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PREFACE

This book is intended for use in undergraduate courses in ethics that approach the subject from a philosophical perspective. I have taught much of this material over the past thirteen years in an introductory ethics course for students with some prior philosophy. But the book may also prove useful in a second course for students whose first ethics course was less philosophically intensive.

I have sought to anchor issues in the context of contemporary debates as well as the enduring works of Western ethical philosophy: Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, Hobbes’s Leviathan, Kant’s Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals, Mill’s Utilitarianism, and Nietzsche’s Genealogy of Morals. Although reference to these works is not crucial, the book is likeliest to be effective in conjunction with substantial selections of at least some of them. All are widely available in various editions. Electronic versions can be accessed through my Web page: www.umich.edu/~sdarwall.

In coming to the ideas expressed here, I have had the great benefit of learning from many students, both here at the University of Michigan and at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, and from many colleagues, including Elizabeth Anderson, Richard Brandt, Sarah Conly, Allan Gibbard, Arthur Kuflik, Adrian Piper, Jerry Postema, Peter Railton, Don Regan, Laurence Thomas, Gregory Velazco y Trianosky, David Velleman, Nicholas White, and the late Jane English, W. D. Falk, and William Frankena. I am indebted also to my former teachers Kurt Baier and J. B. Schneewind.

Michael Slote and Don Loeb read the manuscript for Westview and provided many useful suggestions. Sarah Warner and Melanie Stafford of Westview helped greatly with the production process, and Christine Arden gave invaluable editorial advice. Finally, I thank Spencer Carr for his persistence in convincing me to write this book and his generosity in allowing me so much time to do it.
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Ann Arbor, Michigan






Part One

INTRODUCTION





1

WHAT IS PHILOSOPHICAL ETHICS?




Ethical Opinion and Human Life 

Ethical thought and feeling are woven throughout our lives in ways we rarely appreciate. We all have some implicit ethics, whether we know it or not—even if we deny that we do. We may occasionally fail or refuse to acknowledge our values, of course. Or avoid developing them into a coherent ethical outlook or philosophy. But we cannot live without values. Those who think we can should consider that without values we would lack such feelings as pride, admiration, respect, contempt, resentment, indignation, guilt, shame, and a whole host of others. Would a life be recognizably human without any of these?

Take pride, for example. To be proud of something is to see it as something to be proud of. This is an ethical thought—namely, that something is worthy of pride, that it has merit or worth.1 When we take pride in a thing, therefore, we commit ourselves to its value. If we come to think of it as worthless, we can no longer see it as an appropriate source of pride.

It may seem surprising that pride should have this ethical dimension. The point, however, is not that pride has value but that it reveals the values of the person who feels it. If the composer of a nihilistic rock lyric denying all value takes pride in his composition, we may conclude that he doesn’t really believe what his song proclaims. Or that, if he does, there is a conflict between his nihilism and the thoughts we must attribute to him to make sense of his feeling as one of pride.

Analogous points can be made for the other emotions I mentioned, guilt and shame being the most obvious examples. The very nature of these feelings  involves standardly accompanying thoughts or beliefs: respectively, that we have done wrong or that something about ourselves warrants shame. Similarly, resentment is the feeling of having suffered an undeserved injury. Admiration is a response to something as having value or merit, as worthy of emulation. And so on. Those who claim to lack ethical beliefs, therefore, are likely to be proven wrong by their own feelings.

And refuted, as well, by their conversation. Talk with others, no less than internal “self talk,” is laced with ethical categories and convictions. Gossip provides particularly good examples. Terms such as ‘jerk’ or ‘creep’ would lose interest for us if they weren’t tied to the idea of warranting disapproval, disdain, contempt, or censure. The same is true of ‘cool’ and other terms of positive evaluation. Imagine someone muttering angrily to himself. What do you imagine him saying? I’ll bet it’s something evaluative—something like “I can’t believe what they want me to do,” something implying an evaluation, such as that an expectation is unfair or otherwise inappropriate.

Nor is it just in emotional response and conversation that we reveal our values. Anyone reading this book is an agent: a person who chooses to act for reasons, and whose choices commit her to views about what choices are worth making. To see this point more clearly, consider the contrast drawn by the eighteenth-century German philosopher Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) between actions and other occurrences that do not involve self-directed thought and agency. Kant said that although all events happen for reasons, only actions are done for reasons. Only actions can be explained by reference to the agent’s reasons—that is, considerations the person herself took to be normative reasons weighing in favor of her choice.2


Suppose, for instance, that you drop a ball to illustrate to a child how gravity works. Consider the difference between two events: your letting go of the ball and the ball’s dropping. There are reasons for both events, but only your letting the ball go was done for a reason. Only you had a reason for so acting. The ball had none. Nothing was its reason, and dropping was nothing it did for a reason.

To act is to take some consideration as a normative reason to act and to act for that reason. And this, again, involves an ethical thought—namely, that there are respects in which the choice is desirable, or worth choosing. In letting go of the ball for the reason you did, you must have thought that the fact that it might help the child to learn about gravity was a reason to drop it, that this was a respect in which that option was choiceworthy. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have dropped it in order to illustrate gravity to the child.

We can see this point even more clearly from the agent’s perspective in deliberating about what to do. Imagine that you are considering how to spend your evening. What do you do? You look for reasons, the pros and cons of what you might do, in the hope of finding something worth doing and, ideally, finding the best choice. In deliberation we try to make up our  minds, but not arbitrarily (as by flipping a coin). Rather, we seek reasons or grounds to determine our choices. And when we act, we commit ourselves to views about normative reasons. Any being entirely lacking in ethical opinions, therefore, could not be an agent. Hence anyone who claims to lack ethical views or attitudes will be proven wrong by his own choices, whatever he chooses to do.




