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This book was written during my tenure of a Professorial Research Fellowship at Heythrop College, London, and the research for it was largely undertaken in Heythrop College library. I am very grateful to my colleagues there for their friendship and academic stimulation.




INTRODUCTION


This book aims to lay out a philosophical defence of a theistic basis for morality. The argument proceeds in four main stages: first, it is argued that views of morality have metaphysical presuppositions; second, that one convincing metaphysical view is that of ‘enriched’ or ‘expansive’ naturalism, rooting moral beliefs in the existence of objectively existing values, which are parts of the ‘fabric of reality’; third, that a Platonic account of objective value is a coherent form of such an enriched naturalism, and the best way of avoiding ‘ontological queerness’, as Mackie calls it; and fourth, that theism is not an optional supernaturalist addition to moral belief, but a metaphysical revision of Platonism, underpinning an objective, authoritative, and efficacious view of morality.


A SUMMARY OF THE ARGUMENT


Chapter 1: Being a Moral Agent


Humans are free agents who (partly) self-determine their acts by reason. This chapter introduces some main themes of the book. It outlines two views of the autonomy of moral discourse: that moral discourse contains an irreducible and distinctively moral element, not reducible to natural or metaphysical facts; and that moral discourse does not depend upon any metaphysical beliefs. I accept the first view, and reject the second, and the whole book can be seen as an argument for the importance of metaphysical beliefs to understandings of morality.


Then I outline a view of the autonomy of moral agents, as the view that moral agents are self-determining, in at least partly determining their own behaviour by moral reasons, which are thereby seen as having causal power. This is contrasted with reductively naturalist accounts of moral belief, like that of E.O. Wilson.


Referring to work by Peter Strawson and Iris Murdoch, I argue that, when forming basic beliefs about human morality and human nature, description, interpretation, evaluation, and commitment are inextricably intertwined. Morality is as much a matter of ‘ways of seeing’ as of prescription. Any adequate account of moral commitment presupposes seeing humans as agents self-determined by reasons.


Chapter 2: Reason and Sentiment: A Phantom Battle?


Moral reasons essentially relate to human inclinations and desires. The chapter explores the nature of moral reasons, referring to Samuel Clarke and David Hume as finding moral reasons in a realm of eternal and necessary moral truths, or as founded on contingent human sentiments, respectively. It is suggested that morality is primarily about discovering reasonable choices for partly rational, passionate, social, and free agents, and that Clarke and Hume agree at least on this.


Chapter 3: Hypothetical and Categorical


Morality Moral reasons aim at worthwhile states, which constitute human flourishing or well-being. A worthwhile state (a ‘good’ or value) is a state reasonably choosable by an affective intelligent agent. Using a presuppositional argument developed from Philippa Foot, I argue that there are basic states that all rational agents have a good reason to want. Four such states are understanding, appreciation, creativity, and empathy, and together they can be taken to define important constituents of human flourishing.


Chapter 4: Naturalism and its Discontents


Basic values are objective, parts of the fabric of reality, not simply inferences from the existence of actual desires in individuals. By reference to the ‘enriched naturalism’ of John McDowell, and the ‘expansive naturalism’ of James Griffin, I argue that values are not ‘subjective’ – they do not depend upon desires people happen to have. They are matters of perceiving what is the case, and legislate what desires people ought to have.


Chapter 5: Natural Law


The appeal to reason, human inclinations, human flourishing, and the objectivity of values is characteristic of traditional Christian ‘natural law’ ethics. This raises the question of how far such a morality requires metaphysical foundations. I argue that even an expansively naturalist view of morality has difficulty in upholding the universality and categorical force of an ethic of human flourishing. Aristotelian views of a moral teleology may need revising, but there may be some need for a metaphysical underpinning for beliefs about human flourishing. Discussions of Alasdair MacIntyre and Simon Blackburn ground an argument for a deeper metaphysical foundation to underwrite the objectivity and authority even of an apparently naturalistic ethics.


Chapter 6: The Objectivity of the Good


The idea of a supreme moral ideal (‘the Good’) can provide a home for the objectivity of moral truths and the authority of moral obligations. G.E. Moore, Iris Murdoch, and Stewart Sutherland have spoken of ‘non-natural properties’, of ‘the Good’, and of ‘the Eternal’, as founded on a quasi-Platonic supreme ideal, which can be a motivating object of moral contemplation. As in Plato, there is unclarity about whether or how far causality and purpose, or even real existence, may be involved in positing such an ideal. Nevertheless, ‘Platonic enchantment’ engenders the idea of an objective focus for moral vision and commitment, which alleviates John Mackie’s fear of ontological ‘queerness’.


