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Preface

This book has a protracted history. Early versions of several of the chapters were written
and published as a textbook over twenty years ago when I taught moral philosophy at the
University of St Andrews. Some years later, when I was Professor of Moral Philosophy at
the University of Aberdeen, these were revised and others added to make up what was in
effect a new book with a different title for a different publisher. Now that I teach in the
United States, it has undergone a further transformation.

In large part these transformations reflect my better understanding of moral philosophy
and how it should be taught. I remain convinced, as I was at the outset, that the rigor and
clarity of analytical philosophy are indispensable intellectual virtues and wholly in keeping
with the tradition of moral philosophy. I appreciate better now than I once did that that
tradition has itself an important history, and the subject is best studied in combination with
a feeling for that history, and for its critics—of whom Friedrich Nietzsche is unquestionably
the most important. Thanks chiefly, though not exclusively, to American philosophers,
I now see a much clearer continuity between contemporary moral philosophy and the
tradition of Plato, Aristotle, Hume, Kant, etc. than was evident in the days when everything
was focused on the language of morals.

This current volume has several important features that previous ones lacked. It gives
morality’s egoistic rival much fuller and more sympathetic treatment. It pays more attention
to the relation between morality and social order, including important themes that first
surfaced in the eighteenth century in the social theories of Adam Smith, Bernard Mandeville,
and others. It both draws on and discusses important new work by recent philosophers such
as Christine Korsgaard, T. M. Scanlon, and Bernard Williams. Perhaps most strikingly,
a whole chapter is devoted to environmental ethics. This is not so much because “the
environment” is such a major topic at the moment, but because ethical concern with Earth
and our place on it stands out from other branches of “applied ethics.” Nowadays this
comprises a more or less separate subject, but attempts over the last few decades to frame
an “environmental philosophy” hold out the prospect of an interestingly new theme in the
ancient debate about ethics and religion. Finally, this book includes extracts from major
philosophical works because my experience of precepts at Princeton has shown me the
great value to students of reading these in combination with a philosophical narrative that
makes connections between them.

Gordon Graham
Princeton Theological Seminary, November 2010
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Ethics, Truth, and Reason

1.1 Right and Wrong

This is a book about ethics, about right and wrong, and about good and bad in human life.
But can we really tell moral right from wrong? Morality, many people think, is not like sci-
ence, which deals in facts, but a matter of values, about which we can only have personal
opinions. According to this point of view, there aren’t any moral facts, and this explains
why people disagree so much over ethical questions. While science is objective, morality is
essentially subjective.

This is a common view of ethics. It is also an ancient one. Indeed, moral philosophy as an
intellectual inquiry may be said to have its origins in a debate about the truth or falsehood
of this very idea. The subjectivity or objectivity of morality provides the focus for the earli-
est complete works of philosophy—Plato’s dialogues. In several of these dialogues, Plato
constructs dramatic conversations between his teacher, Socrates, and various figures well
known in ancient Athens. Many of these people were called “Sophists,” a group of think-
ers who held that there is a radical difference between the world of facts and the world of
values, between physis and nomos, to use the Greek words, the difference being that when
it comes to matters of value, the concepts of true and false have no meaningful application.
By implication, then, in ethics there is no scope for proof and demonstration as there is
in science and mathematics; ethical “argument” is a matter of rhetoric, which is to say, a
matter of persuading people to believe what you believe rather than proving to them that
the beliefs you hold are true.

We know relatively little about the historical Socrates outside the pages of Plato’s
dialogues, but it seems likely that Plato represented his famous teacher accurately when
he portrayed him as arguing vigorously against the Sophists. Certainly, whatever about
Socrates, Plato himself believed and argued with great subtlety that there are indeed right
and wrong answers about good and bad, and that we can use our powers of reasoning to
discover what these are. He further believed that it takes a certain measure of expertise
to get the answers right, and that philosophy plays an important part in acquiring that
expertise.

One way of describing the issue between Socrates (or Plato) and the Sophists is to say
that it is a disagreement about the objectivity of morality. While the Sophists believed
that good and bad and right and wrong reflect subjective opinion and desire—how we as
human beings and as individuals feel about things—Plato and Socrates believed that good
and bad and right and wrong are part of the objective nature of things—how the world
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around us really is. And it is with this debate that moral philosophy in the Western tradi-
tion began.

There is more to the historical dispute between Plato and the Sophists than this short
summary implies (the Sophist Protagoras is more properly described as a relativist than a
subjectivist, for example) but the point of referring to it is not to introduce a study of the
ancient world, but to draw a connection between the origins of thinking about ethics and
a contemporary debate along very similar lines. When modern students (and others) first
begin the business of thinking about ethics, they generally incline to the view that morality
is essentially subjective. This is in contrast to other historical periods when most people
would have taken the opposite view, and held that just as there are scientific laws, there are
moral laws that lay down right and wrong quite independently of the likings or dislikings
of human beings.

This is an oversimplification, of course. As the existence of the Sophists shows, in times
past there were people who were subjectivists, and at the present time there are plenty of
people who are objectivists, implicitly if not explicitly—human rights activists and envi-
ronmental campaigners for example, both of whom generally think that human rights and
environmental values generate universal and inescapable obligations. So, subjectivism and
objectivism are both “live” philosophical options, and this means that if we are to make a
rational decision between them, we have to consider reasons for and against either position.
Once we do so, we have begun to engage in philosophical thinking. But the crucial question
is: Which view is correct?

1.2 Relativism and Subjectivism

A lot of people think that the subjectivity of morality is obvious. If so, it should be relatively
easy to produce good reasons in support of the subjectivist point of view. What might
these reasons be? Among the most commonly cited are three interconnected claims: the
first is that people hold all sorts of conflicting moral opinions; the second is that they do so
because of the impossibility of proving the superiority of one moral view over another; the
third is that proof is impossible since there are no observable moral “facts.” One way of
assessing the plausibility of subjectivism, then, is to ask about the truth of these claims and
what, if they are indeed true, they actually imply.

