to our own advantage
to avoid harming others.

b. If we lie to other people, we will suffer all the ill
effects of a bad reputation. People will distrust us and
avoid doing business with us. We will often need for
people to be honest with us, but we can hardly expect
them to feel much of an obligation to be honest with
us if they know we have not been honest with them.
Thus it is to our own advantage to be truthful.

c. Itis to our own advantage to be able to enter into
mutually beneficial arrangements with other people.
To benefit from those arrangements, we need to
be able to rely on others to keep their parts of
the bargains we make with them — we need to be
able to rely on them to keep their promises to us.
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But we can hardly expect others to keep their
promises to us if we are not willing to keep our
promises to them. Therefore, from the point of
view of self-interest, we should keep our promises.

Pursuing this line of reasoning, Thomas Hobbes
suggested that the principle of Ethical Egoism leads to
nothing less than the Golden Rule: we should “do
unto others” because if we do, others will be more likely
to “do unto us.”

Does this argument succeed in establishing Ethical
Egoism as a viable theory of morality? It is, in my
opinion at least, the best try. But there are two serious
objections to it. In the first place, the argument does
not prove quite as much as it needs to prove. At best, it
shows only that as a general rule it is to one’s own advan-
tage to avoid harming others. It does not show that this
is always so.And it could not show that, for even though
it may usually be to one’s advantage to avoid harming
others, sometimes it is not. Sometimes one might even
gain from treating another person badly. In that case, the
obligation not to harm the other person could not be
derived from the principle of Ethical Egoism. Thus it
appears that not all our moral obligations can be
explained as derivable from self-interest.

But set that point aside. There is still a more funda-
mental question to be asked about the proposed theory.
Suppose it is true that, say, contributing money for
famine relief is somehow to one’s own advantage. It
does not follow that this is the only reason, or even the
most basic reason, why doing so is a morally good
thing. (For example, the most basic reason might be
in order to help the starving people. The fact that doing so
is also to one’s own advantage might be only a secondary,
less important, consideration.) A demonstration that
one could derive this duty from self-interest does not
prove that self-interest is the only reason one has
this duty. Only if you accept an additional proposition —
namely, the proposition that there is no reason for
giving other than self-interest — will you find Ethical
Egoism a plausible theory.

Three Arguments Against
Ethical Egoism

Ethical Egoism has haunted twentieth-century moral
philosophy. It has not been a popular doctrine; the
most important philosophers have rejected it outright.

But it has never been very far from their minds.
Although no thinker of consequence has defended it,
almost everyone has felt it necessary to explain why he
was rejecting it — as though the very possibility that it
might be correct was hanging in the air, threatening to
smother their other ideas. As the merits of the various
“refutations” have been debated, philosophers have
returned to it again and again.

The following three arguments are typical of the
refutations proposed by contemporary philosophers.

1. In his book The Moral Point of View (1958), Kurt
Baier argues that Ethical Egoism cannot be correct
because it cannot provide solutions for conflicts
of interest. We need moral rules, he says, only because
our interests sometimes come into conflict. (If they
never conflicted, then there would be no problems to
solve and hence no need for the kind of guidance that
morality provides.) But Ethical Egoism does not help
to resolve conflicts of interest; it only exacerbates them.
Baier argues for this by introducing a fanciful example:

Let B and K be candidates for the presidency of a certain
country and let it be granted that it is in the interest of
either to be elected, but that only one can succeed. It
would then be in the interest of B but against the interest
of K if B were elected, and vice versa, and therefore in the
interest of B but against the interest of K if K were liqui-
dated, and vice versa. But from this it would follow that
B ought to liquidate K, that it is wrong for B not to do so,
that B has not “done his duty” until he has liquidated K;
and vice versa. Similarly K, knowing that his own liqui-
dation is in the interest of B and therefore, anticipating
B’s attempts to secure it, ought to take steps to foil B’s
endeavors. It would be wrong for him not to do so. He
would “not have done his duty” until he had made sure
of stopping B....

This is obviously absurd. For morality is designed to
apply in just such cases, namely, those where interests
conflict. But if the point of view of morality were that of
self-interest, then there could never be moral solutions
of conflicts of interest.

Does this argument prove that Ethical Egoism is
unacceptable? It does, if the conception of morality to
which it appeals is accepted. The argument assumes
that an adequate morality must provide solutions for
conflicts of interest in such a way that everyone con-
cerned can live together harmoniously. The conflict
between B and K, for example, should be resolved so
that they would no longer be at odds with one another.
(One would not then have a duty to do something
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that the other has a duty to prevent.) Ethical Egoism
does not do that, and if you think an ethical theory
should, then you will not find Ethical Egoism
acceptable.

But a defender of Ethical Egoism might reply that he
does not accept this conception of morality. For him,
life is essentially a long series of conflicts in which each
person is struggling to come out on top: and the prin-
ciple he accepts — the principle of Ethical Egoism —
simply urges each one to do his or her best to win.
On his view, the moralist is not like a courtroom
judge, who resolves disputes. Instead, he is like the
Commissioner of Boxing, who urges each fighter to
do his best. So the conflict between B and K will be
“resolved” not by the application of an ethical theory
but by one or the other of them winning the struggle.
The egoist will not be embarrassed by this — on the
contrary, he will think it no more than a realistic view
of the nature of things.

2. Some philosophers, including Baier, have leveled
an even more serious charge against Ethical Egoism.
They have argued that it is a logically inconsistent
doctrine — that is, they say it leads to logical contradic-
tions. If this is true, then Ethical Egoism is indeed
a mistaken theory, for no theory can be true if it is
self-contradictory.

Consider B and K again. As Baier explains their
predicament, it is in B’s interest to kill K, and obviously
it is in K’s interest to prevent it. But, Baier says,

if K prevents B from liquidating him, his act must be said
to be both wrong and not wrong — wrong because it is the
prevention of what B ought to do, his duty, and wrong for
B not to do it; not wrong because it is what K ought to
do, his duty, and wrong for K not to do it. But one and the
same act (logically) cannot be both morally wrong and
not morally wrong.

Now, does this argument prove that Ethical Egoism
is unacceptable? At first glance it seems persuasive.
However, it is a complicated argument, so we need to
set it out with each step individually identified. Then
we will be in a better position to evaluate it. Spelled
out fully, it looks like this:

(1) Suppose it is each person’s duty to do what is in
his own best interests.

(2) Itisin B’ best interest to liquidate K.

(3) It is in K’ best interest to prevent B from
liquidating him.

(4) Therefore B’s duty is to liquidate K, and K’s duty
is to prevent B from doing it.

(5) Butitis wrong to prevent someone from doing his
duty.

(6) Therefore it is wrong for K to prevent B from
liquidating him.

(7)  Therefore it is both wrong and not wrong for K
to prevent B from liquidating him.

(8) But no act can be both wrong and not wrong —
that is a self-contradiction.

(9) Therefore the assumption with which we started
— that it is each person’s duty to do what is in his
own best interests — cannot be true.

When the argument is set out in this way, we can see
its hidden flaw. The logical contradiction — that it is
both wrong and not wrong for K to prevent B from
liquidating him — does not follow simply from the
principle of Ethical Egoism. It follows from that
principle and the additional premise expressed in step
(5) — namely, that “it is wrong to prevent someone from
doing his duty” Thus we are not compelled by the
logic of the argument to reject Ethical Egoism. Instead,
we could simply reject this additional premise, and the
contradiction would be avoided. That is surely what
the ethical egoist would want to do, for the ethical
egoist would never say, without qualification, that it is
always wrong to prevent someone from doing his duty.
He would say, instead, that whether one ought to prevent
someone from doing his duty depends entirely on whether it
would be to one’s own advantage to do so. Regardless of
whether we think this is a correct view, it is, at the very
least, a consistent view, and so this attempt to convict the
egoist of self-contradiction fails.

3. Finally, we come to the argument that I think
comes closest to an outright refutation of Ethical
Egoism. It is also the most interesting of the arguments,
because at the same time it provides the most insight
into why the interests of other people should matter to
a moral agent.

Before this argument is presented, we need to look
briefly at a general point about moral values. So let us
set Ethical Egoism aside for a moment and consider
this related matter.

There is a whole family of moral views that have
this in common: they all involve dividing people into
groups and saying that the interests of some groups
count for more than the interests of other groups.
Racism is the most conspicuous example; it involves
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dividing people into groups according to race and
assigning greater importance to the interests of one
race than to others. The practical result is that members
of the preferred race are to be ftreated better than the
others. Anti-Semitism works the same way, and so can
nationalism. People in the grip of such views will think,
in effect: “My race counts for more,” or “Those who
believe in my religion count for more,” or “My country
counts for more,” and so on.

Can such views be defended? Those who accept
them are usually not much interested in argument —
racists, for example, rarely try to offer rational grounds
for their position. But suppose they did. What could
they say?

There is a general principle that stands in the way of
any such defense, namely: We can justify treating people
differently only if we can show that there is some factual
difference between them that is relevant to justifying the
difference in treatment. For example, if one person is
admitted to law school while another is rejected, this
can be justified by pointing out that the first graduated
from college with honors and scored well on the
admissions test, while the second dropped out of
college and never took the test. However, if both
graduated with honors and did well on the entrance
examination — in other words, if they are in all relevant
respects equally well qualified — then it is merely
arbitrary to admit one but not the other.

Can a racist point to any differences between, say,
white people and black people that would justify
treating them differently? In the past, racists have some-
times attempted to do this by picturing blacks as
stupid, lacking in ambition, and the like. If this were
true, then it might justify treating them differently, in at
least some circumstances. (This is the deep purpose of
racist stereotypes — to provide the “relevant differences”
needed to justify differences in treatment.) But of
course it is not true, and in fact there are no such
general differences between the races. Thus racism is
an arbitrary doctrine, in that it advocates treating some
people differently even though there are no differences
between them to justify it.

Ethical Egoism is a moral theory of the same type.
It advocates that each of us divide the world into two
categories of people — ourselves and all the rest — and

that we regard the interests of those in the first group

as more important than the interests of those in the

second group. But each of us can ask, what is the differ-
ence between myself and others that justifies placing
myself in this special category? Am I more intelligent?

Do I enjoy my life more? Are my accomplishments

greater? Do I have needs or abilities that are so different

from the needs or abilities of others? What is it that
makes me so special? Failing an answer, it turns out that

Ethical Egoism is an arbitrary doctrine, in the same way

that racism is arbitrary.

The argument, then, is this:

(1) Any moral doctrine that assigns greater
importance to the interests of one group than to
those of another is unacceptably arbitrary unless
there is some difference between the members of
the groups that justifies treating them differently.

(2) Ethical Egoism would have each person assign
greater importance to his or her own interests
than to the interests of others. But there is no gen-
eral difference between oneself and others, to which
each person can appeal, that justifies this difference in
treatment.

(3) Therefore, Ethical Egoism is unacceptably arbitrary.

And this, in addition to arguing against Ethical
Egoism, also sheds some light on the question of
why we should care about others.

We should care about the interests of other people
for the very same reason we care about our own interests;
for their needs and desires are comparable to our own.
Consider, one last time, the starving people we could
feed by giving up some of our luxuries. Why should we
care about them? We care about ourselves, of course —
if we were starving, we would go to almost any lengths
to get food. But what is the difference between us and
them? Does hunger affect them any less? Are they
somehow less deserving than we? If we can find no
relevant difference between us and them, then we must
admit that if our needs should be met, so should theirs.
It is this realization, that we are on a par with one
another, that is the deepest reason why our morality
must include some recognition of the needs of others,
and why, then, Ethical Egoism fails as a moral theory.
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Moral Saints

Susan Wolf

I don’t know whether there are any moral saints. But if
there are, I am glad that neither I nor those about
whom I care most are among them. By moral saint 1
mean a person whose every action is as morally good
as possible, a person, that is, who is as morally worthy as
can be. Though I shall in a moment acknowledge the
variety of types of person that might be thought to
satisfy this description, it seems to me that none of
these types serve as unequivocally compelling personal
ideals. In other words, I believe that moral perfection,
in the sense of moral saintliness, does not constitute a
model of personal well-being toward which it would
be particularly rational or good or desirable for a
human being to strive.

Outside the context of moral discussion, this will
strike many as an obvious point. But, within that con-
text, the point, if it be granted, will be granted with
some discomfort. For within that context it is generally
assumed that one ought to be as morally good as pos-
sible and that what limits there are to morality’s hold
on us are set by features of human nature of which we
ought not to be proud. If, as I believe, the ideals that are
derivable from common sense and philosophically
popular moral theories do not support these assump-
tions, then something has to change. Either we must
change our moral theories in ways that will make them

Susan Wolf, “Moral Saints,” The Journal of Philosophy, 79/8 (1982),
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yield more palatable ideals, or, as I shall argue, we must
change our conception of what is involved in affirming
a moral theory.

In this paper, I wish to examine the notion of a moral
saint, first, to understand what a moral saint would be
like and why such a being would be unattractive, and,
second, to raise some questions about the significance of’
this paradoxical figure for moral philosophy. I shall look
first at the model(s) of moral sainthood that might be
extrapolated from the morality or moralities of com-
mon sense. Then I shall consider what relations these
have to conclusions that can be drawn from utilitarian
and Kantian moral theories. Finally, I shall speculate on
the implications of these considerations for moral

philosophy.

Moral Saints and Common Sense

Consider first what, pretheoretically, would count for
us — contemporary members of Western culture — as a
moral saint. A necessary condition of moral sainthood
would be that one’s life be dominated by a commit-
ment to improving the welfare of others or of society
as a whole. As to what role this commitment must play
in the individual’s motivational system, two contrast-
ing accounts suggest themselves to me which might
equally be thought to qualify a person for moral
sainthood.
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First,a moral saint might be someone whose concern
for others plays the role that is played in most of our
lives by more selfish, or, at any rate, less morally worthy
concerns. For the moral saint, the promotion of the
welfare of others might play the role that is played
for most of us by the enjoyment of material comforts,
the opportunity to engage in the intellectual and physi-
cal activities of our choice, and the love, respect, and
companionship of people whom we love, respect,
and enjoy. The happiness of the moral saint, then,
would truly lie in the happiness of others, and so he would
devote himself to others gladly, and with a whole and
open heart.