Chapter 7: Towards Theistic Morality


The addition of Mind to the Good provides a principle for selecting actual goods (that is, for creating a cosmos), an existent focus of devotion, reverence, and imitation, and a hope for the future triumph of good, that a purely conceptual ‘Ideal’ cannot. This could be called ‘God’. Platonism can generate (as in Augustine, for instance) a theistic base for morality that dissolves the Euthyphro dilemma, and provides a firm metaphysical foundation for moral objectivity and authority.


Chapter 8: Moral Commitment and Moral Purpose


God as the most adequate metaphysical foundation for a morality of human flourishing and universal justice and benevolence. Immanuel Kant’s so-called ‘moral argument’ for God is widely dismissed. I aim to show that it is central to his Critical philosophy to hold that reason is essentially creative and purposive, aiming at the rule of goodness, and that hope for moral success is vital to moral commitment. Moreover, his key argument is that, in certain conditions, it is reasonable to make a practical moral and epistemological commitment in face of theoretical uncertainty. I defend his view.


Chapter 9: Kant, Evil, and Redemption


Kant saw that there is a moral gap between obligation and achievement, and that divine help is needed to overcome human moral failure. This is an important and neglected feature of Kantian morality. John Hare has drawn attention to the ‘moral gap’ that Kant sees between duty and possible achievement. One advantage of theistic morality is that it perceives this gap as a feature of the human situation, and therefore sees morality in a wider context of ideal goal, failure to achieve it, and some remedy for this failure. For a theistic morality, that is a distinctive part of what morality is.


In this chapter, I also draw out further very different meanings of ‘autonomy’ – inventing moral law; working the moral law out for oneself; personally recognizing what is right; being free to criticize moral authorities for good reason; and being free to choose good or evil. I argue that, taken in the three latter senses, autonomy is compatible with revelation – though revelation is always subject to moral critique.


Chapter 10: The Religion of Humanity


Another way in which theism can strengthen naturalistic moral beliefs is that it provides an objective basis for giving all human life special regard, and for cultivating a sense of unity with and reverence for all sentient life, and indeed for all creation. J.S. Mill and Nicholas Wolterstorff have both written positively of these possibilities, and I argue that theistic morality gives the most adequate possible grounding for an objective, authoritative, and invincible morality. When properly understood, it therefore strongly supports a humanistic morality, while deepening and extending that morality beyond the realm of the human and beyond the reach of natural human capacities.


Chapter 11: The Anti-Moralists


Theistic morality, properly interpreted, entails the affirmation of life, concern for the poor and underprivileged, and creative freedom. Three influential recent writers have denied this, and have denigrated both belief in objective morality and God as unworthy of belief. I try to see the strength in their critiques, while stressing important things they have missed, and defending the entailments I have mentioned. First is Friedrich Nietzsche. Nietzsche wanted beliefs that would be life-affirming, joyous, and creative. That is what belief in God should give, since God creates life for the sake of the fulfilment and joy it should bring. Nietzsche’s own commendation of the ‘will to power’ and of eternal recurrence is not in fact life-affirming for the vast majority of suffering humanity, ‘the herd’.


Chapter 12: The Option for the Poor


Karl Marx wanted all, especially the poor and oppressed, to be able to exercise their potential creatively. That should be the aim of theism too. But the natural dialectic of history is unlikely to make this possible, and theism seeks to keep the idea alive, while acknowledging continual failure to attain it.


Chapter 13: Sartre and Authentic Life


Jean-Paul Sartre argued that humans should be free and live authentically. This is an aspiration of theism too, but freedom must be for the sake of good, not unconstrained and desire-led action. Sartre saw this, but was unable to see any alternative to absurdity and despair. That is precisely where a passionate commitment to God as the ultimate cosmic wisdom and moral hope in objective uncertainty is reasonable, as both Kant and Kierkegaard argued.


Chapter 14: Philosophical Idealism and Religion


One important element of theistic morality is the hope of union between human and divine, which makes the moral life a journey to union with invincible love. Taking themes from Aristotle, Bradley, Whitehead, Aquinas, and William James, I try to show how theistic morality culminates in the hope of beatific vision, and in the full actualization of the objective Ideal in and through the lives of finite creatures. I distinguish the Absolute Idealism of Hegel and Bradley from the more personal Idealism of theism, and argue for the greater coherence and rationality of the latter view.