Ethical Inquiry: Normative Ethics 

By this point, I hope you are prepared to accept that you have ethical convictions, or at least to grant this as a working hypothesis. However, I haven’t said what makes a belief or an attitude an ethical one (i.e., as opposed to a nonethical belief or attitude, not as opposed to an unethical one). I have given examples: taking something to be worthy of pride, believing an action to be wrong or an injury to be undeserved or something about oneself to be shameful, or thinking that there are reasons for doing one thing rather than another. A central, perhaps the central, ethical notion running through these examples is what philosophers call the idea of the normative, or normativity. Each example concerns what a person should or ought to desire, feel, be, or do. Let us, then, provisionally define ethics as the inquiry into what we ought to desire, feel, be, or do.


 



Ethical Versus Nonethical Disagreement. Suppose two people disagree about whether the law should permit doctor-assisted suicide. This seems to be a clear case of ethical disagreement. However, it could be based on a further disagreement, and we may wish to consider (especially in trying to understand and perhaps resolve the issue) whether that further controversy concerns ethics or not. Suppose that the only relevant matter on which the two people disagree is whether vulnerable individuals would likelier be taken advantage of if there were such a law. They agree that if the law would have this consequence, it should not be passed and that this would be the only reason against such a law. Moreover, they agree about what “taking advantage” amounts to. In fact, the only thing they disagree about is whether vulnerable individuals would likelier be taken advantage of if there were such a law. Their ethical disagreement concerning the law is thus rooted in a further controversy that is not about ethics at all. They simply have a difference of opinion about what would happen if the law were passed. Here, then, are two people with identical ethical premises who are drawing different ethical conclusions because they disagree about the nonethical facts of the case.

Now imagine a third person who is also opposed to the law, but for a different reason. She thinks that it is morally wrong to assist in suicide and that the law should not permit such immorality. Although she agrees with one of  the first two in opposing the law, she disagrees with both in her reasons, since neither of the other two believes that assisting in suicide is immoral in itself. This third person has a deeper ethical disagreement with both of the first two, although she agrees with one of them in opposing the law.

Consider, finally, a fourth person who agrees with the third in opposing the law and in doing so because she thinks assisted suicide is intolerably immoral. Imagine, however, that these two disagree about why assisted suicide is immoral. The third person believes that we are God’s creatures and that He has a proprietary interest in our lives such that it is wrong for anyone else to determine their end point. The fourth person holds no such view. She believes that human life is intrinsically valuable and that killing is always wrong. Is this disagreement ethical or nonethical?

The answer may not be immediately obvious. If we suppose that the fourth person agrees with the third that were there a God we would be His property, and that this fact would make assisted suicide wrong, but simply disagrees about whether God exists, then the two have no fundamental ethical disagreement. The real issue between them would be theological, not ethical. If, however, the fourth disagrees also about whether God’s creating and sustaining His creatures would make them His property, then this would be an ethical disagreement, since it would concern what rights and obligations follow from such a creative act. Or if the fourth person holds that life has intrinsic value whether it is created or not, and the third holds that its value derives entirely from its creator, then, again, we have a disagreement in ethical belief.

 



Reasons and Normative Ethical Theory. I have gone into these matters in some detail for two reasons. First, it is only by considering the difference between ethical and nonethical considerations at the margins that we can gain an intuitive grasp of the distinction. Second, thinking about the interrelations between our ethical convictions helps us see how they must fit together into a coherent structure, whether in an individual’s mind or in the moral culture of a community. Our ethical convictions are not simply an aggregated set of unrelated items. Some are deeper than others, providing reasons for and supporting the others in much the same way that the third person’s conviction that our lives are ultimately owned by God supports her belief that the law should not permit assisted suicide.

What accounts for this phenomenon? The seventeenth-century British philosopher John Locke (1632-1704) once remarked that no “moral rule” can “be proposed, whereof a man may not justly demand a reason.”3 Why should this be? Why, when someone says that some action is wrong, or that something has value, do we naturally feel entitled to ask why (if only silently, to ourselves)?4 The beginnings of an answer are contained in the insight that ethical propositions concern justification, and that whether something  is justified depends on whether it is supported by reasons. If, for example, I admire the way a colleague interacts with her students and think it estimable, then I must regard features of the interaction as worthy of esteem, as reasons for its merit or value. Perhaps these reasons include the respect she shows and elicits, the humor and light touch she adds while expressing and encouraging a serious interest in her subject, the way she draws out her students’ best efforts, and so on. I take the value of the interaction to be grounded in these features. These reasons warrant or support my admiration or esteem, not just in the sense that they are signs or evidence of value but also in the sense that these features make the interaction valuable. They are what its value depends upon. Similarly, when a person morally disapproves of something, and expresses this disapproval by saying it is wrong, she commits herself to there being reasons that make it wrong. Someone who disapproves of permitting assisted suicide is thus committed to there being reasons to proscribe it.

I can restate the point underlying Locke’s demand in what philosophers call metaphysical terms: No particular thing can be barely good or bad, right or wrong. If a particular thing has some ethical property, it must be by virtue of other properties it has—either “intrinsically” (in terms of its being the kind of thing it is) or “extrinsically” (in terms of its relations to other things, including its consequences). For example, if you say to me, “You shouldn’t have done that,” that commits you to thinking there was something about what I did that makes it something I shouldn’t have done—that there was a reason why I shouldn’t have.