On the other hand, a moral saint might be someone
for whom the basic ingredients of happiness are not
unlike those of most of the rest of us. What makes him
a moral saint is rather that he pays little or no attention
to his own happiness in light of the overriding impor-
tance he gives to the wider concerns of morality. In
other words, this person sacrifices his own interests to
the interests of others, and feels the sacrifice as such.

Roughly, these two models may be distinguished
according to whether one thinks of the moral saint as
being a saint out of love or one thinks of the moral saint
as being a saint out of duty (or some other intellectual
appreciation and recognition of moral principles). We
may refer to the first model of the Loving Saint; to the
second, as the model of the Rational Saint.

The two models differ considerably with respect to
the qualities of the motives of the individuals who
conform to them. But this difference would have lim-
ited effect on the saints’ respective public personalities.
The shared content of what these individuals are
motivated to be — namely, as morally good as possible —
would play the dominant role in the determination of
their characters. Of course, just as a variety of large-
scale projects, from tending the sick to political
campaigning, may be equally and maximally morally
worthy, so a variety of characters are compatible with
the ideal of moral sainthood. One moral saint may be
more or less jovial, more or less garrulous, more or less
athletic than another. But, above all, a moral saint must
have and cultivate those qualities which are apt to
allow him to treat others as justly and kindly as possi-
ble. He will have the standard moral virtues to a
nonstandard degree. He will be patient, considerate,
even-tempered, hospitable, charitable in thought as
well as in deed. He will be very reluctant to make
negative judgments of other people. He will be careful

not to favor some people over others on the basis of
properties they could not help but have.

Perhaps what I have already said is enough to make
some people begin to regard the absence of moral
saints in their lives as a blessing. For there comes a point
in the listing of virtues that a moral saint is likely to
have where one might naturally begin to wonder
whether the moral saint isn’t, after all, too good —if not
too good for his own good, at least too good for his
own well-being. For the moral virtues, given that they
are, by hypothesis, all present in the same individual,
and to an extreme degree, are apt to crowd out the
nonmoral virtues, as well as many of the interests and
personal characteristics that we generally think con-
tribute to a healthy, well-rounded, richly developed
character.

In other words, if the moral saint is devoting all his
time to feeding the hungry or healing the sick or rais-
ing money for Oxtam, then necessarily he is not read-
ingVictorian novels, playing the oboe, or improving his
backhand. Although no one of the interests or tastes in
the category containing these latter activities could be
claimed to be a necessary element in a life well lived, a
life in which none of these possible aspects of character
are developed may seem to be a life strangely barren.

The reasons why a moral saint cannot, in general,
encourage the discovery and development of signifi-
cant nonmoral interests and skills are not logical but
practical reasons. There are, in addition, a class of non-
moral characteristics that a moral saint cannot encour-
age in himself for reasons that are not just practical.
There is a more substantial tension between having any
of these qualities unashamedly and being a moral saint.
These qualities might be described as going against the
moral grain. For example, a cynical or sarcastic wit, or
a sense of humor that appreciates this kind of wit in
others, requires that one take an attitude of resignation
and pessimism toward the flaws and vices to be found
in the world. A moral saint, on the other hand, has rea-
son to take an attitude in opposition to this — he should
try to look for the best in people, give them the benefit
of the doubt as long as possible, try to improve regret-
table situations as long as there is any hope of success.
This suggests that, although a moral saint might well
enjoy a good episode of Father Knows Best, he may not
in good conscience be able to laugh at a Marx Brothers
movie or enjoy a play by George Bernard Shaw.

An interest in something like gourmet cooking
will be, for different reasons, difficult for a moral saint
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to rest easy with. For it seems to me that no plausible
argument can justify the use of human resources
involved in producing a paté de canard en croute against
possible alternative beneficent ends to which these
resources might be put. If there is a justification for
the institution of haute cuisine, it is one which rests
on the decision not to justify every activity against
morally beneficial alternatives, and this is a decision a
moral saint will never make. Presumably, an interest in
high fashion or interior design will fare much the
same, as will, very possibly, a cultivation of the finer
arts as well.

A moral saint will have to be very, very nice. It is
important that he not be offensive. The worry is that,
as a result, he will have to be dullwitted or humorless
or bland.

This worry is confirmed when we consider what
sorts of characters, taken and refined both from life and
from fiction, typically form our ideals. One would
hope they would be figures who are morally good —
and by this I mean more than just not morally bad —
but one would hope, too, that they are not just morally
good, but talented or accomplished or attractive in
nonmoral ways as well. We may make ideals out of ath-
letes, scholars, artists — more frivolously, out of cow-
boys, private eyes, and rock stars. We may strive for
Katharine Hepburn’s grace, Paul Newman’s “cool”’; we
are attracted to the high-spirited passionate nature of
Natasha Rostov; we admire the keen perceptiveness of
Lambert Strether. Though there is certainly nothing
immoral about the ideal characters or traits I have in
mind, they cannot be superimposed upon the ideal of
a moral saint. For although it is a part of many of these
ideals that the characters set high, and not merely
acceptable, moral standards for themselves, it is also
essential to their power and attractiveness that the
moral strengths go, so to speak, along-side of specific,
independently admirable, nonmoral ground projects
and dominant personal traits.

When one does finally turn one’s eyes toward lives
that are dominated by explicitly moral commitments,
moreover, one finds oneself relieved at the discovery of
idiosyncrasies or eccentricities not quite in line with the
picture of moral perfection. One prefers the blunt, tact-
less, and opinionated Betsy Trotwood to the unfailingly
kind and patient Agnes Copperfield; one prefers the
mischievousness and the sense of irony in Chesterton’s
Father Brown to the innocence and undiscriminating
love of St. Francis.

It seems that, as we look in our ideals for people who
achieve nonmoral varieties of personal excellence in
conjunction with or colored by some version of high
moral tone, we look in our paragons of moral excel-
lence for people whose moral achievements occur in
conjunction with or colored by some interests or traits
that have low moral tone. In other words, there seems
to be a limit to how much morality we can stand.

One might suspect that the essence of the problem
is simply that there is a limit to how much of any sin-
gle value, or any single type of value, we can stand.
Our objection then would not be specific to a life in
which one’s dominant concern is morality, but would
apply to any life that can be so completely character-
ized by an extraordinarily dominant concern. The
objection in that case would reduce to the recognition
that such a life is incompatible with well-roundedness.
If that were the objection, one could fairly reply that
well-roundedness is no more supreme a virtue than
the totality of moral virtues embodied by the ideal it is
being used to criticize. But I think this misidentifies
the objection. For the way in which a concern for
morality may dominate a life, or, more to the point,
the way in which it may dominate an ideal of life, is
not easily imagined by analogy to the dominance an
aspiration to become an Olympic swimmer or a con-
cern pianist might have.

A person who is passionately committed to one of
these latter concerns might decide that her attachment
to it is strong enough to be worth the sacrifice of her
ability to maintain and pursue a significant portion of
what else life might offer which a proper devotion to
her dominant passion would require. But a desire to be
as morally good as possible is not likely to take the
form of one desire among others which, because of its
peculiar psychological strength, requires one to forego
the pursuit of other weaker and separately less
demanding desires. Rather, the desire to be as morally
good as possible is apt to have the character not just of
a stronger, but of a higher desire, which does not
merely successfully compete with one’s other desires
but which rather subsumes or demotes them.The sac-
rifice of other interests for the interest in morality,
then, will have the character, not of a choice, but of an
imperative.

Moreover, there is something odd about the idea of
morality itself, or moral goodness, serving as the object
of a dominant passion in the way that a more concrete
and specific vision of a goal (even a concrete moral goal)
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might be imagined to serve. Morality itself does not
seem to be a suitable object of passion. Thus, when one
reflects, for example, on the Loving Saint easily and
gladly giving up his fishing trip or his stereo or his hot
fudge sundae at the drop of the moral hat, one is apt to
wonder not at how much he loves morality, but at how
little he loves these other things. One thinks that, if he
can give these up so easily, he does not know what it is
to truly love them.There seems, in other words, to be a
kind of joy which the Loving Saint, either by nature or
by practice, is incapable of experiencing. The Rational
Saint, on the other hand, might retain strong nonmoral
and concrete desires — he simply denies himself the
opportunity to act on them. But this is no less trou-
bling. The Loving Saint one might suspect of missing a
piece of perceptual machinery, of being blind to some
of what the world has to offer. The Rational Saint, who
sees it but foregoes it, one suspects of having a different
problem — a pathological fear of damnation, perhaps, or
an extreme form of self-hatred that interferes with his
ability to enjoy the enjoyable in life.

In other words, the ideal of a life of moral sainthood
disturbs not simply because it is an ideal of a life in
which morality unduly dominates. The normal per-
son’s direct and specific desires for objects, activities,
and events that conflict with the attainment of moral
perfection are not simply sacrificed but removed,
suppressed, or subsumed. The way in which morality,
unlike other possible goals, is apt to dominate is par-
ticularly disturbing, for it seems to require either the
lack or the denial of the existence of an identifiable,
personal self.

This distinctively troubling feature is not, I think,
absolutely unique to the ideal of the moral saint, as
I have been using that phrase. It is shared by the
conception of the pure aesthete, by a certain kind of
religious ideal, and, somewhat paradoxically, by the
model of the thorough-going, self-conscious egoist. It
is not a coincidence that the ways of comprehending
the world of which these ideals are the extreme
embodiments are sometimes described as ‘moralities’
themselves. At any rate, they compete with what we
ordinarily mean by “morality”. Nor is it a coincidence
that these ideals are naturally described as fanatical. But
it is easy to see that these other types of perfection
cannot serve as satisfactory personal ideals; for the reali-
zation of these ideals would be straightforwardly
immoral. It may come as a surprise to some that there
may in addition be such a thing as a moral fanatic.

Some will object that I am being unfair to “common-
sense morality” — that it does not really require a moral
saint to be either a disgusting goody-goody or an obses-
sive ascetic. Admittedly, there is no logical inconsistency
between having any of the personal characteristics I
have mentioned and being a moral saint. It is not mor-
ally wrong to notice the faults and shortcomings of oth-
ers or to recognize and appreciate nonmoral talents and
skills. Nor is it immoral to be an avid Celtics fan or to
have a passion for caviar or to be an excellent cellist.
With enough imagination, we can always contrive a
suitable history and set of circumstances that will
embrace such characteristics in one or another specific
fictional story of a perfect moral saint.

If one turned onto the path of moral sainthood
relatively late in life, one may have already developed
interests that can be turned to moral purposes. It may
be that a good golf game is just what is needed to
secure that big donation to Oxfam. Perhaps the culti-
vation of one’s exceptional artistic talent will turn out
to be the way one can make one’s greatest contribu-
tion to society. Furthermore, one might stumble upon
joys and skills in the very service of morality. If, because
the children are short a ninth player for the team, one’s
generous offer to serve reveals a natural fielding arm or
if one’s part in the campaign against nuclear power
requires accepting a lobbyist’s invitation to lunch at
Le Lion d’Or, there is no moral gain in denying the
satisfaction one gets from these activities. The moral
saint, then, may, by happy accident, find himself with
nonmoral virtues on which he can capitalize morally
or which make psychological demands to which he
has no choice but to attend. The point is that, for a
moral saint, the existence of these interests and skills
can be given at best the status of happy accidents — they
cannot be encouraged for their own sakes as distinct,
independent aspects of the realization of human good.

It must be remembered that from the fact that there
is a tension between having any of these qualities and
being a moral saint it does not follow that having any
of these qualities is immoral. For it is not part of
common-sense morality that one ought to be a moral
saint. Still, if someone just happened to want to be a
moral saint, he or she would not have or encourage
these qualities, and, on the basis of our common-sense
values, this counts as a reason nof to want to be a
moral saint.

One might still wonder what kind of reason this is,
and what kind of conclusion this properly allows us to
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draw. For the fact that the models of moral saints are
unattractive does not necessarily mean that they are
unsuitable ideals. Perhaps they are unattractive because
they make us feel uncomfortable — they highlight our
own weaknesses, vices, and flaws. If so, the fault lies not
in the haracters of the saints, but in those of our
unsaintly selves.

To be sure, some of the reasons behind the disaf-
fection we feel for the model of moral sainthood
have to do with a reluctance to criticize ourselves
and a reluctance to committing ourselves to trying to
give up activities and interests that we heartily enjoy.
These considerations might provide an excuse for the
fact that we are not moral saints, but they do not
provide a basis for criticizing sainthood as a possible
ideal. Since these considerations rely on an appeal to
the egoistic, hedonistic side of our natures, to use
them as a basis for criticizing the ideal of the moral
saint would be at best to beg the question and at
worst to glorify features of ourselves that ought to be
condemned.

The fact that the moral saint would be without
qualities which we have and which, indeed, we like to
have, does not in itself provide reason to condemn the
ideal of the moral saint. The fact that some of these
qualities are good qualities, however, and that they are
qualities we ought to like, does provide reason to dis-
courage this ideal and to offer other ideals in its place.
In other words, some of the qualities the moral saint
necessarily lacks are virtues, albeit nonmoral virtues, in
the unsaintly characters who have them. The feats of
Groucho Marx, Reggie Jackson, and the head chef at
Lutéce are impressive accomplishments that it is not
only permissible but positively appropriate to recog-
nize as such. In general, the admiration of and striving
toward achieving any of a great variety of forms of
personal excellence are character traits it is valuable
and desirable for people to have. In advocating the
development of these varieties of excellence, we advo-
cate nonmoral reasons for acting, and in thinking that
it is good for a person to strive for an ideal that gives a
substantial role to the interests and values that corre-
spond to these virtues, we implicitly acknowledge the
goodness of ideals incompatible with that of the moral
saint. Finally, if we think that it is as good, or even bet-
ter for a person to strive for one of these ideals than it
is for him or her to strive for and realize the ideal of
the moral saint, we express a conviction that it is good
not to be a moral saint.