Chapter 15: Some Christian Doctrines


Though I have defended theism in general, I conclude by addressing four problems that are specific to Christianity, as most of the philosophers I have discussed have interacted with that faith. Is Christian morality a matter of obeying divine commands? Does original sin not render morality irrelevant anyway, since we cannot do what we ought? How can it be just for one man (Jesus) to be punished for the sins of other people? And how can someone who believes in a God of love believe in Hell? These are the four questions I address, suggesting ways in which some Christians, anyway, could respond positively to them.


I conclude with the claim that theism gives an objectivity, authority, effectiveness, and hope to morality that no secular view can match. Nevertheless, humans can know what is good without believing in God, and morality can exist without religion. My claim is that there is not just one thing, morality, agreed by all, to which some would add peripheral religious beliefs. Rather, theistic morality is in principle different to secular morality, and may reasonably claim to incorporate a peculiarly penetrating view of human nature and its ills. That does not mean that this ‘proves’ there is a God. But it is one powerful reason for moving the mind towards thinking of God. It is, for some, even a reason for seeing that in the demands of morality one hears the voice of a transcendent reality of supreme value. As Kant said, then one might see one’s duties as divine commands. I have tried to provide a context in which some of the implications of that way of seeing may be clearer, and some of the objections to such a morality may dissolve away.




Part I


FROM NATURALISM TO THEISM




1


BEING A MORAL AGENT


SOME SENSES OF MORAL AUTONOMY


In modern moral philosophy, there has come to exist a widespread view that ethics is autonomous. That is, as characterized in the Oxford Dictionary of Philosophy, views of ethics do not depend upon divine commands, the dictates of pure reason, or facts of nature. Moral principles ‘stand on their own feet’, and are arrived at by intellectual processes that are proper to purely ethical thought. This is the sort of view advocated by Ronald Dworkin in Justice for Hedgehogs, when he argues that ethics cannot be supported by metaphysics or by God.


There is probably some sense in which this is correct, but the idea of autonomy is a very complex one, and there are some important senses in which ethics is not autonomous. My own belief is that there is an irreducible moral element to some widely held human beliefs. However, it would not be reasonable, when thinking about ethics, to ignore alleged divine commands, considerations of ‘pure reason’, or facts of nature, especially of human nature. I further think that it would be entirely reasonable to take the existence and nature of God, if there is a God, as a foundation for ethical thinking, in which case ethics would not be autonomous in the sense of being completely independent of metaphysical beliefs, and in particular of belief in God. I also believe that there is a specific and defensible view of the nature of morality as irreducible, objective, and authoritative, which is one justifying reason for positing the existence of God.


Those who speak of the ‘autonomy of ethics’ do not, of course, mean that we should ignore any question of fact when thinking about ethics. They usually mean that such questions, though relevant to ethical decision making, do not decide ethical issues. It would be ridiculous to say that, when enquiring into what I ought to do, I must not refer to what I am capable of doing – that is, to my capacities, desires, and feelings. I am an animal of a certain sort, with specific capacities, and I live in an environment which makes some actions easy, some difficult, and some impossible. In some sense, if I ask what I ought to do, I need to know what it is possible for me to do, what my capacities are, and I need to believe that I could, but need not, do certain things. I need to think of myself as a being that has knowledge, ability to envisage future possibilities, and the freedom to choose between them because of reasons that I am able to formulate.


These considerations prompt a different but closely related view of autonomy, concerned not with the nature of moral discourse but with the nature of moral agency. Humans, it may be said, are distinctively moral agents who can act for reasons that they themselves formulate, and who are not wholly determined by physical or social necessities. This sense (autonomy as self-determination) allows for the existence of many influencing factors and constraints on personal choice, but insists on an ineliminable element of personal choice, where the individual must take responsibility for what they do. I believe this to be a defensible view of autonomy.


It could well be said that being a self-determining rational and free agent is a ‘fact of nature’. It states a truth about what sorts of being humans are, and, since humans are part of the natural world, these seem to be straightforwardly natural facts. In that case, facts of nature would include reason-directed processes, free actions, and moral purposes. Some tough-minded philosophers would be unhappy about this, believing that in the end nature is just what the natural sciences talk about, no more and no less. What this signals is the ambiguity of the words ‘nature’ and ‘natural’. They could be taken to refer to purely physical entities and properties, which could be investigated by the natural sciences, or even by the most basic natural science, physics. Or they could be taken to refer more generally and unsystematically to the natural world in which humans live, including humans, animals, plants, and rocks, as well as desires, thoughts, intentions, and values. If one is going to include values in the natural world, there is no reason in principle why God should not be thought of as playing a role in the natural world too. It may be simple prejudice that excludes such a possibility, but the fact is that most philosophers who call themselves naturalists mean to exclude God, especially as a supernatural moral authority, in principle.


