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Moral philosophy has traditionally aimed for correct or appropriate moral judgments.
Consequently, when asked for moral advice, the moral philosopher first tries to develop
a moral judgment and then informs the advisee. The focus is on what the advisee should
do, not on whether any advice should be given. There may, however, be various kinds
of reasons not to morally judge, to be ‘morally modest’.

In the first part of this article, | give some reasons to be morally modest when moral
advice is asked for. Second, | show how Wittgenstein radicalizes these reasons to such
an extent that the very possibility of giving moral advice seems threatened. Third, | argue
that taking Wittgenstein and the need for moral modesty seriously does not make moral
advice impossible, but rather asks for a notion of moral advice in which moral advice is
not necessarily linked to the ideal of a moral judgment. Fourth, I highlight some

advantages of a Wittgensteinian notion of moral advice over traditional notions.
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In philosophy the winner of the race is the one who can run most slowly.*

Suppose that someone struggles with a moral problem. | take an example from Rush Rhees.?
Alex has come to the conclusion that he must either leave his wife or abandon his work of
cancer research. He asks Sarah for moral advice. What should she do? A simple answer is: she
should work out a moral judgment and communicate her judgment to him, that is, tell him what
he should do (leave his wife or abandon his work) or what would be right for him to do. She

also has to explain convincingly how she came to that judgment, what her reasons are for
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thinking that he should do this or that. But are things as simple as that? There seem to be
situations in which it is not appropriate to judge when moral advice is asked for, contexts in
which what is needed is not a moral judgment, but, in Paul Johnston’s words, moral modesty.®

In the first part of this article, I will give some reasons not to morally judge, to be morally
modest when moral advice is asked for. Second, | will show how Wittgenstein radicalizes these
reasons to such an extent that the very possibility of giving moral advice seems threatened.
Third, I will argue that taking Wittgenstein and the need for moral modesty seriously does not
make moral advice impossible, but rather asks for a notion of moral advice in which moral
advice is not necessarily linked to the ideal of a moral judgment. Fourth, I will highlight some
advantages of a Wittgensteinian approach to moral advice and show how it can account, in
contrast to traditional conceptions of advice, for many appropriate answers in the example of

Alex and Sarah.

l. Reasons to be morally modest

Let us stipulate that a person is morally modest in a certain situation if she believes that, in this
situation, she should not morally judge and therefore withholds judgment.* A distinction is
sometimes made between judgment as a mental state and judgment as the linguistic expression
of that state.®> The latter is not possible without the former, but the former is possible without
the latter: someone can form a judgment and not express it. The reasons to be morally modest
I will discuss are all reasons not to express judgment (although some of them are also reasons
not to form a judgment), and I will therefore use ‘to judge’ as synonymous with ‘to express
judgment’ unless otherwise indicated.

Questions as to the need for moral modesty have remained largely outside the scope of
moral philosophy. When confronted with our example, the moral philosopher typically asks
himself in the first place what Alex should do and what advice should be given, and no attention
is paid to the question of whether it is at all appropriate to advise him or to tell him what to do.
The moral philosopher tries to come to a correct or appropriate moral judgment, but seldom
wonders whether he should judge at all. Moral judgments are mostly understood as ‘judgments
that apply [...] moral concepts to [...] actions, persons or personal qualities’, and that is how I
will use the term here.® Although there is considerable disagreement over which concepts are

moral, ‘right’, ‘good’, ‘bad’, ‘wrong’, ‘duty’ and concepts for virtues and vices (‘courage’,
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‘brutality’, ‘kindness’) are commonly taken to be such concepts. To morally judge Alex is to
tell him what would be right, good, bad, wrong, courageous etc. for him to do or to tell him
what he is obliged, should or ought to do.

What reasons can someone have not to morally judge when asked for moral advice?
First, there are meta-ethical reasons. Suppose that Sarah is a meta-ethical emotivist who thinks
that a moral judgment cannot be true or false and is nothing but the expression of an emotion,
a merely personal emotional response. It is difficult to see how such a person could believe that
moral expertise is possible or that there could be such a thing as useful moral advice.” She could
reason as follows: ‘I feel such-and-such about the situation, but why would that interest you and
why would that tell you anything about what you should do? After all, your question was a
question for moral advice. You want to find out what you should do, you did not ask for my
feelings. You want to find out why you should do this or that and what reasons there are to do
it, but | have no reasons for having this feeling, I just have it. So telling you how I feel will not
help you.”®

Another meta-ethical reason not to judge could be the adviser’s being a relativist.®
Relativists think, in contrast to emotivists, that moral judgments express beliefs and can be true
or false. But their truth is relative to a context or framework, shared with others or strictly
individual (in the case of subjectivism), which the advisee may not share. And so a relativist
could reason as follows: ‘It is true for me, given my context, that you should leave your wife,
but it may be false for you, given yours. When asking for moral advice, you do not ask for my
truth, you ask me what would be true for you. But my moral framework is different from yours,
so different that it is impossible for me to judge what would be true for you.’!° Again, as in the
emotivist’s case, moral modesty seems appropriate: why would Sarah impose her truth on
someone for whom that truth may not be a truth at all?

Meta-ethical reasons not to judge, of which there may be others than the ones | have
mentioned, often have to do with disbelief in the overall possibility of moral knowledge and/or
moral expertise.!! If Sarah believes that there is no moral truth or that it is relative, she may
reasonably doubt what she could have to offer an advisee. In both cases, it is not clear whether
her judgment, expressing a personal emotion or a relative truth, has any value for others.

