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Introduction



Ethics is about right and wrong – about what we should and shouldn’t do. What are the principles that should guide our behaviour? What are the values we should live by? What, in the end, is the purpose and meaning of life?


These are profound questions, though we may think that we already have some of the answers. We all know that it is wrong to kill. Or do we? Murderers kill other people – that is wrong – but is it right that we kill murderers to punish them? Soldiers kill others with the blessing of the state: does that authority make killing in time of war acceptable? Then there are issues such as euthanasia and the widespread slaughter of animals: an array of cases that cast doubt on the claim that killing is always wrong.


Questions about what we should do and be are fundamental to our human nature – we are profoundly, essentially ethical creatures – so such questions are as old as mankind. ‘If I have seen a little further,’ Isaac Newton famously observed, ‘it is by standing on the shoulders of giants.’ In the field of ethics, our vision would be greatly impaired without the insights offered by the philosophical giants of the past – Plato, Aristotle, Kant, Bentham, Mill – as well as by their more recent successors. Yet no work by these philosophers has rivalled the Bible or the Qur’an in its influence on human behaviour. And in the inevitable conflict of values, religion and philosophy often reach strikingly different conclusions.


This book explores some of the most important ethical issues, taking into account the insights provided by both religious and secular thinkers. If the emphasis is very much on Western thinking, that is a reflection of the constraints of space and my own competence. The ideas discussed are endlessly engaging because they challenge not just the way we think but the way we act – because, ultimately, they really matter. My hope is that they rattle your conscience as you read about them, just as they have mine in the course of writing.


Ben Dupré





01 The good life



How should we live in order to live a good life? What is it that makes our lives valuable? These most basic of ethical questions were first posed in ancient Greece some 25 centuries ago. Since then they have never ceased to divide opinions or the people who hold them.


Views on what constitutes the good life have covered the broadest spectrum. And in this case, unfortunately, difference of opinion really matters. For starkly divergent views on the good life more or less directly affect how we actually behave and interact with one another as social beings. Much human suffering has flowed from disagreement on these basic questions.


Through a vale of tears From a religious perspective, a good life is one lived in accordance with the will and wishes of a particular god or gods. In the case of Christianity, the reward for a life well spent is a blissful afterlife in which to dwell with God for eternity. The source of true value therefore lies outside this world. To a significant degree, what we do and achieve on Earth is valuable in a secondary, instrumental sense, to the extent that it helps us to gain admission to another, infinitely better life after death.


The subordination of the physical (and inferior) here-and-now to the spiritual (and superior) hereafter inevitably leads to elevation of the soul and demotion of the body and its accoutrements. From a Christian viewpoint, our earthly life is a time of sorrow, a passage through a ‘vale of tears’, where our mundane hopes are transitory, our petty ambitions empty. Virtue is to be found primarily in obedience to the will of God, a devotion that, historically at least, has often been accompanied by disdain for worldly goods. The qualities that have traditionally been encouraged by the Church are habits of dedication and self-denial, such as chastity, abstinence and humility.


‘Blessed are the poor in spirit: for theirs is the kingdom of heaven … blessed are the pure in heart: for they shall see God.’


Jesus Christ, Sermon on the Mount, c.AD 30


Happiness, autonomy and reason Non-religious thinkers, without expectation of an afterlife, are obliged to lower their gaze, taking a humanist (in other words, human-centred) perspective and locating whatever value life may have, whatever scope and promise it may offer, within this world – in the natural world, that is, including the people who inhabit it.


The ancient Greeks (who had gods but did not generally aspire to live with them) and many since have regarded happiness as the ‘highest good’ (summum bonum) of human beings. There has been a wide range of views, however, on the nature of happiness and how it is to be achieved. For example, the Greek philosopher Epicurus identified happiness with pleasure (though not the kind of sensual pleasure now usually associated with his name), as did, much later, Jeremy Bentham, the pioneer of utilitarianism (see Utilitarianism), for very different purposes. Others, while agreeing that happiness is the (or perhaps a) supreme good, have followed Aristotle in seeing it as an objective state of human flourishing or well-being, rather than as a subjective state of mind.








