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CHAPTER 2: MORAL PHILOSOPHY (UNIT 2) (Michael Lacewing)

Key concepts
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· normative ethics
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· utilitarianism

· happiness
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· cognitivism
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INTRODUCTION

Moral philosophy is the attempt to think critically about right and wrong, good and bad. There are three different ways we can think about these ideas. 

First, we can think about whether a particular action or type of action is right or wrong. Is abortion right or wrong? Is euthanasia right or wrong? Is it right to treat other animals as food? This type of thinking is practical ethics. 

How are we to find the answers to these types of questions? Normative ethics, the second way to think about right and wrong, good and bad, develops general theories about what is right and what is good which we can use in practical cases. One such theory, utilitarianism, claims that the only thing that is good is happiness. Everything else that is good is only good because it contributes to happiness. It also claims that the right thing to do is whatever will bring about the most good – i.e. the most happiness. By contrast, deontological theories claim that some actions, e.g. murder, are just wrong, no matter how happy it might make people. It claims that what is right is not to be defined in terms of what is good. You have probably heard both these views expressed in conversation. A third view we will look at is virtue theory. This claims that the question ‘what is a good person?’ is more fundamental than the question ‘what should I do?’. If you knew what it was to be a good person, then you would know what a good person would do. A good person leads a good life. So in order to know what sort of person a good person is, we need to understand what a good life for people is.

The third way to think critically about right and wrong, good and bad, is metaethics. ‘Meta-’ is a Greek word meaning ‘above’, ‘beyond’, or ‘after’. In this case, metaethics is the study of the very ideas of right and wrong, good and bad, the concepts that ethics takes for granted. For example, if I say that abortion is wrong, am I making a statement that can be true or false in the same way that it is a true (or false) statement that you are holding this book in your hand? Or am I expressing a command, such as 'Do not commit abortion'? Or am I expressing a feeling, perhaps one that is shared with other people, but still just a feeling? Metaethics investigates whether terms like ‘right’ and ‘wrong’, ‘good’ and ‘bad’, correspond to facts about the world or whether they are simply expressions of human feeling.

Practical ethics is about what it is right or wrong to do, considering a particular type of action. Normative ethics provides theories about what is good or bad and what it is right or wrong to do in general. Metaethics is not about what to do at all; it is about the nature of the concepts ‘right’ and ‘wrong’, ‘good’ and ‘bad’, what they mean, and what their origin is.

A final note: throughout this chapter I talk about actions being right or wrong, good or bad. But of course, failing to act in a particular way can be just as good or bad as acting in a particular way. There are some actions which we should not fail to do, like feeding our children, and some actions we should never normally do, like murder. So whenever I talk of ‘actions’, I mean to cover ‘omissions’ as well.

Normative Ethics

Deontological Views

Deontologists believe that what is right or wrong is a matter of duty. We have moral duties to do things which it is right to do and moral duties not to do things which it is wrong to do. So far this might sound obvious. But what is ‘duty’?

Deontologists deny that whether something is right or wrong depends on its consequences (see ‘One example, three theories’ on p. xxx). A good way to understand deontological views, therefore, is by looking at the importance they give to actions in their own right, independent of consequences. It is something about any particular action that makes it right or wrong in itself. How can we tell whether an action is right or wrong in itself? 
Intuitionists believe that there are many things that can make an action right or wrong, and we have to use our moral intuition to tell what these are. We shall discuss intuitionism further in the section META-ETHICS: COGNITIVISM. Other theories derive duties from reason or from the commands of God. 

[INSERT TEXT BOX

One example, three theories

My friend has not done her homework on time, and in order to avoid getting into trouble, she has decided to stay at home, pretending that she is sick. She can get the homework done today and bring it tomorrow – and then no one will know that she didn’t do it on time. She has asked me to lie for her, to tell the teacher that she is sick. Should I lie? 

An act utilitarian might say that lying in this case is not wrong, because no one is hurt. In fact, it will save my friend from getting into trouble. If no other harm is done (let’s suppose I’m a good liar and won’t get caught), lying might not only be permissible, I would be wrong not to lie. But an act utilitarian could also say this doesn’t take the longer term consequences into account. This act might encourage both me and my friend to take lying too lightly, and we will lie in the future when it does have bad consequences. If this were true, I shouldn’t lie.

A deontologist would say that we shouldn’t look at the consequences of the lie, we should look at lying – the action – itself. If we have a moral duty not to lie, and deontologists normally argue we do, then we should not lie, even though the consequences of telling the truth may be more painful.

A virtue theorist would consider the virtues of honesty and of loyalty to one’s friends. Someone who is honest does not lie over trivial matters. And loyalty to my friend means I have her good at heart: if I lie for her, am I encouraging her not to take responsibility for her choices? She will also miss a day of school. Perhaps I would be a better friend if I support her in coming to school and telling the truth.

END TEXT BOX]

God and Duty

One reason for believing that certain types of action are right or wrong in themselves is because God has commanded us to do or not to do them. In order to discover what is right and wrong, we need to discover what God has commanded. There are different ways that we might come to know what God commands. One way is through divine revelation – at some point, God has actually told somebody, and, very often, they have written it down as Scripture. This is the model of the Ten Commandments. Each commandment tells us that a particular action is right or wrong (‘Honour your parents’, ‘Do not commit adultery’, and so on), and the tradition is that God revealed these moral laws to Moses.

Another way is through natural law. St Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274) argued that we can discover what is right and wrong through nature – through the way the natural world is and through human nature, especially reason. For example, every action that we want to do, we want to do for some end or purpose, something that we find good about it (even if we are mistaken). It is natural, then, to desire what is good. This is part of natural law, that we seek what is good. Likewise, reason naturally seeks knowledge and truth, and when applied to actions, reason seeks harmony with other people. Our desires and our reason were created by God to seek what is good, and this is the way that we come to learn what God has commanded as right or wrong. This is not always easy, since this knowledge may require careful thought and wisdom or even further revelation from God.

Certain types of action, then, are in accordance with human nature and reason, and these are morally right. Other types of action are wrong, because they are not in accordance with human nature and reason. For example, Aquinas argues that lying goes against the nature of reason to seek the truth and that sexual practices that are not related to procreation go against the natural use of our reproductive organs.

Kant: Duties Are Determined By Reason

Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) argued that moral principles could be derived from practical reason (reasoning applied to practical matters) alone – no other standard, such as human nature or God’s commands, is necessary. To understand his claim, we need to put some premises in place.

First, Kant believed that, as rational animals, we don’t just ‘do things’, we make choices. Whenever we make a choice, we act on a maxim. Maxims are our personal principles that guide our choices, e.g. ‘to have as much fun as possible’, ‘to marry only someone I truly love’. All our choices have some maxim or other behind them, which explains our reasons for that particular choice.

Second, morality is a set of ‘laws’ – rules, principles – that are the same for everyone and that apply to everyone. If this is true, it must be possible that everyone could act morally (even if it is very unlikely that they will).

Kant uses this idea to devise a clever test for whether acting on a particular maxim is right or wrong. Here’s an example of how it works: Let us say that you want a gift to take to a party, but you can’t afford it, so you steal it from the shop. What maxim have you acted on? Something like: 'To steal something I want if I can’t afford it'. Kant says this can only be the right thing to do if everyone could do it, because it must be possible for everyone to do what is right. In his terms, 'Act only on that maxim through which you can at the same time will that it should become a universal law' (Kant 1785: 84). 

If we could all just help ourselves to whatever we wanted, the idea of ‘owning’ things would disappear. But if I don’t own something – like the things in my shop – you can’t really ‘steal’ them from me. You can only steal something if it isn’t yours. Stealing assumes that people own things, and people can only own things if they don’t all go around helping themselves whenever they want. So it is logically impossible for everyone to steal things just because they can’t afford them. And so stealing the gift is wrong.

Kant called his test the Categorical Imperative. An imperative is just a command. Morality commands us to act in certain ways. The command is categorical because we can’t take it or leave it. It is not just morally wrong to disobey, Kant thought, it is also irrational. It must be possible for all rational animals to choose to behave rationally. So choosing to behave in a way that it is impossible for everyone to follow is irrational. So we must obey the Categorical Imperative because it is irrational not to.

So now we know what our duty is. It is our duty only to act on maxims that can be universalized.

It is very important to realize that Kant does not claim that an action (e.g. stealing) is wrong because we wouldn’t like the consequences if everyone did it. His test is not whether we would like our personal maxim to be a universal law. His test is whether we could choose for our personal maxim to be a universal law. His test is about what it is possible to choose, not what we like to choose.
Questions for discussion

What is the Categorical Imperative? Why does Kant claim it is irrational to disobey the Categorical Imperative?

Now for Kant, the idea of ‘duty’ applies not only to right actions, but also to a particular kind of motive. Much of the time we do things just because we want to; and most of these things it is also morally permissible to do. Since we are doing them just because we want to, there is nothing particularly praiseworthy about doing them. Kant argued that our actions are morally worthy only if we do them ‘from a sense of duty’, i.e. we do them because it is our duty to do them. Our motive is to comply with what it is our duty to do. Kant compares two shopkeepers who both give correct change. The first is honest because he is scared of being caught if he tries to cheat his customers. The second is honest because it is morally right to be honest. Both do what is morally right. But only the second, says Kant, deserves our praise.

Criticisms of Kant’s Theory

There have been many criticisms made of Kant’s theory. I shall consider just three popular ones here.

First, couldn’t any action be justified on Kant’s theory, as long as we phrase the maxim cleverly? In stealing the gift, I could claim that my maxim is 'To steal gifts from large shops and when there are seven letters in my name (Michael)'. Universalizing this maxim, only people with seven letters in their name can steal only gifts and only from large shops. The case would apply so rarely that there would be no general breakdown in the concept of private property. So it would be perfectly possible for this law to apply to everyone. Kant’s response is that his theory is concerned with my actual maxim, not some made-up one. It is not actually part of my choice that my name has seven letters, or perhaps even that it is a gift I steal (some people do, however, have ‘principles’ about only stealing from large shops). If I am honest with myself, I have to admit that it is a question of my taking what I want when I can’t afford it. For Kant’s test to work, we must be honest with ourselves about what our maxims are.

Second, Kant’s test delivers some strange results. Say I am a hard-working shop-assistant, who hates the work. One happy Saturday I win the lottery, and I vow 'never to sell anything to anyone again, but only ever to buy'. This is perhaps eccentric, but it doesn’t seem morally wrong. But it cannot be universalized. If no one ever sold things, how could anyone buy them? It is logically impossible, which makes it wrong according to Kant’s test. So perhaps it is not always wrong to do things which requires other people do the opposite. But then how can we tell when we must universalize our maxims, and when it is okay if they cannot be universalized?

Third, Kant is wrong about good motives. Surely, if I do something nice for you, like visit you in hospital, because I like you, that is also a morally worthy action. Much of the time we do good things because we feel warmly towards the people we benefit. Kant denies that this motive is good enough. We have to want to benefit people because it is our duty to so. Some philosophers have thought this doctrine, putting duty above feelings in our motives, is somehow inhuman.

There is one aspect of deontology that I haven’t discussed yet, viz. the importance of respect. I will say more about this when discussing euthanasia.

Related examination question
(Part b) Explain and illustrate one criticism of a deontological approach to ethics. (15 marks ) (2003)

Utilitarianism

Jeremy Bentham (1748-1832) is usually thought of as the father of utilitarianism. His main principle of ethics, which is known as the ‘principle of utility’ or ‘greatest happiness principle’, is ‘that principle which approves or disapproves of every action whatsoever, according to the tendency which it appears to have to augment or diminish the happiness of the party whose interest is in question’ (Bentham 1789: 34). Or again, ‘that principle which states the greatest happiness of all those whose interest is in question, as being the right and proper…end of human action’ (Bentham 1789: 33, n. 1).