Moral Saints and Moral Theories

I have tried so far to paint a picture — or, rather, two
pictures — of what a moral saint might be like, draw-
ing on what I take to be the attitudes and beliefs
about morality prevalent in contemporary, common-
sense thought. To my suggestion that common-sense
morality generates conceptions of moral saints that
are unattractive or otherwise unacceptable, it is open
to someone to reply, “so much the worse for common-
sense morality.” After all, it is often claimed that the
goal of moral philosophy is to correct and improve
upon common-sense morality, and I have as yet given
no attention to the question of what conceptions of
moral sainthood, if any, are generated from the leading
moral theories of our time.

A quick, breezy reading of utilitarian and Kantian
writings will suggest the images, respectively, of the
Loving Saint and the Rational Saint. A utilitarian, with
his emphasis on happiness, will certainly prefer the
Loving Saint to the Rational one, since the Loving
Saint will himself be a happier person than the Rational
Saint. A Kantian, with his emphasis on reason, on the
other hand, will find at least as much to praise in the
latter as in the former. Still, both models, drawn as they
are from common sense, appeal to an impure mixture
of utilitarian and Kantian intuitions. A more careful
examination of these moral theories raises questions
about whether either model of moral sainthood would
really be advocated by a believer in the explicit doc-
trines associated with either of these views.

Certainly, the utilitarian in no way denies the value
of self-realization. He in no way disparages the devel-
opment of interests, talents, and other personally
attractive traits that I have claimed the moral saint
would be without. Indeed, since just these features
enhance the happiness both of the individuals who
possess them and of those with whom they associate,
the ability to promote these features both in oneself
and in others will have considerable positive weight in
utilitarian calculations.

This implies that the utilitarian would not support
moral sainthood as a universal ideal. A world in which
everyone, or even a large number of people, achieved
moral sainthood — even a world in which they strove to
achieve it — would probably contain less happiness
than a world in which people realized a diversity of
ideals involving a variety of personal and perfectionist
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values. More pragmatic considerations also suggest
that, if the utilitarian wants to influence more people
to achieve more good, then he would do better to
encourage them to pursue happiness-producing goals
that are more attractive and more within a normal
person’s reach.

These considerations still leave open, however, the
question of what kind of an ideal the committed utili-
tarian should privately aspire to himself. Utilitarianism
requires him to want to achieve the greatest general
happiness, and this would seem to commit him to the
ideal of the moral saint.

One might try to use the claims I made earlier as a
basis for an argument that a utilitarian should choose to
give up utilitarianism. If, as I have said, a moral saint
would be a less happy person both to be and to be
around than many other possible ideals, perhaps one
could create more total happiness by not trying too
hard to promote the total happiness. But this argument
is simply unconvincing in light of the empirical circum-
stances of our world. The gain in happiness that would
accrue to oneself and one’s neighbors by a more well-
rounded, richer life than that of the moral saint would
be pathetically small in comparison to the amount by
which one could increase the general happiness if one
devoted oneself explicitly to the care of the sick, the
downtrodden, the starving, and the homeless. Of course,
there may be psychological limits to the extent to
which a person can devote himself to such things
without going crazy. But the utilitarian’s individual lim-
itations would not thereby become a positive feature of
his personal ideals.

The unattractiveness of the moral saint, then, ought
not rationally convince the utilitarian to abandon his
utilitarianism. It may, however, convince him to take
efforts not to wear his saintly moral aspirations on his
sleeve. If it is not too difticult, the utilitarian will try not
to make those around him uncomfortable. He will not
want to appear “holier than thou”; he will not want to
inhibit others’ ability to enjoy themselves. In practice,
this might make the perfect utilitarian a less nauseating
companion than the moral saint I earlier portrayed. But
insofar as this kind of reasoning produces a more bear-
able public personality, it is at the cost of giving him a
personality that must be evaluated as hypocritical and
condescending when his private thoughts and attitudes
are taken into account.

Still, the criticisms I have raised against the saint of
common-sense morality should make some difference

to the utilitarian’s conception of an ideal which neither
requires him to abandon his utilitarian principles nor
forces him to fake an interest he does not have or a
judgment he does not make. For it may be that a lim-
ited and carefully monitored allotment of time and
energy to be devoted to the pursuit of some nonmoral
interests or to the development of some nonmoral tal-
ents would make a person a better contributor to the
general welfare than he would be if he allowed himself
no indulgences of this sort. The enjoyment of such
activities in no way compromises a commitment to
utilitarian principles as long as the involvement with
these activities is conditioned by a willingness to give
them up whenever it is recognized that they cease to
be in the general interest.

This will go some way in mitigating the picture of
the loving saint that an understanding of utilitarianism
will on first impression suggest. But I think it will not
go very far. For the limitations on time and energy will
have to be rather severe, and the need to monitor will
restrict not only the extent but also the quality of one’s
attachment to these interests and traits. They are only
weak and somewhat peculiar sorts of passions to which
one can consciously remain so conditionally commit-
ted. Moreover, the way in which the utilitarian can
enjoy these “extra-curricular” aspects of his life is sim-
ply not the way in which these aspects are to be enjoyed
insofar as they figure into our less saintly ideals.

The problem is not exactly that the utilitarian values
these aspects of his life only as a means to an end, for
the enjoyment he and others get from these aspects are
not a means to, but a part of, the general happiness.
Nonetheless, he values these things only because of and
insofar as they are a part of the general happiness. He
values them, as it were, under the description ‘a contri-
bution to the general happiness’. This is to be con-
trasted with the various ways in which these aspects of
life may be valued by nonutilitarians. A person might
love literature because of the insights into human
nature literature affords. Another might love the culti-
vation of roses because roses are things of great beauty
and delicacy. It may be true that these features of the
respective activities also explain why these activities are
happiness-producing. But, to the nonutilitarian, this
may not be to the point. For if one values these activi-
ties in these more direct ways, one may not be willing
to exchange them for others that produce an equal, or
even a greater amount of happiness. From that point of
view, it is not because they produce happiness that
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these activities are valuable; it is because these activities
are valuable in more direct and specific ways that they
produce happiness.

To adopt a phrase of Bernard Williams’, the utilitar-
ian’s manner of valuing the not explicitly moral aspects
of his life “provides (him) with one thought too
many”. ' The requirement that the utilitarian have this
thought — periodically, at least — is indicative of not
only a weakness but a shallowness in his appreciation of
the aspects in question. Thus, the ideals toward which a
utilitarian could acceptably strive would remain too
close to the model of the common-sense moral saint to
escape the criticisms of that model which I earlier sug-
gested. Whether a Kantian would be similarly commit-
ted to so restrictive and unattractive a range of possible
ideals is a somewhat more difficult question.

The Kantian believes that being morally worthy
consists in always acting from maxims that one could
will to be universal law, and doing this not out of any
pathological desire but out of reverence for the moral
law as such. Or, to take a different formulation of the
categorical imperative, the Kantian believes that moral
action consists in treating other persons always as ends
and never as means only. Presumably, and according to
Kant himself, the Kantian thereby commits himself to
some degree of benevolence as well as to the rules of
fair play. But we surely would not will that every person
become a moral saint, and treating others as ends hardly
requires bending over backwards to protect and pro-
mote their interests. On one interpretation of Kantian
doctrine, then, moral perfection would be achieved
simply by unerring obedience to a limited set of side-
constraints. On this interpretation, Kantian theory sim-
ply does not yield an ideal conception of a person of
any fullness comparable to that of the moral saints I
have so far been portraying.

On the other hand, Kant does say explicitly that we
have a duty of benevolence, a duty not only to allow
others to pursue their ends, but to take up their ends as
our own. In addition, we have positive duties to our-
selves, duties to increase our natural as well as our
moral perfection. These duties are unlimited in the
degree to which they may dominate a life. If action in
accordance with and motivated by the thought of these
duties is considered virtuous, it is natural to assume that
the more one performs such actions, the more virtuous
one is. Moreover, of virtue in general Kant says, “it is an
ideal which is unattainable while yet our duty is con-
stantly to approximate to it”. 2 On this interpretation,

then, the Kantian moral saint, like the other moral
saints I have been considering, is dominated by the
motivation to be moral.

Which of these interpretations of Kant one prefers
will depend on the interpretation and the importance
one gives to the role of the imperfect duties in Kant’s
over-all system. Rather than choose between them
here, I shall consider each briefly in turn.

On the second interpretation of Kant, the Kantian
moral saint is, not surprisingly, subject to many of the
same objections I have been raising against other ver-
sions of moral sainthood. Though the Kantian saint
may differ from the utilitarian saint as to which actions
he is bound to perform and which he is bound to
refrain from performing, I suspect that the range of
activities acceptable to the Kantian saint will remain
objectionably restrictive. Moreover, the manner in
which the Kantian saint must think about and justify
the activities he pursues and the character traits he
develops will strike us, as it did with the utilitarian
saint, as containing “one thought too many.” As the
utilitarian could value his activities and character traits
only insofar as they fell under the description of ‘con-
tributions to the general happiness’, the Kantian would
have to value his activities and character traits insofar as
they were manifestations of respect for the moral law. If
the development of our powers to achieve physical,
intellectual, or artistic excellence, or the activities
directed toward making others happy are to have any
moral worth, they must arise from a reverence for the
dignity that members of our species have as a result of
being endowed with pure practical reason. This is a
good and noble motivation, to be sure. But it is hardly
what one expects to be dominantly behind a person’s
aspirations to dance as well as Fred Astaire, to paint as
well as Picasso, or to solve some outstanding problem
in abstract algebra, and it is hardly what one hopes to
find lying dominantly behind a father’s action on behalf
of his son or a lover’s on behalf of her beloved.

Since the basic problem with any of the models of
moral sainthood we have been considering is that they
are dominated by a single, all-important value under
which all other possible values must be subsumed, it
may seem that the alternative interpretation of Kant, as
providing a stringent but finite set of obligations and
constraints, might provide a more acceptable morality.
According to this interpretation of Kant, one is as mor-
ally good as can be so long as one devotes some limited
portion of one’s energies toward altruism and the
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maintenance of one’s physical and spiritual health, and
otherwise pursues one’s independently motivated
interests and values in such a way as to avoid overstep-
ping certain bounds. Certainly, if it be a requirement of
an acceptable moral theory that perfect obedience to
its laws and maximal devotion to its interests and con-
cerns be something we can wholeheartedly strive for
in ourselves and wish for in those around us, it will
count in favor of this brand of Kantianism that its
commands can be fulfilled without swallowing up the
perfect moral agent’s entire personality.

Even this more limited understanding of morality, if
its connection to Kant’s views is to be taken at all
seriously, is not likely to give an unqualified seal of
approval to the nonmorally directed ideals I have been
advocating. For Kant is explicit about what he calls
“duties of apathy and self~mastery” (69/70) — duties to
ensure that our passions are never so strong as to inter-
fere with calm, practical deliberation, or so deep as to
wrest control from the more disinterested, rational part
of ourselves. The tight and self-conscious rein we are
thus obliged to keep on our commitments to specific
individuals and causes will doubtless restrict our value
in these things, assigning them a necessarily attenuated
place.

A more interesting objection to this brand of
Kantianism, however, comes when we consider the
implications of placing the kind of upper bound on
moral worthiness which seemed to count in favor of
this conception of morality. For to put such a limit on
one’s capacity to be moral is effectively to deny, not just
the moral necessity, but the moral goodness of a devo-
tion to benevolence and the maintenance of justice
that passes beyond a certain, required point. It is to
deny the possibility of going morally above and beyond
the call of a restricted set of duties. Despite my claim
that all-consuming moral saintliness is not a particu-
larly healthy and desirable ideal, it seems perverse to
insist that, were moral saints to exist, they would not, in
their way, be remarkably noble and admirable figures.
Despite my conviction that it is as rational and as good
for a person to take Katharine Hepburn or Jane Austen
as her role model instead of Mother Theresa, it would
be absurd to deny that Mother Theresa is a morally
better person.

I can think of two ways of viewing morality as hav-
ing an upper bound. First, we can think that altruism
and impartiality are indeed positive moral interests, but
that they are moral only if the degree to which these

interests are actively pursued remains within certain
fixed limits. Second, we can think that these positive
interests are only incidentally related to morality and
that the essence of morality lies elsewhere, in, say, an
implicit social contract or in the recognition of our
own dignified rationality. According to the first con-
ception of morality, there is a cut-off line to the amount
of altruism or to the extent of devotion to justice and
fairness that is worthy of moral praise. But to draw this
line earlier than the line that brings the altruist in ques-
tion into a worse-off position than all those to whom
he devotes himself seems unacceptably artificial and
gratuitous. According to the second conception, these
positive interests are not essentially related to morality
at all. But then we are unable to regard a more affec-
tionate and generous expression of good will toward
others as a natural and reasonable extension of morality,
and we encourage a cold and unduly self-centered
approach to the development and evaluation of our
motivations and concerns.

A moral theory that does not contain the seeds of an
all-consuming ideal of moral sainthood thus seems to
place false and unnatural limits on our opportunity to
do moral good and our potential to deserve moral
praise. Yet the main thrust of the arguments of this
paper has been leading to the conclusion that, when
such ideals are present, they are not ideals to which it is
particularly reasonable or healthy or desirable for
human beings to aspire. These claims, taken together,
have the appearance of a dilemma from which there is
no obvious escape. In a moment, I shall argue that,
despite appearances, these claims should not be under-
stood as constituting a dilemma. But, before I do,let me
briefly describe another path which those who are
convinced by my above remarks may feel inclined
to take.