Now the first proposition—that there are serious moral disagreements between people—
can hardly be denied. Nor is this just a matter of individual disagreement; from ancient
times it has been noted that such differences are to be found between entire cultures. The
ancient Greek historian Herodotus provides a famous example of this. He recounts an epi-
sode in which the King of Persia induced horror on the part of both Greeks and Callatians
by asking them to adopt each other’s funeral practices. What the Greeks took to be right
and proper—burning their dead—the Callatians regarded as utterly abhorrent. But since,
by contrast, fire burned just the same both in Greece and in Persia, Herodotus draws the
implication that moral practices are unlike physical phenomena because they are relative to
cultural contexts. While the laws of nature remain the same everywhere, rules of conduct
differ from place to place.

This example has often been used to illustrate the position known as “ethical relativism,”
the belief that ethical views are always relative to some particular culture or other. The ethi-
cal relativist says (continuing with this example) that cremation of the dead is right for the
Greeks, but wrong for the Callatians. By implication, there is nothing right or wrong per se,
or universally. If this is true, however, why stop at differences between groups of people?
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There are also differences of the same kind to be found between individuals. Something can
truly horrify one person, while another person can find it quite acceptable. What is called
“subjectivism” is really just an extension of relativism from the level of the social group to
the level of the individual. But if moral differences are relativized to individuals, this seems
to suggest that, when it comes to ethics, there is no truth of the matter to be discovered;
what I feel to be right is right for me. If you feel it to be wrong, then it’s wrong for you.

It is not hard to find examples from our own time and culture that lead people to this
subjectivist conclusion. One of the most vexed moral issues of the modern Western world
is abortion. Everyone can readily agree what medical procedures will result in an abor-
tion, but there is nothing like the same agreement on whether abortion is morally right
or wrong. One way of putting this is to say that, when it comes to abortion, agreement is
easily reached on matters of medical science; on matters of medical ethics there is radical
disagreement.

It seems easy to multiply examples like this. For instance, everyone can agree on the rela-
tive effectiveness of different methods of capital punishment—Iethal injection versus the
electric chair, say—just as everyone can agree about which methods of euthanasia minimize
suffering. What they cannot agree about is whether the use of these methods is morally
justified or not.

So, at any rate, it appears. But appearance is not reality. Is it really the case that there is
far more difference of opinion on moral than on medical or scientific matters? One point
worth making is that, while moral disagreement hogs the headlines, so to speak, there is
actually a lot of moral agreement in the contemporary world. It would be difficult to find
anyone who thought rape, murder, or theft a good thing, or believed honesty, loyalty, and
generosity to be evil things. Everyone condemns slavery, the sexual molestation of children,
and cheating at sport. This is not to say that there are no cheats or child molesters, or even
that there are no slaves. But there is no one who openly owns up to these things as a mat-
ter of pride. This marks these off from the sort of example that impressed Herodotus. The
Athenians and the Spartans were proud of the way they did things, and they were horrified
by the practices of others. Often child molesters are not suitably horrified by what they
have done, but they are never openly proud of it as an alternative lifestyle; in those rela-
tively rare cases when they do not seem to be at all ashamed of their deviant behavior, it is
usually some indication of mental impairment.

What these remarks demonstrate is that the extent to which moral opinions are widely
contested can be exaggerated. This comes about mainly because, for obvious reasons, most
attention focuses on the subjects about which we do disagree—abortion, euthanasia, capi-
tal punishment, genetic engineering, and factory farming, for instance—and not on the
ones we agree about—slavery, child prostitution, famine relief, and so on. In fact, there is
little moral disagreement on a very large range of issues.

Conversely, the extent of scientific agreement can be greatly exaggerated, mostly because
it is only when there is general consensus within the scientific community that scientific
beliefs come to be widely shared. But at every stage in its history, including the present,
natural science has been marked by radical disagreement between expert practitioners.
The greatest names in science—Bacon, Newton, Darwin, and Einstein—generally had dif-
ficulty in getting their ideas accepted and the everyday practice of science is one in which
people are constantly claiming to refute and disprove each other. The history of science
also reveals dramatic disagreements across time. The mechanics of Sir Isaac Newton com-
pletely displaced the Aristotelian physics that had dominated science for many centuries,
and then Newtonianism in its turn was displaced two centuries later by Einstein’s theory
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of relativity. This is par for the course, in fact. Science lives by one generation disputing the
hypotheses of the generation that preceded it.

1.3 Proof and Probability

A moral subjectivist might reply by pointing to what still seems a striking difference between
science and ethics. Einstein didn’t just disagree with Newton; he disproved him. Science
does not merely change; it progresses. In ethics and morality, by contrast, opinions change
over time, but they don’t progress, and though people come to share the same opinions, this
is not because they have been shown to be true. Over time, science can prove or disprove
a hypothesis, but in morality there is no possibility of proof or disproof, just consensus or
disagreement.

This is the second of the reasons listed above that subjectivists tend to advance in favor of
their view—there is no such thing as moral proof. Now in order to consider the force of this
claim, we need to be clear about what “proof” means. One type of proof is logical or math-
ematical deduction. In valid proofs of this kind, reasoning leads us from agreed premises to
an incontestable conclusion. If it is proof of this kind that the subjectivist has in mind, it is
important to see, as Aristotle observed a long time ago, that the chains of reasoning we call
proofs must have a starting point. We cannot reasonably demand that the starting point
of a proof itself has a proof, or else we would be launched on an infinite regress in which
nothing ever got proven. So any proof of this kind, whether in mathematics or morality, has
to start with agreement on some proposition. That agreed proposition provides the premise
of any argument offered in proof, and the subjectivist has given us no reason to think that
people can never agree on moral beliefs forming the premises of such proofs.