Aristotle on the good life


For the Greek philosopher Aristotle, like Socrates and Plato before him, the critical ethical question was not so much ‘What is the right thing to do?’ but ‘What is the best way to live?’. He accepted the usual Greek view that man’s highest good is eudaimonia: generally translated as ‘happiness’ but closer in meaning to ‘flourishing’ – a more objective, less psychological state than the word ‘happiness’ suggests, comprising success, fulfilment, self-realization and an adequate level of material comfort. As Aristotle believed that man’s essence is his ability to reason, the fulfilment of his distinctively human potential, and hence his eudaimonia, consists in ‘the active exercise of the soul’s faculties [i.e. rational activity] in conformity with virtue or moral excellence’.









Socrates famously claimed that the unconsidered life is not worth living. It is essential, according to this line of thought, that we think for ourselves and constantly reflect on what makes our lives valuable. Otherwise, we risk living, not by values that we choose for ourselves, but by those imposed on us by others. This insight proved inspirational to a succession of thinkers during the Enlightenment, notably Immanuel Kant (see Kantian ethics), who proclaimed that personal autonomy, and especially freedom of thought and expression, were essential if human beings were to escape the shackles of superstition and deference to traditional authority.








The meaning of life


Monty Python concluded that it was ‘nothing very special’: ‘try and be nice to people, avoid eating fat, read a good book every now and then …’ But for most people the question of whether life has meaning – and if so, what it might be – seems like a seriously and/or alarmingly Big Question. For the religious, the answer may be relatively straightforward: we are put on Earth for a purpose, to serve and glorify God. Those without religion, however, are obliged to find comfort elsewhere (see Humanism). Many atheists agree with the existentialist Jean-Paul Sartre, who argued that the very fact of the universe’s indifference to us (indifferent because there is no God to give purpose to our lives) leaves us free to engage with the world in ways that create meaning for us. ‘Condemned to be free’, we are what we choose to be, products of the significant choices we make and authors of meaning in our lives.









The thirst for knowledge that consumed Enlightenment thinkers was stimulated in large part by the demands of freedom and autonomy. Courage to act and decide on our own account depends on understanding the context and implications of our actions and decisions. Reason was recognized (again, as the Greeks had done) as the midwife of such boldness. And in practice the pioneers of the scientific revolution, from Newton to Darwin, devised and developed methods of experimentation and rationally based inquiry that would bring undreamed-of insight into the physical world and man’s place within it.


‘Nothing is required for this enlightenment except freedom … the freedom to use reason publicly in all matters.’


Immanuel Kant, What is Enlightenment?, 1784


Worlds apart Today, as much as ever in the past, there is a vast gulf between those who see human life as a moment of transition to a better existence hereafter and those who, like the ancient Greeks, ‘make man the measure of all things’ and seek to realize the potential of human beings within the confines of a finite life on Earth. We humans are, literally, worlds apart in our understanding of our origins and nature – where we come from and the implications this has for the manner in which we live our lives. Sadly, until we can reach some consensus on what makes a good life good, there is little prospect of accommodation in the more down-to-earth business of getting along peacefully in the world.


the condensed idea


What is the best way to live?






	timeline






	5th century BC

	In Athens, Socrates asks ‘How should we live?’






	4th century BC

	Aristotle affirms that happiness (eudaimonia) is the highest good






	4th–3rd century BC

	Epicurus advocates pleasure as the highest good






	c. AD 30

	Jesus promises the faithful that their reward is in heaven






	1784

	Immanuel Kant argues that freedom and reason are the key to human progress






	1789

	Jeremy Bentham maintains that happiness is the one true measure of value






	1983

	Monty Python’s The Meaning of Life confounds both Jesus and Kant










02 Divine command



Of all the people who have ever lived, now and in the past, the great majority have believed that human beings are products of divine creation. Details of the connection between creature and creator differ from religion to religion, but commonly something akin to a parent–child relationship is supposed. And just as most would agree that a child’s behaviour should be guided by its parents, so our behaviour as humans (so believers believe) should be directed by the will of God or the gods.


Specifically, each of the three ‘religions of the Book’ – Judaism, Christianity and Islam – claims that morality is based on divine command. The principal means by which the deity’s wishes are made known to human beings is through sacred scriptures, notably the Bible and Qur’an, which are believed to be divinely inspired or the directly revealed word of God. So, according to this view, a thought or deed is right or wrong because God has ordained that it is so; virtue lies in obedience to God’s will, while disobedience is sin.