The second category of reasons not to judge does not concern the overall possibilities
of moral knowledge or expertise, but a lack of knowledge of a particular case. Sarah will

probably only feel capable of advising Alex if she knows him and his situation well enough.
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How is the relationship with his wife? Do they have children? Why is his research so important
for him that he considers sacrificing his marriage for it? Maybe he expects a breakthrough
shortly, maybe he knows that he will save many lives if he continues his research. As long as
Sarah does not know these things, it is reasonable to withhold judgment and to be morally
modest, even if she does not doubt the overall possibility of moral knowledge or expertise.?

Suppose that Sarah has all the information and knowledge she may possibly want about
Alex’s case and that she does not doubt that moral expertise is possible. What reasons could
she have not to judge? She may simply think that, although there are morally competent people,
she herself is not. She may think that she lacks moral knowledge, understanding or insight, in
general or only in this particular case. The purported lack can have to do with who she is or
how she feels: maybe previous experiences have shown her that she is a bad advisor when it
comes to moral matters, maybe she feels bad today, or she is drunk. The more interesting
situation for our purposes, however, is one in which she takes not herself, but the particular case
to be the problem: even with perfect knowledge of that case, of Alex and his situation, the case
is too difficult. It poses a dilemma, and Sarah is not able to solve it by working out a moral
judgment. The third category of reasons not to judge concerns a lack of moral competence. Both
a lack of knowledge and a lack of moral competence can be reasons not to express judgment as
well as reasons not to form it.

The three categories of reasons for moral modesty | have discussed have something in
common: the adviser withholds judgment because she thinks that, if she were to judge, there
would be something wrong with the judgment. It would not be of value for Alex, either because
it would not apply to his situation or to him or because it would not be a good judgment. The
adviser cannot come to an appropriate or correct moral judgment which holds for Alex as well
as for her and therefore refrains from judging. But even if she thinks that she can come to a
correct judgment, there may be reasons not to judge, reasons neither to form nor to express a
moral judgment. What is central in this fourth category of reasons for moral modesty is not the
value of the judgment, but the moral value of the advisee. Sarah may think that, out of respect
for Alex’s dignity and autonomy, she should not judge, not so much because she cannot come
to an appropriate or correct judgment, but because she has no right to judge. Suppose that she
knows Alex fairly well, that they are friends. He has asked her for advice before, both in moral
and non-moral matters. Whenever she told him that this or that was the right thing to do, he

immediately did it. He has always been acting strictly, almost slavishly, on her judgment, which
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has been like a law for him. Sarah knows that, if she judges, Alex will do what she says. In that
case, she may think that it is better not to judge. To judge would be to take the decision for him,
and Alex not only has the right, but also the moral duty to decide for himself. His duty to decide
autonomously seems to be in conflict with Sarah’s duty to help him.

It can be objected here that Alex has taken the autonomous decision to ask Sarah for
advice, so that his autonomy or dignity would not be threatened if Sarah were to judge that he
should leave his wife and if he would act immediately upon that judgment.®®* The point,
however, is not that Alex has to take all his decisions for himself, but that he should take this
particular, highly important, moral decision autonomously, namely the decision either to leave
his wife or to abandon his research. In moral cases such as Alex’s, we do not want people simply
to defer to our judgment as if we made the decision for them.** As Raimond Gaita formulates
it, Alex’s moral decision is ‘non-accidentally and inescapably his’ and ‘it is sometimes
presumptuous even to think that another person ought to do something, even though we are
quite sure what we ought to do if we were in their situation’.*® Suppose, by contrast, that Alex
asks Sarah for non-moral advice, for example concerning insulation materials for his house. He
has always diligently acquitted himself of his tasks as a researcher and, consequently, does not
know anything of insulation materials, whereas he considers Sarah to be an expert. If he asks
for her judgment, Sarah may have reasons not to judge: she may think that she lacks relevant
information or competence, but she will probably not refrain from judging out of respect for his
dignity and autonomy, because the latter do not seem at stake here. Even if Sarah has been
advising him about countless practical matters, and even if Alex has always slavishly followed
her advice, there is little chance that she will force Alex, of whom she knows that he is
completely ignorant about insulation materials, to decide for himself here, although he has of
course the right to. She wants to help him, because he is her friend. In this non-moral case, his
being her friend is a reason to judge, to tell him what he should do, while in moral cases it can
be a reason not to do so: because he is her friend, she considers him to be her moral equal,
deserving of respect for his moral autonomy.

I have not wanted to say that respect for moral autonomy and dignity is always, in every
moral case, a reason to withhold judgment. There are certainly moral cases in which it would
be outright paternalistic or arrogant not to judge when asked for advice, and there are non-moral
cases in which a concern for autonomy can be a reason not to judge.*® Suppose, for example,

that Alex always asks Sarah for advice whenever he has to take a decision. In that case, Sarah


http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/21692327.2014.918859

[This is an Accepted Manuscript of an article published by Taylor & Francis in International
Journal of Philosophy and Theology 75/1 (2014), 20-37, available online:
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/21692327.2014.918859.  Please  cite  the
published version only.]

may think it reasonable not to judge even in non-moral cases, because, out of concern for his
autonomy and dignity, Alex has to learn to take decisions. The difference between moral and
non-moral cases is not that the former always ask for autonomous decisions and the latter never
do, but that we expect from others that they are able and willing to take a decision for themselves
in every important moral case and that we want them to have the opportunity to do so, whereas
deference in important non-moral cases is not always problematic. Hence, if Sarah thinks that
to judge would be to take the decision for Alex, because he always immediately acts upon her
judgment, respect for his autonomy and dignity may be a reason not to judge.