But in any case, logical proof is very rare. Outside of mathematics and logic, hardly any
aspect of human life makes significant use of strict proof (and even mathematicians and
logicians can, and do, disagree). An alternative to logical proof is legal proof, the sort of
proof that is required in courts of law. Legal proof, however, operates with a different
standard. In criminal cases, the prosecution must show that its claims about the accused are
beyond reasonable doubt, not beyond any possible doubt. In civil cases between parties in
dispute, the standard is a little weaker even. To sustain my side of the argument, I only have
to prove that my story is more probable than that of my opponent. That is good enough for
a judge to find in my favor.

Now if we were to apply a legal rather than a logical concept of proof in morality, it
would not be nearly so obvious that there could be no moral “proofs.” It is certainly true
that individuals who are determined to maintain, or to dispute, some particular moral
view often raise merely possible doubts, or demand certainty before they will agree with
their opponents, and so an impasse is reached. But why should we take cases like this to
be typical? If it is good enough for the law to stick to reasonable doubts, and to judge in
accordance with probability, why is it not good enough in morality also? The lesson to be
drawn is this: Even when it is impossible to prove conclusively and beyond any doubt that
some moral belief is false (or true), this does not mean that it cannot be shown to be more
or less reasonable.

In any case, absence of either kind of proof would not show, as subjectivism contends,
that there is no truth of the matter. It only shows that we cannot (for the moment) know
what it is. The point here applies just as much to matters of fact as to matters of value. Take
this simple example from the study of history: On which day of the week did the marriage
of English King Henry VIII to his second wife, Anne Boleyn, take place? We know it was a



Ethics, Truth, and Reason ¢ 5

weekday, but the sort of evidence that would settle the question—church records, etc.—no
longer exists. We cannot prove even beyond reasonable doubt that it was Tuesday rather
than Wednesday. But it would be very odd to conclude from this that there is no truth of
the matter. There unquestionably is. Either they were married on a Tuesday, or they were
not, irrespective of our ignorance.

The general point is this: Legal proof is a more plausible standard than logical proof for
moral argument, but even by that standard there may be things we can’t prove. Still, the
observation that sometimes we can’t prove our ethical or moral beliefs doesn’t show them
to be importantly different from historical or scientific beliefs. There are plenty of factual
matters that don’t admit of proof. The example of Henry’s marriage to Anne Boleyn is just
one instance, and history provides indefinitely many more. But so do natural sciences like
geomorphology, climatology, and physiology where the complexity of certain issues makes
some questions irresolvable. How large an area did the last ice cap cover? Is industrializa-
tion the cause of global warming? What is the cause of Lou Gehrig’s (motor neurone)
disease? None of these questions has a definitive answer (at the present time), but this obvi-
ously doesn’t provide any support for the idea that there is no truth of the matter regarding
them.

Furthermore, though the absence of proof, even of a legal kind, means that more than one
opinion concerning these issues can find rational support, it does not follow that anything
goes. Some opinions are more and others less reasonable: The last ice cap certainly didn’t
reach the equator, industrialization is at least a plausible explanation of global warming,
and Lou Gehrig’s disease is not caused by injury. What these examples show is that it is
both false and naive to think that (a) “factual” questions are matters upon which informed
and disinterested minds are sure to agree and (b) if one opinion cannot be “proved” to be
rationally superior to every other, all opinions are equally “valid.” In fact, morality does
not seem so very different from many other contexts in which human beings try to arrive
at reasoned opinion.

Subjectivism about morality is very resilient, however, and even confronted with these
truisms, philosophical subjectivists are unlikely to concede defeat. There is still a crucial
difference, they will say, between science and ethics and facts and values. Suppose there are
irresolvable disagreements in history, geomorphology, medicine, and so on; this is a purely
contingent matter, something that just happens to be the case. Further historical or scien-
tific evidence could be uncovered that would prove the case one way or another. It happens
that we don’t know on which day of the week Henry married Anne, and at the present time
we don’t know the cause of Lou Gehrig’s disease. But in both cases we could know, and
maybe one day conclusive evidence will turn up. Morality is different. Moral disagreements
are irresolvable in principle because there is no equivalent to empirical evidence. In other
words, there are no moral facts that would provide the proof.

1.4 Moral Realism

It is on the basis of this third claim that subjectivism is sometimes called, in more technical
language, “noncognitivism,” which means “not a matter of knowledge.” What some peo-
ple believe to be right, others believe to be wrong, and of course, both sides may well speak
of their moral disagreement as though it was a dispute about a matter of fact, about how
things really are. But according to the noncognitivist, it isn’t. In the history of philosophy
this view was most famously expressed and endorsed by the eighteenth-century Scottish
philosopher David Hume.
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Take any action allow’d to be vicious: Wilful murder, for instance. Examine it in all
lights, and see if you can find that matter of fact, or real existence, which you call vice.
In which-ever way you take it, you find only certain passions, motives, volitions and
thoughts. There is no other matter of fact in the case. The vice entirely escapes you, as
long as you consider the object. You can never find it, till you turn your reflexion into
your own breast, and find a sentiment of disapprobation, which arises in you, towards
this action. Here is a matter of fact; but ‘tis the object of feeling, not of reason. It lies

in yourself, not the object.
(Hume, 1739, 1967: 468)

The view that Hume is opposing is often called “moral realism,” the theory that moral
values, such as wickedness and generosity, are real properties of people and their actions in
the way that square and round or hard and soft are properties of physical objects. Now such
a view faces a major problem: If there actually were such moral properties, compared with
ordinary, everyday physical properties, they would be decidedly “queer,” as the twentieth-
century philosopher J. L. Mackie famously put it.