This latter sense is what James Griffin has called ‘expansive naturalism’ (Griffin, 1986, ch. 3). One way of marking the difference between these two interpretations of ‘nature’ is to say that the first is a reductive proposal that would see all genuine explanations as explanations in natural science, and all existent entities as in some sense physical or material and nothing more. The second interpretation would not insist on such reduction, and might even think it impossible to carry out. It would be more sympathetic to there being many levels of explanation, and with there being emergent properties (most obviously, such things as desires, thoughts, and feelings) arising from a complex integrated material substratum. The force of the word ‘natural’ on this interpretation is hard to pin down, but is probably meant to stress the fact that there is only one world, one reality, not two distinct worlds, one of matter and the other of spirit, connected in some mysterious way. Furthermore, the material substratum is probably seen as the primary causal generator of all other properties, however emergent they may be. That addition would rule out God, though belief in the causal primacy of the material must be more a theoretical hypothesis than an experiential observation.


If one says that humans are autonomous, in the sense of self-determining, this looks like an anti-reductionist move – not all human behaviour is explicable purely in terms of physics, for example. At the same time, ‘being self-determining’ can be seen as a perfectly ‘natural’ feature of the natural world, since in it many beings may be self-determining to a lesser or greater extent. I suppose that, for moral autonomy to be meaningfully asserted, it would have to be said that there is a level of interpretation and explanation of the natural world that needs to employ irreducibly moral concepts. And it may turn out that, in this sense, humans, though fully part of the natural world, are truly autonomous and morally self-determining.


There are interpretations of what it is to be self-determining that I would regard as implausible. For instance, if someone thought that humans could completely determine what they are to do, without regard to independent and pre-existing standards of goodness or obligation, that would be thought by some to undermine the idea of morality altogether. Or if someone argued that each person should decide for themselves what to do, without depending on any authority and without being influenced by any socially accepted values, that might seem to be unduly individualistic or even arrogant. So, the idea of self-determination stands in need of analysis before one can happily commit oneself to it.


THE IONIAN ENCHANTMENT


There are philosophers who would deny autonomy, even in the ‘self-determination’ sense of having a capacity for free and responsible moral action. They might deny that reasons can have a causal role in what happens, or that I am free to choose between future alternatives. In this respect, there are contested factual beliefs, beliefs about ‘facts of nature’, that are proposed by believers in autonomy as necessary conditions of thinking about ethics, in the sense of seriously thinking what I ought to do, how I ought to act, or what sort of person I ought to be. For believers in moral autonomy in this simple sense, the existence of moral obligation presupposes the fact of human freedom and the causal efficacy of reason, or reflective thinking. Those who say that all human acts are determined by laws of physics, that there are no alternative futures, and that, even if there are, reasoning plays no causal role in which possible future becomes actual must think of ethical reflection as an essentially non-causal epiphenomenon of human brain activity.


Such a belief embodies a particular view of what ethical thinking is. It could be, for example, thinking about the general rules of social conduct, which have been genetically programmed by their adaptiveness to the environment in earlier stages of hominid evolution. This appears to be the view that the originator of sociobiology (now often called evolutionary psychology) E.O. Wilson, in his more reductionist moods, takes in his book Consilience. It entails that, if I now ask the ethical question ‘What should I do?’, I am reflecting in consciousness the behavioural routines that form part of my largely inherited mental suite of behaviours, and their physically caused resolution into one specific activity. He writes, ‘rational choice is the casting about among alternative mental scenarios to hit upon the ones which, in a given context, satisfy the strongest epigenetic rules’ (Wilson, 1998, p. 199). There is a sort of ‘casting about’ going on, though this is actually a series of causal processes in the brain, which are not in fact consciousness -led or -directed. The conscious elements of this process are epiphenomenal, or not true causes. The process proceeds by purely physical causal principles, and is not directed to any end, much less a consciously formulated one. The ‘chosen scenario’ will be the one that satisfies the strongest epigenetic rules. An epigenetic rule is a hereditary bias of mental development (ibid., p. 275), which predisposes brains to act in various ways (ibid., p. 166). Thus, a process of rational ethical decision making is in reality a purely physical brain process whereby the most strongly established neural pathway – established in the far past of the species by genetic processes that were randomly generated and have been selected by the environment – becomes actuated.