The Euthyphro dilemma Moral codes based on divine command may be very widely adopted, but nevertheless they face some difficulties. The most fundamental is the existence of God: is there in reality a deity to issue commands? This question is perhaps the least likely to be resolved, however, as the parties to the dispute, believers on one side and non-believers on the other, come armed with different weapons: faith and reason.


Even setting aside this most basic question, there is another significant problem that was first raised by the Greek philosopher Plato some 2,400 years ago in his dialogue Euthyphro. Suppose that moral injunctions can be identified with divine commands. Is what is morally good good because God commands it, or does God command it because it is good?








The problem of evil


One reason sometimes put forward to explain why we should do as God tells us is that he is both good and omniscient: he has our best interests at heart, and because he knows and foresees all things, his guidance is bound to be the best guidance possible. The problem here is that the record on the ground, as it were, leaves plenty of room to doubt whether God really does have our best interests at heart. Indeed, the presence of evil in the world is one of the gravest challenges facing those who believe in God – or at least those who accept the orthodox view of God as omniscient, omnipotent and omnibenevolent. Is not the ghastly catalogue of pain and suffering in the world – famine, murder, earthquake and disease – hard to reconcile with the existence of an all-powerful, all-knowing and benevolent god? How can such evil exist side by side with a god who has, by definition, the capacity to put an end to it?









If the former is the case, clearly God’s preferences might have been different. God might have ordained that the innocent should be killed, for instance, and if he had, such killing would have been morally right – just because God said so. (Indeed, the Old Testament patriarch Abraham seems to have taken precisely this view in deciding that it was right to sacrifice his young son Isaac.) Morality, on this reading, comes to little more than obedience to an arbitrary authority.


Does the other alternative fare any better? Not really. If God commands what is good because it is good, clearly its goodness is independent of God. In this case, God seems to be no more than an intermediary. In principle, therefore, we could act on our own account and go straight to the moral source or standard, without God’s help. So, when it comes to moral authority, it seems that God is either arbitrary or redundant.








The fickle commander


A major difficulty for the divine command theory of ethics is that God’s will, as it is revealed through numerous religious texts, contains many messages that are either unsavoury or actually contradictory. Such conflicts occur both between and within religions. To take a notorious example, the Bible (Leviticus 20:13) states: ‘If a man lies with a male as with a woman, both of them have committed an abomination; they shall surely be put to death.’ The recommendation that sexually active homosexuals should be executed, abhorrent in itself, contradicts injunctions against killing elsewhere in the Bible, including of course one of the Ten Commandments. At the very least, it is a challenge to use God’s known views to construct an acceptable and internally coherent moral system.









Driving out the devil’s whore It is hard to escape Plato’s conclusion, but theologians and philosophers have responded to it in very different ways. One theological response is to insist that God is good and therefore would never command evil. But what is it to do evil, on the divine command view, other than to act in defiance of God’s will? So to determine what evil is, we are no less dependent on a standard of goodness that is independent of God. And in any case, if ‘good’ means ‘commanded by God’, the statement ‘God is good’ is all but meaningless – something like ‘God is such that he complies with his own commands.’


The most robust response to Plato’s dilemma is that made by Martin Luther, leader of the 16th-century Protestant Reformation, who insisted that the good is, indeed, whatever God commands, and that his will cannot be justified or explained by reference to any independent standard of goodness. Notoriously, Luther condemned human reason as the ‘Devil’s greatest whore’ – as a faculty that is hostile to God, corrupt, and thus incapable of bringing a true understanding of the relationship between God and human beings.


‘The good consists in always doing what God wills at any particular moment.’


Emil Brunner, The Divine Imperative, 1932


Morality beyond reason Luther’s view in this regard is quite consistent. If morality is based on God’s authority, that authority, being arbitrary, must be taken on trust: it is beyond reason – irrational, or at least non-rational. On this view, reason is quite irrelevant in matters of morality; there is no basis for moral debate or argument, and hence, of course, no place for moral philosophy.


It is little surprise, then, that the mainstream philosophical tradition has found the other prong of Plato’s dilemma less uncomfortable. Although the majority of philosophers before the 20th century believed in God or gods, or at least professed to do so, religious belief has not generally played a foundational or indispensable role in the very broad range of ethical views presented.


‘No morality can be founded on authority, even if the authority were divine.’