Three aspects of this “queerness” are usually cited. First, while properties like light and
dark, hot and cold, loud and soft, and sweet and sour can be discovered through the senses
of sight, sound, touch, and taste, we can’t see or hear or feel right and wrong or good
and bad. Second, as Gilbert Harman once pointed out, even if we could observe moral
properties, they would still differ from physical properties like hot and cold. For, while
physical properties figure in explanations of why we observe them, this doesn’t seem to be
true of moral properties.

Observation plays a role in science that it does not seem to play in ethics. The difference
is that you need to make assumptions about certain physical facts to explain the
occurrence of the observations that support a scientific theory, but you do not seem to
make assumptions about any moral facts to explain the occurrence of so-called moral
observation. . . . You need only make assumptions about the psychology . . . of the
person making the moral observation. In the scientific case, theory is tested against the

world.
(Harman, 1977: 6)

Harman’s idea (and example) is this: Suppose I see boys setting a cat on fire. To explain
my feeling the heat of the flames, there has to be heat there. To explain my feeling of
moral revulsion, on the other hand, it is only necessary to appeal to my moral beliefs; there
doesn’t have to be any “moral horror” out there in the world for me to feel.

The third objection to postulated moral properties is also one that Hume makes, and
one to which J. L. Mackie gave an influential restatement in a book on ethics, significantly
subtitled inventing right and wrong. Hume thinks that the perception of properties is
“inert.” That is to say, merely seeing or hearing something will not of itself lead to action.
The fact that say, a sweater is yellow does not in itself suggest or imply any action. Only
some desire such as liking or wanting or hating it does. Now action is of the essence in
ethics. Morality is not just about studying or explaining the world in the way science is; it’s
about recommending and following courses of conduct. From this it would seem to follow
that moral “properties,” if they did exist, would be lacking in the very thing we want—
what philosophers sometimes call “action guiding force.” Mackie puts the point this way:
Moral reasoning has to yield “authoritatively prescriptive conclusions,” but if “we ask the
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awkward question, how can we be aware of this authoritative prescriptivity . . . none of our
ordinary accounts of sensory perception . . . will provide a satisfactory answer” (Mackie,
1977: 39). You cannot literally see what you ought to do.

This third point is closely related to a problem widely referred to as “the naturalistic
fallacy.” Once again, it is David Hume to whom we owe one of the most famous articulations
of the problem. Towards the end of that section of the Treatise from which the passage
quoted earlier comes, he says:

I cannot forbear adding to these reasonings an observation, which may, perhaps, be
found of some importance. In every system of morality, which I have hitherto met
with, I have always remark’d, that the author proceeds for some time in the ordinary
way of reasoning . . .; when of a sudden I am surpriz’d to find that instead of the
usual copulations of propositions, is, and is not, I meet with no proposition that is
not connected with an ought, or an ought not. This change is imperceptible; but it is
however, of the last consequence.

(Hume, 1739, 1967: 469)

Hume thinks that trying to derive an “ought” from an “is” is logically invalid; statements of
fact cannot of themselves have prescriptive implications. If so, then propositions referring to
“real” moral properties could provide no rational basis for action since, being descriptions
of how the world is, we could not infer from them how the world ought to be. Actually,
the position is worse than this for the moral realist, because according to another version
of the naturalistic fallacy, we cannot even infer good and bad from is and is not. This can
be shown by what is known as the “open question argument.” For any natural property,
it always makes sense to ask “Is it good?,” and the fact that this question always makes
sense shows that “good” and “bad™’ cannot be the names of natural properties in the way
that “hard” and “soft” are. For example, suppose someone claims that happiness, say, is a
naturally good thing. We can always wonder about this; we can always ask “Is happiness
good?” Now if happiness were good in and of itself, this question would make no more
sense than the question “Are hard things hard?” since the only answer we can give is
obvious—“Of course!” But the question “Is happiness a good thing?” does make sense; the
answer isn’t obvious, and people can dispute it.

This version of the naturalistic fallacy was formulated by the twentieth-century
Cambridge philosopher G. E. Moore in a book entitled Principia Ethica (the Principles
of Ethics). Moore’s book influenced discussion for many years, though not everyone has
been persuaded by the open question argument. In any case, even if the argument is a good
one, it does not amount to a conclusive refutation of moral realism. This is illustrated
in the fact that Moore was himself a kind of moral realist, someone who believes that
there are indeed moral properties. Moore’s response to the difficulty that he himself had
formulated was to declare that goodness is a “non-natural” property, and indefinable in
the way a color like yellow is. We can’t give a definition of “yellow” that will enable us
to class all yellow things together; we just see that yellow things have the property of
yellowness in common. In a similar fashion, Moore thought, we just “see” that things have
the indefinable property of goodness. In Principia Ethica he contends that consciousness
of personal affection and beauty has this indefinable goodness, and he declares this to be
the “ultimate and fundamental truth of Moral Philosophy” because “it is only for the sake
of these things . . . that anyone can be justified in performing any public or private duty”
(Moore, 1903: 189).
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For a time, Moore’s view was found persuasive, but most philosophers would probably
agree that, having identified a major difficulty for moral realism in his analysis of the
naturalistic fallacy, Moore simply dug himself in deeper with the appeal to non-natural
properties. Though Moore himself is cautious about how his fundamental truth is to be
“cognized,” non-natural properties seem to require a non-natural sense by which they
are apprehended. What could this special sense be? Sometimes people at this point
appeal to “conscience,” but if the naturalistic fallacy shows that we cannot infer value
judgments from natural facts by means of ordinary perception, the introduction of an
internal detector of “non-natural” facts simply shrouds the whole issue in even deeper
mystery.