Discovering what grounds our ethical emotions and choices is simultaneously a process of self-discovery and of developing a deeper understanding of what, as we believe, really is good or bad, right or wrong. For example, I may find myself admiring my colleague’s way of teaching but not be initially clear about what I admire in it, about what I am seeing as its value-making properties. By reflecting on its various qualities and analyzing my responses, I may come to a clearer understanding of just what I find admirable about it. And, in so doing, I may come to a more articulated comprehension of the values of good teaching. I learn something about myself and about certain values (at least, as they seem to me). Similarly, someone may be, as we say, “uncomfortable” with the idea of legalizing assisted suicide, but not be sure why he feels this way. Only by thinking through and analyzing his feelings, ideas, and opinions—especially in conversation with others—can he come to see what really concerns him.

These are cases where one has an ethical conviction but wants to understand what reasons support it. Alternatively, one may lack a conviction on some matter, or have a conviction but doubt or wonder about its validity. Here again, we look for reasons. But now, if we are open and genuinely desire to come to a supportable conviction, we do not restrict ourselves to  ethical convictions we already hold. The object, after all, is to find out not what we already think but what we should think. So we have to take seriously the possibility that there are reasons that we have not thought of or that we are aware of but have insufficiently appreciated.

The branch of ethics that inquires into specific ethical issues and the general ideals and principles underlying them is known as normative ethics. As we shall see, there are disagreements about how general and systematic normative ethical theory can be. At one extreme, we find philosophers who believe that ethical truth can be summarized in a few, highly general propositions. According to act-utilitarianism, for example, there is only one principle of right conduct: An action is right if, and only if, it will produce no less happiness overall than any available alternative. At the other extreme, we find thinkers who hold that there is such an irreducible multiplicity of goods and evils, virtues and vices, obligations and prohibitions, that it makes little sense to try to articulate general ideals or principles. Still, virtually everyone who has thought seriously about normative ethics respects Locke’s demand for reasons in some form or other. By its very nature, normative ethics aims at comprehensive and systematic answers to ethical questions, even if the most defensible answers are very complex.

The search for reasons gives normative ethics its direction. Since no particular thing can be barely valuable or right, normative ethics seeks to uncover the grounds of value and obligation—the features that are value- or right-making. And it attempts to do this in a systematic way, with as much generality as the subject admits of.




Philosophical Inquiry About Ethics: Metaethics 

I hope it is now evident that both ethical conviction and normative ethics are firmly rooted in ordinary human life and, therefore, in your life. We all have some drive to uncover more general ethical reasons, whether in seeking to understand our own convictions or in trying to answer the ethical questions that confront us. So not only do we all have some implicit ethics, we are all also to some extent normative ethicists. As a formal subject, normative ethical theory simply extends and develops an impulse that is already firmly planted in human experience. It attempts to articulate the grounds of value and obligation in a way that is maximally systematic and maximally sensitive to genuine complexity.

Normally, when we ask questions of normative ethics—“What has value?” “What are our moral obligations?”—we more or less take for granted the categories in which these questions arise. We implicitly assume that there are such things as value or right and wrong, and ask what, if anything, has these properties. But we can step back from these questions and ask also about their presuppositions. Just what is value, or moral obligation,  itself? Are there really such things? Here we are no longer asking a question of normative ethics. Our question is not about what has value or is morally obligatory. Rather, we are asking about the nature of value and of right and wrong themselves. What does it mean, if anything, to be valuable or morally obligatory? Not: What is valuable (and why)? But: What is value? Not: What is morally obligatory (and why)? But: What is moral obligation? These are questions of metaethics rather than of normative ethics. They arise, not within ethics, but when we step back and reflect on the nature and status of ethics itself. Metaethics consists of philosophical questions about ethics.

As an analogy, consider the contrast between two kinds of questions we might ask about numbers. If I ask, “Is there a prime number between 11 and 17?” my question is straightforwardly mathematical. If, however, I ask, “Are there numbers? Do numbers exist?” and make it clear that an answer like “Yes, there is 1, 2, and so on” simply will not do, my question is no longer a question of the same kind. It is not a mathematical question but a philosophical one about the nature and status of mathematics and mathematical “objects.” Metaethics is the philosophy of ethics, and it stands to (normative) ethics as the philosophy of mathematics stands to mathematics. Or consider the analogous distinction between questions that arise within science—for example, “Is this biological theory preferable to that one?”—and philosophical questions about science—“What is a scientific explanation?” “What is a theory?”

When we have a pattern of this kind, involving a primary subject area and philosophical speculation about (philosophy of) that subject matter, philosophers sometimes refer to the questions that arise within the primary subject as first-order questions and those involved in philosophical inquiry about it as second-order questions. In ethics, the first-order questions concern normative ethics; and the second-order questions, metaethics.

The foregoing might suggest that normative ethics isn’t really part of philosophy. And, indeed, perhaps it wouldn’t be if it could be completely divorced from metaethics. But it can’t. What is distinctive about a philosophical approach to ethics—philosophical ethics, as I call it—is its integrated treatment of normative ethics and metaethics. More on that in a moment.