If the above remarks are understood to be implicitly
critical of the views on the content of morality which
seem most popular today, an alternative that naturally
suggests itself is that we revise our views about the
content of morality. More specifically, my remarks may
be taken to support a more Aristotelian, or even a
more Nietzschean, approach to moral philosophy.
Such a change in approach involves substantially
broadening or replacing our contemporary intuitions
about which character traits constitute moral virtues
and vices and which interests constitute moral inter-
ests. If, for example, we include personal bearing, or
creativity, or sense of style, as features that contribute
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to one’s moral personality, then we can create moral
ideals which are incompatible with and probably more
attractive than the Kantian and utilitarian ideals I have
discussed. Given such an alteration of our conception
of morality, the figures with which I have been con-
cerned above might, far from being considered to be
moral saints, be seen as morally inferior to other more
appealing or more interesting models of individuals.

This approach seems unlikely to succeed, if for no
other reason, because it is doubtful that any single, or
even any reasonably small number of substantial per-
sonal ideals could capture the full range of possible
ways of realizing human potential or achieving human
good which deserve encouragement and praise. Even if’
we could provide a sufficiently broad characterization
of the range of positive ways for human beings to live,
however, I think there are strong reasons not to want to
incorporate such a characterization more centrally into
the framework of morality itself. For, in claiming that a
character trait or activity is morally good, one claims
that there is a certain kind of reason for developing that
trait or engaging in that activity. Yet, lying behind our
criticism of more conventional conceptions of moral
sainthood, there seems to be a recognition that among
the immensely valuable traits and activities that a
human life might positively embrace are some of
which we hope that, if a person does embrace them, he
does so not for moral reasons. In other words, no matter
how flexible we make the guide to conduct which we
choose to label “morality,” no matter how rich we
make the life in which perfect obedience to this guide
would result, we will have reason to hope that a person
does not wholly rule and direct his life by the abstract
and impersonal consideration that such a life would be
morally good.

Once it is recognized that morality itself should not
serve as a comprehensive guide to conduct, moreover,
we can see reasons to retain the admittedly vague con-
temporary intuitions about what the classification of
moral and nonmoral virtues, interests, and the like
should be. That is, there seem to be important differ-
ences between the aspects of a person’s life which are
currently considered appropriate objects of moral eval-
uation and the aspects that might be included under
the altered conception of morality we are now consid-
ering, which the latter approach would tend wrongly
to blur or to neglect. Moral evaluation now is focused
primarily on features of a person’s life over which that
person has control; it is largely restricted to aspects of

his life which are likely to have considerable effect on
other people. These restrictions seem as they should be.
Even if responsible people could reach agreement as to
what constituted good taste or a healthy degree of
well-roundedness, for example, it seems wrong to insist
that everyone try to achieve these things or to blame
someone who fails or refuses to conform.

If we are not to respond to the unattractiveness of
the moral ideals that contemporary theories yield
either by offering alternative theories with more pal-
atable ideals or by understanding these theories in
such a way as to prevent them from yielding ideals at
all, how, then, are we to respond? Simply, I think, by
admitting that moral ideals do not, and need not,
make the best personal ideals. Earlier, I mentioned one
of the consequences of regarding as a test of an ade-
quate moral theory that perfect obedience to its laws
and maximal devotion to its interests be something we
can whole-heartedly strive for in ourselves and wish
for in those around us. Drawing out the consequences
somewhat further should, I think, make us more
doubtful of the proposed test than of the theories
which, on this test, would fail. Given the empirical
circumstances of our world, it seems to be an ethical
fact that we have unlimited potential to be morally
good, and endless opportunity to promote moral
interests. But this is not incompatible with the not-so-
ethical fact that we have sound, compelling, and not
particularly selfish reasons to choose not to devote
ourselves univocally to realizing this potential or to
taking up this opportunity.

Thus, in one sense at least, I am not really criticizing
either Kantianism or utilitarianism. Insofar as the point
of view I am offering bears directly on recent work in
moral philosophy, in fact, it bears on critics of these
theories who, in a spirit not unlike the spirit of most of
this paper, point out that the perfect utilitarian would
be flawed in this way or the perfect Kantian flawed in
that®> The assumption lying behind these claims,
implicitly or explicitly, has been that the recognition of
these flaws shows us something wrong with utilitarian-
ism as opposed to Kantianism, or something wrong
with Kantianism as opposed to utilitarianism, or some-
thing wrong with both of these theories as opposed to
some nameless third alternative. The claims of this
paper suggest, however, that this assumption is unwar-
ranted. The flaws of a perfect master of a moral theory
need not reflect flaws in the intramoral content of the
theory itself.
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Moral Saints and Moral
Philosophy

In pointing out the regrettable features and the neces-
sary absence of some desirable features in a moral saint,
I have not meant to condemn the moral saint or the
person who aspires to become one. Rather, I have
meant to insist that the ideal of moral sainthood should
not be held as a standard against which any other ideal
must be judged or justified, and that the posture we take
in response to the recognition that our lives are not as
morally good as they might be need not be defensive.*
It is misleading to insist that one is permitted to live a life
in which the goals, relationships, activities, and interests
that one pursues are not maximally morally good. For
our lives are not so comprehensively subject to the
requirement that we apply for permission, and our non-
moral reasons for the goals we set ourselves are not
excuses, but may rather be positive, good reasons which
do not exist despite any reasons that might threaten to
outweigh them. In other words, a person may be per-
fectly wonderful without being perfectly moral.
Recognizing this requires a perspective which con-
temporary moral philosophy has generally ignored.
This perspective yields judgments of a type that is
neither moral nor egoistic. Like moral judgments,
judgments about what it would be good for a person
to be are made from a point of view outside the limits
set by the values, interests, and desires that the person
might actually have. And, like moral judgments, these
judgments claim for themselves a kind of objectivity
or a grounding in a perspective which any rational
and perceptive being can take up. Unlike moral
judgments, however, the good with which these judg-
ments are concerned is not the good of anyone or any
group other than the individual himself.
Nonetheless, it would be equally misleading to say
that these judgments are made for the sake of the indi-
vidual himself. For these judgments are not concerned
with what kind of life it is in a person’s interest to lead,
but with what kind of interests it would be good for a
person to have, and it need not be in a person’s interest
that he acquire or maintain objectively good interests.
Indeed, the model of the Loving Saint, whose interests
are identified with the interests of morality, is a model
of a person for whom the dictates of rational self-interest
and the dictates of morality coincide.Yet, I have urged
that we have reason not to aspire to this ideal and that

some of us would have reason to be sorry if our chil-
dren aspired to and achieved it.

The moral point of view, we might say, is the point of
view one takes up insofar as one takes the recognition
of the fact that one is just one person among others
equally real and deserving of the good things in life as a
fact with practical consequences, a fact the recognition
of which demands expression in one’s actions and in the
form of one’s practical deliberations. Competing moral
theories offer alternative answers to the question of
what the most correct or the best way to express this
fact is. In doing so, they offer alternative ways to evalu-
ate and to compare the variety of actions, states of affairs,
and so on that appear good and bad to agents from
other, nonmoral points of view. But it seems that
alternative interpretations of the moral point of view do
not exhaust the ways in which our actions, characters,
and their consequences can be comprehensively and
objectively evaluated. Let us call the point of view from
which we consider what kinds of lives are good lives,
and what kinds of persons it would be good for our-
selves and others to be, the point of view of individual
perfection.

Since either point of view provides a way of compre-
hensively evaluating a person’s life, each point of view
takes account of, and, in a sense, subsumes the other.
From the moral point of view, the perfection of an indi-
vidual life will have some, but limited, value — for each
individual remains, after all, just one person among oth-
ers. From the perfectionist point of view, the moral
worth of an individual’s relation to his world will like-
wise have some, but limited, value — for, as I have argued,
the (perfectionist) goodness of an individual’s life does
not vary proportionally with the degree to which it
exemplifies moral goodness.

It may not be the case that the perfectionist point of
view is like the moral point of view in being a point of
view we are ever obliged to take up and express in our
actions. Nonetheless, it provides us with reasons that
are independent of moral reasons for wanting ourselves
and others to develop our characters and live our lives
in certain ways. When we take up this point of view
and ask how much it would be good for an individual
to act from the moral point of view, we do not find an
obvious answer.?

The considerations of this paper suggest, at any rate,
that the answer is not “as much as possible.” This has
implications both for the continued development of
moral theories and for the development of metamoral
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views and for our conception of moral philosophy more
generally. From the moral point of view, we have reasons
to want people to live lives that seem good from outside
that point of view. If; as I have argued, this means that we
have reason to want people to live lives that are not mor-
ally perfect, then any plausible moral theory must make
use of some conception of supererogation.’

If moral philosophers are to address themselves at
the most basic level to the question of how people
should live, however, they must do more than adjust the
content of their moral theories in ways that leave room
for the affirmation of nonmoral values. They must
examine explicitly the range and nature of these non-
moral values, and, in light of this examination, they
must ask how the acceptance of a moral theory is to be
understood and acted upon. For the claims of this
paper do not so much conflict with the content of any
particular currently popular moral theory as they call
into question a metamoral assumption that implicitly
surrounds discussions of moral theory more generally.
Specifically, they call into question the assumption that
it is always better to be morally better.

The role morality plays in the development of our
characters and the shape of our practical deliberations
need be neither that of a universal medium into which
all other values must be translated nor that of an ever-
present filter through which all other values must pass.
This is not to say that moral value should not be an
important, even the most important, kind of value we
attend to in evaluating and improving ourselves and
our world. It is to say that our values cannot be fully
comprehended on the model of a hierarchical system
with morality at the top.

The philosophical temperament will naturally
incline, at this point, toward asking, “What, then, is at

Notes

the top — or, if there is no top, how are we to decide
when and how much to be moral?” In other words,
there is a temptation to seek a metamoral — though not,
in the standard sense, metaethical — theory that will give
us principles, or, at least, informal directives on the basis
of which we can develop and evaluate more compre-
hensive personal ideals. Perhaps a theory that distin-
guishes among the various roles a person is expected to
play within a life — as professional, as citizen, as friend,
and so on — might give us some rules that would offer
us, if nothing else, a better framework in which to think
about and discuss these questions. I am pessimistic, how-
ever, about the chances of such a theory to yield sub-
stantial and satisfying results. For I do not see how a
metamoral theory could be constructed which would
not be subject to considerations parallel to those which
seem inherently to limit the appropriateness of regard-
ing moral theories as ultimate comprehensive guides
for action.

This suggests that, at some point, both in our phi-
losophizing and in our lives, we must be willing to raise
normative questions from a perspective that is unat-
tached to a commitment to any particular well-ordered
system of values. It must be admitted that, in doing so,
we run the risk of finding normative answers that
diverge from the answers given by whatever moral
theory one accepts. This, I take it, is the grain of truth
in G. E. Moore’s “open question” argument. In the
background of this paper, then, there lurks a commit-
ment to what seems to me to be a healthy form of
intuitionism. It is a form of intuitionism which is not
intended to take the place of more rigorous, systemati-
cally developed, moral theories — rather, it is intended
to put these more rigorous and systematic moral theo-
ries in their place.
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A similar view, which has strongly influenced mine, is
expressed by Thomas Nagel in “The Fragmentation of
Value,” in Mortal Questions (New York: Cambridge, 1979),
pp. 128—41. Nagel focuses on the difficulties such
apparently incommensurable points of view create for
specific, isolable practical decisions that must be made
both by individuals and by societies. In focusing on the
way in which these points of view figure into the
development of individual personal ideals, the questions
with which I am concerned are more likely to lurk in the
background of any individual’s life.

The variety of forms that a conception of supererogation
might take, however, has not generally been noticed.
Moral theories that make use of this notion typically do so
by identifying some specific set of principles as universal

moral requirements and supplement this list with a further
set of directives which it is morally praise-worthy but not
required for an agent to follow. [See, e.g., Charles Fried,
Right and Wrong (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard, 1979).] But
it is possible that the ability to live a morally blameless life
cannot be so easily or definitely secured as this type of
theory would suggest. The fact that there are some
situations in which an agent is morally required to do
something and other situations in which it would be good
but not required for an agent to do something does not
imply that there are specific principles such that, in any
situation, an agent is required to act in accordance with
these principles and other specific principles such that, in
any situation, it would be good but not required for an
agent to act in accordance with those principles.






Part IV

Ethics and Religion







Introduction to Part IV

For as long as there have been theists (those who
believe in the existence of a god), there have been
debates about the relation between God (or the gods)
and morality. In Western philosophy, this debate first
crystallized in an early Platonic dialogue, Euthyphro. It
was in this short work that Socrates asks Euthyphro
whether the gods love an action because it is pious, or
whether actions are pious because the gods love them.
Socrates tries to show that preference for the latter
option leaves us with a picture of the gods that renders
their choices and affections arbitrary.

We can cast the discussion in monotheistic terms, at
no cost to the underlying philosophical stakes. And let
us can shift the focus from piety, to moral rightness. The
question, then, is whether acts are morally right in vir-
tue of their having been divinely commanded. If
Socrates is correct, then the answer must be No, for an
affirmative answer would leave us with a picture of God
as one whose commands are arbitrary, which clashes
with the traditional picture of God as wholly perfect. A
perfect God does not issue arbitrary commands, or
make arbitrary choices.

Imagine God’s deliberations in determining the
content of morality. Either there are, or there are not,
excellent reasons that support God’s prohibitions on
(say) torture and rape. If there are no such reasons,
then God’s choice is arbitrary, i.e., insufficiently well-
supported by reason and argument. This clashes with
the traditional view of God as all-perfect. We mere
mortals sometimes act arbitrarily. But if we were

perfectly informed about things, and were also
perfectly motivated to comply with the balance of
reasons, then we would never choose or act arbitrarily.
Though arbitrary gods are common features of many
polytheistic cultures, Western monotheism has long
been at pains to depict its divinity as one possessed of
perfect knowledge, perfect motivation, and perfect
power to translate motivation into action. This is not a
picture that allows arbitrariness to infect divine choices
or actions.