A. J. Ayer, British philosopher


Reason cannot prove that human morality is not based on divine authority. What seems clear, however, is that if it is so based, we cannot know about it in the same way that we know about other things in the world. There is no way, even in principle, to decide between different religious moralities, because there are no independent criteria on which to base a decision. With rational inquiry ruled out and no evidence available, any morality seems to be as good or bad as another. That is why, for better or worse, religious morality, like religion itself, is a matter not of reason but of faith.


the condensed idea


Good because God says so?






	timeline






	?18th century BC

	Abraham is ordered by God to sacrifice his son Isaac






	4th century BC

	In Athens, Plato’s Socrates discusses the meaning of piety with Euthyphro







	4th–3rd century BC

	The problem of evil is, reputedly, first stated by the Greek philosopher Epicurus






	1546

	Martin Luther denounces reason as the ‘Devil’s greatest whore’










03 Right and wrong



Is it right to use human embryos in medical research that may save lives in the future? Or to fight a war in a just cause even if it brings about the deaths of innocent civilians? Is it wrong for some people to live in affluence while others elsewhere are starving? Or for non-human animals to be slaughtered in order to provide food for human beings?


Questions of right and wrong – of what is morally good and morally bad – are the central concern of ethics, or moral philosophy. A pivotal issue in ethics is value: the moral significance or worth we attach to things. To say that something has value, in this sense, is to acknowledge that it has weight in the choices and decisions we make and that it should (other things being equal) guide our behaviour. The trouble is that other things are almost never equal.


‘The really difficult moral issues arise, not from a confrontation of good and evil, but from a collision between two goods.’


Irving Kristol, US journalist and writer, 1983


When values clash Values conflict, prompting moral debate and setting up moral dilemmas. To take the example of research involving human embryos: almost everyone attaches substantial value to human life; and almost everyone thinks that human beings should not be ‘used’ – exploited or (as Kant would put it) treated only as a means to an end. These values seem to conflict in this kind of research, however. The aim is clearly to save or improve lives; and yet human beings, arguably, are exploited in the process. We are pulled in different directions, with apparently compelling reasons both to support such research and to oppose it.








Ethical origins


The origins of human morality must inevitably remain a matter of speculation, hidden in the depths of our prehistoric past. Still, studies of closely related non-human apes suggest how a basic sense of right and wrong might have arisen as the product of evolutionary pressures on intelligent animals living together in relatively stable social groups. In such groups, the evolutionary benefits of reciprocity and cooperation in activities such as grooming and food-gathering depend on minimizing cheating – individuals gaining benefits without returning them. And the best way to stop such skulduggery, it seems, is for offending individuals to be recognized and prevented from ‘reoffending’ by punishment or exclusion from the group. It does not take a huge leap of imagination to see how rudimentary ideas of fairness and cheating, right and wrong, punishment and blame could emerge from such social interactions.









In this case, as so often, it is not so much the values themselves that are at issue: it is mainly the facts of the matter that are in dispute. Specifically, it is the status of human embryos – a factual issue, albeit a thorny one – that divides opinions. Such embryos are certainly human, but are they human beings, or ‘proper’ human beings? Can they sensibly be described as ‘people’? Or are they only potential human beings? The answers to these questions will determine, we hope, the level of consideration that embryos are entitled to – perhaps, the rights that they have (or ‘enjoy’, which brings out the paradoxical aspect). And from there, we may be able to judge the consideration they deserve side by side with such issues as the concern due to the people whose lives will be saved or enhanced as a result of the research.








Of actions and spanners


When we talk about the ‘right’ spanner (wrench), we are not ascribing an intrinsic quality to it. Rather, we are saying that its jaws are the correct size to fit a particular nut – that it has a certain property (a relational, non-intrinsic property) that makes it the right tool for the job. It makes no sense to say that the spanner is right in itself; its rightness depends on its suitability in answering a particular human need or interest. A hurricane of philosophical hot air has been expelled in attempts to decide, basically, if what goes for spanners goes for actions too. Is killing, say, wrong intrinsically, in itself? Or do we need to consider the context and outcome of an act of killing (only? as well?) in order to decide whether it is right or wrong? Does a good deed need a naughty world in order to shine?









Climbing the ivory tower One conclusion we may draw from the embryos case is that ethical issues, typically, matter and are of practical significance. For the non-sociopathic majority, the upshot of accepting that something is morally right or wrong is that we recognize that we may have to do something about it. If research involving human embryos is wrong, we should change not only what we think but what we do.