 



Metaphysics. Metaphysics is the branch of philosophy concerned with the fundamental nature of reality, with what there is. Questions like “What is value?” are metaphysical questions. All of us raise metaphysical questions about ethics at some point. Who hasn’t wondered, for example, about the relation between ethics and religion? Some of us, indeed, proclaim metaphysical views about ethics—for example, that the only truth in ethics is “relative,” or that ethics simply concerns matters of taste. To see how metaphysical issues about ethics arise, recall our example of a law permitting  doctor-assisted suicide. And imagine that someone favors the law because he believes that everyone has a right to autonomy, that this right includes the right to end one’s own life, and that in order to adequately establish this right, society must not prohibit doctors from assisting in suicide. What, we may want to ask, is a right?

I assume that most readers of this book believe they have rights. Appeal to experience may help to confirm this assumption. When we feel resentment, for example, we naturally express our feeling by saying or thinking such things as “He can’t treat me that way” or “I have a right not to be treated that way.” In this context, ‘right’ means not a legal right but a moral right. After all, we can resent injuries resulting from an oppressive political order that lacks the relevant legal rights. But what is it we believe we have when we think we have a moral right?

As a beginning, we might try to translate ethical propositions concerning rights into other ethical propositions. We might say, for example, that for someone to have a right against assault is for it to be wrong for anyone to assault her, for anyone to be morally justified in defending her against assault, and for compensation and punishment to be warranted if she is assaulted. When we believe we have a right to something, our belief may take this complicated form. But our question can still persist. What, if anything, would make that complex set of ethical propositions true? And by virtue of what, if any, features of reality would it be the case that someone has a moral right to something? Here we are asking a question about the metaphysics of rights.

Especially when we are faced with what seem to be intractable ethical disagreements, those concerning the boundaries of life (abortion and assisted suicide), for instance, it is difficult to avoid more philosophical questions about the very nature of ethics. Is there such a thing as truth in ethics? Is ethical truth somehow “relative”? If there is ethical truth, whether relative or absolute, in what does it consist?

 



Philosophy of Language and Mind. Metaphysical questions of this sort are closely related to issues in the philosophies of language and mind concerning the meaning of ethical language and the states of mind we express when we use it. When a person says it would be wrong to permit assisted suicide, what does she mean and what state of mind does she express? We can, of course, rephrase her ethical statement—for example, by saying that a law permitting assisted suicide should not be passed. But the real question is what any of these ethical statements mean or express. This, too, is a question of metaethics. These statements appear to assert that passing the law would have a genuine property, wrongness—that included among the extant facts is the ethical fact that passing the law would be wrong. In this century, however, some philosophers, called  noncognitivists, have argued that such appearances are misleading. There are no ethical facts, they contend, and when a person makes an ethical judgment, she is not really saying that there are; she is not making a genuine statement that is either true or false. Rather, she is expressing a state of mind that is more like a feeling or a desire, one that cannot, unlike a belief, be either correct or incorrect by virtue of matching or failing to match the way things actually are.

 



Epistemology. Another set of metaethical issues is epistemological, concerning what, if anything, we can know or justifiably believe. I’ve said that when we consider what to believe on some ethical issue, we look for reasons . So if we come to the conclusion that reasons exist not to permit assisted suicide, we will, of course, regard these as evidence that there should not be such a law. But this process goes on within normative ethics. The question we are now asking raises a further epistemological issue that is metaethical: What entitles us to count what we take to be reasons against such a law as really being such reasons? What is our evidence for that? What, as we might also put it, are our reasons for believing that there really are such reasons against such an action?

I mentioned at the outset that many of our emotions are laced with ethical thoughts and beliefs. May we then take these emotions as evidence of the truth of these beliefs? Is, for example, the admiration I feel for my colleague’s respectful, encouraging style of teaching evidence of its merit in the same way that you naturally take the sense experiences you are currently having as evidence that you are reading a book? And if so, what is the relation between merit and esteem or admiration? Is it possible that value might exist without anyone being able to appreciate it, in the same way that it seems possible for a physical substance to exist without our being able to perceive it?

Sensory experience gives us evidence of the way things contingently happen to be in the world. But are ethical truths similarly contingent (as opposed to necessarily true, in the same way that, for example, mathematical truths seem to be)? Does the gratuitous torture of innocents merely happen to be wrong, just as it happens to be true that objects are subject to gravitational force? The world might have been such that there was no such thing as gravity. Might it also have been such that gratuitous torture of innocents was not wrong? This is a metaphysical question. But if we answer it by supposing that fundamental moral truths are necessary rather than contingent, this supposition would have epistemological implications. If gratuitous torture could not be anything but wrong—if it is necessarily wrong—then it seems that this could be known only in some way other than through experience, since experience is the result of our sensory encounter with the way things merely happen to be. If ethical truths are necessary rather than contingent, then how is ethical knowledge possible?




Philosophical Ethics 

Normative ethics and metaethics can be, and often are, pursued as distinct enterprises. In fact, some philosophers believe that they must be kept entirely separate. Noncognitivists hold, for example, that their metaethical theory that ethical convictions express noncognitive attitudes lacking truth value says nothing about which ethical attitudes we can sincerely avow: It leaves normative ethics entirely unaffected.

A separation between normative theory and metaethics is also reflected in the way that ethics is usually presented to students. Courses generally divide attention between these areas, and only rarely consider potential interactions. But this separation is unfortunate, because it ignores one of the most exciting aspects of philosophical thinking about ethics. In the works of the great figures in the history of ethics, we rarely find this separation. On the contrary, thinkers such as Aristotle, Kant, and John Stuart Mill all attempted to integrate metaethics and normative theory into a coherent systematic view. Their normative theories about what has value invariably depended on their philosophical theories about what value is. Even Nietzsche’s radical critique of morality, his “transvaluation of values,” depended on his philosophical views about what value and valuation could be. All these philosophers bring their most deeply probing philosophical thinking about ethics to bear on their normative ethical thought. For these thinkers, philosophy has ethical consequences—it matters.