If we simplify this a little, we can say that utilitarianism claims that happiness is the only good, and that an action is right if it leads to the greatest happiness of all those it affects, i.e. if it maximises happiness. Otherwise, the action is wrong. (This definition is only true for act utilitarianism. I will consider rule utilitarianism later.) The greatest happiness should be the goal of our actions, what we hope to bring about. Our actions are judged not ‘in themselves’, but in terms of what consequences they have.

It is important to notice that ‘greatest happiness’ is comparative (great, greater, greatest). If an action leads to the greatest happiness of those it affects, no other action taken at that time could have led to greater happiness. So an action is right only if, out of all the actions you could have done, this action leads to more happiness than any other.

Hedonistic and Ideal Utilitarianism

Bentham’s idea of happiness is pleasure and the absence of pain. This theory of happiness is called hedonism. Bentham thought that it is possible to measure pleasures and pains and add them up on a single scale. His scheme for doing this is the felicific calculus. If a pleasure is more intense, will last longer, is more certain to occur, will happen sooner rather than later, or will produce in turn many other pleasures and few pains, it counts for more. In thinking what to do, you also need to take into account how many people will be affected (the more you affect positively, and the fewer you affect negatively, the better). The total amount of happiness produced is the sum total of everyone’s pleasures produced minus the sum total of everyone’s pains. Whichever action produces the greatest happiness is the right action.

John Stuart Mill (1806-73), the son of James Mill, a close friend and disciple of Jeremy Bentham, rejected Bentham’s ideas on happiness. He pointed out that there is a whole deeper dimension to human experience that is missing in Bentham’s account. There is no mention of love of honour, beauty, order, or freedom, and 'If [Bentham] thought at all of any of the deeper feelings of human nature, it was but as idiosyncrasies of taste' (Mill 1838: 101).

Rather than all types of pleasure being of equal weight, Mill thought that some pleasures – the pleasures of thought, feeling, and imagination – were ‘higher’ than others. As long as our physical needs are met, Mill claims, we would prefer to experience a higher pleasure over any amount of lower pleasure. And this is what makes it a higher pleasure, that everyone who is ‘competently acquainted’ with both sorts of pleasure prefers this pleasure to another sort of pleasure. In introducing this distinction between higher and lower pleasures, Mill rejects the felicific calculus, and adds the element of quality to the quantitative analysis of happiness that Bentham puts forward.

Another way Mill argues for his theory of higher pleasures is by comparing a human being with a pig. As human beings, we are able to experience pleasures of deep personal relationships, art, and creative thought that pigs are not. But these very capacities also mean we can experience terrible pain, boredom, dissatisfaction. Yet we don’t think that this possibility would be a good reason for choosing to be a well-looked-after pig, rather than a human being. ‘It is better to be a human being dissatisfied than a pig satisfied’ (Mill 1863: 260). This must mean that quantity of pleasure is not the only factor in our happiness. The quality of the pleasure is important, too.

Some philosophers have argued that Mill’s idea of higher pleasures actually introduces ideals into his account of happiness, so that happiness is composed of more than pleasure and the absence of pain. It is not the pleasure the ideal brings which is important, but the ideal itself. This interpretation or development of Mill’s theory is known as ideal utilitarianism.

Related examination question

(Part a) Briefly distinguish between ideal and hedonistic utilitarianism. (6 marks) (2003)

Preference and Negative Utilitarianism

A third variation on utilitarianism claims that it is not happiness as pleasure that we should try to maximise. It is the satisfaction of people’s preferences. There are two reasons usually given for preferring talk about preferences to talk about pleasure. First, it is more difficult to know how much pleasure someone experiences than whether their preference has been satisfied. So it is easier to count up preference satisfaction than pleasure. Second, it can be right to satisfy someone’s preferences even when they don’t know this has happened, and so don’t derive any pleasure from it. For example, I can want you to look after my ant farm when I die. Suppose you don’t derive any pleasure from looking after ants, but you don’t mind either, and suppose ants don’t experience pleasure either. According to preference utilitarianism, you should still look after my ants, rather than kill them, even though no one gets any pleasure from it.

A fourth variation, known as negative utilitarianism, claims that maximizing the good – happiness – is not as important as minimizing the bad – suffering and unhappiness. On Bentham’s formulation, these are supposedly the same thing (to decrease pain is to increase happiness). But negative utilitarianism counts suffering more heavily than happiness. Our main priority, in acting morally, is to decrease the suffering in the world. Bentham, by contrast, would give equal priority to decreasing suffering and increasing pleasure.

Act and Rule Utilitarianism

So far we have considered the greatest happiness principle as applying to actions. Act utilitarianism, we have said, states that an action is right if it maximises happiness. But this faces two important objections.

First, how can we know or work out the consequences of an action, to discover whether it maximises happiness or not? If the felicific calculus – or anything like it – isn’t ridiculous, it is at least very difficult to actually apply. How do I know exactly how happy each person affected by my action will be? However, notice that Bentham does not say that an action is right if it actually maximises happiness. He says it is right according to ‘the tendency which it appears to have’ to maximise happiness. We don’t need to be able to work things out precisely. An action is right if we can reasonably expect that it will maximise happiness.

This still means we have to be able to work things out roughly. Mill thought this was still too demanding. Happiness is ‘much too complex and indefinite’ (Mill 1838: 119) a standard to apply directly to actions. But we don’t need to try, because over time, people have automatically, through trial and error, worked out which actions tend to produce happiness. This is what our inherited moral rules actually are: ‘tell the truth’, ‘don’t steal’, and ‘keep your promises’ are embodiments of the wisdom of humanity that lying, theft, and false promising tend to lead to unhappiness.

Mill called these moral rules ‘secondary principles’ (Mill 1863: 278). It is only in cases of conflict between secondary principles (e.g. if by telling the truth you break your promise) that we need to apply the greatest happiness principle directly. Some philosophers argue that Mill’s secondary principles are rules of thumb, i.e. not strict rules that we must follow, but helpful guidance in our thoughts about what to do.

The second criticism of act utilitarianism is that no type of action is ruled out as immoral. If torturing a small child produces the greatest happiness, then it is right to torture a small child. Suppose I am part of a group of child abusers who really enjoy torturing small children. But, for whatever reason, we only find and torture abandoned children. Only the child suffers pain (no one else knows about our activities). But we all derive a great deal of happiness. So more happiness is produced by our torturing the child than not, so it is morally right. This is clearly the wrong answer.

If we didn’t apply the greatest happiness principle to actions, neither of these criticisms would work. Rule utilitarians argue that we should adopt those rules which, if everybody followed them, would lead to the greatest happiness (compared to any other rules). An action is right if it complies with those rules. Clearly, the rule forbidding torture of children will cause more happiness if everyone followed it than the rule allowing torture of children. So it is wrong to torture children.

An objection to rule utilitarianism is that it amounts to ‘rule-fetishism’. The point of the rules is to bring about the greatest happiness. But what if I know that, for example, lying in a particular situation will produce more happiness than telling the truth? It seems pointless to tell the truth, causing unhappiness, just because a rule says we should tell the truth, when the whole point of following that rule was to bring about happiness. It seems that there should be an exception to the rule in this case. But then whenever a particular action causes more happiness by breaking a rule than by following it, we should do that action. And then we are back with act utilitarianism, weighing up the consequences of each action in turn.

I end with an objection that applies to all utilitarian theories. They weigh the unhappiness of one person against the happiness of another, whether this is in deciding which action to do or which rule to adopt. We are not concerned with people as individuals, but as ‘receptacles’ for happiness. The distribution of that happiness – who gets happy by how much – is irrelevant. The objection is that this does not show the proper respect to people that they deserve as individuals.

Questions for discussion

What are the main differences between act and rule utilitarianism? Which theory is more plausible? Can any form of utilitarianism successfully answer the objections raised above?

Virtue Theory

The distinct claim of virtue theory is that the question ‘how shall I be?’ comes before the question ‘what should I do?’. We can only know what to do when we have figured out what type of person a morally good, or virtuous, person is. An action is right, roughly, if it is an action that a virtuous person would do. A virtuous person is someone who has the virtues, morally good traits of character. A right action, then, will express morally good traits of character, and this is what makes it right. Telling the truth expresses honesty, standing up to a bully expresses courage, and so on. Our main aim, therefore, should be to develop the virtues, because then we will know what it is right to do and we will want to do it. 

Plato’s Theory

In his most famous work The Republic, Plato (c. 429-c. 347 BC) argued that the soul has three ‘parts’: reason, ‘thumos’ or ‘spirit’, and desire. (We don’t have a good word to translate what Plato meant by thumos. But we still sometimes use the word ‘spirit’ in a similar sense, when we say that an athlete showed real spirit, or that a politician gave a spirited response to criticism.) Each part has its own distinct virtue, and there is a fourth virtue for the soul as a whole. The virtue of reason is wisdom (sometimes traditionally translated as prudence), the virtue of spirit is courage, the virtue of desire is self-control. If reason rules the soul with wisdom, so that spirit moves us to courageously do what is right, and we only desire what is right, then the soul as a whole is just.

Plato developed this theory in response to the question ‘why should we be just?’. Is the only reason not to cheat people because we might get caught? Plato argued that justice was its own reward, and that to understand why we should be just, we needed to understand what justice was. A just person, who – of course – would not act unjustly, is someone with a just soul. When our souls are just, they are in the right state, every part as it is meant to be, ‘healthy’. And if my soul is in a bad, unhealthy state, the person who suffers most is me. The desire for material wealth that leads me to cheat someone, for example, is out of control. If my desires are out of control, I can feel ‘driven’, ‘forced’ to do things by the strength of those desires. If I brought them under control, I would not want to act unjustly. And this state of the soul would be good for me; I will be calm and able to choose well.

But how do I know that cheating someone is wrong (unjust) in the first place? Plato argued that if you are wise, then you know what is good and what is bad. There are ‘eternal Forms’ for good and bad, and wisdom is knowledge of these (see the Analogy of the Cave, discussed in Book VII). It is very unclear in Plato’s argument, though, how having knowledge of something as abstract as the Forms can really help us in practical life.

These four virtues – wisdom, courage, self-control, and justice – became known as the ‘cardinal’ virtues. Plato put a lot of emphasis on the role of reason in the virtuous person. Later Christian thinkers, in particular Aquinas, developing a remark made by St Paul (I Corinthians 13.13) added three ‘theological’ virtues of hope, faith, and charity (or self-giving love). These put less emphasis on reason, but are still concerned with the state of someone’s soul.

Aristotle’s Theory

What we are still lacking, though, is a general account of what a virtue is. Perhaps the most detailed, and certainly the most popular model for contemporary theories, is offered by Aristotle (384-322 BC), a pupil of Plato. Both Plato and Aristotle thought that virtues are qualities of a person that help them to ‘flourish’ or ‘live well’. By this, they meant ‘in accordance with human nature’. For Plato, as we have seen, this means that each part of the human soul must perform its designated task well, and in particular, reason must be in charge. Aristotle agreed, as he also believed that reason is central to human nature. But he placed more emphasis than Plato on training (rather than curbing) our emotions, so that we automatically react and want to act in the best way.

Aristotle argued that there are two types of virtue, virtues of the intellect and virtues of character. A virtue of character is a character trait that disposes us to feel desires and emotions ‘well’, rather than ‘badly’. By ‘well’, he meant ‘at the right times, with reference to the right objects, towards the right people, with the right motive, and in the right way’ (Aristotle c. 325 BC: 38). Of the different virtues of intellect – such as quick thinking and general intelligence – the one we are concerned with in ethics is practical wisdom. It is practical wisdom that allows us to know what ‘right’ is in each case.