The point that ethics is centrally about real-world issues might seem too obvious to need making, were it not for the fact that philosophers themselves have sometimes appeared to forget it. For the first half of the 20th century, Anglo-American philosophy virtually gave up on the task of addressing substantive, practical moral issues. At a time when the world was almost literally falling down around them, many philosophers convinced themselves that their role was limited in principle to analysing the meaning of moral terms; instead of addressing questions of what is actually right and wrong, they focused on what it means to call something right or wrong.


This fascination with meta-ethics (‘second-order’ ethics) was due in large part to a kind of moral scepticism that set in at this time. Particularly influential in this regard was a group of philosophers called emotivists, who claimed that moral terms did not express statements of fact at all but instead expressed the emotional states of their speakers. They argued that moral statements could never, even in principle, be (or be shown to be) true or false; there were no moral truths, no moral facts, and (whatever they were) they were not the kind of things that we could have knowledge of (see Moral subjectivism).


Back to reality In the 1960s moral philosophy was dragged back down to earth, into the real world of the Vietnam War, the struggle for civil rights and women’s liberation. Since that time philosophers (most of them, some of the time) have applied their minds to the real issues of the day, embracing a wide spectrum of topics, from war and world poverty, rights and equality, to animal rights, the environment and medical ethics.


the condensed idea


Back to ethical basics






	timeline






	1785

	Immanuel Kant declares that humanity should never be treated merely as a means to an end






	1940s

	Emotivist view of ethics is stated by A. J. Ayer, C. L. Stevenson and others






	1960s

	Practical (applied) questions of ethics become the focus of consistent philosophical attention






	2000

	The Clinton administration issues guidelines on federal funding of human embryonic stem-cell research










04 Moral realism



The world is an external reality that exists independently of us. At any one time there is, in principle, a unique description of how things stand in the world, and a true statement about the world is one that corresponds with that description. It is the task of science, in particular, to discover what is ‘out there’ – to filter out the distortions of the human perspective in order to give an accurate and objective account of the way things are. The world may look different from different points of view, but in reality it remains the same – our perspectives change but it does not.


This is a realist picture of the world, and its essential feature is objectivity: it assumes that things really exist, that they do so independently of us, and that claims made about them may be true or false. It is a common view, even a commonsense view, to which most people would broadly assent. Difficulties begin to emerge, however, when properties such as colour and sound are introduced into the picture. We may unthinkingly suppose that a tomato, unobserved, is really red, or that a falling tree, unheard, really makes a noise, but the oddity of thinking that such properties exist independently of human beings is obvious enough.


Matters become even more peculiar when we come to values, aesthetic or ethical. We may say that beauty is in the eye of the beholder, but we normally suppose that it is something more than that; we certainly talk as if it were a real property of the people and objects we describe as beautiful. Just the same kind of concerns surround moral values. We habitually suppose that these are real and that there is more to, say, deliberate cruelty being wrong than our thinking it so. But perplexities arise when we come to consider what exactly this ‘more’ might amount to.


The furniture of the universe In its most robust form, the moral realist’s claim is that ethical values are objective moral facts: entities that are in some sense part of the ‘furniture’ of the universe, or properties that are woven into its ‘fabric’. As such, they have a status that is essentially the same as the physical objects of science. The distinctive feature of these entities is that they carry some kind of practical and prescriptive force – they are action-guiding, in the sense that to understand the wrongness of cruelty is to recognize a compulsion not to act cruelly. It is the sheer oddity, or ‘queerness’, of such entities, endowed with such strange properties, that prompts moral sceptics such as the Australian philosopher J. L. Mackie to argue that the idea of objective morality is simply an illusion.


‘The moral order … is just as much part of the fundamental nature of the universe … as is the spatial or numerical structure expressed in the axioms of geometry or arithmetic.’


Sir David Ross, The Right and the Good, 1930


The first and most uncompromising of all moral realists, Plato, was quite untroubled by thoughts of queerness. He constructed (or discovered, as a Platonist would say) a whole suite of metaphysical furniture: the world of Forms – a realm of perfect, unchanging and universal entities that exist outside time and space. It is somehow by imitating the Form of Justice that just things are just; by imitating the Form of Good that good things are good. Plato recognized the action-guiding aspect of these moral paradigms, claiming that it was impossible to know the Good without doing good.