1.5 Moral Rationalism

There is, however, a different tack to be taken. In the Treatise, Hume allows for two spheres
in which reason can operate—“matters of fact” and “relations of ideas.” The first of these
is the one with which we have been concerned so far. Are there matters of moral fact that
we can perceive and to which we can refer? The moral realist wants to say “yes,” but there
seem to be major obstacles to doing so. What, though, about “relations between ideas”? In
his use of this expression, Hume clearly has in mind mathematics and logic. It is true that
2 + 2 =4, for example, and yet this is not something we can open our eyes and see, or put
our hands on and touch. Now Hume assumes that moral judgments could not be like this,
but it is an assumption we might question. Consider this little argument:

1. You promised to pay back the money you borrowed.
2. Promises ought to be kept.

So

3. You ought to pay back the money you borrowed.

From the point of view of logic, this argument is valid. That is to say, anyone who accepts
the premises (propositions 1 and 2) is logically obliged to accept the conclusion. But since
the conclusion (proposition 3) takes the form of a moral prescription—a proposition that
tells us what the morally right thing to do is—it seems, contrary to Hume and subjectivists
in general, that we can arrive at moral conclusions on the basis of reason.

Of course, it will be replied that this type of example doesn’t prove very much because
while the first premise (You promised to pay the money you borrowed) is factual, a claim
about something that happened, the second (Promises ought to be kept) is not. It is a moral
principle to which the person to whom the argument is addressed needs to subscribe before
he or she is obliged to accept the conclusion.

At first sight this seems plausible. “Promises ought to be kept” does sound like a moral
principle, and if the arguments against moral realism are sound, we have to agree that it
cannot be construed as a factual claim about some special sort of moral property—”to-
be-keptness”—that promises have. It can nevertheless be argued that this second premise,
in something like the manner of a mathematical proposition, is true in virtue of relations
between ideas. That is to say, if you understand the concept of a promise and if you
understand what “obligation” means, you will have to agree that promises ought to be
kept. In other words, the ideas of making promises and being under an obligation to keep
your promises are related. That is why the principle “Promises ought to be kept” can be
said to express a relation between ideas.
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This is not quite the relation Hume had in mind. He thought that relations between ideas
always took the form of analytic truths, or propositions that were true by definition. But
the relation between making a promise and being obliged to keep it is more complex than
this, and it has been explored in detail in a very famous essay, “How to derive an ‘ought’
from an ‘is’,” by the American philosopher John Searle. Searle draws a distinction between
regulative rules and constitutive rules.

Some rules regulate antecedently existing forms of behavior. For example, the rules
of polite table behavior regulate eating, but eating exists independently of these rules.
Some rules, on the other hand, do not merely regulate but create or define new forms
of behavior; the rules of chess, for example, do not merely regulate an antecedently
existing activity called playing chess; they . . . create the possibility of . . . that activity.
. . . The institutions of marriage, money and promising are like the institutions of
baseball or chess in that they are systems of such constitutive rules . . .

(Searle, 1964, 1967: 112)

The ideas of making a promise and being obliged to keep it are related not by linguistic
definition, but by a constitutive rule. On this account of the matter, Hume is partly right—
reason does range over relations between ideas—and partly wrong—moral matters can be
reasoned about, because at least some moral principles concern relations between ideas.
The moral realist models moral reasoning on perception, and Hume correctly rejects this
model. But there is an alternative model, which we may call “moral rationalism,” which
focuses not on any faculty of perception, but on our ability to think and judge.

In Hume’s own time this alternative was advanced by his most astute philosophical critic,
Thomas Reid (1710-1796). Reid observes, with Aristotle, that

In all rational belief, the thing believed is either itself a first principle, or it is by
just reasoning deduced from first principles. When men differ about deductions of
reasoning, the appeal must be made to the rules of reasoning . . . But when they differ
about a first principle, the appeal is made to another tribunal; to that of common
sense.

(Reid, 1788, 1969: 380)

What Reid means here by “common sense” has often been misunderstood. He does not
merely mean widely beld opinion about right and wrong, but rather principles that lie so
deep in human affairs and transactions that denying them would make most of what we
do senseless. Among the common sense principles relevant to morality that he cites are
these: Some things human beings do deserve praise, and others blame; if an action is not
voluntary, it cannot be praised or blamed; we can be blamed for 7ot doing things, as well
as doing them. Principles like these have a status that even very widely held moral beliefs
do not. Consider the belief “Slavery is always wrong.” This is not something that many
(if any) people would deny nowadays. But in times past there were highly successful and
enduring social systems (the Roman Empire, for instance) in which people did not believe
this. Given this fact, it would be merely stipulative to declare that the wrongness of slavery
is a principle that “must appear self-evident to every man” as Reid declares his principles
must. It is easy to see, by contrast, that any meaningful system of conduct (even if we don’t
call it moral) must draw a distinction between the things we do voluntarily and those we
don’t, and allow that failure to act can be as bad as acting.
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Alongside such principles of moral action, Reid lists some other truths that govern
rational conduct more broadly—for instance, “a greater good is to be preferred to a lesser
one, and a lesser evil to a greater one,” “human beings are essentially social,” “commonly
it is a lack of honesty not intellectual ability that clouds moral judgment”—and on the
basis of general principles and truths such as these, he thinks we can work out what duties
we have to ourselves and to others. The advantage of this idea of “working out” what we
ought to do over any conception of “perceiving” right from wrong is that it puts moral
reasoning on a par with reasoning in general. Whereas moral realism requires both a special
kind of property and a special way of “seeing,” moral rationalism need only hold that in
morality, as in anything else, we have to reason in accordance with some indispensable
principles, pay attention to facts, understand the concepts we employ, and do so with fair-
mindedness and impartiality. Moral reasoning so conceived is no different from the sort of
reasoning that goes on in a court of law, say, where advocates on either side try to construct
good and convincing arguments based upon rules of reasoning, factual evidence, and legal
concepts, and it is no different from the sort of reasoning that that goes into public hearings
or planning inquiries when people are ranged on different sides.