As noted earlier, philosophical ethics is what I call this project of integrating normative ethics and metaethics. In particular, philosophical ethics aims to discover which normative ethical claims and theories are best supported by the most adequate philosophical understanding of what ethics is itself fundamentally about. Inevitably, philosophers disagree about this latter issue. It is a sign of their philosophical ethics that, when such disagreement occurs, they frequently disagree in their normative theories as a consequence.

As an example of how a philosophical theory can shape a normative position, recall Locke’s dictum that we can demand a reason for every “moral rule.” We interpreted this as an uncontroversial commonplace, but what Locke actually meant was (and remains) quite controversial. Locke thought that no action can be morally required or forbidden simply in itself, just because it is the kind of action it is. If an action is wrong, he held, that is so only because its being socially proscribed would have beneficial effects. So far, this is a thesis in normative ethics. It is the normative ethical theory called rule-consequentialism: An action is wrong if, and only if, the existence of a rule proscribing it would have the best consequences. What lay behind this normative theory for Locke, however, was a metaethical view, a philosophical theory of morality.

For Locke, morality just is a set of rules that God commands us to follow because, if we do not, we will fall into conflicts that are worse for all. Locke believed that God has created human beings, given us a generally self-seeking motivation, and placed us in circumstances of sufficient scarcity that mutually disadvantageous conflict would inevitably result unless He had also benevolently commanded us to act on certain rules and, by creating eternal sanctions, given us reasons to follow them. Moral rules, then, consist in those universal prescriptions and proscriptions having the property that universal conformance would be mutually beneficial. And their moral authority derives from their having been commanded by God, who has the right to our obedience because we are His creatures. (If at this point you ask “What makes it true that a creator is entitled to the obedience of his created subjects?” you are getting the knack for philosophical ethics!)

It follows from Locke’s metaethical theory of morality that no act could be right or wrong in itself. So Locke regarded himself as entitled to deny the normative thesis that, for example, lying is intrinsically wrong. Anybody who holds this normative belief, Locke thought, is simply confused about what morality is. Thus Locke’s normative rule-consequentialism is grounded in his metaphysical theory of morality.

Although it may seem odd from our perspective, some of the first attempts to advance consequentialist and utilitarian normative theories in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries were based on similar metaethical arguments. The normative thesis that right and wrong depend entirely on the goodness of consequences was considered by many writers to flow from the philosophical idea that God creates morality as an instrument (there were different theories about how this is possible), together with the thought that, since God is omniscient and omnibenevolent, morality’s inherent, instrumental goal must be the greatest good or happiness of all His creatures. In the last two centuries, consequentialists and utilitarians were far likelier to have been secular thinkers than nonsecular ones. But generally speaking, their normative consequentialism has remained rooted in an instrumentalist philosophical theory of morality’s nature, situated now in a secular framework.

Philosophical ethicists who oppose consequentialism have also frequently tried to support their opposition philosophically with a metaethical theory. Rational intuitionists have argued on epistemological grounds that the intrinsic wrongness of torturing innocents is no less necessary and self-evident than the arithmetic fact that 7 added to 5 makes 12, and so must be capable of being known by reason alone, independent of sense experience. And Kant, who is famous for the normative doctrine that actions such as lying and promise breaking are wrong even when they lead to beneficial effects, based his rejection of consequentialism in a philosophical theory of morality as essential to the deliberative standpoint of a free moral agent.




A Plan of Study 

This book’s main goal is to introduce the reader to philosophical ethics. We shall begin in Part 2 with a first pass at the basic questions of metaethics, along with a brief discussion of responses that philosophers have given to them. Then, in Parts 3 and 4, we shall turn to a more extended examination of some of the major alternatives in philosophical ethics. Rather than considering abstract positions, however, we will find it more illuminating and interesting to encounter thinkers actually doing philosophical ethics. Thus we will be able to see ethical philosophizing as a living activity, one that results when an individual human being, or a group, tries to think through the ethical and philosophical questions we all face in a unified way—in short, tries to see whether philosophy can matter.

 



Morality Versus Ethics? Part 2 concerns philosophical and normative moral theories. When contrasted with ethics more generally, morality refers to universal norms of right and wrong conduct that are held to obligate all persons. Philosophical moralists such as Hobbes, Mill, and Kant sought to develop a unified normative and philosophical understanding of this notion. They sought to understand what morality is (metaethically) in order to support a conception of what morality requires (normatively).

But morality does not exhaust all of ethics. In fact, the idea of a universal law of conduct plays no significant role whatsoever in the ethical thought of some thinkers, Aristotle being a notable example. And others, starting with Nietzsche in the nineteenth century, rejected the very notion of morality as philosophically insupportable. They regarded it as the misbegotten inheritance of a philosophically flawed Judeo-Christian theological tradition that continues only for disturbing reasons we are loath to acknowledge. For these latter thinkers the central ethical notions were not right and wrong but worth, merit, or excellence, on the one hand, and a person’s good or benefit, on the other. Accordingly, Part 3 examines some cases of philosophical ethics that provide counterpoints and alternatives to theories of morality, both Nietzschean and post-Nietzschean critiques of morality and moral theory and ancient Greek philosophical ethics to which these critics frequently look for alternative models.