Moreover, if no reasons adequately supported God’s
forbidding such behavior, then torture and rape are not
inherently immoral. Without a divine prohibition, such
actions, on the present view, would be morally neutral,
not morally wrong. What makes an action wrong, on
such a view, is God’s having forbidden it. Absent divine
disapproval, nothing is immoral. And yet if we want to
see God’s moral proclamations as backed by excellent
reasons (rather than as arbitrary choices), we are com-
pelled to think that it is the immoral nature of certain
actions that provide God with the best possible reasons
for their prohibition, and the morally salutary nature of
other actions that provide God with excellent reasons
for approving of them.

Most theologians and philosophers who have thought
about the matter have come to the conclusion that if
God is to avoid arbitrariness, we must envision God as
issuing commands based on excellent reasons. And God
must avoid arbitrariness, since arbitrariness is incompat-
ible with divine perfection. (The alternative, of course, is
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to allow for divine imperfection, as many religions do —
but as traditional Western monotheism does not.) If
God is in fact issuing commands based on excellent rea-
sons — indeed, the very best reasons there could be —
then it is those excellent reasons, and not the fact of
God’s having commanded various actions, that makes
those actions right. The excellent reasons that support
the requirements of charity and kindness are what make
it right be charitable and kind. God’s commands don’t
make such things right; rather, God loves such things
because they are right. Seeing that they are right, God
commands them.

Though it strikes many as blasphemous to say such
things, this picture preserves the perfection of God. On
this view, God, being omniscient, knows everything
(including all moral facts). And God, being wholly
good and so caring for his creation, imparts the most
important of these moral truths to us, in the form of
personal communication or biblical scripture. This
picture of God sees the divine creator as an infallible
purveyor of moral messages, rather than as the author
of the moral law.

Most philosophers have found this line of reasoning
persuasive. But the philosopher Robert Adams has
sought to vindicate something like the old-fashioned
divine command theory (i.e., the theory according to
which acts are right just because God commands them,
and wrong just because God forbids them). Adams
recognizes the problems for the traditional view, but
thinks that a small alteration can provide the needed
repair. If we think of morality as based on the commands,
not just of any God, but rather of a loving God, then all of
the traditional concerns about divine command theory
disappear. Or so he thinks. Read the piece for yourself to
see whether he has provided the needed fix.

The debates surrounding the divine command
theory take place, of course, within the confines of a
religious world view. And that world view may be fun-
damentally in error. God may not exist. If there is no
God, then the question of God’s relation to morality
is moot.

The view that nothing does, in fact, answer to the
traditional Western conception of God (the wholly
perfect creator of the universe), is nowadays shared by
many philosophers. But there are some who seek to
vindicate God’s existence, by arguing that many of our
deepest ethical convictions actually presuppose such a
belief. For instance, William Lane Craig argues that the
objectivity of ethics, and the meaning of life, hinge on

the existence of a supremely authoritative being.
Whether atheists realize it or not, a godless universe
deprives life of meaning and leaves us without any firm
moral foundations. This popular form of argument is
rebutted by Walter Sinnott-Armstrong, Craig’s debate
partner in the selection excerpted here. Sinnott-
Armstrong does not seek to establish the truth of
atheism (the view that God does not exist) in this
selection, but instead restricts himself to criticizing
Craig’s familiar line of thinking.

Immanuel Kant, whose Critiqgue of Pure Reason
includes devastating criticisms of traditional argu-
ment for God’s existence, argues here that ethical
thinking presupposes the existence of God and
immortality. This is not a direct argument for either,
but rather a Kantian transcendental argument, which
seeks to establish the existence of something by
showing how it is presupposed in a kind of thinking
that human beings find inescapable. Ethical thinking
is one such form of thought. According to Kant,
morality enjoins us to be morally flawless. But since,
as Kant believes, a moral requirement entails the pos-
sibility of fulfilling it, and since, as Kant also believes,
we are incapable of moral perfection here on earth,
the demand that we be morally flawless entails
immortality, for an afterlife is the only context in
which we might reach such a state.

Kant also believes that God is a “necessary postulate”
of morality because morality requires that justice be
done. Justice requires that the virtuous be rewarded,
and the wicked be punished. Since justice isn’t always
done here on earth, morality again requires immortality,
so as to provide a context in which people will receive
their just deserts. But this distribution of benefit and
burden will not come of its own accord, even if we are
all immortal. It must come from someone with enough
wisdom and power to allocate the necessary rewards
and punishments. And that person is God.

Kant recognizes that this does not constitute a proof
of God’s existence. Rather, Kant is arguing that if we
persist in our moral thinking, then we must accept the
truth of these presuppositions (God and immortality).
There are two standard replies to this sort of argument.
The first is to deny that morality rests on the presup-
positions that Kant has identified. On this line, we can
vindicate ordinary moral thought without committing
ourselves to these allegedly necessary postulates. The
second reply allows that morality does indeed presup-
pose the existence of God and immortality, but rejects
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the truth of the presuppositions, and so rejects the
coherence or truth of morality.

Another familiar line of thinking in this area is one
that is well formulated by the philosopher Stephen
Layman, who provides a modern updating of the
Kantian argument. Layman argues that if there is no
God, and no afterlife, then there will be cases in which
people do not have most reason to do their moral duty.
But, he argues, people always have most reason to do
their moral duty. Part of the concept of genuine moral
duty, as it applies to us here on earth, is that something
is our duty only if it supplies us with a reason for com-
pliance that is more powerful than any competing
considerations. It follows that there is either a God, or
an afterlife, or both.

Those who want to resist Layman’s conclusion will
need to challenge his initial claim (that the absence of
God or the afterlife allows for cases in which morality

fails to supply overriding reasons), or deny his second
claim (that moral reasons always trump competing
considerations). Readers are encouraged to consider
Layman’s arguments in tandem with those offered in
Part III, where the issues surrounding the reasons to be
moral are at center stage.

Erik Wielenberg’s contribution represents a thor-
ough critique of many of the most prominent theistic
arguments that have sought to establish a link between
religion and ethics. Like his fellow atheist Sinnott-
Armstrong, Wielenberg is not arguing here against
God’s existence. Rather, he is trying to undermine
theistic attempts to establish a necessary link between
morality and God. Wielenberg focuses especially on
variations of the divine command theory (including
that developed by Robert Adams), and argues that
there is no coherent and plausible picture according to
which God’s commands lie at the heart of morality.
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Euthyphro

Plato

SOCRATES: But shall we...say that whatever all the
gods hate is unholy, and whatever they all love is holy:
while whatever some of them love, and others hate, is
either both or neither? Do you wish us now to define
holiness and unholiness in this manner?

EUTHYPHRO: Why not, Socrates?

SOCRATES: There is no reason why I should not,
Euthyphro. It is for you to consider whether that
definition will help you to instruct me as you promised.

eUTHYPHRO: Well, I should say that holiness is what all
the gods love, and that unholiness is what they all hate.

SOCRATES: Are we to examine this definition,
Euthyphro, and see if it is a good one? Or are we to be
content to accept the bare assertions of other men, or of
ourselves, without asking any questions? Or must we
examine the assertions?

EUTHYPHRO: We must examine them. But for my part I
think that the definition is right this time.

We shall know that better in a little while,

my good friend. Now consider this question. Do the

gods love holiness because it is holy, or is it holy because

SOCRATES:

they love it?
EUTHYPHRO: [ do not understand you, Socrates.
I will try to explain myself: we speak of a
thing being carried and carrying, and being led and

SOCRATES:

leading, and being seen and seeing; and you understand
that all such expressions mean different things, and
what the difference is.

EUTHYPHRO: Yes, I think I understand.

socrates:  And we talk of a thing being loved, and,
which is different, of a thing loving?

EUTHYPHRO: Of course.

SOCRATES: Now tell me: is a thing which is being
carried in a state of being carried, because it is carried,
or for some other reason?

EUTHYPHRO: No, because it is carried.

SOCRATES:
because it is led, and of being seen, because it is seen?

EUTHYPHRO: Certainly.

SOCRATES:
state of being seen; it is in a state of being seen because
it is seen: and a thing is not led because it is in a state of
being led; it is in a state of being led because it is led:
and a thing is not carried because it is in a state of being
carried; it is in a state of being carried because it is
carried. Is my meaning clear now, Euthyphro? I mean
this: if anything becomes or is affected, it does not
become because it is in a state of becoming; it is in a
state of becoming because it becomes; and it is not
affected because it is in a state of being affected: it is in
a state of being affected because it is affected. Do you
not agree?

EUTHYPHRO: [ do.

SOCRATES: Is not that which is being loved in a state,
either of becoming, or of being affected in some way

And a thing is in a state of being led,

Then a thing is not seen because it is in a

by something?
EUTHYPHRO: Certainly.
SOCRATES:

cases. A thing is not loved by those who love it because it

is in a state of being loved. It is in a state of being loved

Then the same is true here as in the former

Plato, “Euthyphro,” trans. Benjamin Jowett, Oxford, 1892. because they love it.
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EUTHYPHRO: Necessarily.

socrates:  Well, then, Euthyphro, what do we say
about holiness? Is it not loved by all the gods, according
to your definition?

EUTHYPHRO:  Yes.

SOCRATES:  Because it is holy, or for some other reason?

EUTHYPHRO: No, because it is holy.

SOCRATES: Then it is loved by the gods because it is
holy: it is not holy because it is loved by them?

EUTHYPHRO: It seems so.

SOCRATES:  But then what is pleasing to the gods is
pleasing to them, and is in a state of being loved by
them, because they love it?

EUTHYPHRO: Of course.

socrates:  Then holiness is not what is pleasing to the
gods, and what is pleasing to the gods is not holy, as you
say, Euthyphro. They are different things.

EUTHYPHRO: And why, Socrates?

SOCRATES:  Because we are agreed that the gods love
holiness because it is holy: and that it is not holy
because they love it. Is not this so?

EUTHYPHRO: Yes.

SOCRATES: And that what is pleasing to the gods

because they love it, is pleasing to them by reason of this

same love: and that they do not love it because it is

pleasing to them.
EUTHYPHRO: True.
socrates:  Then, my dear Euthyphro, holiness, and
what is pleasing to the gods, are different things. If the
gods had loved holiness because it is holy, they would
also have loved what is pleasing to them because it is
pleasing to them; but if what is pleasing to them had
been pleasing to them because they loved it, then
holiness too would have been holiness, because they
loved it. But now you see that they are opposite things,
and wholly different from each other. For the one is of
a sort to be loved because it is loved: while the other is
loved, because it is of a sort to be loved. My question,
Euthyphro, was, What is holiness? But it turns out that
you have not explained to me the essence of holiness;
you have been content to mention an attribute which
belongs to it, namely, that all the gods love it. You have
not yet told me what is its essence. Do not, if you please,
keep from me what holiness is; begin again and tell me
that. Never mind whether the gods love it, or whether
it has other attributes: we shall not differ on that point.
Do your best to make it clear to me what is holiness
and what is unholiness.
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A New Divine Command Theory

Robert Merrihew Adams

In a recent issue of The Journal of Religious Ethics, Jeffrey
Stout (1978) has written about an earlier paper of mine
(Adams, 1973) urging development and modification
of the very point on which, as it happens, my own
metaethical views have changed most. My thoughts
have been moving in a rather different direction from
his, however.! For that reason, and because of his paper’s
interesting and perceptive linkage of metaethical issues
with the most fundamental questions in the theory of
meaning I would like to respond to him.

My Old Position

My modified divine command theory was proposed as
a partial analysis of the meaning of “(ethically) wrong.”
Recognizing that it would be most implausible as an
analysis of the sense in which the expression is used by
many speakers (for instance, by atheists), I proposed the
theory only as an analysis of the meaning of “wrong”
in the discourse of some Jewish and Christian believers.
In the theory that I now prefer, as we shall see, the
identification of wrongness with contrariety to God’s
commands is neither presented as a meaning analysis
nor relativized to a group of believers. According to

Robert Merrihew Adams, “Divine Command Metaethics Modified
Again,” Journal of Religious Ethics, 7 (Blackwell Publishing, 1979),
66—79. Reprinted with permission of Wiley-Blackwell.

the old theory, however, it is part of the meaning of
“(ethically) wrong” for at least some believers that

(1) (for any action X) X is ethically wrong if and only
if X is contrary to God’s commands,but also that

(2) “X is wrong” normally expresses opposition or
certain other negative attitudes toward X.

The meaning of “wrong” seems to be overdetermined
by (1) and (2). Conflicts could arise. Suppose God
commanded me to practice cruelty for its own sake.
(More precisely, suppose he commanded me to make it
my chief end in life to inflict suffering on other human
beings, for no other reason than that he commanded it.)
I cannot summon up the relevant sort of opposition
or negative attitude toward disobedience to such a
command, and I will not say that it would be wrong
to disobey it.

Such conflicts within the religious ethical belief
system are prevented by various background beliefs,
which are presupposed by (1). Particularly important is
the belief that

(3) God is loving, and therefore does not and will
not command such things as (e.g.) the practice of
cruelty for its own sake.

But (3) is contingent. It is allowed by the theory to be
logically possible for God to command cruelty for its
own sake, although the believer is confident he will not
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do such a thing. Were the believer to come to think
(3) false, however, I suggested that his concept of
ethical wrongness would “break down.” It would not
function as it now does, because he would not be pre-
pared to use it to say that any action is wrong (Adams,
1973:322—4). Because of the interplay and tension of
the various considerations involved in it, this picture
of the meaning of “(ethically) wrong” is (as I acknowl-
edged) somewhat “untidy.” But its untidiness should not
obscure the fact that I meant it quite definitely to follow
from the theory that the following are necessary truths:

(4) If Xis wrong, then X is contrary to the commands
of God.

(5) If X is obligatory, then X is required by the com-
mands of God.

(6) If Xis ethically permitted, then X is permitted by
the commands of God.