There are of course some differences. One is that most laws and legal principles are
established by law making bodies—parliaments and so on—for which there is no obvious
moral equivalent. Reid held that God is the ultimate source of the moral law—an idea to
be discussed in a later chapter—but he did not think that moral agents have to believe this.
Everyone, believer or unbeliever, has a “conscience . . . which he cannot disobey without
acting unnaturally and being self-condemned” (Reid, 1788, 1969: 365). Reid’s conception
of conscience, though, is not that of an occult faculty of perception, but rather the capacity
to reason about moral matters—the very same capacity that we call on in all of practical
life.

The capacity to invoke general principles of practice and reason about their application
is enough to provide an answer to the Sophists and other subjectivists. Morality is an aspect
of human life that can engage our rational faculties as well as our feelings. People going
to court often do so with a passionate sense of justice or injustice, but their only guard
against these feelings being misplaced is to construct good and less good legal arguments
with clear conclusions about what ought to be done. Such arguments never amount to
conclusive proof beyond all possibility of doubt or disagreement, but only proof beyond
reasonable doubt or in accordance with what seems most probable. Even so, legal argument
is a good way of resolving disagreements, a good way of deciding what to believe about
the allegations that are made against people and what decisions it would be right and
proper to take in the light of such allegations. Exactly the same can be said for morality.
Moral rationalists like Reid need not hold that reason has the means to answer every moral
question at every level, and thus the power to resolve every disagreement conclusively.
Rather, they need make only three relatively modest claims. First, there are no grounds to
declare reason powerless with respect to morality from the outset, which is to say, before
even we start to think about the issues. Second, provided we accept that our conclusions
will in all likelihood fall short of absolute proof or incontrovertible demonstration, the
most plausible and intelligent approach to moral questions and disagreements is just to see
how far clear and cogent reasoning—assembly of the relevant facts, proper application of
the relevant concepts, and adherence to the rules of reason—can take us. Third, belief in the
rationality of morality does not need to be underpinned by a metaphysical “realism” or by
the invocation of a special moral “sense.” If other forms of practical reasoning do not need
these false supports, neither does morality.
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In many ways Reid’s conception of common sense finds an echo in the concept of a
“form of life” that appears in the Philosophical Investigations of the twentieth-century
philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein (1889-1951). Wittgenstein’s philosophical method is
highly distinctive and his main concerns do not include the traditional topics of moral
philosophy. Nevertheless, there is a lesson to be learned from his analyses of mind and
language that is pertinent here. Wittgenstein repeatedly emphasizes the fact that human
beings do more with words than name properties or formulate propositions about the world
in which they find themselves. Among the many other things they do is ask questions, issue
commands, pay compliments, give greetings, express wishes, warn, praise, encourage, say
prayers, and so on. All these are what Wittgenstein calls “language games.” The point of this
metaphor is to direct our attention to the fact that, although there is a recurrent tendency
for people to assume that language starts with naming objects, in fact when children learn
a language they are learning how to engage with other people in doing things. Language,
we might say, inducts children into a form of life, a way of being in the world, and such
induction is only possible because by nature human beings have a whole range of desires,
reactions, and responses in common. It is this shared background that makes language
possible and underlies our ability to understand and cooperate with each other.

Now we can apply this insight to what is generally called “morality.” Human beings
do differ from one another in attitudes and opinions, but the language they use to express
these differences is something they share, and are able to share only because of a more
fundamental common ground. Both the subjectivist and the realist tend to think of morality
as primarily cognitive—a matter of believing propositions—but morality is first and
foremost practical—a matter of performing, praising, recommending, condemning, and
deciding on actions. To see this is to understand that Hume is wrong and Reid is right;
morality is not about emotional feeling, but about practical judgment.

1.6 Objectivism

Feelings can be strong or weak, but there is no right or wrong about them. If, as Hume
alleges, morality is a matter of feeling, then there is no right or wrong there either. Social
convention and childhood training may bring it about that people’s moral feelings are gen-
erally similar, but outrage and indifference need not track the gravity or insignificance of
the action or event that prompts them. Someone who was more morally incensed by bad
table manners than by murder would be unusual, no doubt, but they could not be said to
have made a mistake of any kind. They just feel as they feel.

This is an inescapable implication of all forms of subjectivism, and it is the main reason
why Reid thinks that in matters of morality, moral judgment must determine what we
ought to feel rather than allowing our instinctive feelings to determine how we ought to
judge. For Reid, moral judgments arise from the exercise of practical rationality and this
implies that such judgments aim to be objective. The disagreement between Reid and Hume
may thus be classified as one version of the ancient philosophical dispute between objectiv-
ists and subjectivists. Can this long-running debate be resolved?

One promising approach to its resolution favors Reid precisely because it lays heavy
emphasis on the idea of practical judgment, rather than moral truth. In all sorts of spheres
we exercise judgment about right and wrong without thinking that there is a special realm
of truths that we could or should discover (or prove) to guide our judgment. This is evident
in artistic judgment. There is a right and a wrong speed at which to play a musical march,
for instance. Play it too fast, and it loses its dignity; play it too slow and it becomes a dirge.
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Both speeds are wrong, but not in any realist sense. What sort of thing could the facts be
that made it wrong? Indeed, there are contexts in which it could sound right to play the
march fast—for humorous effect, for instance—and this too would be a matter of judg-
ment. In these cases right and wrong aren’t determined by personal liking or loathing, but
neither are they determined by some special realm of fact that we “apprehend” by a myste-
rious faculty. They are determined by experience and deliberation.