Four categories of reasons not to morally judge when asked for, to be morally modest,
have been discussed: meta-ethical reasons, a lack of relevant knowledge or moral competence,
and respect for the advisee’s autonomy and dignity. In many cases, one or more of these reasons
are applicable. Thus it may seem that not many possibilities for moral advice are left. That is at

least what Wittgenstein suggests.

1. Wittgenstein and moral modesty

The topic of moral modesty has only seldom been dealt with by moral philosophers. The reasons
for moral modesty discussed here, however, can all be found at several places in Wittgenstein’s
work. That may be surprising, because Wittgenstein has not written much about moral
philosophy, but I will show how, nevertheless, Wittgenstein points at the need for moral
modesty.

The first category of reasons for moral modesty are the meta-ethical ones. They have to
do with disbelief in the overall possibility of moral knowledge and/or moral expertise. Moral
judgments are personal judgments in the first place, and their value for others is not clear. That
is what Wittgenstein points at when he says, in a conversation with members of the Vienna
Circle recorded by Friedrich Waismann: ‘At the end of my lecture on ethics, | spoke in the first
person. | believe that is quite essential. Here nothing more can be established, | can only appear
as a person speaking for myself.”1’ In ethics, nothing more than speaking for oneself is possible.
Wittgenstein notes in one of his diaries that ‘an ethical sentence is a personal action. Not a
statement of fact. Like an exclamation of admiration.’!® Because ethical sentences are
inherently personal for Wittgenstein, he emphasizes at several occasions that ‘the ethical cannot

be taught’.’® Reporting on a conversation with Wittgenstein, Oets Bouwsma writes: ‘On the
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way up he [Wittgenstein] began talking about teaching ethics. Impossible! He regards ethics as
telling someone what he should do. But how can anyone counsel another?’?°

It should not be concluded from these quotations that Wittgenstein was a meta-ethical
relativist or an emotivist. Because Wittgenstein only rarely wrote or spoke about ethics, because
his remarks on ethics stem from different periods and often seem to contradict each other, many
different meta-ethical positions have been ascribed to him, and one may wonder whether it is
possible or desirable to try to derive a consistent meta-ethical position from his work. What is
important for our purposes is that Wittgenstein clearly accepts meta-ethical reasons for moral
modesty: because a moral judgment is personal, its value for someone else is not immediately
clear, and a certain restraint in judging morally is appropriate. That squares with the fact that
Wittgenstein himself shows such restraint in his work: if he discusses ethics at all, he does so
not so much in his philosophical work (apart from a few passages in the Notebooks and the
Tractatus), but rather in personal documents (letters, diaries) and conversations.

The second category of reasons not to judge relate to a lack of knowledge. Rhees writes:

When I suggested the question whether Brutus’ stabbing Caesar was a noble action (as Plutarch
thought) or a particularly evil one (as Dante thought), Wittgenstein said this was not even
something you could discuss. “You would not know for your life what went on in his mind
before he decided to kill Caesar. What would he have had to feel in order that you should say
that killing his friend was noble?’ Wittgenstein mentioned the question of one of Kierkegaard’s
essays: ‘Has a man a right to let himself be put to death for the truth?’ and he said, ‘For me this
is not even a problem. I don’t know what it would be like to let oneself be put to death for the
truth. I dzon’t know how such a man would have to feel, what state of mind he would be in, and
so forth.?

Wittgenstein suggests here that we cannot form a moral judgment on the question of whether
Brutus’s action was noble or on the question discussed by Kierkegaard, because we lack
knowledge: we do not know what went on in Brutus’s head or what it would be like to let
oneself be put to death for the truth. Not only do we not know these things, Wittgenstein also

doubts whether it is possible for us to know them:

Imagine someone advising another who was in love and about to marry, and pointing out to him
all the things he cannot do if he marries. The idiot! How can one know how these things are in
another man’s life?%

It can safely be concluded that Wittgenstein considers a lack of knowledge to be a reason not

to judge.
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Third, a lack of moral competence or the problem being too difficult may be a reason
not to judge. We may lack moral competence even if we have all possible factual knowledge.
In the Tractatus, Wittgenstein writes: ‘We feel that even if all possible scientific questions be
answered, the problems of life have still not been touched at all.’?® And in the ‘Lecture on
Ethics’:

Suppose one of you were an omniscient person and therefore knew all the movements of all the

bodies in the world dead or alive and that he also knew all the states of mind of all human beings

that ever lived, and suppose this man wrote all he knew in a big book, then this book would
contain the whole description of the world; and what | want to say is, that this book would

contain nothing that we would call an ethical judgment or anything that would logically imply
such a judgment. [...] there will simply be facts, facts, facts, but no Ethics.*

Factual knowledge, however complete, does not automatically lead to moral knowledge, insight
or competence. And even if it does, it always remains possible that, knowledge and competence
notwithstanding, we cannot work out a good moral judgment and hence have to refrain from

judging. This is what Wittgenstein says about Alex’s case:

It may be that he has a deep love for her. And yet he may think that if he were to give up his
work he would be no husband for her. [...] Here we may say that we have all the materials of a
tragedy; and we could only say: ‘Well, God help you.’®

“Well, God help you’ is not a moral judgment, and yet it is, according to Wittgenstein, the only
thing we could say. The case poses a dilemma, it is too difficult to solve. We should not judge
because we cannot.