A car driver has just deliberately swerved in front of your friend’s car. Your friend beeped, and the other driver has stopped his car, got out, and has started swearing at your friend. What’s the right thing to do? You probably feel angry and a bit scared. Are you feeling these emotions ‘well’? Being angry towards a bully who is insulting a friend seems the right time, object, and person. But your anger could be too strong and motivate you to start a fight, in which case you are not feeling it in the right way. Or if you are too afraid, you might want to say something, but not be able to. To understand the right way to feel anger and fear, we need to understand the situation more: was this a once-off, or does this driver generally terrorize the neighbourhood? Is this person just a bad driver, or a bully you have come across before on other occasions? And to know what to do, you need to know yourself: if you say something, will you say it in a way that is helpful, or will you just be provocative, making the situation worse? Someone who is virtuous also has practical wisdom, which Aristotle says only comes with experience, and they understand situations and how they develop, and what all the options are.

In this situation, you could feel angry or fearful too much or too little, ‘and in both cases not well’ (Aristotle c. 325 BC: 38). Aristotle defended the ‘doctrine of the mean’, the idea that a virtuous response or action is ‘intermediate’. Just as there is a right time, object, person etc. at which to feel angry (or any emotion), some people can feel angry too often, regarding too many objects, and towards too many people (perhaps they take a critical comment as an insult), or maybe whenever they get angry, they get very angry, even at minor things. Other people can feel angry not often enough, regarding too few objects and people (perhaps they don’t understand how people are taking advantage of them). Aristotle’s doctrine of the mean does not claim that when you get angry, you should only ever be moderately angry. You should be as angry as the situation demands, which can be very angry.

Someone who gets angry ‘too much’ is short-tempered. We don’t have a name for someone who gets angry too little. Someone who has the virtue relating to anger is good-tempered. The virtue is the ‘intermediate’ state between the two vices of ‘too much’ and ‘too little’. Many virtues fit this model, Aristotle argues. Some, like good temper, work with feelings. Other virtues, like honesty, work with motives for actions. Telling the truth ‘too much’ is tactlessness. Telling it ‘too little’ is lying when you shouldn’t. The virtue of honesty involves telling the truth at the right times, to the right people, etc.

But, even if it is true, the doctrine of the mean isn’t much help practically. First, ‘too much’ and ‘too little’ aren’t quantities on a single scale. The list of ‘right time, right object, right person, right motive, right way’ shows that things are much more complicated than that. Second, to know whether a character trait or action is ‘intermediate’ is just to know it is virtuous. How often should we get angry, and how angry should we get? There is no independent sense of ‘intermediate’ that can help us answer these questions. 

Criticisms of Virtue Theory

This leads to the main criticism of virtue theory. It cannot provide enough guidance about what to do. If I am not a virtuous person, telling me to do what a virtuous person would do doesn’t help me know what to do. This criticism is a little unfair, since virtue theory is not intended to be applied to actions directly in this way. It doesn’t aim to provide an exact method for making decisions. But it can provide some guidance by helping us think about situations in terms of the virtues, rather than only duties or consequences.

What about cases in which virtues seem to conflict? Loyalty can require we stick up for our friends. If I get angry with the driver who insulted my friend, is that ‘too much’ anger but the right amount of loyalty to my friend? But if I don’t get angry, is that ‘too little’ loyalty to my friend? Even if we can resolve this apparent conflict of virtues, will all such conflicts disappear? For example, when someone has done something wrong, and we are putting it right, can we show justice and mercy, or do we have to choose?

Questions for discussion

What is Aristotle’s doctrine of the mean? Which theory of virtue provides more guidance about what to do - Plato's or Aristotle’s? Why?

Two final points on Aristotle’s theory will bring out some differences between his ideas and our commonsense understanding of virtue. First, as we noted above, Aristotle and Plato thought that being virtuous was beneficial for the virtuous person. This was because they believed that human beings, as rational animals, live the best lives (best for themselves) when they act rationally. And Aristotle argued that being virtuous just is living rationally, because you do and feel things at the right time, etc., which is determined by the rational virtue of practical wisdom. By contrast, we sometimes feel that a virtuous life may not be a good life for the person living it.

Second, we all find it easiest to act according to our own character. Because a virtuous person has a virtuous character, they find it easy to do the right thing. For Aristotle, only when the right thing comes naturally is it properly a virtuous action. By contrast, we often feel that someone who finds it difficult to do the right thing but does it anyway shows virtue. Aristotle would call this person ‘strong-willed’, but not virtuous.

Related examination questions

(Part a) Identify and briefly describe two virtues. (6 marks) ( 2001) 

(Part c) Assess whether it is useful to focus on virtue in order to explain why we should be moral. (24 marks) (2001) 

(Part c) Assess virtue theory. (24 marks) (2003)

Practical Ethics

Euthanasia

The New Oxford Dictionary of English defines ‘euthanasia’ as ‘the painless killing of a patient suffering from an incurable and painful disease or in an irreversible coma’. ‘Euthanasia’ comes from two Greek words, ‘eu-’, a prefix meaning ‘good’ or ‘well’, and ‘thanatos’, meaning ‘death’. Literally speaking, when someone undergoes euthanasia, their death is good. Normally, for death to be good, living would need to be worse than death. We can understand that the two conditions the definition describes – incurable, painful disease and irreversible coma – are two of the most important ways living can be worse than dying. In these cases, we might say life is not worth living. This is why euthanasia is also called ‘mercy killing’.

Types of Euthanasia

We can distinguish six types of euthanasia. 

Involuntary euthanasia is euthanasia when the patient does not want to die. Nonvoluntary euthanasia is euthanasia when the patient has not expressed their choice. This may happen if they are too young to express choices – it has been usual practice to allow some infants with terrible congenital diseases such as Tay-Sachs to die. Or the patient might not able to express choices now – because of being in a coma or mentally impaired through senile dementia – and did not express their choices earlier. Voluntary euthanasia is euthanasia when the patient wants to die and has expressed this choice.

Each of these three types can be either active or passive. Active euthanasia is when the patient is killed, for instance by a lethal injection. Passive euthanasia is when the patient is allowed to die, for instance by withholding treatment for the disease that then kills them.

Passive euthanasia does not fit the dictionary definition above, because it involves letting the patient die rather than killing them. It also doesn’t fit because it can sometimes be very painful and prolonged. Active euthanasia, by contrast, is almost always painless, since very high (fatal) doses of painkillers can be given with the injection.

When, if at all, is Euthanasia Justified?

People commonly agree that, because it is important for us to be able to make choices about things that are important to us, involuntary euthanasia will almost always turn out to be wrong. But does this also mean we must respect the choice for euthanasia, i.e. is voluntary euthanasia always right? 

[Insert text box 
Is there a genuine distinction between killing someone and letting them die? 

An act utilitarian may argue not. In both cases, the person dies. All that matters is that they don’t suffer. However, other theories argue there is. Not killing someone is related to the virtue and duties of justice. Justice requires that we respect people, their choices and rights. Not letting someone die is related to the virtue and duties of charity. Charity requires that we help other people’s lives go well. 

People all over the world are dying from hunger or disease who could have been prevented from dying. It is difficult to argue that because you did not give more to charity you have done something as bad as if you had actually killed them yourself.

There are some cases in which letting someone die is equivalent to killing them. The clearest case is when you have a duty to provide food or medicine to someone and you do not. For example, a parent who didn’t give their child food would be guilty of murder. In such a case, both justice and charity require the same thing, and so there is no practical difference between killing and letting someone die.

Is there a practical difference in the case of euthanasia? Many doctors think that the idea of administering lethal injections goes against the idea and duties of practicing medicine. However, in addition to the duty to protect the lives of their patients, doctors also have the duty to do what is best for their patients, including relieving pain. One way of trying to respect both duties at once is to allow the patient to die while doing everything possible to ensure their death is painless. Some people argue that the duty to protect life does not involve the duty to prolong life for as long as possible, if the quality of life is very poor. Therefore, the doctor is not failing in their duty to protect life by allowing the patient to die when they can only expect a very poor quality of life.

Some deontologists argue that we have a duty not to kill human beings, even if the person who dies requests it. This is one interpretation of the idea of the sanctity of life, that we must respect someone’s right to life even when they want to die. Because deontology draws a distinction between killing someone and letting them die, these deontologists may allow passive euthanasia, but not active euthanasia.
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We need to first distinguish the question whether voluntary euthanasia can be morally permissible from the question whether it should be legalized. One of the most common arguments against euthanasia is the possible abuses that could happen. Patients might feel pressured into agreeing to euthanasia by families that didn’t want to look after them or by doctors who wanted to use the hospital resources for other patients. Alternatively, patients who felt depressed and unable to see how to live a meaningful life despite their illness may choose euthanasia, when with help they could have become less depressed.

These are important points. However, both Switzerland and the Netherlands have legalized euthanasia, and there is no firm evidence of such abuses occurring on a wide scale. But the question of whether euthanasia should be legal is not our question here, and it is important to remember that the argument from abuses is not an argument against the view that voluntary euthanasia is morally permissible.

One argument against voluntary euthanasia is inspired by Kant. He argued that suicide is wrong. He said that there is a contradiction in choosing one’s death out of desire for the best for oneself. Our self-love is what keeps us alive, and it would be a contradiction if it also sought to destroy life (Kant 1785: 85). But this is a poor argument, because there is no contradiction if our self-love seeks life when life is best and seeks death when death is best (as in euthanasia). This way our self-love always seeks the best for us.

An argument for voluntary euthanasia inspired by Kant claims that rationality is what bestows dignity on human beings, and we must respect people’s dignity. Therefore, a human being who may lose their dignity and their rationality through illness and pain may legitimately request euthanasia. We respect and protect their dignity by helping them die in circumstances of their own choosing. This is one of the most powerful arguments for voluntary euthanasia.

Questions for discussion

What reasons are there to think that active euthanasia is wrong, but passive euthanasia is not wrong? Are they persuasive?

Related examination questions

(Part a) Briefly distinguish between active and passive euthanasia. (6 marks) (2002)

(Part b) Outline and illustrate one deontological argument for preserving life, with reference to one of the following moral issues:

abortion;

animal rights;

euthanasia. (15 marks) (2002)

(Part b) Explain how, in any one situation, killing might be seen as a virtuous act. (15 marks) (2001)

Abortion

Abortion is the termination of a pregnancy. We usually use the term to refer to the deliberate termination of a pregnancy, but in medicine, a miscarriage is also called a ‘spontaneous abortion’. We will be concerned with deliberate abortion.

A woman becomes pregnant when a sperm fertilizes one of her eggs (‘conception’). The fertilized egg is a ‘zygote’ until it implants in the wall of her uterus, five to seven days later. It is now called an ‘embryo’, until eight weeks old, when it is called a ‘foetus’. However, I shall use the term ‘foetus’ for the developing organism at all stages from conception to birth.

What is the Moral Status of the Foetus?

Many of the arguments for abortion focus on the moral status of the foetus. Most of the current debate is about whether a woman who was not raped and whose life is not threatened by being pregnant can be right to have an abortion. People who oppose abortion usually claim that the foetus has a right to life, because it is a human being and all human beings have a right to life. This is a deontological argument. But why should we think that all human beings have a right to life? Many people don’t think that animals have a right to life, since they are happy to eat them; what is special about being human?

One thing that would make us special is that we have a soul, while animals do not. If true, this is a very strong objection to abortion. The traditional point at which we are said to acquire souls is at conception. We are going to stay just with arguments that are not theological, but two facts are worth noting. First, two-thirds of zygotes are spontaneously aborted, i.e. rejected naturally by the uterus. If each is made special by the presence of a soul, that seems a moral tragedy. Second, some types of contraception, such as the IUD (intra-uterine device) and certain types of contraceptive pill, work by changing the lining of the uterus so that fertilized eggs cannot implant in it. These methods of contraception do not stop eggs from being fertilized. If abortion is wrong because a being with a soul is prevented from developing, then these types of contraception are equally wrong.