Practical judgment of this kind is not confined to specific occasions or particular actions.
When Reid gave his students lectures on Practical Ethics, he set a much more general
conception before them.

It is the prerogative of Man in his adult state to be able to propose to himself and to
prosecute one great End in Life . . . The brutes are incapable of this [and] carried away
by the appetite or Instinct which [is] strongest at the time . . . We have a Superior
Principle given us by the Author of our Being, by which we can, from an Eminence
as it were, take a view of the whole Course of human Life; and consider the different
Roads that men take . . . When we thus take a general view of human Life we can not
but perceive that some Roads we may take lead to Ruin and infamy, others are mean
and below the dignity of our natures. . . .

(Reid, 2007: 32)

The remainder of this book is concerned with “the different Roads” that human beings have
proposed to themselves as the “one great End in Life.” However, the history of philosophy
reveals two rather different emphases, captured in part by Searle’s distinction between the
“constitutive” and the “regulative” alluded to earlier. Sometimes people have construed
the great End of life as essentially a personal pursuit: What principles, values or ideals
should regulate my life? At other times, it has been interpreted in a more social way: What
are the principles most appropriate to the sort of society in which human beings should
strive to live? What rules should constitute the social relationships between individuals?
Since in recent times, the second of these options has been more prevalent, this will provide
the subject matter for Chapter 2. Thereafter, some of the candidates for personal values
and ideals will be explored.
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Contractualism

Moral Rules and Social Agreement

Chapter 1 concluded that there are good reasons to endorse philosophical doubts about
both the existence of moral “properties” and a special moral “sense” (“conscience,” per-
haps) by which they are “perceived.” But this need not lead us to endorse subjectivism,
the view that moral beliefs can never be objectively right or wrong. Objectivism about
morality can be freed from the metaphysically problematic idea of moral “truths” that we
“apprehend” and explained in terms of the concept of practical judgment. Practical judg-
ment is the sort of assessment we make of right and wrong in all sorts of fields—legal hear-
ings, planning inquiries, book clubs, college exams, investment management, and fashion
shows, for example. In all these activities we make extensive use of the concepts of right
and wrong, good and bad, and better and worse. In forming preferences and making deci-
sions between alternatives, people are not passive victims of the feelings they happen to
have; they can transcend immediate feeling by exercising their capacity for rational judg-
ment. By acknowledging some indispensable logical principles, making sure we are clear
about the concepts we are using, paying careful attention to facts, and maintaining open-
ness of mind, we can avoid partiality and thus impartially distinguish between good and
bad decisions. This is enough to bridge the gap that subjectivists make so much of—the
gap between what is and what ought to be. Indeed, it effectively collapses the distinction,
since we need impartial judgment in establishing the facts just as much as in deciding what
we ought to do.

For present purposes, this conclusion enables us to move on from the debate between
moral realists and moral subjectivists. In twentieth-century moral philosophy this impor-
tant debate was so prominent it overshadowed other philosophical debates that have fig-
ured just as prominently at other times. One of these concerns the contrast between moral-
ity as a sphere of personal endeavor, and morality as the foundation of social life. Should
we think of morality as the individual’s attempt to realize goals and ideals that will make
his or her life a good one? Is morality about how a life is best spent? Or should we think of
morality as a set of rules that constrain individuals in their relations one with another? Is
morality about finding the rules that will enable individuals with contrasting life styles to
belong to one society?
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2.1 Justice and Beneficence

In The Theory of Moral Sentiments, the philosopher Adam Smith (1723-1790), a friend
and contemporary of David Hume (and also a foundational figure in economics), notes a
deep distinction within what we generally think of as morality. There is, says Smith,

[a] remarkable distinction between justice and all the other social virtues . . . [W]e feel
ourselves under a stricter obligation to act according to justice, than agreeably to friend-
ship, charity or generosity; . . [T]he practice of these last mentioned virtues seems to be
left in some measure to our own choice, but . . . somehow or other, we feel ourselves to
be in a peculiar manner tied, bound, and obliged to the observation of justice.

(Smith, 1790, 2002: 93)

People can rightly be criticized for being unfriendly, miserly, or failing to contribute to a
good cause. In the end, though, that is their choice. Nothing does or should compel us to
be friendly. But we are not similarly free to ignore the principles of justice. Injustice is to
be condemned, not merely criticized, because it is wrong in a stronger sense than mere bad
behavior. This is indicated, Smith observes, by the fact that it is justifiable to force people
to act in accordance with justice. “[Florce may, with the utmost propriety, and with the
approbation of all mankind, be made use of to constrain us to the rules [of justice], but not
to follow the precepts of the other [social virtues]” (Smith, 1790, 2002: 93).

Smith explains this important difference in terms of the necessary conditions for social
life. He calls friendliness, generosity, and so on “beneficence” (i.e., doing good). But in
terms of social structure,

beneficence is the ornament which embellishes, not the foundation which supports the
building. . . Justice, on the contrary, is the main pillar that upholds the whole edifice.
If it is removed, the great, the immense fabric of human society . . . must in a moment
crumble into atoms.

(Smith, 1790, 2002: 101)

Smith is drawing a distinction here that an important strand in moral philosophy thinks
crucial. While personal virtues like friendliness and generosity are certainly to be valued, we
can get by without them. But justice is indispensable for social life. That is why it warrants
force—compelling people to act against their choice or preference. At the same time, most
people think that at some level, morality essentially involves the freedom of individuals to
make their own moral choices. This point is easiest to see if we compare morality with the
law. If you obey the law of the land, you are a law-abiding citizen regardless of whether
you think the law to be right. You are also law abiding regardless of whether you respect
the “majesty” of the law, or merely obey from fear of punishment or hope of social reward.
The point is that whatever your attitude and your reasons, you have acted legally if you
simply comply.