The fourth category of reasons to be morally modest bears upon respect for the
autonomy and dignity of the advisee. As we have seen, autonomy and dignity are preeminently
at stake in moral cases and often play a much lesser role in non-moral ones. Wittgenstein’s
philosophy allows to explain why that is so. Especially in his early works, he draws a sharp
distinction between the empirical, factual domain (‘facts, facts, facts’) and the non-empirical
domain, and hence also between empirical and non-empirical, for instance aesthetic or moral,
problems.?® If someone has an empirical problem, he struggles as it were with the world. A
careful investigation of the empirical world, for example on the basis of experiments, can help
to solve the problem. If Alex does not know how to insulate his house, a careful investigation
of insulation materials may help: better knowledge of the world, of how the world is and what
the facts are, paves the way to a solution. Facts are the same for everyone. When Sarah says

that ‘To insulate with this material is better for this house than to insulate with that’, it holds


http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/21692327.2014.918859

[This is an Accepted Manuscript of an article published by Taylor & Francis in International
Journal of Philosophy and Theology 75/1 (2014), 20-37, available online:
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/21692327.2014.918859.  Please  cite  the
published version only.]

for everyone. She speaks as an expert. A moral problem is of a totally different kind. Its solution
does not lie in the world: ‘The sense of the world must lie outside the world. [...] In it there is
no value.”?” Someone who struggles with a moral problem does not struggle with the world, but
with himself. A solution (or, as Wittgenstein would prefer, dissolution) of the problem is not to
be found in the world. One does not have to change the world or some facts in the world, one
has to change one’s attitude towards the world.?® In ‘Wittgenstein and Ethics’, Anne-Marie

Christensen writes:

Wittgenstein thus insists on the controversial claim that we cannot account for an ethical
problem by looking at a situation in isolation, because the problem is in fact the result of a
discrepancy or tension between the subject’s expectations of that situation and the way in which
things actually are or turn out to be. The ethically significant change therefore concerns whether
the subject changes the way she relates towards the situation or the people involved, e.g. by
moving from acceptance to rejection or from being involved in something to withdrawing. [...]
he [Wittgenstein] thinks that any attempt to improve the situation is, in a certain sense, ethically
irrelevant.?®

Here again, we see that a moral problem is for Wittgenstein essentially a personal problem.
Hence, it is not difficult to see why it is, much more than an empirical problem, inherently tied
to personal dignity and autonomy.° If Alex would make a serious mistake in an important non-
moral matter, for example in insulating his house, his dignity would not be affected as it would
if he were to make a serious mistake in dealing with the moral question he struggles with. If
someone is ignorant or incompetent in insulation matters or does not care about them, most of
us do not consider his dignity to be seriously affected by that. When it comes to moral matters,
however, we think that Alex somehow has no right to be ignorant, no right not to care.!

To speak morally, for Wittgenstein, is to speak in the first person, which means not to
speak as an expert or an authority, not to speak for someone else, not to say what another should
do, but to speak only for oneself.®? This speaking for oneself is ‘quite essential” in moral matters.
It is a moral right and a moral duty. To refrain from judging when Alex asks for advice may be
a sign of respect for his autonomy and dignity: Sarah sees him as someone who is able to speak
for himself and whose duty to do so she should not release him from. For Wittgenstein, as well
as for Gaita, Alex’s problem is inescapably his.

All categories of reasons for moral modesty can be found at several places in
Wittgenstein’s work. Wittgenstein, to say the least, is sensitive to the need for moral modesty.
Maybe even too sensitive. If, in ethics, one can only speak for oneself, if teaching ethics is

impossible, if a moral judgment requires knowledge of what goes on in other people’s minds,
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if knowledge of how things are in another’s life is impossible to acquire anyway, if even
knowledge of all the facts does not lead to moral knowledge, if ‘Well, God help you’ is the only
thing we can say when asked for advice, then moral modesty seems not just desirable in some
cases, as | have been suggesting, but absolutely required in all moral cases. This leads to the
paradoxical moral advice not to give moral advice. Giving moral advice becomes impossible
or at least undesirable. There is nothing to be said, and ‘whereof one cannot speak, thereof one
must be silent’.3® This may be the reason why ‘men to whom after long doubting the sense of

life became clear, could not then say wherein this sense consisted’.

IIl.  Moral advice without moral judgment?
The question now is: Is moral advice, from a Wittgensteinian perspective, really an
impossibility, as the remarks above suggest? It is useful, in this regard, to reconstruct the story.
Alex asks Sarah for moral advice, but Sarah may have reasons not to judge, to be morally
modest. Wittgenstein radicalizes these reasons to such an extent that morally judging someone
else becomes impossible, that the need for moral modesty becomes absolute. If it is not possible
to judge, then the possibility of moral advice is threatened. What is conspicuous here is that
moral advice is necessarily linked to moral judgment: Sarah cannot give advice because she
cannot judge or she should not give advice because she should not judge. Apparently, there can
be no moral advice without moral judgment. Where does this link between moral advice and
moral judgment come from?