(7) If there is not a loving God, then nothing is ethi-
cally wrong or obligatory or permitted.

These four theses are still taken to be necessary truths
in my present divine command theory.

[...]

The Nature of Wrongness
and the Meaning of “Wrong”

I do not think that every competent user of “wrong”
in its ethical sense must know what the nature of
wrongness is. The word is used — with the same
meaning, I would now say — by people who have dif-
ferent views, or none at all, about the nature of
wrongness. As I remarked in my earlier paper, “There
is probably much less agreement about the most basic
issues in moral theory than there is about many
ethical issues of less generality” (Adams, 1973:343).
That people can use an expression to signify an ethi-
cal property, knowing it is a property they seek (or
shun, as the case may be), but not knowing what its
nature is, was realized by Plato when he characterized
the good as

That which every soul pursues, doing everything for
the sake of'it, divining that it is something, but perplexed
and unable to grasp adequately what it is or to have
such a stable belief as about other things (Republic
505D-E).

What every competent user of “wrong” must know
about wrongness is first of all, that wrongness is a
property of actions (perhaps also of intentions and of
various attitudes, but certainly of actions); and second
that people are generally opposed to actions they
regard as wrong, and count wrongness as a reason
(often a conclusive reason) for opposing an action.
In addition I think the competent user must have some
opinion about what actions have this property, and
some fairly settled disposition as to what he will count
as reasons for and against regarding an action as wrong.
There is an important measure of agreement among
competent users in these opinions and dispositions —
not complete agreement, nor universal agreement on
some points and disagreement on others, but overlap-
ping agreements of one person with another on some
points and with still others on other points. “To call an
action ‘wrong’ is, among other things, to classify it with
certain other actions,” as having a common property,
“and there is considerable agreement...as to what
actions those are” (Adams, 1973:344). Torturing children
for fun is one of them in virtually everyone’s opinion.

Analysis of the concept or understanding with which
the word “wrong” is used is not sufficient to determine
what wrongness is. What it can tell us about the nature of
wrongness, I think, is that wrongness will be the property
of actions (if there is one) that best fills the role assigned
to wrongness by the concept. My theory is that contra-
riety to the command of a loving God is that property;
but we will come to that in [the next] section. Meanwhile
I will try to say something about what is involved in being
the property that best fills the relevant role, though I do
not claim to be giving an adequate set of individually
necessary and jointly sufficient conditions.

(i) We normally speak of actions being right and
wrong as of facts that obtain objectively, independently
of whether we think they do. “Wrong” has the syntax
of an ordinary predicate, and we worry that we may be
mistaken in our ethical judgments. This feature of ethi-
cal concepts gives emotivism and prescriptivism in
metaethics much of their initial implausibility. If possi-
ble, therefore, the property to be identified with ethical
wrongness should be one that actions have or lack
objectively.

(ii) The property that is wrongness should belong to
those types of action that are thought to be wrong — or
at least it should belong to an important central group
of them. It would be unreasonable to expect a theory of
the nature of wrongness to yield results that agree
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perfectly with pre-theoretical opinion. One of the pur-
poses a metaethical theory may serve is to give guidance
in revising one’s particular ethical opinions. But there is
a limit to how far those opinions may be revised without
changing the subject entirely; and we are bound to take
it as a major test of the acceptability of a theory of the
nature of wrongness that it should in some sense account
for the wrongness of a major portion of the types of
action we have believed to be wrong.

(iii) Wrongness should be a property that not only
belongs to the most important types of action that are
thought to be wrong, but also plays a causal role (or a
role as object of perception) in their coming to be
regarded as wrong. It should not be connected in a
merely fortuitous way with our classification of actions
as wrong and not wrong.

(iv) Understanding the nature of wrongness should
give one more rather than less reason to oppose wrong
actions as such. Even if it were discovered (as it surely
will not be) that there is a certain sensory pleasure pro-
duced by all and only wrong actions, it would be absurd
to say that wrongness is the property of producing that
pleasure. For the property of producing such a pleasure,
in itself, gives us no reason whatever to oppose an
action that has the property.

(v) The best theory about the nature of wrongness
should satisty other intuitions about wrongness as far as
possible. One intuition that is rather widely held and is
relevant to theological metaethics is that rightness and
wrongness are determined by a law or standard that has
a sanctity that is greater than that of any merely human
will or institution.

We are left, on this view, with a concept of wrong-
ness that has both objective and subjective aspects. The
best theory of the nature of wrongness, I think, will be
one that identifies wrongness with some property that
actions have or lack objectively. But we do not have a
fully objective procedure for determining which
theory of the nature of wrongness is the best, and
therefore which property is wrongness.

For example, the property that is wrongness should
belong to the most important types of action that are
believed to be wrong. But the concept possessed by
every competent user of “wrong” does not dictate
exactly which types of action those are. A sufficiently
eccentric classification of types of action as right or
wrong would not fit the concept. But there is still room
for much difference of opinion. In testing theories of
the nature of wrongness by their implications about

what types of action are wrong, I will be guided by my
own classification of types of action as right and wrong,
and by my own sense of which parts of the classifica-
tion are most important.

Similarly, in considering whether identifying wrong-
ness with a given property, P, makes wrongness more
or less of a reason for opposing an action, I will decide
partly on the basis of how P weighs with me. And in
general I think that this much is right about prescrip-
tivist intuitions in metaethics: to identify a property
with ethical wrongness is in part to assign it a certain
complex role in my life (and, for my part, in the life of
society); in deciding to do that I will (quite reasonably)
be influenced by what attracts and repels me personally.
But it does not follow that the theory I should choose
is not one that identifies wrongness with a property
that actions would have or lack regardless of how I felt
about them.

A New Divine Command Theory

The account I have given of the concept of wrongness
that every competent user of “wrong” must have is
consistent with many different theories about the
nature of wrongness — for example, with the view that
wrongness is the property of failing to maximize
human happiness, and with a Marxist theory that
wrongness is the property of being contrary to the
objective interests of the progressive class or classes. But
given typical Christian beliefs about God, it seems to
me most plausible to identify wrongness with the
property of being contrary to the commands of [a] lov-
ing God. (i) This is a property that actions have or lack
objectively, regardless of whether we think they do.
(I assume the theory can be filled out with a satisfactory
account of what love consists in here.) (i) The property
of being contrary to the commands of a loving God is
certainly believed by Christians to belong to all and
only wrong actions. (iii) It also plays a causal role in our
classification of actions as wrong, in so far as God has
created our moral faculties to reflect his commands. (iv)
Because of what is believed about God’s actions, pur-
poses, character, and power, he inspires such devotion
and/or fear that contrariness to his commands is seen
as a supremely weighty reason for opposing an action.
Indeed, (v) God’s commands constitute a law or stand-
ard that seems to believers to have sanctity that is not
possessed by any merely human will or institution.
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My new divine command theory of the nature of
ethical wrongness, then, is that ethical wrongness is
(1.e.,1s identical with) the property of being contrary to
the commands of a loving God. I regard this as a meta-
physically necessary, but not an analytic or a priori truth.
Because it is not conceptual analysis, this claim is not
relative to a religious sub-community of the larger lin-
guistic community. It purports to be the correct theory
of the nature of the ethical wrongness that everybody (or
almost everybody) is talking about.

Further explanation is in order, first about the notion
of a divine command, and second about the necessity that
is claimed here. On the first point I can only indicate
here the character of the explanation that is needed; for
it amounts to nothing less than a theory of revelation.
Theists sometimes speak of wrong action as action
contrary to the “will” of God, but that way of speaking
ignores some important distinctions. One is the dis-
tinction between the absolute will of God (his “good
pleasure”) and his revealed will. Any Christian theol-
ogy will grant that God in his godly pleasure some-
times decides, for reasons that may be mysterious to us,
not to do everything he could to prevent a wrong
action. According to some theologies nothing at all can
happen contrary to God’s good pleasure. It is difficult,
therefore, to suppose that all wrong actions are unqual-
ified, contrary to God’s will in the sense of his good
pleasure. It is God’s revealed will — not what he wants or
plans to have happen, but what he has told us to do —
that is thought to determine the rightness and wrong-
ness of human actions. Roman Catholic theology has
made a further distinction, within God’s revealed will,
between his commands, which it would be wrong not
to follow, and “counsels (of perfection),” which it
would be better to follow but not wrong not to follow.
It is best, therefore, in our metaethical theory, to say
that wrongness is contrariety to God’s commands; and
commands must have been issued, promulgated, or
somehow revealed.

The notion of the issuance of a divine command
requires a theory of revelation for its adequate develop-
ment. The first such theory that comes to mind may be
a Biblical literalism that takes divine commands to be
just what is written in the Bible as commanded by
God. But there will also be Roman Catholic theories
involving the magisterium of the Church, a Quaker
theory about “the inner light,” theories about “general
revelation” through the moral feelings and intuitions of
unbelievers as well as believers — and other theories as

well. To develop these theories and choose among
them is far too large a task for the present essay.

The thesis that wrongness is (identical with) contra-
riety to a loving God’s commands must be metaphysi-
cally necessary if it is true. That is, it cannot be false in any
possible world if it is true in the actual world. For if it
were false in some possible world, then wrongness
would be non-identical with contrariety to God’s
commands in the actual world as well, by the transivity
of identity, just as Matthew and Levi must be non-
identical in all worlds if they are non-identical in any.

This argument establishes the metaphysical necessity
of property identities in general; and that leads me to
identify wrongness with contrariety to the commands
of a loving God, rather than simply with contrariety to
the commands of God. Most theists believe that both
of those properties are in fact possessed by all and only
wrong actions. But if wrongness is simply contrariety
to the commands of God, it is necessarily so, which
implies that it would be wrong to disobey God even if
he were so unloving as to command the practice of
cruelty for its own sake. That consequence is unaccep-
table. I am not prepared to adopt the negative attitude
toward possible disobedience in that situation that
would be involved in identifying wrongness simply
with contrariety to God’s commands. The loving char-
acter of the God who issues them seems to me there-
fore to be a metaethically relevant feature of divine
commands. (I assume that in deciding what property is
wrongness, and therefore would be wrongness in all
possible worlds, we are to rely on our own actual moral
feelings and convictions, rather than on those that we
or others would have in other possible worlds.)

If it is necessary that ethical wrongness is contrariety
to a loving God’s commands, it follows that no actions
would be ethically wrong if there were not a loving
God. This consequence will seem (at least initially)
implausible to many, but I will try to dispel as much as
I can of the air of paradox. It should be emphasized,
first of all, that my theory does not imply what would
ordinarily be meant by saying that no actions are ethi-
cally wrong if there is no loving God. If there is no
loving God, then the theological part of my theory is
false; but the more general part presented in [the previ-
ous] section, implies that in that case ethical wrongness
is the property with which it is identified by the best
remaining alternative theory.

Similarly, if there is in fact a loving God, and if ethi-
cal wrongness is the property of being contrary to the
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commands of a loving God, there is still, I suppose, a
possible world, w,; in which there would not be a lov-
ing God but there would be people to whom w, would
seem much as the actual world seems to us, and who
would use the world “wrong” much as we use it. We
may say that they would associate it with the same con-
cept as we do although the property it would signify in
their mouths is not wrongness. The actions they call
“wrong” would not be wrong — that is, they would not
have the property that actually is wrongness (the prop-
erty of being contrary to the commands of a loving
God). But that is not to say that they would be mis-
taken whenever they predicated “is wrong” of an
action. For “wrong” in their speech would signify the
property (if any) that is assigned to it by the metaethical
theory that would be the best in relation to an accurate
knowledge of their situation in w,. We can even say that
they would believe, as we do, that cruelty is wrong, if by
that we mean, not that the property they would ascribe
to cruelty by calling it “wrong” is the same as the
property that we so ascribe, but that the subjective psy-
chological state that they would express by the ascrip-
tion is that same that we express.

Readers who think that I have not sufficiently dis-
pelled the air of paradox may wish to consider a slightly
different divine command theory, according to which
it is a contingent truth that contrariety to God’s com-
mands constitutes the nature of wrongness. Instead of
saying that wrongness is the property that in the actual
world best fills a certain role, we could say that wrong-

Note

ness is the property of having whatever property best
fills that role in whatever possible world is in question.
On the latter view it would be reasonable to say that
the property that best fills the role constitutes the
nature of wrongness, but that the nature of wrongness
may differ in different possible worlds. The theist could
still hold that the nature of wrongness in the actual
world is constituted by contrariety to the commands of
God (or of a loving God — it does not make as much
difference which we say, on this view, since the theist
believes God is loving in the actual world anyway). But
it might be constituted by other properties in some
other possible worlds. This theory does not imply that
no action would be wrong if there were no loving
God;and that may still seem to be an advantage. On the
other hand I think there is also an air of paradox about
the idea that wrongness may have different natures in
different possible worlds; and if a loving God does
issue commands, actual wrongness has a very different
character from anything that could occur in a world
without a loving God.

The difference between this alternative theory and
the one I have endorsed should not be exaggerated. On
both theories the nature of wrongness is actually con-
stituted by contrariety to the commands of (a loving)
God.And on both theories there may be other possible
worlds in which other properties best fill the role by
which contrariety to a loving Gods commands is
linked in the actual world to our concept of
wrongness.

1. The metaethical position to be presented here was briefly
indicated in Adams (1979). Though not all the arguments
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God and Objective Morality: A Debate

William Lane Craig and Walter Sinnott-Armstrong

God Makes Sense of Objective
Values in the World

If God does not exist, then objective moral values do
not exist. When I speak of objective moral values, I mean
moral values that are valid and binding whether
anybody believes in them or not. Thus, to say, for
example, that the Holocaust was objectively wrong is
to say that it was wrong even though the Nazis who
carried it out thought that it was right and that it
would still have been wrong even if the Nazis had won
World War IT and succeeded in exterminating or
brain-washing everyone who disagreed with them.
Now if God does not exist, then moral values are not
objective in this way.