Once we allow that abortion immediately after conception is permissible, we are faced with the difficulty of trying to find a point to draw the line. The foetus develops a little each day, day on day, until it is born, and after that, the child develops a little day on day until it is an adult with reason and rights. So how is it possible to say ‘now the foetus does not have a right to life, now it does’? At any point where we draw the line, the foetus is not very different just before this point and just after this point.

One way to solve this difficulty is to consider why human beings might have a right to life. What is special about being human? The things that come to mind – such as reason, the use of language, the depth of our emotional experience, our self-awareness, our ability to distinguish right and wrong – are not things that a foetus has (yet). But many other human beings, including those with severe mental disabilities and senile dementia, also don’t have these characteristics. But we do not normally think it is permissible to kill them.

There is one important characteristic we do all share, and that a foetus acquires around 20-24 weeks, and that is sentience. Sentience is the primitive consciousness of perception, pleasure and pain. If the right to life depends on sentience, then a foetus has a right to life from around 20 weeks, but not before. Of course, as we noted above, we cannot say precisely when – in any case, sentience develops at different speeds in different foetuses. But we should err on the side of caution, and it seems that foetuses do not, in general, develop sentience until 20 weeks old. However, if we choose this quality as the basis for a right to life, it means that many animals have a right to life as well (see next section).

But even sentience does not give the foetus a right to life from conception, and most abortions take place before 20 weeks. If the foetus does not have the characteristics that give someone a right to life, we might argue that, unlike animals, it will have them if it is allowed to developed. It has a right to life now because it has the potential to become a person with a right to life in the future. But this is a bad argument.

First, the sperm and the egg that combined to form the foetus also had the potential to become a person. If it is potential that matters, then contraception of any form would be as wrong as abortion. An obvious reply to this is that the sperm and egg don’t form a natural ‘unit’ for us to ascribe potential to. However, this reply must give us some reason to think it is only the potential of natural units that matters.

Second, it is not normal to treat potential as though it was already realized. Someone who has only the potential to become a teacher is not yet a teacher, and should not be put in charge of lessons. Someone who has the potential to become a millionaire cannot spend the money yet.

One important stage in the realization of the potential of the foetus is at viability. This is when the foetus is sufficiently developed to be capable of surviving outside the uterus. With the advance of technology, viability is becoming earlier and earlier, though it is still considerably later than sentience. After viability the foetus could be delivered, kept alive outside the woman’s body, and put up for adoption. This could make it wrong to abort the foetus.

Questions for discussion

Does the fact that a foetus will become a human being give it a right to life? Why or why not? What reasons are there to think that sentience is a morally important property?

On What Other Grounds, if any, Might Abortion be Permissible?

We have so far only considered deontological arguments. Act utilitarianism asks us to consider the balance of pleasure and pain, or of preferences, in the two situations of abortion and giving birth. Normally we believe it is better to be alive than not alive. So the future life of the foetus must weigh very heavily in its favour, and certainly outweigh the inconvenience to the woman of carrying the pregnancy to term and then putting the baby up for adoption. But there is a question whether the future experience or preferences of the foetus count, because before sentience it is not yet a being with the ability to experience pleasure and pain. Utilitarianism doesn’t give us an obvious answer what to do about future beings.

Virtue theory takes a very different approach. The discussion so far seems to treat women as containers for a foetus rather than creators of a life out of their own bodies. The meaning of pregnancy and abortion are not explored.

Rosalind Hursthouse argues that to think of an abortion as though the foetus does not matter is callous and shows a lack of appreciation for the type of being a foetus is – that it is quite literally one’s flesh and blood, developing from oneself (Hursthouse 1992). It shows the wrong attitude to human life, death, and parenthood. But this doesn’t automatically make all abortions wrong. If a woman has an abortion because she fears she cannot afford to feed the child or because she has a very demanding job and may neglect it, this is not a callous thought. However, the fact that she prioritizes her job above children may indicate that her priorities in life are wrong, that she hasn’t understood the value of parenthood. But it depends on the particular case. It may be that the woman leads a very worthwhile, fulfilling life, and cannot fit motherhood into the other activities that make her life as good as it is. For virtue ethics, then, each abortion is an individual case, involving an individual woman in a unique set of circumstances. And so each case must be judged by its own merits.

Related examination questions

(Part b) Outline and illustrate one deontological argument for preserving life, with reference to one of the following moral issues:

abortion;

animal rights;

euthanasia. (15 marks) (2002)

(Part b) Explain how, in any one situation, killing might be seen as a virtuous act. (15 marks) (2001)

Animal rights

Most people believe that it is morally permissible to rear and kill animals for food and clothing and to experiment on them, at least for medical if not cosmetic purposes. Is this view defensible?

Peter Singer: a Utilitarian Argument

Peter Singer is a utilitarian. In Animal Liberation (Singer 1975), he argued that the way we commonly treat animals is not morally justifiable. We do not think that it is right to treat women worse than men just because they are women (this is sexism), nor to treat blacks worse than whites (this is racism). Likewise, it is wrong to treat animals differently just because they are not human. This is ‘speciesism’.

There is a disanalogy here. With women and men, blacks and whites, there is no difference in those important capacities – reason, the use of language, the depth of our emotional experience, our self-awareness, our ability to distinguish right and wrong – that make a being a person. But there is a difference between human beings and animals with all of these.

Singer argues that these differences are not relevant when it comes to the important capacity that human beings and animals share, viz. sentience. He quotes Bentham: ‘The question is not, Can they reason? nor Can they talk? but, Can they suffer?’ (Bentham 1789: Ch. XVIII, Sec. 1, note). How can we defend causing suffering to animals when we would think it wrong to cause suffering to people? For a utilitarian, an act (or rule) is wrong if it produces more suffering than an alternative. Who is suffering is irrelevant. When it comes to suffering, animals should be treated as equal to people.

Does this mean that we should become vegetarian, avoid wearing leather, and protest against animal experiments? Not necessarily.

There is first the question of the utilitarian calculation – would stopping animal experiments reduce the amount of (animal) suffering in the world more than it would increase (human) suffering?

Second, the utilitarian position only objects to suffering, not to killing. This leads to the ‘container’ view of life: an animal’s life is only valuable because of the happiness it contains. If you painlessly kill that animal and bring another animal into being (as is done when rearing animals), you haven’t reduced the total amount of happiness in the world. Singer’s position implies not vegetarianism, but making sure that animals are happy when they are alive and slaughtering them painlessly.

This would make eating meat much more expensive, because animals would have to be kept in much better conditions, but it would not make it morally wrong per se. It is wrong at the moment, because animals are not treated as well as they could be.

But if killing animals is permissible on this theory, what about babies? We don’t think that killing babies, using them for food or experiments, is morally permissible, yet babies are no different in their psychological capacities than many animals. 

Deontological Arguments

Deontologists will argue that killing human beings is wrong because they have a right to life. Having rights is related to our rationality and choices – rights to life, liberty, and property protect the ‘space’ which we need in order to make choices and live our lives as rational beings. Animals aren’t rational and don’t make free choices the way we do, so they don’t have rights.

But babies also aren’t rational and don’t make free choices (yet) and some people with severe mental disabilities never do. If they have a right to life, and do not have different psychological capacities from certain animals, then to deny those animals a right to life would be speciesist. The problem is this: if you pick some special property only human beings have to justify a right to life, some human beings won’t have it. If you pick a property all human beings have to justify a right to life, then some animals have it as well.

Tom Regan (1938- ) argues that to have a right to life, a creature only needs to be a ‘subject of a life’ (Regan 1983: 243). By this he means have beliefs, desires, emotions, perception, memory, the ability to act (though not necessarily free choice), and a psychological identity over time. If a creature has these abilities, there is a way its life goes for it, and this matters to it. A right to life protects this. Although we can’t know exactly which animals meet this criterion, we can be sure that almost all mammals (including humans) over the age of one do so.

Because these animals have a right to life, Regan argues, we cannot kill them for any reason less important than saving life. Because we do not need to eat meat or wear leather to live, we should not use animals for these purposes. Regan also argues that an animal’s right to life is equal to a human being’s. We do not normally discriminate between ‘more valuable’ and ‘less valuable’ human lives, even though some people are capable of much greater things than others. So we should not discriminate between ‘more valuable’ human lives and ‘less valuable’ animal lives. The right to life is equal for all subjects of a life. This means we cannot justify medical experiments that involve killing animals by the human lives the experiment may help save. We should be no more willing to use and kill animals than human beings.

For some people, these conclusions indicate that something must have gone wrong in the argument. After all, isn’t it ‘natural’ that we eat animals, and isn’t using them for clothing and medical purposes just an extension of this? But when it comes to human beings, it is difficult to know what is ‘natural’. It is easier to say that tribal people who hunt animals in the wild for food are doing something ‘natural’ than that our practices of factory farming, such as keeping 20,000 chickens in a single enclosure, are ‘natural’.

We should notice that the views we have discussed may not require objection to tribal hunting. The animal lives as good as life as its species might normally live, and its flesh brings celebration and pleasure. This is not true for the factory-farmed animals we eat every day. And the lack of alternative to meat for a healthy diet for many tribal people may be considered a legitimate reason to eat animals.

Questions for discussion

What implications do the utilitarian and deontological arguments against eating animals have for our current practices? Which argument against eating animals is more persuasive - the utilitarian or the deontological? Why?

An Argument From Virtue Ethics

But is the speciesism argument valid in the first place? Virtue ethics encourages us think further about human ‘nature’ and our place in the natural world. It notes that ‘speciesism’ isn’t the only case where we ‘naturally’ privilege those closest to us. We also privilege our families and friends, and we are loyal to the places we grow up and the companies we work for. None of this seems morally objectionable. Perhaps it is not just the capacities of the being that determine how we should treat it, but also our relationship to it. There is a moral importance to bonding, the creation of special ties with particular others. Our bond to other human beings is special because we share humanity.

The capacities of a being are very important, however. To treat another being that is rational as though it is not rational is to show it disrespect. Not to recognise that it can suffer is to show a lack of compassion. To treat a living creature as a meat-growing machine or experimental object is likewise to display a relationship with it that resembles selfishness, because we reduce it from what it is in itself to something that exists only for our sake. 

But what does this mean for whether eating meat and medical experiments on animals are wrong? Virtue ethics has left us without a clear answer, but a sense of the difficulty of the question.

Related examination question

(Part c) Assess whether utilitarianism can help us decide if it is ever morally right to kill. (24 marks) (2002)

Meta-ethics: cognitivism

Meta-ethics is the study of ethical concepts, such as right and wrong, good and bad, and of sentences that use these concepts. Cognitivism is the view that we can have moral knowledge. One main cognitivist theory, moral realism, claims that good and bad are properties of situations and people, right and wrong are properties of actions. Just as people can be 5 feet tall or good at maths, they can be good or bad. Just as actions can be done in 10 minutes or done from greed, they can right or wrong. These moral properties are a genuine part of the world. This is the type of cognitivism we will discuss.

Utilitarians, virtue ethicists, and deontologists can be cognitivists if they believe the claims they make amount to knowledge. If they are cognitivists, many are likely to be moral realists. But Kant is a different type of cognitivist. He does not believe that moral concepts pick out properties in the world. Instead, moral judgements are derived from pure practical reason. His position is that moral knowledge is like mathematical knowledge – we can know mathematical truths, such as 4 + 2 = 6, but many people do not think that numbers exist in the world. These truths are a product of reason, not part of reality.

Intuitionism

Intuitionism is a realist theory that we come to know about moral properties by ‘intuition’, rather than by ‘pure’ reason or by our senses. It is most associated with two British philosophers, G. E. Moore (1873-1958) and W. D. Ross (1877-1940).