In the beginning of this article, | wrote that the moral philosopher, when confronted with
a moral problem, tries to come to a correct or appropriate moral judgment. The remark then
seemed evident, because it articulates a traditional and widely held conception of the moral
philosopher’s task, or at least of his implicit ideal. Alice Crary confirms this when she mentions
‘the widespread, if also mostly tacit, acceptance of a view of ethics on which it is taken to be
distinguished by a preoccupation with moral judgments’.® If indeed moral philosophers are
typically preoccupied with moral judgments, then they will be inclined to understand the
process of asking and giving moral advice as roughly a three-step process. First, someone asks
for advice. Second, the adviser works out a moral judgment. Third, the adviser judges, that is,
she communicates her judgment to the advisee, unless reasons to be morally modest prevent

her from doing so.
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If anything is characteristic of Wittgenstein, it is his deep and lifelong suspicion of
traditional and widely held conceptions of philosophy and of the philosopher’s task. On moral
philosophy in particular, he told Moritz Schlick that he thought it ‘definitely important to put
an end to all the claptrap about ethics’.®® Given Wittgenstein’s opposition to conventional
claptrap in ethics, to point out that the link between moral advice and moral judgment goes back
to a traditional conception of the moral philosopher’s task is not to justify it, but rather to
necessitate its being put into question. If moral advice does not necessarily go together with
moral judgment, then Wittgenstein’s problems with the latter do not automatically lead to the
impossibility of the former. Is the link necessary? Some philosophical accounts of moral advice
at least suggest that it is. Philosophers dealing with moral advice often focus on ought-
statements. They thereby invite the thought that the ideal answer to a question for moral advice
is an answer of the form ‘You ought to do x’, hence a moral judgment.3” Some accounts of
advice do not presuppose a link with judgment, and thereby allow to put that link into question,
but they are equally vulnerable to the need for moral modesty. Eric Wiland, for example, refers
to Hobbes, who ‘begins his account of advice or ‘counsel’ by noting that the words do this or
do not this are used to give advice’. Wiland, who obscures the differences between non-moral
and moral advice, agrees with Hobbes and concludes that ‘when one person advises another,
she tells him what to do’.®® Similarly, Uri Leibowitz writes that ‘General moral advice is a
statement of the following form: perform action A if and/or only if y’.3® Wiland and Leibowitz
thus propose a shift of the ideal answer to a question for moral advice from ‘You ought to do
x’ to ‘Do x’. But all the reasons we mentioned not to judge, not to tell Alex what he should do,
are also reasons not to command, to tell him what to do. Hence, the shift does nothing to escape
the problem that Wittgenstein’s radicalization of these reasons poses for an account of moral
advice. If moral advice is necessarily of the form ‘Do x’, the need for moral modesty still
threatens to make it impossible.

What we are looking for, then, is a notion of moral advice freed from the ideal of a moral
judgment, a notion which takes the need for moral modesty into account. So far, we have been
focusing on the answer to a question for moral advice. A lesson to learn from Wittgenstein is
that, before trying to answer, we should look carefully at the question. If the ideal answer to a
question for moral advice is “You ought to do x’ or ‘It is right to do x’, or some other moral
judgment, it is natural to understand the question for moral advice, for example Alex’s, as “What

should I do?” or “What ought I to do?’, and that is how we have so far understood it. Moral
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philosophers usually understand that question as if the emphasis were on what: what matters is
what to do, and the question could equally have been ‘What should one do in this situation?’
That is not to say that personal characteristics of the advisee are systematically being
overlooked; on the contrary, these characteristics are mostly taken into serious account. It is to
say, however, that the answer to the question, the moral judgment, is thought to be in principle
transferable to similar persons in similar situations. In that sense, it is not tied to a concrete,
unique person, but at most to a number of (paradoxically impersonal) personal characteristics.
‘What should I do?’, if it is equivalent to ‘What should anyone with personal characteristics
relevantly similar to mine do in this situation?’, makes no sense for Wittgenstein, because moral
questions are, in his view, radically personal. Thus, | needs to be emphasized. From a
Wittgensteinian perspective, it makes sense to ask ‘What should | do?’, but only if someone
struggling with a moral problem asks it to himself. In that case, he may be able to answer it for
himself out of intimate knowledge of himself, of what goes on in his mind. He can, however,
only speak in the first person (just like the men to whom after long doubting the sense of life
became clear could answer the question only for themselves but not for others), because the
answer cannot be taught or meaningfully handed over to others.*® As soon as he asks the
question to another person, that other person has reasons, and in Wittgenstein’s view even a
duty, to be morally modest and to say, for example: ‘How do | know what you should do? How
can | know what goes on in your mind? I cannot speak for you.” As soon as the question is
asked to another person, an apparently unbridgeable gap appears between advisee and adviser.
Therefore, apart from the shift from ‘What should I do?’ to “What should | do?’, needed to do
justice to the personal aspect of moral questions, a second shift is called for. That shift is needed
to recognize the specificity of moral advice, of the fact that a question for moral advice is a
question asked to a concrete other whose opinion or views on a problem the advisee desires to
hear. In that respect, I propose to formulate the question for moral advice as ‘What would you
do?’ If Alex asks Sarah for moral advice, he may not ask in the first place what he should do
(as the question is traditionally understood), although he is of course trying to find out what he
should do, nor what he should do, but what Sarah would do.

Why is it useful for our purposes to shift the question for moral advice to “What would
you do’? If Alex asks Sarah ‘What should I do?’, he asks Sarah for a moral judgment about
what he should do. But if he asks “What would you do?’, does he then not just ask for a moral

judgment about what Sarah thinks she should do in a similar situation, and is an answer to the
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latter question more likely to help him than an answer to the former? And if the latter question
is not a question for a moral judgment, then what kind of answer does it ask for?