Many theists and atheists alike concur on this point.
For example, Bertrand Russell observed,

... ethics arises from the pressures of the community on
the individual. Man... does not always instinctively feel
the desires which are useful to his herd. The herd, being
anxious that the individual should act in its interests, has
invented various devices for causing the individual’s inter-
est to be in harmony with that of the herd. One of
these ... is morality.’

William Lane Craig and Walter Sinnott-Armstrong, “God and
Objective Morality: A Debate,” from God? A Debate between a Christian
and an Atheist (Oxford University Press, 2004),17-21,33—-6. Reprinted
with permission of Oxford University Press.

Michael Ruse, a philosopher of science at the
University of Guelph, agrees. He explains,

Morality is a biological adaptation no less than are hands
and feet and teeth. Considered as a rationally justifiable set
of claims about an objective something, ethics is illusory. I
appreciate that when somebody says “Love thy neighbor
as thyself,” they think they are referring above and beyond
themselves. Nevertheless, such reference is truly without
foundation. Morality is just an aid to survival and
reproduction ... and any deeper meaning is illusory.”

Friedrich Nietzsche, the great nineteenth century
atheist who proclaimed the death of God, understood
that the death of God meant the destruction of all
meaning and value in life. I think that Friedrich
Nietzsche was right.

But we must be very careful here. The question here
is not: “Must we believe in God in order to live moral
lives?” I'm not claiming that we must. Nor is the
question: “Can we recognize objective moral values
without believing in God?” I think that we can. Nor is
the question: “Can we formulate an adequate system of
ethics without reference to God?” So long as we
assume that human beings have objective moral value,
the atheist could probably draft a moral code that the
theist would largely agree with.

Rather the question is: “If God does not exist, do
objective moral values exist?” Like Russell and Ruse,
I don’t see any reason to think that in the absence of

Ethical Theory: An Anthology, Second Edition. Edited by Russ Shafer-Landau.
© 2013 John Wiley & Sons, Inc. Published 2013 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
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God, the herd morality evolved by homo sapiens is
objective. After all, if there is no God, then what’s so
special about human beings? Theyre just accidental
by-products of nature that have evolved relatively
recently on an infinitesimal speck of dust lost
somewhere in a hostile and mindless universe and that
are doomed to perish individually and collectively in a
relatively short time. On the atheistic view, some action,
say, rape, may not be socially advantageous, and so in
the course of human development has become taboo;
but that does absolutely nothing to prove that rape is
really wrong. On the atheistic view, there’s nothing
really wrong with your raping someone. Thus, without
God there is no absolute right and wrong that imposes
itself on our conscience.

But the problem is that objective values do exist, and
deep down we all know it. There’s no more reason to
deny the objective reality of moral values than the
objective reality of the physical world. As John Healey,
the Executive Director of Amnesty International, wrote
in a fund-raising letter,“T am writing you today because
I think you share my profound belief that there are
indeed some moral absolutes. When it comes to torture, to
government-sanctioned murder, to ‘disappearances’ —
there are no lesser evils. These are outrages against all of
us.””? Actions like rape, cruelty, and child abuse aren’t
just socially unacceptable behavior — theyre moral
abominations. Some things are really wrong. Similarly
love, equality, and self-sacrifice are really good. But if
moral values cannot exist without God and moral
values do exist, then it follows logically and inescapably
that God exists.

We can summarize this argument as follows:

1. If God does not exist, objective moral values do
not exist.

2. Objective moral values do exist.

3. Therefore, God exists.

Again, let’s consider possible objections that might be
raised against this argument.

Some atheist philosophers, unwilling to bite the
bullet and affirm that acts like rape or torturing a child
are morally neutral actions, have tried to affirm
objective moral values in the absence of God, thus in
effect denying premise (1). Let’s call this alternative
Atheistic Moral Realism. Atheistic moral realists aftirm
that moral values and duties do exist in reality and
are not dependent upon evolution or human opinion,

but they insist that they are not grounded in God.
Indeed, moral values have no further foundation. They
just exist.

I must confess that this alternative strikes me as
incomprehensible, an example of trying to have your
cake and eat it, too. What does it mean to say, for
example, that the moral value Justice simply exists? I
don’t know what this means. I understand what it is for
a person to be just; but I draw a complete blank when
it is said that, in the absence of any people, Justice itself
exists. Moral values seem to exist as properties of per-
sons, not as abstractions — or at any rate, I don’t know
what it is for a moral value to exist as an abstraction.
Atheistic moral realists seem to lack any adequate
foundation in reality for moral values, but just leave
them floating in an unintelligible way.

Further, the nature of moral duty or obligation
seems incompatible with Atheistic Moral Realism.
Let’s suppose for the sake of argument that moral values
do exist independently of God. Suppose that values like
Mercy, Justice, Love, Forbearance, and the like just exist.
How does that result in any moral obligations for me?
Why would I have a moral duty, say, to be merciful?
Who or what lays such an obligation on me? As the
ethicist Richard Taylor points out,“A duty is something
that is owed.... But something can be owed only to
some person or persons. There can be no such thing as
duty in isolation...”* God makes sense of moral
obligation because His commands constitute for us our
moral duties. Taylor writes, “Our moral obligations
can...be understood as those that are imposed by
God....But what if this higher-than-human lawgiver
is no longer taken into account? Does the concept of a
moral obligation ... still make sense?... the concept of
moral obligation [is] unintelligible apart from the idea
of God.The words remain but their meaning is gone.”
As a non-theist, Taylor therefore thinks that we literally
have no moral obligations, that there is no right or
wrong. The Atheistic Moral Realist rightly finds this
abhorrent, but, as Taylor clearly sees, on an atheistic
view there simply is no ground for duty, even if moral
values somehow exist.

Finally, it is fantastically improbable that just that sort
of creature would emerge from the blind evolutionary
process who corresponds to the abstractly existing
realm of moral values.® This seems to be an utterly
incredible coincidence, when you think about it. It is
almost as though the moral realm knew that we were
coming. It is far more plausible to regard both the
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natural realm and the moral realm as under the hegem-
ony or authority of a divine Designer and Law-giver
than to think that these two entirely independent
orders of reality just happened to mesh.

Thus it seems to me that Atheistic Moral Realism is
not a plausible view, but is basically a halfway house for
philosophers who don’t have the stomach for the moral
nihilism or meaninglessness that their own atheism
implies.

What, then, about premise (2) Objective moral
values do exist? Some people, as we have seen, deny
that objective moral values exist. I agree with them
that IF there is no God, then moral values are just the
products of socio-biological evolution or expressions
of personal taste. But I see no reason to think that that
is in fact all that moral values are. Those who think so
seem to commit the genetic fallacy, which is trying to
invalidate something by showing how it originated. For
example, a socialist who tried to refute your belief in
democratic government by saying, “The only reason
you believe in democracy is that you were raised in a
democratic society!” would be guilty of the genetic
fallacy. For even if it were true that your belief is
totally the result of cultural conditioning, that does

”»

absolutely nothing to show that your belief is false
(think of people who have been culturally conditioned
to believe that the Earth is round!). The truth of an
idea is not dependent upon how that idea originated.
It’s the same with moral values. If moral values are
discovered rather than invented, then our gradual and
fallible apprehension of the moral realm no more
undermines the objective reality of that realm than
our gradual, fallible apprehension of the physical
world undermines the objective reality of the physical
realm. We know objective moral values exist because
we clearly apprehend some of them. The best way to
show this is simply to describe moral situations in
which we clearly see right and wrong: torturing a
child, incest, rape, ethnic cleansing, racism, witch
burning, the Inquisition, and so forth. If someone
really fails to see the objective moral truth about such
matters, then he is simply morally handicapped, like a
color-blind person who cannot tell the difference
between red and green, and there’s no reason to think
that his impairment should make us call into question
what we see clearly.

From the truth of the two premises the conclusion
follows logically that (3) Therefore, God exists. Thus,
God makes sense of ethics in a way that atheism really

cannot. So in addition to the metaphysical and scientific
arguments for God, we have a powerful moral argument

for God.
[...]

Morality

One example of a questionable appeal to authority
occurs in Craig’s argument from objective morality.
Craig quotes Russell, Ruse, and Nietzsche, saying that
there could not be objective values without God. Then
he claims that there are objective values. He concludes
that God exists.

It is important to get this argument out of the way
right at the start, because it leads many religious
believers to think that all atheists are immoral and dan-
gerous. This is false. Many atheists are nice (including
me, I hope). Craig admits this, but then he writes, “On
the atheistic view, there’s nothing really wrong with
your raping someone.” Such misleading and inaccurate
allegations inhibit mutual understanding.

In fact, many atheists are happy to embrace objective
moral values. I agree with them. Rape is morally
wrong. So is discrimination against gays and lesbians.
Even if somebody or some group thinks that these acts
are not morally wrong, they still are morally wrong, so
their immorality is objective by Craig’s own definition.
Craig and I might not always agree about what is
objectively morally wrong, but we do agree that some
acts are objectively morally wrong.

This admission implies nothing about God, unless
objective values depend on God. Why should we
believe that they do? Because Russell, Ruse, and
Nietzsche say so? But their claims are denied by many
philosophers, atheists as well as theists. Even Russell
and Ruse themselves denied these claims at other times
in their careers. So Craig needs a reason to believe
some authorities rather than others.

Craig does give some reasons to back up his
authorities. One is that atheists see morality as a
biological adaptation, but moral values are not objective
if they depend on our biology. This argument commits
a fallacy of equivocation.When anthropologists talk about
a culture’s morality, they describe a group of beliefs
about what is right and wrong or good and bad. In
contrast, when philosophers present a moral system,
they seek a set of rules or principles that prescribes
what really is morally right and wrong or good and bad.
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Morality in the philosophical sense can be objective,
even if people’s beliefs about it are subjective. After all,
scientific beliefs have biological and cultural origins as
well. Just as it is objectively true that the earth moves
around the sun, although biology and culture lead some
people to believe otherwise, so rape is objectively mor-
ally wrong, although biology and culture lead some
people to believe otherwise. At least this position is not
excluded by the biological and cultural origins of moral
beliefs, so atheists can recognize those origins and still
consistently believe in objective values.

Craig next asks, “If God did not forbid rape, what
makes rape immoral objectively?” This question is
supposed to be hard for atheists to answer, because
Craig seems to assume that on “the atheistic view”
(which one?) what makes rape wrong is some cost to
the rapist or to society. These views are inadequate
because rape would still be immoral even if the rapist
got away with it and even if society was not harmed.
But atheists can give a better answer: What makes rape
immoral is that rape harms the victim in terrible ways.
The victim feels pain, loses freedom, is subordinated,
and so on.These harms are not justified by any benefits
to anyone. Craig still might ask, “What’s immoral
about causing serious harms to other people without
justification?” But now it seems natural to answer, “It
simply is. Objectively. Don’t you agree?”

This simple answer implies nothing like “in the
absence of any people, Justice itself exists,” so atheists
can agree with Craig that they “don’t know what this
means.” Atheists can also agree with Craig and Taylor
that “A duty is something that is owed.... But
something can be owed only to some person or
persons.” The duty not to rape is owed to the victim.
Thus, Craig’s criticisms of “Atheistic Moral Realism’
attack a straw man.

)

Craig suggests a deeper problem when he asks,
“what’s so special about human beings?” If harm to the
victim is what makes rape immoral, why isn’t it also
immoral when a lion causes harm by having forced sex
with another lion? Atheists can answer that lower
animals, such as lions, are not moral agents. They do not
make free choices. Their actions are not determined by
any conception of what is moral or not. That explains
why moral rules and principles do not apply to lower
animals any more than they apply to avalanches that
kill people. You don’t need to add that humans were
made in God’s image or that we are His favorite species
or anything religious.

Philosophers still might long for deeper explanations
of why it is immoral for moral agents to cause unjusti-
fied harm. Many atheists offer various explanations, but
I do not want to commit myself to any particular
account here. And I don’t need to. Even if atheists were
stuck with saying, “It just is immoral,” that would be a
problem for atheism only if theists could give a better
answer. They cannot.

In the end, Craig himself says, “If someone really fails
to see the objective moral truth about [rape], then he is
simply morally handicapped.” This is no better (or
worse) than saying, “Rape just is morally wrong.”

Theists might give deeper accounts of morality, but
atheists can adopt or adapt the same accounts — with
only one exception. The only theory of morality that
atheists cannot accept is one that refers to God, such as
when theists claim that what makes rape immoral is
that God commands us not to rape. This view faces a
difficult question: Why should we obey God’s com-
mands? The answer cannot be that God will punish us
if we disobey, since might does not make right. Even if
a government commands you to turn in runaway slaves
and will punish you if you don’t, that does not make it
morally wrong to hide runaway slaves. Some theists
answer that we should obey God’s commands because
God gave us life. But our parents also gave us life, and
yet, at least in modern societies, we do not have to
marry whomever our parents tell us to. Theists might
answer that it is simply immoral to disobey God, but
that claim is no more illuminating than when atheists
say that it is simply immoral to cause unjustified harm.
A better answer is that God has good reasons for his
commands. God commands us not to rape because
rape harms the victim. But then that harm (not the
command) is what makes rape immoral. Rape would
be just as harmful without God, so rape would be
morally wrong without God.To think otherwise is like
a boy imagining that, once his parents leave, he may
beat up his little sister, because the only thing that
makes it wrong for him to beat up his sister is that his
parents told him not to.

This basic point was presented long ago as a
dilemma in Plato’s dialogue, The Euthyphro: Is rape
immoral because God commanded us not to rape or
did God command us not to rape because rape is
immoral? If God forbids rape because it is immoral,
rape must be immoral prior to His command, so His
command is not necessary to make it immoral. On
the other hand, if God forbids rape but not because it
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is already immoral, God could have failed to forbid
rape, and then there would be nothing immoral about
raping whenever we want. That implication is
unacceptable. Theists often respond that God cannot
fail to command us not to rape, because He is good,
and rape is bad. That response brings us right back to the
first horn of the dilemma. If God’s nature ensures that
He will forbid rape because of how bad rape is, then
God’s command is not needed to make rape wrong.
Rape is immoral anyway, and God is superfluous,
except maybe for punishment or as a conduit of
information.