Moore and the Naturalistic Fallacy

In Principia Ethica (Moore 1903), Moore argued against ethical naturalism. Naturalism is the claim that moral properties are in fact natural properties. For example, a utilitarian might say that what is bad about murder just is the frustration of the victim’s preferences. Goodness is maximising the satisfaction of people’s preferences. And whether people’s preferences are satisfied is a natural (psychological) fact.

Moore called the attempt to equate goodness to some natural property, such as preference satisfaction, the naturalistic fallacy. Goodness, he claimed, is a simple and unanalysable property. It cannot be defined in terms of anything else. Something similar, he thought, could be said about colours. Blue is a simple property, and no one can explain what blue is, you have to see it for yourself to understand what blue is. But unlike colours, goodness is a non-natural property. It is not part of the natural world of atoms that makes up all we (literally) see. But it is part of reality. (If we have souls, these aren’t part of the natural world, but they are part of reality.)

Moore’s main argument for believing that it is a fallacy – a mistake – to identify goodness with a natural property has been called the ‘open question’ argument. If goodness just is happiness, then it wouldn’t make sense to ask ‘Is it good to make people happy?’. This would be like asking ‘Is making people happy making people happy?’. This second question isn’t a real question (the answer has to be ‘yes’), but ‘Is it good to make people happy?’ is a real question – the answer can logically be ‘yes’ or ‘no’. And so goodness cannot be happiness. The argument is the same whatever we substitute for happiness. ‘Is x good?’ is always a real question while ‘Is x x?’ is not. And so goodness cannot be any other property.

This argument doesn’t work. Here is a similar argument. ‘The property of being water cannot be any property in the world, such as the property of being H2O. If it was then the question ‘Is water H2O?’ would not make sense – it would be like asking ‘Is H2O H2O?’. But it does make sense. So water is a simple, unanalysable property.’ This is not right, as water just is H2O.

The reason the argument doesn’t work is because it confuses concepts and properties. As we have just seen, two different concepts – water and H2O – can pick out the same property in the world. (You learned about water long before you knew it was H2O – during this time, you had the concept of water, but not the concept of H2O. So they are different concepts, but they both refer to the same thing.) Likewise, the concept ‘goodness’ is a different concept from ‘happiness’, but perhaps they are exactly the same property in the world. We may doubt this for other reasons, e.g. because beauty is also good, and beauty is a different property to happiness. The point is that the open question argument does not show that they are different. 

Questions for discussion

What is the ‘naturalistic fallacy’? Do Moore’s arguments against the naturalistic fallacy succeed? Why or why not?

‘Intuition’

Even though his argument that goodness is unanalysable is bad, perhaps Moore is right to say that goodness is a non-natural property. After all, for something to be good or right does seem to be quite different from its being heavy or ‘over there’. (I discuss this further in the next section.) If values are non-natural properties, how do we know about them? Moore’s answer is ‘intuition’. Basic judgements about what is good, e.g. pleasure, beauty, etc., are intuitions. They are self-evident judgments (see ‘Intuitionism and self-evident judgements’). Moore thought it was self-evident that pleasure and the enjoyment of beauty are good and that maximizing pleasure is right.

 [Insert text box 
Intuitionism and self-evident judgements

A self-evident judgement has no other evidence or proof but its own plausibility. This doesn’t necessarily mean that everyone can immediately see that it is true. ‘Self-evident’ is not the same as ‘obvious’. Our ability to make these judgements needs to develop first, and we need to consider the question very carefully. But if we do, we will see that the judgement is true.

The difficulty with ‘self-evident’ judgements is that people disagree about whether they are true or not. Moore thought it was self-evident that pleasure is good and that maximizing the good is right. Ross, on the other hand, thought it was self-evident that there are times when it is wrong to maximize pleasure. He argued that it was self-evident that certain dutiful actions, such as fulfilling a promise, are right. The problem is, because the judgements are supposed to be self-evident, we cannot give any further reasons for believing them.

But this doesn’t mean we can reject the idea of self-evidence. Suppose we could give reasons for thinking that pleasure is good, for example because it forms part of a flourishing life for human beings. Is it self-evident that being part of a flourishing life makes something good? If not, we need to give a further reason for this judgement. And we can ask the same question of any further reason we give. And so on, forever. It seems that if judgements about what is good are not self-evident, then judgements about what counts as a reason for thinking something is good must be.

Some philosophers suggest an alternative: judgements about what counts as a reason depend upon a particular set of beliefs that are not being questioned at the moment. When we then question those beliefs, we can give reasons for believing any one belief or judgement at once, but must in turn assume others. This way no judgement is self-evident, because it can be supported by others. Why should we believe any of the judgements in the set? Because the set as a whole is coherent and makes sense of our experience.
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Moore’s idea of an ‘intuition’ seems quite mysterious, especially because Moore claims that moral properties are not natural properties. All our usual ways of knowing things – through our senses or through the operations of reason – are no good here. Some recent philosophers, especially virtue theorists, have argued that it is our emotions, together with practical wisdom, that give us this kind of intuitive knowledge. If our emotional responses are virtuous, then they intuit the moral values a situation has. For example, if I am courageous in sport, then I can feel pain or fear – which tells me something bad is happening or may happen – yet I continue to push myself anyway, because I also feel the importance and good of achievement. Virtuous feelings are actually types of cognition – cognitions of values. This theory may claim values are natural properties or agree with Moore that they are non-natural properties.

Ross and Prima Facie Duties

W. D. Ross was a deontologist, and argued that it was self-evident that certain types of actions, which he named prima facie duties (Ross 1930: 29), were right. He listed seven classes of prima facie duties: duties of fidelity (such as keeping a promise), duties of reparation (when we have done something wrong), duties of gratitude, duties of justice, duties of beneficence (helping others), duties of self-improvement, and duties of non-maleficence (not harming others). These duties can sometimes conflict with each other, and one may override the other. That is why Ross called them ‘prima facie duties’ – they are duties ‘at first sight’. In cases of conflict, one will give way and no longer be a duty in that situation.

As we have seen, utilitarians (Moore), deontologists (Ross), and virtue ethicists can be intuitionists. What is common to all these positions are the claims that moral values are real and known through intuition. One of the main difficulties with intuitionism is knowing how we can resolve arguments between people whose intuitions disagree. Perhaps intuitions are not knowledge of reality, but just expressions of people’s feelings. We will see that the non-cognitivist theory of emotivism claims just this.

Moral realism

Moral realism is perhaps the ‘default’ or ‘common sense’ position on ethics for many people. Many people believe that things really are right or wrong; it is not our beliefs that make them right or wrong. People are, of course, also aware of cultural differences in moral beliefs, a fact that can lead some to give up moral realism for relativism (see ‘Relativism’ in the next section). But tolerance of cultural differences tends to be quite limited, and many people continue to hold on to a number of moral absolutes. For example, very few people seem to think that because murder of members of other tribes, or female circumcision, or sati (where widows are expected to throw themselves on the funeral pyre of their husbands) is morally permitted in some tribal societies, that makes murder, or female circumcision, or sati right, even in those societies.

The moral realist believes that statements like ‘Euthanasia is not wrong’ are expressions of beliefs, which can be true or false. Whether such statements are true or false depends on the way that the world is, by what properties an action, person, or situation – such as euthanasia – actually has. They must ‘fit the facts’. 

Facts and Values

What sort of facts? Moore’s argument for the naturalistic fallacy tries to draw a distinction between natural facts, which we know through our senses, and moral values, which we know through intuition. But Moore still believed there were ‘facts’ about these values, i.e. he believed that moral properties existed as part of reality, and that beliefs about moral properties could be true or false. Moore simply rejected the idea that facts about moral values could be deduced from any other kind of facts.

The puzzle is how a value can be any type of fact. Values are related to evaluations. If no one valued anything, would there be any values? Facts are part of the world. The fact the dinosaurs roamed the Earth millions of years ago would be true whether anyone had found out about it or not. But it is more difficult to believe that values ‘exist’ quite independently of us and our talk about values. 

This contrast is unfair. There are lots of facts – for example, facts about being in love, or facts about music – that ‘depend’ on human beings and their activities (there would be no love if no one loved anything). But they are still facts, because they are independent of our judgements, and made true by the way the world, in this case the human world, is. You can make mistakes about whether someone is in love or whether a piece of music is baroque or classical.

This response is helpful, but values still seem different from the examples given. When two people disagree over a matter of fact, whether it is about the natural world (dinosaurs) or the human world (love), we normally know how we could prove the matter one way or the other. Facts are things that can be shown to be true. But if two people agree over all the facts about abortion, say, but still disagree about whether it is right, we cannot appeal to any more ‘facts’ in the same way. What we would call ‘the facts’ seem to be all agreed, but the dispute about values remains. Value judgements always go beyond the facts. Of course, the realist will say there is one fact that has not been agreed upon, viz. whether abortion is right or wrong. But the case brings out the point that disagreeing about values seems to be quite different from disagreeing about facts. So values aren’t facts.

Moral Facts are Reasons

Realists respond by pointing out that there is more of a connection between facts and values than this argument suggests. Notice that we always appeal to the facts when we are trying to justify a moral judgement. If there were no connection, this would seem silly. But we can give reasons that support our moral claims, for example that eating meat is wrong, because of the suffering it causes to animals. This reason – that our practice of eating meat causes animal suffering – is a factual claim, about a way that the world is. It is either true or false that the practice of eating meat causes suffering to animals. This may be hard to prove, but we know roughly how to prove it.

The model is this: 

'“Eating meat causes animal suffering” is a reason to believe “Eating meat is wrong”.’ 

In general terms, 

'“Fact x” is a reason to believe “Moral judgement y”.’

So far, so good. Now the moral realist claims that this relation ‘is a reason to believe’ is true or false. Either fact x is a reason to believe moral judgement y or it is not. Compare reasons for other types of belief. If carbon-dating indicates that the dinosaur bones are 65 million years old, this is a reason to believe that dinosaurs lived on Earth 65 million years ago. It is not proof, perhaps, but it is a reason. (Reasons can come in different strengths – there can be good reasons, really good reasons, and proof. Bad reasons are not actually reasons at all.) The result of carbon-dating dinosaur bones is a reason to think dinosaurs lived on Earth 65 million years ago, whether you think it is a reason or not. Facts about reasons are objective, just like facts about the natural world. But facts about reasons are another type of fact. 

What type? Well, it is not a fact that science can discover. There is no scientific investigation into what reasons there are. But this doesn’t mean it is not part of reality. Philosophers would say facts about reasons are normative facts. They are facts about justification and reasoning.

Moral realists claim there are facts about the reasons we give for our moral judgements. Like all facts, these facts about reasons are part of the way the world is. How does this help moral realism? Let’s go back to the example of abortion. We said that the two people agree on all the ‘facts’ about abortion, but disagree on whether it is wrong. What we meant, says the realist, is that they agree on all the natural facts, but we forgot about the facts about reasons. For example, is the fact that the foetus will become a human being a (strong) reason for thinking abortion is wrong? The answer to this question, claims realism, is factual, a fact about a reason. So the two people don’t agree on all the facts, because they don’t agree on the normative facts. One of them is making a mistake, because they are not seeing certain natural facts as reasons at all or, at least, not seeing them as strong reasons, when they are reasons or strong reasons. If two people agree on all the natural facts and all the normative facts, then they will also agree on the value. So we can understand values as a type of fact.

Moral realism accepts that it can be very difficult to establish whether a natural fact constitutes a reason for believing something is right or wrong, and how strong this reason is. But this is the case in all types of investigation into reality. We must always ‘weigh up the facts’ when making judgements about what to believe. This ‘weighing up’ is an attempt to discover the facts about reasons. Moral judgements – judgements about moral values – are judgements about normative facts.