Intuition and the naturalistic fallacy A difficult challenge for moral realists is to explain how we humans can gain access to objective moral facts, even supposing that such peculiar entities exist. Plato believed that philosophical reflection would lead the soul to recollect knowledge of the Forms that it had acquired before being born into a physical body. For most, Plato’s account will do more to highlight the difficulty of the question than to provide a satisfactory answer. Seeking a less (slightly less) exotic means of salvaging moral realism, various realists at various times have suggested that people have an innate moral sense or faculty, a kind of ‘intuition’, that allows them to grasp objective moral facts directly.


One of the modern pioneers of ethical intuitionism, the English philosopher G. E. Moore, is best remembered today for his discussion of what he called the ‘naturalistic fallacy’. Many before him, he argued, had made the mistake of trying to reduce moral properties to natural ones. So, for instance, the early utilitarians tried to define ‘good’ as ‘whatever promotes happiness’. But such a move is bound to fail, in Moore’s view, because it is always an open, meaningful question to ask, ‘OK, but is whatever promotes happiness itself good?’ In other words, analysing goodness in terms of some other property (happiness, pleasure, duty, etc.) will only ever shift the problem onto that other property. Trying to explain goodness in terms of something else is as fruitless as trying to describe yellowness to a blind person. We can explain what yellowness is only by pointing to something and saying, ‘This is yellow’; in the same way, in the case of goodness, we can only point to something and say, ‘This is good.’








Naturalism under attack


A naturalist believes that everything belongs in the world of nature and hence that everything, including ethical thinking, can ultimately be explained in natural (scientific) terms. One version of naturalism, which seeks to identify ethical terms (such as ‘right’) with natural ones (such as ‘giving pleasure’), is attacked by G. E. Moore as committing the so-called naturalistic fallacy. Another version maintains that ethical conclusions can be logically drawn from non-ethical (that is, natural) premises. This latter view was questioned by the Scottish philosopher David Hume, whose famous ‘guillotine’ appears to sever the world of fact from the world of value. How, he asks, can we possibly move from a descriptive statement about how things stand in the world (an ‘is’ statement) to a prescriptive statement telling us what ought to be done (an ‘ought’ statement)?









Goodness and other moral properties, then, cannot be defined or analysed or identified with anything else; nor can they be proved or tested like the physical facts of science. They can be grasped only by intuition – our innate ability to apprehend that certain things are self-evidently valuable. Among the things that intuition grasps in this way, Moore himself counted friendship and beauty. Tellingly, though, subsequent intuitionists have found other things no less valuable and no less self-evident – a lack of agreement that threatens the credibility of the intuitionist approach.


The cost of universality Another route to moral objectivity, more subtle than the morality-as-furniture-of-the-universe variant, was traced (only to be rejected) by the English philosopher Bernard Williams. According to this view, objectivity relates not to the ‘objects of morality’ (the notional facts or properties that exist independently in the world) but to the validity of the reasoning that supports practical moral judgments – judgments about what we should do. Just as science (according to a common view) attempts to approximate ever closer to the objective truth by systematically eliminating the biases of the personal point of view, so too can ethical reasoning aspire to reach objective moral truth by detecting and compensating for the distortions introduced by personal or parochial concerns.


Objectivity of this kind is claimed, implicitly at least, by any ethical theory built on foundations of universality and impartiality. Williams himself, however, found the ambition of erasing the personal point of view from the business of making practical moral decisions absurd. The personal concerns, projects and commitments that are thereby excluded are precisely those things that give life much of its value and meaning: the price paid for objectivity, in this sense, is loss of individual integrity (see Integrity).


the condensed idea


Values and the furniture of the universe






	timeline






	4th century BC

	Plato relates ethical value to the world of Forms






	1903

	Modern intuitionism is developed in G. E. Moore’s Principia Ethica







	1977

	J. L. Mackie elaborates his argument from queerness






	1985

	Bernard Williams argues for the personal point of view in ethics










05 Moral subjectivism



‘Take any action allowed to be vicious: Wilful murder, for instance. Examine it in all lights, and see if you can find that matter of fact, or real existence, which you call vice … The vice entirely escapes you, as long as you consider the object. You never can find it, till you turn your reflection into your own breast, and find a sentiment of disapprobation, which arises in you, towards this action. Here is a matter of fact; but it is the object of feeling, not of reason. It lies in yourself, not in the object.’ (David Hume)


Before the 18th century, the great majority of thinkers, for the most part religiously inspired, believed in some or other form of moral objectivism. Then, in the Enlightenment, as religion began to loosen its hold, people began to seriously address the question of the ‘foundation of morals’: whether moral principles are a ‘matter of fact, or real existence’ – that is, objectively in the world and discoverable by reason, or rather, whether they are somehow based on the emotional responses of human beings. Modern forms of the latter view, known as moral subjectivism, are greatly indebted to the Scottish philosopher David Hume, whose influential argument, partly quoted above, appears in his A Treatise of Human Nature, published in 1739–40.