In the end, what united all these thinkers was their relentless pursuit of a human project in which we are all engaged. They pressed forward to striking conclusions a process of ethical and philosophical inquiry that is to some extent unavoidable for any thoughtful human being.






Part Two

METAETHICS
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METAETHICS: THE BASIC QUESTIONS

This book’s major aim is to introduce the reader to some of the ways in which major thinkers have tried to support differing normative ethical outlooks philosophically. In seeking to understand what is valuable and morally obligatory in human life, they have sought to grasp what value and obligation themselves are. These latter questions are metaethical. To begin, then, we need a clearer picture of what metaethics is. What exactly do metaethical questions ask? And how do these questions arise?




The Objective Purport of Ethical Conviction 

It will be useful to start by thinking about how things seem from the perspective of someone holding an ethical conviction. To make this exercise vivid, let’s suppose that person is you, and that the conviction is one you hold strongly, stably, and confidently. Imagine that you read about an incident in which a children’s hospital has been attacked by a contending group in a civil war. The assailants have dragged the children out of their hospital beds and tortured and brutally massacred them and the hospital staff in an effort to terrorize and intimidate and thereby gain tactical advantage in the war. How do you think you’d feel as you take in the grim details? You might feel horror, disgust, sadness, perhaps a profound sense of discouragement at the human prospect, maybe a desire to look away, and so on. Among these reactions, however, you might also feel a sense of indignation or outrage—a feeling you might express in some such way as this: “What a vile and despicable thing to have done.” Let’s suppose you would.

Now imagine you encounter someone else who is also familiar with the case, but who has come to a very different conclusion about it. This person takes the view that although it is certainly regrettable that so many innocent, defenseless people had to suffer such horrible deaths, the attack was  nonetheless justified because it was a necessary means to the right side’s prevailing in the war. How, then, might you view your conviction in relation to this other person’s?

There would appear to be a definite issue between you and this other person. You think the attack was despicable, but he thinks it was justified. Knowing this, wouldn’t you think that you cannot both be correct? Wouldn’t your respective convictions appear to vie for a space that, logically, no more than one can occupy? If, consequently, you continue to hold to your conviction, having heard everything the other person can say in support of his, would you not think his mistaken? And would he not, presumably, think the same of yours?

 



Ethical Opinion Versus Taste. Compare this with what is sometimes called a “brute difference of taste.” Some people strongly dislike eating okra, others like it a lot, and still others can take it or leave it. Suppose you are in the first group and I am in the second. How are we likely to view the disagreement between us? Well, we might think there is a genuine issuesomething about which no more than one of us could be correct. Or we might see our different responses as a mere difference of taste—not the kind whereby a taste can be cultivated and a value appreciated, but a brute difference. If we were to see things in this way, we would no longer be treating our difference as a disagreement concerning some objective matter. In fact, we would no longer see our responses as either correct or incorrect at all. Once we see the disagreement as one of brute difference, we can then agree that eating okra is an experience I like but you don’t, and that’s the end of it.

But is this the way things would seem to you in feeling indignation at the massacre? Would you be likely to think that there is, in the end, nothing about which you and a person who thinks the massacre justified really disagree? Could you see your disagreement as a brute difference in taste, such that you simply lack the stomach for such tactics whereas others apparently do not?

I think it unlikely that this is the way things would seem to you. Perhaps after some (exasperating) argument you might be prepared to say something like: “Well, the massacre is wrong to me, but obviously it’s not wrong to you.” However, although this may look like the okra case, it really is not. You and I may be prepared to conclude that the experience of eating okra is good for me but not for you because we are prepared to understand it as amounting to no more than that I like the experience and you do not. But would you be prepared to believe that you simply dislike massacre more than the other person does? In this context, saying it’s wrong to you but not to him amounts to saying something like you think it is wrong, but he doesn‘t—or that it appears or seems wrong to you, but not to him. What  you think and what he thinks remain in conflict; the way it seems to you is still at odds with the way it seems to him.

 



Ethical Opinion “From the Inside.” Let me emphasize that this is how I think it would seem to you from within your feelings and ethical convictions. Of course, you might also accept a philosophical theory according to which ethical convictions or attitudes cannot properly claim any more objectivity than preferences and tastes. My point is that there will be some tension between any such theory and what philosophers call the phenomenology of ethical experience and judgment—the way things seem when we experience a feeling like indignation or hold the belief that, for example, something is gravely wrong. And so the philosophical theory will have to explain away this appearance as misleading or confused. It is not unusual to hear people say, in one moment, that ethics is no more than opinion, taste, or preference and then vehemently express, in the next moment, some strong ethical view. In the latter instance, it certainly looks as if they are committed to the correctness of their view. Surely it looks that way to their interlocutors.

 



Fallibility and Objective Purport. At this point, I hope you are prepared to draw the conclusion that to hold a moral opinion, at least one such as I have been describing, is to take that opinion to purport or aspire to objectivity or truth. This is not to say that having ethical opinions means assuming that one is infallible. Nor is my point that we have to deny our own subjectivity in the sense of denying that we are impervious to the influence of perspective or bias. To the contrary, that we take ourselves to be fallible and never fully able to transcend our own subjective standpoints is itself evidence of the objective purport of ethical opinions. If we think ethics to be something on which we are not immune from error, we must think it to be something we can be in error about. Or if we regard our own perspective in ethical judgment as unavoidably subject to bias and idiosyncrasy, then, again, we must suppose that ethics is an area where it makes sense to speak of bias, where actual judgments can be more or less subjective or objective—more or less reflective of our own subjective perspective or of the way things really are.