I said earlier that utilitarians, deontologists, and virtue ethicists can all be moral realists. For example, hedonist utilitarians claim that pleasure always gives us a reason to try to create it (it is good), and pain always gives us a reason to try to avoid it. They also claim that there is always more reason to bring about more pleasure than less (this is right). Virtue ethicists, on the other hand, claim that certain facts about being human means that a certain way of living is the best, most flourishing life. We therefore have reason to develop our characters in ways that allow us to live like this and meet ours and other people’s needs.

Questions for discussion

Should we make a distinction between facts and values? What implications does such a distinction have for moral realism?

Related examination question

(Part b) Explain and illustrate the cognitivist view that we can know moral facts. (15 marks) (2003)

Associated problems

We have already discussed three objections that are often made to moral realism. We shall finish this discussion before looking at three other objections.

Three Quick Objections

The first objection we have discussed is the difference between facts and values, the gap that Moore noted with his open question argument and that non-cognitivists argue for (see Non-cognitivism below). The point can be put concisely: no fact can logically entail a moral value. This objection is sometimes also known as the ‘is-ought gap’. We have seen the realist’s response: whether a natural fact counts as a reason for believing a certain value judgement is itself a matter of objective fact (it is a normative fact). Perhaps it is true that natural facts don’t logically entail value judgements. This is because ‘entailment’ is one kind of normative fact, like ‘proof’. But there are others, like ‘evidence for’ and ‘reason for’. 

A second objection we have already discussed is the claim that moral disputes cannot be resolved by appeals to facts, that judgements of value always go beyond the facts. The realist's reply here is that this is true if you are only talking about natural facts. But there are other types of fact that people are disagreeing on, viz. normative facts. If we resolved the disagreement about both natural facts and normative facts, people would agree on the moral judgement as well. The moral realist can also accept that we cannot resolve disagreements about normative facts just by appealing to natural facts. A modern form of intuitionism might claim that we discover facts about reasons through a kind of intuition.

A third objection is known as the argument from ‘queerness’. Isn’t the idea of values existing in the world like facts a very strange notion? And how we are supposed to come to know these values seems very strange too. But realists will deny that they claim anything queer at all. If all realists thought values existed as Platonic Forms, perhaps the argument from queerness would have some force. But we have seen that values can be understood in terms of normative facts. And it seems we need these even to do science – because the idea of a natural fact (the results about carbon-dating) being a reason to believe another fact (when dinosaurs existed) is needed wherever we have beliefs. So normative facts aren’t strange. As for how we come to know about values, as indicated in the discussion of intuitionism, one possible reply is ‘through emotional cognition’, a combination of emotional sensitivity with right reasoning. It is through virtue and practical wisdom that we come to an understanding of moral reasons.

Related examination question

(Part c) Assess the view that we can’t get an ‘ought’ from an ‘is’. (24 marks) (2003)

Three Long Objections

The first new objection questions why we should believe that our intuitions (of values directly, or of certain facts being reasons for certain value judgements) are beliefs at all. They might actually be expressions of feeling, or a matter of choice. I shall not discuss this now, since the sections in ‘Non-cognitivism’ below present these theories. 

There are two further objections to look at. One is the question of relativism. The other is the question of the relation between moral values and motivation.

[Insert text box 
Relativism

Different cultures have different moral beliefs and practices. If moral realism is correct, then some moral beliefs are true, and others are false. We measure our morality against the way the world is. The realist claims that different cultures are all aiming to get at the truth about ethics, just as scientists are trying to find out the truth about the world.

The relativist claims that this makes it difficult to understand why such a variety of cultural practices have existed. Why have different cultures come up with different moral answers? Where they disagree, how can we explain why at least one culture has ‘got it wrong’? Why couldn’t people in that culture see what was right and do that? The realist’s story doesn’t sit well with an understanding of the history of a culture and how its ethical practices developed.

Relativism understands ethical claims to be part of a culture, not part of reality; ethical practices have developed to help people find their way around a social world. But there are many social worlds, many cultures, and they have developed different ways of doing things. And so there is no ethical truth beyond culture. There is no single truth to ethics.

Realists have three responses. First, they can say that different ethical practices reflect the different particular conditions in which different cultures are situated, but not different ethical principles. For example, the Inuit used to abandon their old people on ice flows to die, while we try to keep them alive for as long as possible. But this doesn’t mean killing old people is right for the Inuit and wrong for us. It is simply due to the harsh conditions of survival in which the Inuit lived. It would be right for us if we lived in their conditions, and wrong for them if they lived in ours.

Second, realists draw attention to just how many general ethical principles and virtues different cultures share. For example, most cultures have prohibitions on killing, lying, and theft, and encourage care of the weak.

Third, realists draw attention to moral progress. We have become more humane than in the past, and there is greater agreement about moral judgements than before. This is because we are discovering real moral truths.

But are these answers persuasive?
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Moral judgements guide our behaviour. If I think pleasure is good, I aim to bring about pleasure. If I think abortion is wrong, I will not commit or encourage others to commit abortion. This motivating aspect of moral judgements seems puzzling if the moral realist is correct. A fact, in and of itself, doesn’t lead to action. It seems that I need to care about the fact, and then the motivating force comes from the caring. For example, the fact that it is raining doesn’t motivate me to pick up my umbrella unless I don’t want to get wet. How then does ‘Abortion is wrong’ motivate me to act unless I care about right and wrong? But surely, claims this objection, statements about right and wrong, good and bad are motivating in their own right.

But are they? questions the moral realist. This objection doesn’t work otherwise. There certainly seem to be people – and perhaps all of us at certain times, e.g. when we are depressed – for whom statements about morality are not motivating. They just don’t care about morality – they can understand that an action is morally wrong, but this doesn’t affect their behaviour. Moral judgements, then, are only motivating to people who care about morality. Since most of us do most of the time, it is easy to think that the judgements are motivating on their own.

Related examination questions

(Part a) Briefly explain two reasons for believing that there are no moral facts. (6 marks) (2002)

 (Part b) Describe and illustrate one account of how moral language can guide or influence action. (15 marks) (2001)

Meta-ethics: non-cognitivism

Non-cognitivism maintains that there is no ethical knowledge, because ethical judgements are not statements which can be true or false. In this way, non-cognitivists draw a sharp distinction between facts and values.

Emotivism

The Principle of Verification and Ayer’s Theory

In the 1930s, a school of philosophy arose called logical positivism. The cornerstone of their beliefs was the principle of verification. This claims that a statement only has a meaning if it is either 1) analytic or 2) empirically verifiable. An analytic statement is true (or false) just in virtue of the meanings of the words. For instance, ‘a bachelor is an unmarried man’ is analytically true, while ‘a square has three sides’ is analytically false. A statement is empirically verifiable if empirical evidence would go towards establishing that the statement is true or false. For example, if I say ‘the moon is made of green cheese’, we can check this by scientific investigation. If I say ‘the universe has 600 trillion planets’, we can’t check this by scientific investigation in practice, but we can do so in principle. We know how to show whether it is true or false, so it is ‘verifiable’ even though we can’t actually verify it.

The principle of verification entails that many types of statement, for example, statements about right and wrong, beauty, and God, are meaningless. They are neither true nor false, because they do not actually state anything. If I say ‘murder is wrong’, there is no empirical investigation we can do to show this. We can show that murder causes grief and pain, or that it is often done out of anger. But we cannot demonstrate, in the same way, that it is wrong. To say ‘murder is wrong’ is not, therefore, to say anything that can be true or false.

We can see how this theory relates to Moore’s intuitionism (see p. xxx). Moore claimed that basic moral judgements are self-evident and that good is a non-natural property. Both claims imply that moral judgements cannot be shown to be true or false by empirical investigation. But Moore believed that moral judgements are nevertheless true or false, because they are about non-natural properties. For the logical positivists, however, if empirical investigation can’t settle the truth of moral judgements, they are meaningless.

So if ethical statements don’t state truths, and are therefore literally meaningless, what do they do? In his book Language, Truth and Logic (Ayer 1936: Ch. 6), the logical positivist A. J. Ayer argued that ethical judgements express feelings: ‘If I say to someone, “You acted wrongly in stealing that money”…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’ (Ayer 1936: 142). Our ‘intuitions’, as Moore would describe them, are simply our feelings of approval or disapproval. Feelings are not cognitions of value, and value does not exist independently of our feelings.

The main difficulty with logical positivism is that according to the principle of verification, the principle of verification is meaningless. The claim that ‘a statement only has meaning if it is analytic or can be verified empirically’ is not analytic and cannot be verified empirically. What empirical evidence can we produce to show that it is true? None. But if the principle of verification is meaningless, then what it claims cannot be true. So it does not give us any reason to believe that the claims of ethics are meaningless.

Stevenson’s Theory

Fortunately for Ayer, his theory of ethics, known as emotivism, does not depend on the principle of verification. Charles Stevenson did not use the principle of verification to claim that the only types of meaning are descriptive and analytic meaning. In his book Ethics and Language (Stevenson 1944), he discussed the emotive meanings of words, which is a different type of meaning again. The sentence ‘You stole that money’ has a purely descriptive meaning, viz. that you took money that did not belong to you without permission from the owner. But it can be used with an emotive meaning (‘You stole that money!’), a meaning that expresses disapproval. Many moral terms (‘steal’, ‘honesty’, ‘respect’) have both descriptive and emotive meanings. The central ones, though, ‘right’, ‘wrong’, ‘good’, and ‘bad’ only have emotive meanings.

Stevenson analyses emotive meaning by connecting meaning to use. The purpose of moral judgements is not to state facts. ‘Good’ and ‘right’ are not names of properties (natural or non-natural). We use moral terms and moral judgements to express our feelings and to influence the feelings and actions of other people. When we use the terms ‘good’ and ‘right’, we express our approval.

This claim is the essence of emotivism. And it is a strong claim. Surely the whole point of ethics is to influence how we behave. Words with emotive meaning do just that. The view that ‘right’ and ‘good’ are the names of properties (whether natural or non-natural) makes their meanings descriptive, not emotive. But, as we saw above (p. xxx), this makes it difficult to see why we should care about moral facts. Why should I care that the act was wrong any more than I should care that it was done at 3.30 pm? According to moral realism, they are both just properties of the act. Emotivism, by contrast, connects caring, approving, disapproving, with the very meaning of ethical words.

[Insert text box 
Emotivism and moral disagreement

One of the most powerful objections to emotivism is that it seems to entail a very unsatisfactory view of ethical discussion. If I say ‘abortion is wrong’ and you say ‘abortion is right’, I am just expressing my disapproval of it and you are expressing your approval. I’m just saying ‘Boo! to abortion’ and you’re saying ‘Hurrah! for abortion’. This is just like cheering for our own team – there is no discussion, no reasoning, going on at all. Even worse, emotivism claims that we are trying to influence other people’s feelings and actions. But trying to influence people without reasoning is just a form of manipulation.

Ayer thought this objection partly false, partly true. It is false because emotivists claim that there is a lot more to ethical discussion – the facts. When arguing over animal rights, say, we are constantly drawing facts to each other’s attention. I point out how much animals suffer in factory farms. You point out how much more sophisticated human beings are than animals. And so on. In fact, says Ayer, all the discussion is about the facts. If we both agree on the facts, but still disagree morally, there is no more discussion that can take place. And this is why the objection is true – but not an objection. When all the facts are in, there is nothing left to discuss. (We saw the realist’s response to this on p. xxx.)

The disagreement that remains, Stevenson argued, is not a disagreement over any fact. It is a disagreement in attitude. It is a practical disagreement – no one can live both by the attitude that ‘eating meat is wrong’ and by the attitude that ‘eating meat is right’.
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Related examination questions

(Part a) Briefly explain what is meant by the claim that moral language is used to express feelings rather than to describe facts. (6 marks) (2001)

(Part b) Describe and illustrate one account of how moral language can guide or influence action. (15 marks) (2001)
Prescriptivism

R. M. Hare believed that emotivism had identified some important mistakes in moral realism, but he argued that it gave the wrong account of the meaning of moral words. Moral words are not descriptive and emotive in meaning; they are descriptive and prescriptive (Hare 1952). This difference meant that he was able, he claimed, to give a more persuasive account of moral discussion that allowed a greater role for reason.