‘What would you do?’ is, in contrast to “What should I do?’, a question in the second
person. It presupposes and starts from a connection with that second person, absent in the
neutral ‘What should I/one do?’, a question which can be posted on an internet forum, asked to
anyone who happens to want to answer it. That second person, with whom Alex starts a
conversation on moral matters, is, precisely because he starts such a conversation with her,
apparently someone he trusts enough to ask her a question that is, from a Wittgensteinian
perspective, radically personal. “You’ is not just an ‘other person’: whereas ‘other’ creates or
emphasizes a gap with ‘I’, ‘you’ points at a connection, at familiarity and intimacy. In ‘What
would you do?’, it becomes clear that one does not ask just anyone for moral advice. As Stanley
Cavell rightly remarks, ‘You can’t talk to everyone about everything’.** There is undeniably a
distance between ‘you’ and ‘me’, but as my second person you are the one who is closer to my
first person than a faraway third ‘he’ or ‘she’, an impersonal ‘one’ or a collective ‘we’. That
closeness is of crucial importance, because here moral advice is often distinguished from non-
moral advice. If Alex wants to know how to insulate his house, it does not matter much whether
the question is answered by someone close to him or not, as long as the adviser is an expert. If
Sarah were not an expert, she could reasonably advise him to post his insulation question and
all the information needed to answer it on a specialized internet forum. But if Alex would ask
her for moral advice, and Sarah would answer ‘Maybe you should post your question on an
internet forum’, Alex will probably not regard that as a good hint. On the contrary, he may think
that her answer displays a lack of respect. He asks her for moral advice because he wants to
know what she thinks about it, and he does not care much about what experts or anonymous
internet users think. To ask Sarah for moral advice is to emphasize her closeness to him and to
recognize the value she has for him. It is at the same time to recognize her reasons to be morally
modest: Alex knows that Sarah does not know exactly what goes on in his mind, he knows that
she is fallible in moral matters as everyone is, he knows that she may want him to take the
decision himself, and still he asks her for advice. He expects her not to say straightaway what
he should do, not to simply tell him what to do. Suppose he asks Sarah for advice and she
answers unhesitatingly: ‘You should leave your wife for this and this reason.” He will probably
neither expect nor like such an answer, because it threatens to affect his status as her moral

equal, his moral autonomy and dignity. He may have been thinking about the complex question

13


http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/21692327.2014.918859

[This is an Accepted Manuscript of an article published by Taylor & Francis in International
Journal of Philosophy and Theology 75/1 (2014), 20-37, available online:
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/21692327.2014.918859.  Please  cite  the
published version only.]

for months, maybe years, and she, when asked for advice, easily comes to an unequivocal
conclusion. ‘No, it’s not that simple’, he will think. Sarah has not understood what he has asked
her for.

If indeed Alex’s question can better be understood as ‘What would you do?’ than as
‘What should I do?’, and if the former is not necessarily a question for moral judgment, then
what kind of answer does it ask for? First of all, the question can be answered within a
Wittgensteinian framework: the need for moral modesty does not threaten to make answering
it impossible, as it does with ‘What should I do?” Sarah may be a relativist or an emotivist, she
may lack moral competence or relevant knowledge, but that does not prevent her from saying
what she would do. ‘“What would you do?’ does not lead to problems with dignity or autonomy:
Sarah does not tell Alex what he should do and leaves the decision entirely to him.

A good answer to a question for moral advice, in the light of our Wittgensteinian
approach, is what I will call ‘clarifying a moral perspective’ or ‘showing a moral world’. In

‘Speaking for Oneself. Wittgenstein on Ethics’, Matthew Pianalto writes in that regard:

What we are looking for is a description of the other person’s perspective on the situation. This
description might include other evaluative terms, as well as a description of what this person
takes to be the relevant features (i.e. facts) of the situation. We want to know what world this
person is living in.*
The adviser shows the advisee, from her moral world (which might be strictly personal, but will
in most cases cross or overlap with the advisee’s moral world, since the advisee presupposes a
certain closeness in his asking the question to the adviser), how that moral world enables her to
deal with moral problems. She points at what is important and valuable in that world, where the
emphases are. Johnston remarks that, in contrast to specific justifications and proofs asked for
in empirical arguments, moral talk can best be understood against the background of ‘a lifetime
of thought, reflection’ and ‘the entirety of the individual’s experience’.** Showing a moral
world is not aiming to offer a direct solution to the advisee’s dilemma, for example in the form
of a moral judgment. As Barry Stroud writes: ‘Treating a question is not the same as answering
it. Answering it might be the worst thing to do with it. | believe that happens in philosophy.’*
The ideal is not a solution, but a confrontation, not with the adviser’s capacity to solve other
people’s moral problems, but with another moral world. No ready-made solutions for the
advisee’s problem can be found in that world, because it is another world, different from the

advisee’s, in which other things have other meanings. Rather, it shows possibilities to deal with
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moral problems. To show a moral world is to offer insight into one’s moral activity, an insight
that may be rather clouded than clarified by drawing general, impersonal conclusions.*®