‘There is nothing either good or bad, but thinking makes it so.’


Shakespeare, Hamlet, c.1602


Naïve subjectivism For many recent philosophers, as it was for Hume, the move to a subjectivist view of morality was prompted initially by the sheer oddity of supposing that values are somehow ‘out there’ in the world, entities existing independently of humans who hold them valuable. At the same time, ample empirical evidence of ethical disagreement, both within and between cultures, seemed to count strongly against the idea that moral values had some kind of objective and universal status.


An extreme reaction to such full-blown objectivism is an equally full-blown subjectivism, according to which moral assertions are simply descriptions or reports of our feelings about actions and agents. So when I say ‘Murder is wrong’, I am merely stating my disapproval of it. The shortcomings of this view are obvious enough. Whatever I say, provided it is an accurate description of my feelings, will be true (for me) – sincerity alone is apparently sufficient as a moral justification. So if I sincerely believe murder is right, then that is true (for me). Clearly there is no place here for moral disagreement or debate.








Reason, slave of the passions


David Hume’s own understanding of moral action is that all humans are naturally moved by a ‘moral sense’ or ‘sympathy’, which is essentially a capacity to share the feelings of happiness or misery of others; and it is this sentiment, in his view, rather than reason, that ultimately provides the motive for our moral actions. Reason is essential in understanding the consequences of our actions and in rationally planning how to achieve our moral aims, but it is itself inert and unable to provide any impetus to action: in Hume’s famous phrase, ‘reason is, and ought only to be the slave of the passions’. The precise role of reason in reaching ethical judgments has continued to hold a central and contentious place in ethics.









The boo/hoorah theory A more sophisticated form of subjectivism is emotivism, a theory developed by the English philosopher A. J. Ayer and others during the first half of the 20th century. According to this view (humorously called the ‘boo/hoorah theory’), moral judgments are not descriptions or statements of our feelings about things in the world but expressions of those feelings. So, when we make a moral judgment, we are expressing an emotional response – our approbation (‘hoorah!’) or disapprobation (‘boo!’) of something in the world. ‘Killing is wrong’ is an expression of our disapproval (‘boo to murder!’); ‘it is good to tell the truth’ is an expression of our approval (‘hoorah for truth-telling!’).


Still, we may wonder whether emotivism fares much better than naïve subjectivism. Does emotivism come any closer to accommodating the commonsense view that presupposes an external world of objective values? Emotivists may avoid having to say that ‘murder is right’ is true (for me) provided that that is my sincere feeling on the matter, but they do so, against the common view, only by insisting that moral assertions, as expressions of approval and disapproval, are neither true nor false. Nor does the theory sit well with the kind of debate and deliberation that characterize our actual moral lives. Moral reasoning, it seems, is little more than an exercise in rhetoric – morality as advertising, as it has been sarcastically put. Emotivists may, of course, reply that it is our commonsense assumptions that are in error, not their theory, but that is a high price to pay.








Postmodernism and Nietzsche


Since the 1960s a range of postmodernist thinkers have attacked the idea of objectivity in many areas, including ethics. Suspicion of the objective and universal, seen as a construction of over-optimistic scientists and philosophers in the post-Enlightenment world, is traced back to the work of Friedrich Nietzsche, who believed that all human beliefs, far from mirroring reality, were necessarily grounded in some or other perspective on it. A particular moral code, according to this view, is only ever one among many interpretations and hence can never be true or false, right or wrong. Such a code can be understood only through the prism of its history and the psychology of its adherents. So, for instance, the ‘slave morality’ of the Judaeo-Christian tradition must be seen in the light of its feeble and fearful adherents. The kind of strong personality revered by Nietzsche would reject such a morality and create one of his own.
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