Prescriptive Meaning

Prescriptive meaning works like commands, also known as imperatives. If I say ‘Leave the room’, I am telling you to do something. Hare argued that if I say ‘Eating meat is wrong’, I am saying ‘Don’t eat meat’. In claiming that moral judgements are like imperatives, Hare’s theory is like Kant’s (see p. xxx). The emotivists were right to claim that the purpose of moral judgements is to guide how we act. And commands do exactly that – they tell us how to act. 

There is a difference between commanding – or telling – someone how to act, and trying to get them to act that way. We saw that emotivism is open to the objection that it makes ethical discussion a matter of manipulation. Hare’s theory sees the ‘guiding’ aspect of ethics as a matter of prescription, rather than a matter of influencing someone through emotion. This makes ethical discussion more straightforward and rational.

So what is prescriptive meaning? We use the word ‘good’, says Hare, when we want to commend something to someone. We can talk about good chocolate, good teachers, and good people. In each case, we are saying the chocolate, teacher, or person is praiseworthy in some way. In each case, there is a set of standards that we are implicitly relying on. Good chocolate is rich in the taste of cocoa. A good teacher can explain new ideas clearly and create enthusiasm in their students. A good person – well, a good person is someone who is the way we should try to be as people. A virtue theorist would say a good person is someone who has the virtues. Just as there are certain traits a teacher should have to be a good teacher, there are certain traits a person should have to be a good person.

Whenever we use the word ‘good’, Hare claims, we always use it relative to a set of standards. After all, if you say ‘David Beckham is really good’, whether you mean ‘good as a footballer’ or ‘good as a father’ or ‘good as a person’ depends on the context. But you must mean ‘good as…’ something. There are different sets of standards for being a good footballer, a good father, and a good person. 

When we use ‘good’ to mean ‘morally good’, we are appealing to a set of standards that apply to someone as a person. If we say that an action is a good action or a right action, we mean it is an action that complies with the standards for how someone should act to be a good person. There is a slight difference of emphasis between ‘good action’ and ‘right action’: ‘good action’ commends the action without necessarily commanding it – we are saying it should be praised, but not necessarily that you have to do it to be a good person. If we say an action is the ‘right action’, then we are commanding it – it is a guideline for behaviour that people should follow.

So the prescriptive meaning of good relates to the fact that it commends. What about its descriptive meaning? This comes from the set of standards that is being assumed. Its descriptive meaning picks up on the qualities that the something must have to be a good … (footballer, father, coffee pot, desk, whatever).

Questions for discussion

What is the difference between descriptive and prescriptive meaning? What does the word ‘good’ mean?

How Moral Language Works

Because ‘good’ is always used relative to a set of standards, it always has a descriptive meaning. And since we usually use ‘good’ to commend, we generally use it with prescriptive meaning as well. But we do not always use it with prescriptive meaning. Take the dog show Crufts. The judges have a set of standards for each type of dog, and will say things like ‘What a wonderful poodle!’. You might agree that, as poodles go, that poodle has it all, but really you prefer your poodles rugged and scruffy. So if you say ‘okay, so it’s a good poodle’, you aren’t commending the poodle, you are just acknowledging that it is fluffy, dainty, and so on. We might capture this by saying ‘so it’s a “good” poodle’. 

This can happen with any word that both commends and describes – we can use it just to describe and not commend or disapprove. Take moral words like ‘steal’ or ‘honesty’. We often use the word ‘honest’ to commend someone. But I can say ‘If you weren’t so honest, we could have got away with that!’ This is an expression of annoyance, not praise. I’m using ‘honest’ in a purely descriptive way. This even works with ‘good person’. I can agree that a ‘good person’ is one who is honest, kind, just, etc. But I can still think that good people are not to be commended, because, as Woody Allen said, ‘Good people sleep better than bad people, but bad people enjoy the waking hours more.’

Hare is making a point similar to that of the emotivists – that descriptive meaning and prescriptive meaning are logically distinct. And when we use words with a moral meaning, we use them with a prescriptive meaning. This means that nothing about being honest (i.e. telling the truth: descriptive meaning) can make me commend honesty (think that telling the truth is how to behave: prescriptive). More generally, nothing about the facts – of abortion, euthanasia, animal suffering – can logically entail that abortion is wrong, say, or that euthanasia is right. We are, in this way, free in the prescriptions that we make.

However, Hare argues that this freedom is rationally constrained. As we saw, prescriptions relate to a set of standards. And a standard applies to something in virtue of the properties it has; for example chocolate is good if it has a rich taste of cocoa. So if one bar of chocolate is good chocolate because it has a rich taste of cocoa, then another bar of chocolate which has the same taste must also be good chocolate. Whenever we apply a standard, we are logically committed to making the same judgement of two things that match the standard in the same way. If I say this chocolate is good but that chocolate is not, I must think that there is some relevant difference between the two.

When it comes to moral judgements, the same is true. We can choose what standards we live by, but standards always work in a certain way. I think that it is wrong for you to steal from me, because it infringes my rights of ownership. Therefore I must think that it is wrong for me to steal from you, because it infringes your rights of ownership – unless I can say that there is some relevant difference between the two cases. Hare argues that the simple fact that in one case you steal from me and in the other case I steal from you is not a relevant difference – both actions infringe rights of ownership. Because this was the reason I gave in the first case, and the same fact is true in the second case, I must accept the same judgement applies in the second case.

Prescriptivism and Emotivism

How does Hare’s theory improve on emotivism? Emotivists thought that the only role for reason in ethical discussion is establishing the facts. Hare has developed two more ways in which reason is part of ethical discourse. 

First, we can argue about consistency. For example, in his argument regarding animals, Singer claimed that there was no relevant difference between the suffering of people and the suffering of animals. If we are going to say that causing the suffering of people is wrong, we are committed to saying the suffering of animals is wrong – unless we can find a relevant difference. Establishing whether there are any relevant differences is another role for reason.

Second, we can infer prescriptions from other prescriptions. A famous argument against abortion says ‘Taking an innocent human life is wrong. Abortion is the taking of an innocent human life. Therefore abortion is wrong.’ This is a valid argument, even if we rephrase it as Hare would understand it: ‘Do not take innocent human life. Abortion is the taking of an innocent human life. Therefore, do not commit abortion.’ To disagree with the conclusion, we must disagree with at least one premise. And so our prescriptions are logically related to one another. So we can use reason to discuss these relations.

Related examination questions

(Part a) Identify one similarity and one difference between emotivism and prescriptivism. (6 marks) (2003)

(Part b) Explain and illustrate the view that moral language is prescriptive. (15 marks) (2002)

Associated problems

What is the Role of Reason in Ethics?

We have already discussed one objection to non-cognitivism, viz. that it cannot account for our use of reasoning in moral discussion. The non-cognitivist response is simply to rebut the objection. Moral disagreements can, and often are, about facts. When they are not about facts, Hare argues that moral disagreements can also be about the consistency in applying certain standards, and about how one standard can imply another. Stevenson argues a parallel point – that moral disagreements can be about whether one moral attitude excludes another in the sense that no one can live by both at the same time.

We can develop this last point further. People do not have feelings or make choices in isolation. The attitudes we adopt have implications for other attitudes and mental states. If I disapprove of an action, I must also have certain beliefs about it (my reasons for disapproving, such as that it causes pain) and certain desires towards it (such as wanting to prevent it), and as Hare argued, I must have similar feelings about similar actions. Moral disagreement, then, can be about the relations between different feelings that we have. For example, deciding whether abortion is right or wrong is complicated because there are many feelings involved, sympathy towards the mother, sympathy towards the foetus, feelings about human life, death, and parenthood. It is difficult to work out how these feelings can all be acted upon, and that is why people disagree.

Form and Content

Two further, and very important, difficulties that non-cognitivism faces relate to the fact that it doesn’t place limits on what we can approve or disapprove of. The first difficulty stems from the fact that non-cognitivism identifies moral judgements with a particular type of judgement, rather than a particular content. Emotivism equates moral judgement to the expression of moral approval or disapproval (and related emotions). Prescriptivism equates it to an expression of principle that applies to people as people. But isn’t morality about sympathy, loyalty, courage, happiness, and so on?

It must be true to say, as non-cognitivism does, that moral judgements are special or different in some way. This is shown, for instance, in the close relation between making a moral judgement and being motivated to act on it. But is the special nature of moral judgements to be explained just in terms of their form (emotional expression or universal prescription), or are they special because of their content, i.e. what it is they are about?

This question becomes clearer when we consider the second, related difficulty. Because non-cognitivists understand moral judgements in terms of their form, not their content, they seem to allow that anything could be morally approved or disapproved of or chosen as a principle of action. I could disapprove of people under 5’2” or choose to live by the principle that we must maximise the number of florists living in Kensington. But the idea of morality is not so unrestricted. It must relate in some way to what is good for people (or more broadly, animals, the environment, God). If we don’t at least try to relate our feelings of approval and disapproval or our choice of principles to this, those feelings and choices cannot qualify as ‘moral’. Not just any set of expressions of approval or principles can count as ‘morality’. Values are not so detached from facts – about human nature, for instance – that we can understand any system of principles or feelings as embodying a system of moral values. 

How can the non-cognitivist explain this? According to the non-cognitivist, we explain moral values in terms of feelings or choices. But the objection shows that we have to presuppose certain ideas about moral values in order to understand feelings or choices as moral at all. It is not just a matter of the form of the judgement.

We need to ask whether we can value anything we choose to. Non-cognitivism claims first, that a judgement is a value judgement if it has a particular form; and second, that value judgements ‘create’ values rather than ‘discover’ them. For the moral realist, our value judgements are a reflection of values that exist independently. For the non-cognitivist, values are a reflection of our value judgements. It follows that, if values depend entirely on our will, we could value anything we chose to. But this is difficult to make sense of. Outside certain limits, we would consider people mad rather than thinking that they just had a different set of values to us.

Imagine someone did believe in maximising the number of florists in Kensington, and all their ‘moral’ feelings and actions related to this: they are willing to do anything to pursue their goal (even murder), they try to stop florists from closing down, they try to change the law to protect florists in Kensington, they feel no disapproval towards theft, lying, disloyalty, no approval of kindness or  courage – unless they relate to florists in Kensington. Such a person would be classed as a psychopath. The limits of what we understand as ‘morality’ relate to what we can understand as relating to what is good for human beings (or more broadly, animals, the environment, God).

One way non-cognitivists can respond is by making use of those facts about human beings that limit our idea of morality. It is precisely because human beings have certain needs, have a particular nature, that we do not value things that are not related to human (animal, etc.) welfare. And this is just a natural fact about human beings. ‘Valuing’ is an activity of the will, but the will is guided by its nature. In truth, there is no logical restriction on possible ‘moralities’, but there is a considerable factual one. We are all set up, by evolution perhaps, to value actions and people in particular, familiar sorts of ways. This is why we call only particular sets of feelings or principles ‘moral’. The objection doesn’t prove that there are facts about morality that our feelings or choices must answer to. It only shows that a common human nature underlies our feelings and choices. But it is still these feelings and choices that create morality.

Nihilism

A fourth objection to non-cognitivism is that it entails that there are no values, so anything goes. This is known as nihilism. If morality is the product of my feelings and choices, then morality has no authority over me. I can do whatever I like, as long as I don’t get caught. ‘Morality’ becomes no more than a matter of taste, and taste cannot be shown to be right or wrong (‘de gustibus non disputandum’ – taste cannot be disputed).