Morality is not like this. If you merely comply with moral principles—because you are
told to, because you want to impress people, or because you are afraid of what people will
say—you have acted in accordance with morality, but you have not acted morally. A key
feature is missing. To act morally you have to freely choose to do what is right because it
is right, and not for any other reason. Yet if what Smith says about justice is correct—that
we are in some way “tied, bound, and obliged to [its] observation,” then we seem to have
a paradox. Morality requires us to be both bound and free.
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2.2 Promises and Contracts

One important solution to this conundrum lies in exploring the concept of promises and
contracts. We are free to make promises or not to make them, but having made them, we
are obliged to keep them. This establishes an important moral difference between people’s
relationships to each other. Suppose that someone needs to be taken to hospital. Anyone
might offer a ride out of simple kindness, but kindness doesn’t oblige anyone in particular.
It doesn’t tell me why I should take them in my car. But suppose I had promised to do so.
Then there is a difference between me and other people. I have an obligation that they do
not. “You should do it” other people can say, not because of it’s a matter of helping the
sick, but “because you promised to.” It has to be true, of course, that I did actually prom-
ise to help. But when it is true, there is no moral wiggle room. The obligation is rooted in
a specific fact about me—my free past action. The fact that I promised is no less of a fact
than that the hospital is five miles away. And just as this second fact has practical implica-
tions—it will take 15 minutes to get there, for instance—so does the first fact—it’s me who
has the obligation to give the ride.

Even if, morally speaking, everyone should help people in need, there is thus an impor-
tant moral difference between someone who has promised to help and someone who has
not. Promises make a difference because we are not relieved of our obligations just because
we no longer want to do what we have agreed to do. A promise made a year ago is still a
promise even if it doesn’t suit me to keep it #ow, and the same point can be made about
contracts and agreements more generally.

Agreements with others are devices by which we freely limit our own freedom, and thus
bring it about that there are things we have to do, whether we want to or not. It is impor-
tant to see, though, that this conflict between what I ought to do and what I want to do is
not merely psychological but rational. There is a famous episode in Homer’s Odyssey that
illustrates the point. Odysseus, on his homeward journey from Troy to Ithaca, encounters
the Sirens, creatures who sing with a haunting beauty powerful enough to lure sailors to
their death on the rocks around their island. Having been warned about them, but want-
ing nonetheless to hear their remarkable song, Odysseus has his men plug their ears with
beeswax so that they will hear nothing, and then tie him to the mast to keep him from
escaping. As they pass the island, true to form the Sirens begin to sing so beautifully that
Odysseus, despite his better judgment, tries to break free. He is only prevented from doing
so by two of his men binding him even more tightly until the ship has passed beyond the
island. By instructing his men to do what they did, Odysseus freely chose to constrain his
own future actions in ways that he had judged rational. Nonetheless, when he finally heard
the Sirens sing, Odysseus was not free. He was physically prevented from doing what he
wanted. This contrasts with the promising case; we are rationally obliged, not physically
or psychologically compelled, to keep our promises. Breaking them is always possible, and
this is what makes moral obligation compatible with autonomy or self-determination.

This interesting logical feature of promises has suggested to some philosophers that
there may be a way in which the basic principles of morality could be rationally grounded
in social agreement. It is an idea with a long philosophical history. In Plato’s dialogue
Theaetetus, which was composed over 2,000 years ago (somewhere around 365 BCE),
Socrates remarks that “in right and wrong and matters of religion—people [who] are ready
to affirm that none of these things is natural, with a reality of its own” still think that “pub-
lic decision” can make them true (Theaetetus: 172b). The view to which Plato is alluding
here is often called “contractualism” because it invokes the idea of a social contract, which
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is to say, an agreement among members of society. The idea is a simple and attractive
one. If Adam Smith is right that justice is the main pillar that upholds the immense fabric
of human society, but, if at the same time, the moral autonomy of individuals has to be
respected, the solution would seem to lie with a public decision in which individuals agree
just what the rules of justice are that they will all be obliged to keep.

In the history of contractualism two key concepts figure prominently—the idea of a
“state of nature” or prepolitical condition and a “social contract” forged by agreement.
Different philosophers say different things about these, and sometimes call them by dif-
ferent names, but almost all employ the same argumentative strategy, namely a thought
experiment which invites us to abstract from the world of social and political structures to
a state of nature, and by reasoning about this state of nature uncover grounds for a social
contract that individuals in society can agree should regulate relations between them. Such
a social contract provides the moral basis of law, which can then be justifiably used to pro-
tect the rights and enforce the duties embodied in the contract.

Though this strategy has proved highly attractive to many philosophers, it faces at least
one obvious difficulty. If appeal to the social contract is to carry the sort of obligatory
implications that the force of agreement gives to promises in general, it has actually to be
consented to. But, though occasional historical episodes something like this have taken
place—the Icelandic Althing (assemblies) of the tenth, eleventh, and twelfth centuries might
be an example—there is no well-documented case of a prepolitical society in which all
the people have at one time gathered and agreed the rules for their mutual support and
co-operation. In other words, there is no clearly recorded instance of explicit consent to a
social contract. Is there any way round this difficulty? Is there any other type of agreement
that will do the job of explicit (or, to use an older term, express) consent? The philosophy of
contractualism has largely been driven by the need to supply an answer to this question.

2.3 John Locke and “Tacit” Consent

John Locke (1632-1704) is arguably the greatest of all English philosophers. His lengthy
Essay on Human Understanding was published towards the end of his life in 1698, and it
constitutes one of the major defences of philosophical empiricism. In the same year, Locke’s
Two Treatises of Civil Government appeared. Though published anonymously, and prob-
ably written a decade earlier, Locke’s Second Treatise has had as great an influence on
political philosophy as the Essay has had on epistemology and philosophy of mind. In hi