In the Tractatus, Wittgenstein constantly plays with the idea of things which cannot be
said, but can be shown.*® In clarifying her moral perspective, the adviser does not only show or
throw light upon her own moral world, trying to make it accessible or possible for the advisee,
she thereby also puts the advisee’s moral world, his moral self-image, into another perspective.
Wittgenstein writes: ‘I must be nothing more than the mirror in which my reader sees his own
thinking with all its deformities & with this assistance can set it in order.’*” In the frame of the
mirror, the problem gets a new background. To place problems in new surroundings, to give
them new backgrounds, to compare them to problems they have not been previously compared
with in order to see new contrasts and similarities with other problems and situations is,
according to Wittgenstein, exactly what we should do with philosophical problems in general.*8
In the mirror of another’s moral thinking, the adviser can see his own moral thinking anew,
from a distance which makes a fuller understanding possible. Someone who looks in a mirror
is sometimes struck by what he sees, like someone who hears his voice on the radio or sees
photographs of himself. Just like photographs can lead to someone’s adapting his own self-
image, a moral dialogue in which the adviser clarifies his moral world and thereby puts the
advisee’s in perspective, may help the latter to adjust his moral self-image.*® The adviser’s
perspective does not function as a model to which the advisee’s has to adapt his, but as, in
Wittgenstein’s words, an ‘object of comparison’, a yardstick he can put next to his problem,

making it possible to assess it differently or to be confirmed in his evaluation of it.>°

IV. A Wittgensteinian approach to moral advice: advantages and examples

If we want to save the possibility of moral advice within a Wittgensteinian framework, we have
to disconnect moral advice from moral judgment, and to put into question not only the third
(‘the adviser judges’), but also the second step in traditional accounts of moral advice,
articulating the task of the moral philosopher. That step is often thought to be evident, but, as
the motto of this article makes clear, Wittgenstein considers the winner of the philosophical
race to be the one who can run most slowly: ‘Where others go on ahead, I remain standing.”>!
Making explicit a step which is often taken for granted has allowed us to shift the question for

moral advice, which has mostly been understood as a self-directed “What should I do?’ or as an
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impersonal ‘What should one do?’, to the other-directed “What would you do?’ That question
has several advantages over ‘What should I do?’. First, it can be answered when the need for
moral modesty is maximally taken into account. Second, it respects the dialogical character of
situations in which moral advice is asked for and invites not just an anonymous expert, but a
respected and nearby other to put the advisee’s moral world into perspective.®? The ideal of
moral advice is no longer the adviser’s judgment on his situation, but her clarification of it.
The third advantage of a Wittgensteinian approach to moral advice is that it avoids ‘the
dogmatism into which we fall so easily in doing philosophy’, which Wittgenstein so deeply
resented, in two ways.*® First, in clarifying the situation of the advisee without judging it, the
adviser aims to help the advisee to find out and decide what he should do, but avoids the
dogmatic bluntness which often goes together with a moral judgment. It thus avoids what can
best be described as moralism. Stanley Cavell, Cora Diamond and Alice Crary, among others,
have pointed at the risk of moralism for judgment-driven approaches of moral philosophy.>*
Second, a Wittgensteinian approach to moral advice yields a possible conception of moral
advice, not a dogmatic definition or theory which tells us how we must think about it, a
conception which incarnates in particular the possibility to disconnect moral advice from the
ideal of a moral judgment. Such a disconnection is the kind of result that Wittgenstein expects
philosophers to achieve. He compares philosophical investigations to arranging the books of a
library: the books belonging together are being put together, the books not belonging together

are being put on different shelves:

But some of the greatest achievements in philosophy could only be compared with taking up
some books which seemed to belong together, and putting them on different shelves; nothing
more being final about their positions than that they no longer lie side by side. The onlooker
who doesn’t know the difficulty of the task might well think in such a case that nothing at all
had been achieved.*

There are countless ways of ordering books and, depending on the purpose of an arrangement,
some books will sometimes be classified together and sometimes not. Moral advice, to be sure,
can go together with moral judgment. What is important for Wittgenstein is to show that books
which are always being put together and always being relocated together, such as moral advice
and moral judgment, do not necessarily belong together.%® Given the risk of moralism, putting
them together is not only unnecessary, but sometimes also undesirable.

The fourth advantage of a Wittgensteinian approach to moral advice is that it highlights

an important aspect of our everyday understanding of ‘advice’, an aspect which philosophical
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accounts, as far as they try to describe and understand our everyday understanding of morality,
have largely overlooked.®>” The first synonym for advice proposed by the Oxford Dictionary of
English is ‘guidance’.® Is a good guide, for example, necessarily someone who tells people
what they should do? A travel guidebook may of course have sections like ‘Ten things you
should do in Japan’, but could giving useful information, providing maps, telling stories about
the history of the country, etc. not count as guidance, as advice?*® Is a good guide not someone
or something that helps someone else ‘to form an opinion or make a decision’?% And if it is, if
what the advisee needs is ‘help in figuring out what to do’, then why would such help have to
come in the form of a judgment?®! The original sense of advice was ‘way of looking at
something, judgment’.%? The last part has often been emphasized in philosophy, the first is
prominent in a Wittgensteinian conception of advice, in which the adviser shows the advisee
how she looks at his problem and thereby articulates possible ways of seeing it. Edward
Hinchman is one of the few philosophers who leave room for such a conception: ‘Advising is
sometimes just [...] giving him strategically useful information, encouraging his flagging
spirits, making vivid what he wishes to forget.”®® The same holds for D. Z. Phillips, who
explicitly recognizes the need for moral modesty out of respect for the other’s moral autonomy

in a passage reminiscent of Wittgenstein’s answer to Rhees:

If we ask, “What advice could the bystanders give which would count as moral advice?” we can
see that there are many possibilities. Here are some which come readily to mind. [...]
Bystander H argues: ‘I do not propose to give positive advice. A man’s life may be at stake
whatever you do. | am prepared to clarify the issues involved as | see them, but you must draw
your own moral conclusion.”®