Non-cognitivists argue that this is either an unfair simplification of their theories or a straightforward misunderstanding. The adoption of nihilism is itself a choice or expression of feeling, and one that moral people will disapprove of morally. The view that there are no moral values is one particular moral position, and comes into conflict with the moral feelings and choices of other moral positions. The theory that moral values are a reflection of our feelings does not imply that we should stop having moral feelings. Nihilism is not ‘more correct’, but a cynical and immature view of life (note the emotionally expressive evaluative words). And so we should have disapproving moral feelings towards anyone who advocates that morality is just a matter of taste.

[Insert text box
Non-cognitivism and tolerance

Many people think that non-cognitivism implies a certain kind of tolerance. If morality is a reflection of our choices or feelings, and my choices or feelings are different from yours, then who are you to tell me that my morality is wrong? Non-cognitivism implies tolerance, they claim, because no one can correct anyone else.

Tolerance can appear to be a virtue, but it can also be a vice. Should we tolerate every view, including racism, sexism, female circumcision…? Doesn’t morality require that we ‘take a stand’ against what is wrong? Can non-cognitivism allow for this?

The objection is based on a mistake, because non-cognitivism does not entail tolerance for two reasons. First, tolerance is itself a moral value. ‘You ought to tolerate other people’s values, because there are no moral values’ is self-contradictory. If there are no moral values, then there is nothing I ‘ought’ to do. We only ought to be tolerant if tolerance is a good or right thing to be. So, turning the tables, who are you to tell someone else to be tolerant? This is no different then saying they ought not to eat meat or ought not to be racist. It is a moral claim. Non-cognitivism doesn’t entail that we ought to be tolerant or that we ought not to be tolerant.

Second, if my morality is different from yours, then not only will I disagree with you about whether a particular action is right or wrong, I may also disapprove of people who disagree with me and try to persuade them to change their mind. Or, I might feel that tolerance is a moral value, so I feel I should tolerate their different values. But this tolerance will have its limits. Very few people think that tolerance is a more important value than preventing a racist murder, say.

For these same reasons, non-cognitivism does not imply relativism. To claim that moral judgements can be right for you and wrong for me because we have different cultures is itself a moral claim. If I feel approval towards a particular action, I may disapprove of people who behave as if the action is wrong. How tolerant I am of other cultures depends entirely on whether I think such tolerance is a good thing.

But can I really justify interfering with how other people behave just because their actions don’t accord with my feelings or choices? This seems very petty. But this isn’t the reason I am interfering, claims the non-cognitivist. It is not because it offends me, but because they are being racist or cruel or cowardly or whatever. 

The difference between non-cognitivism and moral realism is this: for the non-cognitivist, that I think racist discrimination is a good reason to prevent an action is an expression of my moral feelings. For the realist, that this is a good reason to interfere is a normative fact. The realist claims to have the backing of reality.

END OF TEXT BOX]

Moral Progress

A final objection to non-cognitivism is that it does not allow for the idea of moral progress. If there is no moral reality, then our moral beliefs or feelings cannot become better or worse. Obviously, they have changed – people used to believe that slavery was morally acceptable and now they do not. But how can non-cognitivism say that this is progress? There are two responses non-cognitivists can give.

First, as we noticed when discussing the place of reason in moral debate, non-cognitivists can claim that there can be very real improvements in people’s moral views if they become more rational. This can happen in several different ways. First, people may come to know certain facts that they didn’t know before. In the case of slavery, people believed many things about slaves that were not true (one popular false belief was that they were stupid). Moral progress here means basing one’s moral feelings or principles on the facts, not mistakes. Second, people can become more consistent, more willing to universalize their principles. Some utilitarians, such as Peter Singer, argue that if we were consistent in our feelings about preventing suffering, we would not eat meat. If he is right, then this would be moral progress. Third, people can become more coherent in their moral judgements. Many of us have moral feelings that come into conflict with each other, e.g. over abortion. Moral progress here would be a matter of working out the implications of our views, and changing what needed changing to make them coherent with each other.

Because people are ignorant, do not always think logically, and have not resolved the conflicts between their different feelings, the non-cognitivist can say that there is plenty of room for moral progress. But moral progress just means becoming more rational in our moral thinking, not becoming more ‘correct’ in our moral judgements.

A second response that non-cognitivists can make to the objection from moral progress is this: If I disapprove of the moral feelings or principles of societies in the past and approve of the moral feelings and principles of society in the present, then I will also say that we have made moral progress. Society has moved from moral principles that were bad (i.e. principles I disapprove of) to moral principles that are good (i.e. principles I approve of). That is what moral progress is.

This response means that moral progress is only visible from a particular moral point of view. If you disagree with me, you might claim that today’s moral principles are much worse than those 200 years ago and so we have not made moral progress. But this is now just the familiar problem of moral disagreement or relativism, and we saw how the non-cognitivist answered these problems above. The problem of moral progress is just another example of these problems.

Related examination questions

(Part c) Assess the view that moral beliefs are a matter of personal decisions, preferences and tastes. (24 marks) (2001)

(Part c) Assess emotivism. (24 marks) (2002) 

(Part c) Assess the view that we can’t get an ‘ought’ from an ‘is’. (24 marks) (2003)
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Recommended Reading

A lively, engaging, and quick introduction to the main issues of ethics, written in a very clear style, is Simon Blackburn’s Being Good (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001). At the opposite end in terms of length is Peter Singer’s edited collection of introductory essays A Companion to Ethics (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1991), an irreplaceable resource. Each essay, written for the beginner, is an excellent survey of a single topic. One of the clearest, mid-length introductions to ethics there is is James Rachels’ The Elements of Moral Philosophy (3rd ed.) (Boston: McGraw-Hill, 1999). He considers normative theories in relation to practical issues. With more detail, Piers Benn’s Ethics (London: UCL Press, 1998) is a careful and accurate introduction across the whole range of normative and metaethical issues. And Richard Norman’s The Moral Philosophers (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1983) is one of the best introductions to the normative and metaethical theories of ethics via the great philosophers who held them. It also includes a good discussion of moral realism, defending it against the powerful attack that can be found in the first two chapters of John Mackie’s Ethics: Inventing Right and Wrong (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1977).

Bernard Williams’ Morality (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1976) includes difficult, but excellent, discussions of subjectivism, relativism, the idea of ‘good’, and utilitarianism. His joint book with John Smart, Utilitarianism: For and Against (London: Cambridge University Press, 1973) is one of the most informative discussions of utilitarianism – its structure, its motives, and its problems. Finally, on practical ethics, two classic works, both defending a utilitarian standpoint but discussing a wide range of arguments, are Peter Singer’s shorter and clearer Practical Ethics (2nd ed.) (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993) and Jonathan Glover’s more detailed Causing Death and Saving Lives (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1977).

GLOSSARY

act utilitarianism - The normative moral theory that claims 1. happiness is the only good, and 2. an action is only right if it leads to greater (or at least equal) happiness than any other action possible in that situation, i.e. if it maximises happiness.

analytic - An analytic statement is true (or false) in virtue of the meanings of the words. For instance, 'a bachelor is an unmarried man' is analytically true, while 'a square has three sides' is analytically false. 

cognitivism - The metaethical theory that we can have moral knowledge. Many cognitivists are also moral realists, although Kant is an exception. He believed moral knowledge could be deduced from pure reason.

deontology - The normative moral theory that whether an action is right or wrong is determined by the properties of the action, and not, for example, by its consequences. 

duty - The idea that an action is morally obligatory or required. It is the central moral concept of deontology.

empirical - Relating to or deriving from experience, especially sense experience, but also including experimental scientific investigation, even if it involves special instruments. 

fallacy - A pattern of poor reasoning. A fallacious argument or theory is one that is mistaken in some way. 

hedonism - Hedonism can mean either of two different claims: 1. happiness is the only good, or 2. happiness is pleasure and the absence of pain. Utilitarianism, as defended by Bentham, is a hedonic theory in both senses.

higher pleasure - If one type of pleasure, e.g. reading literature, is preferred to another type of pleasure, e.g. drinking alcohol, by almost everyone who has experience of both, then it is the higher pleasure. Mill argued that higher pleasures are more valuable to human beings than lower pleasures, and contribute more to their happiness. He believed that pleasures of thought, feeling, and imagination were higher pleasures while pleasures of the body were lower pleasures.

intuitionism - The cognitivist metaethical theory that claims we come to know moral truths through ‘intuition’, rather than pure reason or the senses. It is associated with the view that moral properties are not natural properties we can know about in any other way. 

maxim  - A personal principle that guides our choices, e.g. ‘to have as much fun as possible’, ‘to marry only someone I truly love’. Our choices usually have some maxim or other behind them, which explains our reasons for that particular choice. Kant claimed that only maxims that everyone could live by are morally acceptable.

metaethics - The study of the meaning and nature of moral concepts, such as ‘right’ and ‘good’, and moral statements, such as 'Abortion is wrong'. Among other things, metaethics debates whether morality is objective or subjective and whether there can be moral knowledge.

moral realism - The cognitivist metaethical theory that claims that moral properties are a genuine part of the world, e.g. good and bad are properties of situations and people, right and wrong are properties of actions. Statements about moral properties can be true or false, and so there are moral facts. 

natural law - The normative moral theory that claims that a basic set of principles for reasoning about what to do (practical reason) has been laid down by God or can be derived from facts about human nature and the natural world.

naturalism - The metaethical theory that moral properties are, or are determined by, natural properties. It is a type of moral realism.

nihilism - The metaethical theory that there are no moral values, that morality is a fiction. It is sometimes thought to be entailed by non-cognitivism.
non-cognitivism - The metaethical theory that maintains that there is no ethical knowledge, because moral judgements are not statements which can be true or false. Moral judgments are expressions of emotion or attitudes, or prescriptions about what to do. Non-cognitivists draw a sharp distinction between between facts and values.

normative - Relating to ‘norms’, rules or reasons for conduct.

normative ethics - General theories about what is good and what types of actions or codes of action are right. Normative ethical theories can provide guidance in practical cases.
practical ethics - The branch of philosophy that discusses whether a particular action or type of action, e.g. abortion, is right or wrong.

prima facie - At first sight, correct or accepted until shown otherwise. Ross argued that certain types of action are duties that we ought to perform unless they conflict with something more important. He called these prima facie duties. 

relativism - The metaethical theory that morality is created by cultures or societies, and so the rightness or wrongness of moral claims is ‘relative’ to particular cultures or societies. There is no truth about morality independent of what cultures and societies actually think.

rule utilitarianism - The normative moral theory that claims 1. happiness is the only good, and 2. an action is right if it complies with rules which, if everybody followed them, would lead to the greatest happiness (compared to any other rules).

self-evident - A self-evident judgement has no other evidence or proof but its own plausibility. This doesn’t necessarily mean that everyone can immediately see that it is true. ‘Self-evident’ is not the same as ‘obvious’. However, the only way we can come to know the judgement is true is by considering it.

sentience - Primitive consciousness of perception, pleasure and pain.

utilitarianism - The family of normative moral theories that claim the only thing that is good is happiness, and the sole criterion for right and wrong is the maximization of happiness. See also act utilitarianism and rule utilitarianism.

virtue theory - The normative moral theory that claims that the question ‘what is a good person?’ is more fundamental than the question ‘what should I do?’. Virtue theorists therefore develop theories about what it is to be a good person. An action is right, roughly, if it is an action that a virtuous person would do.

virtue - Usually, a morally good trait of character. Aristotle argued that virtues dispose us to feel desires and emotions ‘well’, rather than ‘badly’. By ‘well’, he meant ‘at the right times, with reference to the right objects, towards the right people, with the right motive, and in the right way’ (Aristotle c. 325 BC: 38).
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