If I simply like eating okra whereas you do not, we cannot speak of bias or fallibility. Neither makes sense in that context. The kind of moral conviction we’ve been considering, however, is a state of mind purporting to represent the way things really are—that something is really right or really wrong. It is a sign of this phenomenon that we naturally speak of having a view, conviction, or belief in the latter case, although not in the former.

 



Agreement, Disagreement, and Objective Purport. I’ve purposely picked an example that is apt to strike you as uncontroversial. I’ve done this in the  hope of finding a resonance in your feelings and judgment, so that you can consider vividly what it is like to have the feeling or conviction yourself. However, you may want to object that in doing so I have prejudiced my case and, perhaps, that I have compounded the problem by underdescribing the conflicting view. Just what would be the consequences if the “wrong side” won in this conflict? Can we assume that everyone shares the belief that terrorism is wrong no matter what the consequences? Or that everyone would do so on reflection?

However, the important thing to see is that, for my present point, nothing turns on whether this belief would be universally shared or not. On the contrary: If there were disagreement, this, too, would prove my point, since the disagreement would be about whether or not something was really so—that is, about whether the massacre really was wrong or, as we might also put it, about whether it is true that the massacre was wrong. Even if we consider an example where disagreement is likelier, the same point could still be made, although for either side there might be many readers who would have to exert some effort to think themselves into the perspective of someone holding that view. From the viewpoint of someone who opposes legalizing doctor-assisted suicide, for example, it seems as if such a law would really be wrong. And similarly, it seems that disagreements with those who favor the law are about which view is correct.

I’ve also purposely picked a moral conviction—one concerning right and wrong, rather than an ethical conviction about, say, what experiences are desirable—because I think readers will more readily agree that such convictions purport to be about something objective. But a similar line of thought can be pursued with respect to other ethical beliefs. When I admire my colleague’s teaching, regard it as good, and see her interactions with her students as having worth, I am hard-pressed to see this stance as being merely a matter of taste or preference. And were someone to disagree about its merit, I would likely think there is an issue between us on which we cannot both be correct. Or, to take a less academic example, suppose I have a bad headache and see that as a reason to take a pain reliever. If someone denies that pain is a reason for acting, it will again seem that there is a genuine issue between us. Maybe she could say she has no reason to relieve her own pain without our convictions directly clashing. There might be relevant differences between us or our situations. If, however, she says that pain is no reason for me to take a pain reliever, then it seems we can’t both be correct.

Finally, consider the following poignant illustration. In 1983, Wei Jing-sheng, a leading democratic dissident, was imprisoned by the Chinese regime and denied permission to speak to anyone, even his prison guards. His health failing, Wei was offered medical care if he would write to China’s leader, Deng Xiaoping, disavowing his democratic convictions. Wei did write to Deng, but this is what he said: “If you’re asking me to change  my basic values, well, my ideas are the fruit of long-term ... reflection, and you’re asking too much.... You think I can lie so lightly?” Knowing he was risking his life, Wei nevertheless refused to disavow values that seemed to him so clearly true that to deny them would be to lie.1





What Is There for Ethical Convictions to Be About? 

But if ethical convictions purport to reflect something objective, we must ask, What objective ethical reality is there for them to reflect? We should be careful here, since it is easy to miss the real force of this question. Consider the judgment that the hospital massacre was despicable. It seems clear enough that in one sense this judgment is about the massacre and the qualities that make it despicable, and that, regrettably enough, such incidents and qualities really do exist in the world.

But it may also seem that although a full description of these qualities includes the grounds or basis for our ethical judgment—namely, the qualities we take to be despicable-making-this description will not itself amount to an ethical judgment. Only when we judge not just that the massacre has these qualities but that these qualities make it despicable—that the action is, for these reasons, despicable—do we make a judgment that seems genuinely ethical. Before that point we just have reportage about which there can be agreement between two people who disagree in their ethical assessment of the incident—one judging it despicable, the other judging it a regrettable but justified tactic. But if that is so, then what ethical convictions distinctively purport to concern and reflect are ethical properties such as being despicable, morally justified, and so on—or perhaps, more complicated properties such as being despicable-making, morally justified-making, and so on. It is one thing, it can seem, to believe that the attack involved the torture and violent death of innocent children and staff, and another to judge that these qualities make it despicable. After all, the person who considers the attack to be justified agrees that it has all the former qualities.

But we can now ask, Are there really any such properties as being despicable for ethical convictions to reflect? Or, perhaps equivalently, what could make true the judgment that the attack was despicable? In what could its truth consist? In addition to all the facts on which we base our judgment, and which are unproblematically, if depressingly, real, is there an ethical fact-namely, that these other facts make the act despicable or, as the other person thinks, morally justified? Is there a further ethical property of despicableness?

When we contemplate the massacre, we feel indignation. And we express this by attributing to the massacre the moral quality of despicableness. Are we actually responding, then, to this quality—in the same way that, say,  our experience of visual shape is a response to a thing’s actual physical shape? It can well seem that we are not, that all we are responding to are the facts on which we base our ethical assessment, the ones we perceive as despicable-making-for example, that innocent children were tortured, and so on. But if we then attribute this further property, despicableness, what could make this attribution correct? Where, in reality, is despicableness? What is there for ethical convictions attributing it to reflect?