Let us, by way of conclusion, return to our example. Which good or appropriate answers
to Alex’s question, excluded by a conception of moral advice as necessarily linked to moral
judgment, does a Wittgensteinian conception allow for? Possibilities, in certain circumstances
evidently far more delicate and appropriate than a rude ‘You should leave your wife’ are: ‘If I
were you, | would leave her’ or simply ‘I would leave her’, ‘I’m terribly sorry, but I cannot help
you with this, I really see no solution’, ‘Maybe you could see it like this’, Wittgenstein’s ‘Well,
God help you’, ‘You will regret it if you do not leave her, but you will save many lives if you
continue your research’.%® Some will undoubtedly claim, starting from the presupposition that
moral advice always comes in the form of moral judgments, that these answers may not look
like moral judgments at first sight, but are concealed judgments nevertheless, ways of softening

things a bit.®® A Wittgensteinian conception of moral advice does not need such a move. It
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allows to take the answers at face value, for what they are, and thus avoids that an adviser who
gives appropriate answers, recognizing the delicacy of the question, has to be seen as concealing
things, as being somehow untrue to what he really wants to say. Another strategy would be to
see the answers as second-best answers, illustrating that we have failed to reach an unequivocal
conclusion in the form of a judgment. But suppose that Sarah tells Alex how she dealt with her
parents’ divorce, how she felt and what she did, thus guiding Alex through parts of her moral
world. Or suppose that she redescribes his situation in such a way that he no longer feels
compelled to think of it as a dilemma.®’ Could that not be exactly the kind of answer Alex is
looking for? To call it a failure would be, in that case, to grossly mischaracterize it. If Sarah
would answer, for example, ‘I’m terribly sorry, but I really see no solution, let’s talk about it
again soon’, her answer could mean for Alex that someone whom he values and respects
recognizes his struggle, understands that his problem is to be very carefully dealt with and is
prepared to suffer it with him. That that is often what a question for moral advice asks for,
rather than a moral judgment, is something we probably all understand. Philosophical accounts
of moral advice, however, have somehow overlooked or at least underemphasized it. The

Wittgensteinian approach to moral advice presented here attempts to make up for that.
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352). Wittgenstein famously remarks that ‘When philosophers use a word [...], one must always
ask oneself: is the word ever actually used in the language in which it is at home? — What we do is
to bring words back from their metaphysical to their everyday use’ (Philosophical Investigations, §
116).

58 Soanes and Stevenson, Oxford Dictionary, 24.

59 Merriam Webster’s online dictionary has ‘input’ as a synonym for advice. See
http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/advice. Accessed April 14, 2014.

60 Soanes and Stevenson, Oxford Dictionary, 771. Kiesewetter recognizes this when he writes that
‘advice aims at improving the agent’s decision situation, e.g., by providing additional information’
(““Ought’ and the Perspective,” 10).

61 Wiland, “Advice and Moral Objectivity,” 14.

62 Soanes and Stevenson, Oxford Dictionary, 24.

63 Hinchman, “Advising as Inviting,” 355.

64 Phillips, “Possibilities of Moral Advice,” 39.

65 I defined what I mean by ‘moral judgment’ in the beginning of the article. I readily agree that
this definition of ‘moral judgment’, although I take it to be widely (if mostly implicitly) held, is not
the only possible definition. It can be understood as rather narrow, and | would like to thank an
anonymous referee for pointing out that an Aristotelian understanding of ‘moral judgment’ is much
broader and allows for ‘If I were you, I would leave her’ to be a moral judgment. On a broad
definition or understanding of ‘moral judgment’, however, one tends to see every form of moral
thought as consisting of moral judgments. Hence, the possibility of moral advice without moral
judgment is excluded a priori. Yet, the problem for accounts of moral advice discussed in the article
remains: philosophical accounts of moral advice often assume that the ideal form of moral advice is
“You ought to do x’ (or ‘Do x’) and thereby overlook that, for example, “You will regret it if you do
not leave her, but you will save many lives if you continue your research’ may also be a perfectly
appropriate answer. | have conceptualized this difference in the article as a difference between
‘moral advice with moral judgment’ on the one hand and ‘moral advice without moral judgment’
on the other. If one takes both answers to include or be judgments, the difference has to be
conceptualized differently, for example as ‘direct moral advice’ versus ‘indirect moral advice’. (I
have not opted for the latter distinction, because it suggests that indirect moral advice is a roundabout
way of saying something which can as well be put more directly, that it is lacking something or fails
in a certain respect.) | do not object to different conceptualizations of the distinction. The important
point is not so much that ‘If I were you, I would leave her’ is not a moral judgment (because what
is and what is not a moral judgment is indeed not wholly clear), but rather that it may be an
appropriate answer to a question for moral advice, which is something that philosophical accounts
of moral advice tend to overlook, because they often presuppose that the ideal answer to such
questions is of the form “You ought to do x’ or ‘Do x’.

66 Leibowitz admits that, although he takes the general form of moral advice to be ‘perform action
A if and/or only if y’, ‘we sometimes give/receive advice in different forms; e.g., ‘think about the
consequences’, or ‘if I were you, | would do A’. But strictly speaking these forms of advice do not
help us decide which action to perform; they could be helpful if they are understood as shorthand
for something like the following: ‘think about the consequences, and perform the action that you
believe would lead to the best possible consequences’; and ‘Perform action A if you want to perform
that action that I would have performed if I were you’. So even if moral advice does not explicitly
take the form: perform action A if and/or only if vy, we should be able to restate it in this format.
[...] Minimally, moral advice should have the proper form — namely, perform action A if and/or
only if y’ (“Moral Advice,” 351).

67 See, for this suggestion, Diamond, “What if x”.
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