Notes

This dilemma arises not only for rape but for all
kinds of immorality. God’s commands are arbitrary if
He has no reason to command one act rather than
another; but, if He does have reasons for His com-
mands, then His reasons rather than His commands are
what make acts immoral. Divine command theorists
think that they can solve this dilemma, but all of their
solutions fail, in my opinion. Anyway, I don’t need to
claim that much here. My current task is only to refute
Craig’s argument, so all I need to show is that atheists
can coherently believe in an objective morality. They
can, and I do.
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God and Immortality as Postulates
of Pure Practical Reason

Immanuel Kant

The Immortality of the Soul as a
Postulate of Pure Practical Reason

The realization of the summum bonum in the world is
the necessary object of a will determinable by the
moral. But in this will the perfect accordance of the mind
with the moral law is the supreme condition of the
summum bonum. This then must be possible, as well as its
object, since it is contained in the command to pro-
mote the latter. Now, the perfect accordance of the will
with the moral law is holiness, a perfection of which no
rational being of the sensible world is capable at any
moment of his existence. Since, nevertheless, it is
required as practically necessary, it can only be found in
a progress in infinitum toward that perfect accordance,
and on the principles of pure practical reason it is nec-
essary to assume such a practical progress as the real
object of our will.

Now, this endless progress is only possible on the
supposition of an endless duration of the existence and
personality of the same rational being (which is called
the immortality of the soul). The summum bonum, then,
practically is only possible on the supposition of the
immortality of the soul; consequently this immortality,

Immanuel Kant,“God and Immortality as Postulates of Pure Practical
Reason,” from Critique of Practical Reason, trans. T. K. Abbott
(Longmans, Green and Company, 1873).

being inseparably connected with the moral law, is a
postulate of pure practical reason (by which I mean
a theoretical proposition, not demonstrable as such, but
which is an inseparable result of an unconditional a
priori practical law).

This principle of the moral destination of our nature,
namely, that it is only in an endless progress that we can
attain perfect accordance with the moral law, is of the
greatest use, not merely for the present purpose of sup-
plementing the impotence of speculative reason, but
also with respect to religion. In default of it, either the
moral law is quite degraded from its holiness, being
made out to be indulgent, and conformable to our con-
venience, or else men strain their notions of their
vocation and their expectation to an unattainable goal,
hoping to acquire complete holiness of will, and so
they lose themselves in fantastical theosophic dreams,
which wholly contradict self~knowledge. In both cases
the unceasing effort to obey punctually and thoroughly
a strict and inflexible command of reason, which yet is
not ideal but real, is only hindered. For a rational but
finite being, the only thing possible is an endless pro-
gress from the lower to higher degrees of moral
perfection. The Infinite Being, to whom the condition
of time is nothing, sees in this series, which is to us
endless succession a whole of accordance with the
moral law; and the holiness which His command inex-
orably requires, in order to be true to His justice in the
share which He assigns to each in the summum bonum,

Ethical Theory: An Anthology, Second Edition. Edited by Russ Shafer-Landau.
© 2013 John Wiley & Sons, Inc. Published 2013 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
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is to be found in a single intellectual intuition of the
whole existence of rational beings. All that can be
expected of the creature in respect of the hope of this
participation would be the consciousness of his tried
character, by which, from the progress he has hitherto
made from the worse to the morally better, and the
immutability of purpose which has thus become
known to him, he may hope for a further unbroken
continuance of the same, however long his existence
may last, even beyond this life, and thus he may hope,
not indeed here, nor in any imaginable point of his
future existence, but only in the endlessness of his
duration (which God alone can survey) to be perfectly
adequate to his will (without indulgence or excuse,
which do not harmonize with justice).

The Existence of God as Postulate
of Pure Practical Reason

In the foregoing analysis the moral law led to a practi-
cal problem which is prescribed by pure reason alone,
without the aid of any sensible motives, namely, that of
the necessary completeness of the first and principal
element of the summum bonum, viz. Morality; and as this
can be perfectly solved only in eternity, to the postulate
of immortality. The same law must also lead us to affirm
the possibility of the second element of the summum
bonum, viz. Happiness proportioned to that morality,
and this on grounds as disinterested as before, and solely
from impartial reason; that is, it must lead to the sup-
position of the existence of a cause adequate to this
effect; in other words, it must postulate the existence of
God, as the necessary condition of the possibility of
the summum bonum (an object of the will which is
necessarily connected with the moral legislation of
pure reason). We proceed to exhibit this connexion in
a convincing manner.

Happiness is the condition of a rational being in the
world with whom everything goes according to his wish and
will; it rests, therefore, on the harmony of physical
nature with his whole end, and likewise with the essen-
tial determining principle of his will. Now the moral
law as a law of freedom commands by determining
principles, which ought to be quite independent on
nature and on its harmony with our faculty of desire (as
springs). But the acting rational being in the world
is not the cause of the world and of nature itself. There
is not the least ground, therefore, in the moral law for

connexion between

morality and
proportionate happiness in a being that belongs to the

a  necessary

world as part of it, and therefore dependent on it, and
which for that reason cannot by his will be a cause of
his nature, nor by his own power make it thoroughly
harmonize, as far as his happiness is concerned, with his
practical principles. Nevertheless, in the practical prob-
lem of pure reason, i.e. the necessary pursuit of the
summum bonum, such a connexion is postulated as nec-
essary: we ought to endeavour to promote the summum
bonum, which, therefore, must be possible. Accordingly,
the existence of a cause of all nature, distinct from
nature itself, and containing the principle of this con-
nexion, namely, of the exact harmony of happiness
with morality, is also postulated. Now, this supreme
cause must contain the principle of the harmony of
nature, not merely with a law of the will of rational
beings, but with the conception of this law, in so far as
they make it the supreme determining principle of the will,
and consequently not merely with the form of morals,
but with their morality as their motive, that is, with
their moral character. Therefore, the summum bonum is
possible in the world only on the supposition of a
Supreme Being having a causality corresponding to
moral character. Now a being that is capable of acting
on the conception of laws is an infelligence (a rational
being), and the causality of such a being according to
this conception of laws is his will; therefore the supreme
cause of nature, which must be presupposed as a condi-
tion of the summum bonum, is a being which is the cause
of nature by intelligence and will, consequently its author,
that is God. It follows that the postulate of the possibil-
ity of the highest derived good (the best world) is likewise
the postulate of the reality of a highest original good, that
is to say, of the existence of God. Now it was seen to be
a duty for us to promote the summum bonum; conse-
quently it is not merely allowable, but it is a necessity
connected with duty as a requisite, that we should pre-
suppose the possibility of this summum bonum; and as
this is possible only on condition of the existence of
God, it inseparably connects the supposition of this
with duty; that is, it is morally necessary to assume the
existence of God.

It must be remarked here that this moral necessity is
subjective, that is, it is a want, and to objective, that is, itself
a duty, for there cannot be a duty to suppose the
existence of anything (since this concerns only the
theoretical employment of reason). Moreover, it is not
meant by this that it is necessary to suppose the
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existence of God as a basis of all obligation in general (for
this rests, as has been sufficiently proved, simply on the
autonomy of reason itself). What belongs to duty here
is only the endeavour to realize and promote the sum-
mum bonum in the world, the possibility of which can
therefore be postulated; and as our reason finds it not
conceivable except on the supposition of a supreme
intelligence, the admission of this existence is therefore
connected with the consciousness of our duty, although
the admission itself belongs to the domain of specula-
tive reason. Considered in respect of this alone, as a
principle of explanation, it may be called a hypothesis,
but in reference to the intelligibility of an object given
us by the moral law (the summum bonum), and conse-
quently of a requirement for practical purposes, it may
be called faith, that is to say a pure rational faith, since
pure reason (both in its theoretical and its practical use)
is the sole source from which it springs.....

The doctrine of Christianity, even if we do not yet
consider it as a religious doctrine, gives, touching this
point, a conception of the summum bonum (the king-
dom of God), which alone satisfies the strictest demand
of practical reason. The moral law is holy (unyielding)
and demands holiness of morals, although all the moral
perfection to which man can attain is still only virtue,
that is, a rightful disposition arising from respect for the
law, implying consciousness of a constant propensity to
transgression, or at least a want of purity, that is, a
mixture of many spurious (not moral) motives of
obedience to the law, consequently a self-esteem com-
bined with humility. In respect, then, of the holiness
which the Christian law requires, this leaves the crea-
ture nothing but a progress in infinitum, but for that very
reason it justifies him in hoping for an endless duration
of his existence. The worth of a character peifectly accord-
ant with the moral law is infinite, since the only
restriction on all possible happiness in the judgment of
a wise and all-powerful distributor of it is the absence
of conformity of rational beings to their duty. But the
moral law of itself does not promise any happiness, for
according to our conceptions of an order of nature in
general, this is not necessarily connected with obedi-
ence to the law. Now Christian morality supplies this
defect (of the second indispensable element of the sum-
mum bonum) by representing the world, in which
rational beings devote themselves with all their soul to
the moral law; as a kingdom of God, in which nature and
morality are brought into a harmony foreign to each of
itself, by a holy Author who makes the derived summum

bonum possible. Holiness of life is prescribed to them as
a rule even in this life, while the welfare proportioned
to it, namely, bliss, is represented, as attainable only in an
eternity; because the former must always be the pattern
of their conduct in every state, and progress toward it is
already possible and necessary in this life; while the lat-
ter, under the name of happiness, cannot be attained at
all in this world (so far as our own power is concerned),
and therefore is made simply an object of hope.
Nevertheless, the Christian principle of morality itself is
not theological (so as to be heteronomy), but is auton-
omy of pure practical reason, since it does not make the
knowledge of God and His will the foundation of these
laws, but only of the attainment of the summum bonum,
on condition of following these laws, and it does not
even place the proper spring of this obedience in the
desired results, but solely in the conception of duty, as
that of which the faithful observance alone constitutes
the worthiness to obtain those happy consequences.

In this manner the moral laws lead through the con-
ception of the summum bonum as the object and final
end of pure practical reason to religion, that is, to the
recognition of all duties as divine commands, not as sanctions,
that is to say, arbitrary ordinances of a_foreign will and contin-
gent in themselves, but as essential laws of every free will
in itself, which, nevertheless, must be regarded as com-
mands of the Supreme Being, because it is only from a
morally perfect (holy and good) and at the same time
all-powerful will, and consequently only through har-
mony with this will, that we can hope to attain the
summum bonum which the moral law makes it our duty
to take as the object of our endeavours. Here again,
then, all remains disinterested and founded merely on
duty;neither fear nor hope being made the fundamental
springs, which if taken as principles would destroy the
whole moral worth of actions. The moral law com-
mands me to make the highest possible good in a world
the ultimate object of all my conduct. But I cannot
hope to effect this otherwise than by the harmony of
my will with that of a holy and good Author of the
world; and although the conception of the summum
bonum is a whole, in which the greatest happiness is
conceived as combined in the most exact proportion
with the highest degree of moral perfection (possible
in creatures), includes my own happiness, yet it is not this
that is the determining principle of the will which is
enjoined to promote the summum bonum, but the moral
law, which, on the contrary, limits by strict conditions
my unbounded desire of happiness.
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Hence also morality is not properly the doctrine
how we should make ourselves happy, but how we
should become worthy of happiness. It is only when
religion is added that there also comes in the hope of
participating some day in happiness in proportion as
we have endeavoured to be not unworthy of it.

A man is worthy to possess a thing or a state when his
possession of it is in harmony with the summum bonum.
We can now easily see that all worthiness depends on
moral conduct, since in the conception of the summum
bonum this constitutes the condition of the rest (which
belongs to one’s state), namely, the participation of hap-
piness. Now it follows from this that morality should
never be treated as a doctrine of happiness, that is, an
instruction how to become happy; for it has to do sim-
ply with the rational condition (conditio sine qua non) of
happiness, not with the means of attaining it. But when
morality has been completely expounded (which
merely imposes duties instead of providing rules for
selfish desires), then first, after the moral desire to pro-
mote the summum bonum (to bring the kingdom of
God to us) has been awakened, a desire founded on a
law, and which could not previously arise in any selfish
mind, and when for the behoof of this desire the step
to religion has been taken, then this ethical doctrine
may be also called a doctrine of happiness because the
hope of happiness first begins with religion only.

We can also see from this that, when we ask what is
God’s ultimate end in creating the world, we must not
name the happiness of the rational beings in it, but the
summum bonum, which adds a further condition to that
wish of such beings, namely, the condition of being
worthy of happiness, that is, the morality of these same
rational beings, a condition which alone contains the
rule by which only they can hope to share in the for-
mer at the hand of a wise Author. For as wisdom theo-

Note

retically considered signifies the knowledge of the summum
bonum, and practically the accordance of the will with the
summum bonum, we cannot attribute to a supreme inde-
pendent wisdom an end based merely on goodness. For
we cannot conceive the action of this goodness (in
respect of the happiness of rational beings) as suitable
to the highest original good, except under the restric-
tive conditions of harmony with the holiness' of His
will. Therefore those who placed the end of creation in
the glory of God (provided that this is not conceived
anthropomorphically as a desire to be praised) have
perhaps hit upon the best expression. For nothing glo-
rifies God more than that which is the most estimable
thing in the world, respect for His command, the
observance of the holy duty that His law imposes on
us, when there is added thereto His glorious plan of
crowning such a beautiful order of things with corre-
sponding happiness. If the latter (to speak humanly)
make Him worthy of love, by the former He is an object
of adoration. Even men can never acquire respect by
benevolence alone, though they may gain love, so that
the greatest beneficence only procures them honour