The same sort of question was sharply formulated by David Hume (1711-1776) in a famous passage:
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.2






Call this “Hume’s challenge.” The qualities of a wilful murder that we perceive as vicious are what Hume termed “matter[s] of fact in the case.” These include qualities such as disregard for human life, a willingness to treat others as mere instruments to one’s own ends, and so on—qualities that are plainly part of the objective situation. But what about the further property of being vicious? This property, Hume wrote, appears not to be in the object in the same way that the qualities on the basis of which we attribute it are. So “where” is it?3





A Related Problem Concerning Evidence in Ethics 

More recently, Gilbert Harman has pursued a similar line of thought, arguing that when it comes to ethics there is a problem concerning what we can reasonably treat as evidence for our convictions.4


In science, and more generally when we are testing general empirical conjectures about the world, we confirm theories by seeing whether their predictions correspond to experience. For example, current physical theories predict that black holes will exert a profound gravitational effect on the motion of bodies in the area surrounding them because of their extraordinary mass. Accordingly, when scientists using the Hubble Space Telescope observed data indicating motions of a kind around the core of galaxy M87 that could be explained in no other way, they took this observation as evidence of the truth of the theoretical prediction about black holes. They took their (telescope-aided) experience as confirmation of the truth of the theory.

Now, this example might already seem to involve a contrast with ethics. For there may seem to be nothing in ethics to play the role that experience plays in confirming scientific theories or ordinary common-sense beliefs about the way things are. Granted, we might think, people have ethical  feelings and beliefs, but we can’t use these as evidence for or against any ethical theory because people may already be presupposing some theory or other when they have these feelings. In science, on the other hand, it may seem that experience provides us with an utterly unprejudicial or “theoryneutral” forum in which to assess theories.

The latter contention betrays a mistaken view of the relation between experience and scientific theory, however. The idea of an entirely neutral court of experience before which scientific theories stand to be judged is a myth—the “myth of the given,” as it is called. All experience is “theory-laden,” already involving a rich array of implicit concepts and categories whose meanings are determined by the theories in which they are situated. To paraphrase Kant again, “experience without theory is blind” (just as “theory without experience is empty” Only because experience is already structured through assumed theories (including those implicit in our language) can it confirm any beliefs at all. Purely inarticulate and inarticulable sensory impressions would be, in William James’s vivid phrase, a “blooming, buzzing confusion” that couldn’t count as evidence for or against anything. So if ethical feelings and convictions are theory-laden, the same is true of experiences that we take to confirm theories about the way things are.

Scientists take their Hubble observations as confirming current theory about black holes because this theory best explains their observations. What would be analogous in ethics? Given that observations of individual, specific phenomena are evidence of more general, universal theories in science when (and because) the latter explain the former, the question must instead be whether anything analogous holds in ethics. Is there a sense in which more general, universal ethical theories can explain “observations” or “experiences” of individual, specific ethical phenomena?

In one sense, at least, it seems there might be. When we consider the massacre, the individual incident, we find ourselves having an ethical feeling, indignation, and a belief or “observation” that it was despicable or, more simply, wrong. But if, as I argued in Chapter 1, something can have such an ethical property only if it has features or qualities that make it wrong—fea—tures that are reasons not to do it—then it follows that our feeling or conviction can be correct only if there are such reasons. But this will be true if, and only if, there is some such universal truth as that anything with those features would be wrong, other things being equal. In particular, the general proposition that it is wrong to torture and violently kill innocents, perhaps especially those who are most vulnerable, in order to gain tactical military advantage would seem to “explain” the more specific observation that this massacre was wrong. Theoretical generalization explains specific observation in the sense that if the former were true, the latter would be also.

So if what licenses us in taking observations of individual phenomena as evidence for (more general) theory is that the latter explains the former,  then it might be asserted that this same relation can hold in ethics. And, therefore, perhaps we can reasonably take our ethical feelings and intuitive convictions about individual cases as evidence for ethical generalizations or, more grandly, for ethical theories.


Harman argues, however, that there is an important remaining difference between ethics and science. Scientists take their observations as evidence for a theory about black holes because the theory would explain not just what they observe—that is, the behavior of surrounding bodies—but also their observing it. The theory helps explain their experience in the more robust sense that it explains why they have the experiences they do and see the motions they seem to see when the telescope is pointed toward galaxy M87. The theory hypothesizes the existence of a general physical phenomenon that initiates a causal chain culminating in their having the experiences they do when they view data from the telescope. And so they properly take their having this experience, their observing what they do, as evidence for the truth of the theory, since, if the theory is true, they should be having the very experiences they are having.

Harman argues that nothing similar is true in ethics. When we feel indignation at the massacre and form the conviction that it was wrong, it may well be true that the theory that it is always wrong (other things being equal?) to torture and violently kill vulnerable innocents to gain military advantage explains what we observe, in the sense that if the theory were true, then what we observe, that this massacre is wrong, would be true also. But does it explain our observing it to be wrong? It would, it seems, only if the wrongness of massacres were a real property of them that could initiate something like a causal chain terminating in our ethical feeling or conviction. But whereas we generally think our experiences of the physical properties that things seem to have are best explained as the result of a causal interaction (sense experience) with physical properties that things actually have, should we believe that our ethical convictions and feelings are similarly explainable as resulting from some kind of causal interaction with ethical properties? Should we think of our ethical sensibilities as faculties for detecting ethical properties that are triggered when we turn our attention in their direction—similar to, say, our sensory abilities for detecting size and shape?
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