Consciousness, intention, evaluation, and free choice are eliminated from this process. Or, if not eliminated, they are identified with physical brain processes, which proceed in accordance with non-conscious, non-intentional and physically determined laws, the nature of which can be clarified by an understanding of evolutionary adaptiveness. Conscious reflections and decisions have no contributory causal role in the process.


Ethics is still possible, and perhaps inevitable, as a matter of psychological fact. However, it is clear that ethics would not, on this view, be autonomous, since no human being is truly self-determining. Ethics would, in principle, depend upon, and indeed be reducible to, scientific laws, which are facts of nature. It would be wholly caused by physical processes and could be completely explained in terms of adaptive behaviour and conscious rationalization. Wilson writes that ‘“ought” is just shorthand for one kind of factual statement’ (ibid., p. 280), a statement about what society has chosen. Such choices have themselves been codified and selected by evolutionary pressures for survival. And those pressures are explicable in the end by fundamental laws of physics, which would show what behaviours are likely (or certain) to be selected in environments that are themselves physically constituted.


Interestingly, there are good reasons for thinking that a belief in human free decision making is strongly adaptive and therefore genetically deep-rooted in human nature. In other words, if the theory of genetic determinism is true, we will have, and will be determined to have, good reasons for thinking it is false. The theory will tell us that we are probably determined to believe that we are not wholly determined. I will then believe that I am determined (I believe X) to believe that I am not determined (I believe -X). I cannot rationally believe both these things at the same time. That, of course, is no problem for the theory, which entails that having good reasons for action is causally irrelevant, so it makes no difference whether it is incoherent or not. However, for those who think that incoherence matters, something will have to give.


In asking what might give, we might point to what are probably the weakest points of the reductionist theory – the claim that I am wholly determined to believe whatever I do believe, and that new information or thought can make no difference, as meaningful information or logical thought, to what I believe. It seems more plausible to think that I may have genetically based predispositions to form certain sorts of beliefs, but that new sensory information, consciously considered, can modify or direct these predispositions in various ways.


Wilson concedes that it seems implausible to suppose that all our beliefs are determined by purely physical laws. Though he sometimes advocates such a view, and says that he wishes it were true, usually he does not. He states the view a couple of times: ‘All tangible phenomena, from the birth of stars to the workings of social institutions, are based on material processes that are ultimately reducible … to the laws of physics’ (ibid., p. 297). And ‘nature is organised by simple universal laws of physics to which all other laws and principles can eventually be reduced’ (ibid., p. 59).


This strong reducibility thesis is, however, subject to immediate qualification by Wilson. In the first statement, the expression ‘based on’ allows for weaker interpretations, such that there may be other factors in addition to laws of physics, though the laws of physics must form their basic substratum. In the case of the second statement, he admits that it is an oversimplification, but he still hopes that the strong thesis will turn out to be correct in some form.


If this is a hope, rather than a matter of established fact, then it is proper to question whether it is a fruitful, helpful, or commendable hope. I can see why it could be commended. What drives Wilson’s argument is a hope that science will turn out to provide one unitary explanation of how things are. This ‘Ionian enchantment’, as he calls it, incorporates a strong belief in the unity of knowledge, and in the capacity of the human mind to achieve such unity. ‘The world is orderly and can be explained by a small number of natural laws’ (ibid., p. 3). No ‘spooky mysteries’ will remain, but a seamless web of causal explanations will provide a complete understanding of this one natural world of which we humans are part.


This is undoubtedly faith, in the sense that it is a belief that goes well beyond the evidence, and may indeed be impossible, for all we can tell. That impossibility only incites Wilson to embrace it more fully, for he says that he loves ‘the challenge and the crackling of thin ice’, and the thrill of pursuing an exciting, grand, and intellectually bold ideal. I see the attraction of elegance, simplicity, and mathematical rigour in the Ionian enchantment. However, it can hardly be denied that this is a grand story of the universe as a whole, whose main function is the pragmatic one of inspiring scientific work and commitment, and which mainly exists as an ideal that is supremely worth striving for, even if in the end it turns out to be false. Thus it is that, as Wilson says, ‘science is religion liberated and writ large’ (ibid., p. 5).


It is a reductive story, leading us to reduce beliefs about human desires, consciousness, and thoughts to beliefs about material particles behaving in accordance with impersonal laws of physics. It leaves no room for the objective and real existence of beauty, truth, and goodness as elements of reality. It is therefore ironic that it claims to reveal the objective truth about the universe, a truth that is mathematically elegant and beautiful, and that is good (rationally choosable) largely because of the intrinsic satisfaction of understanding and appreciating that truth and beauty. The moral commitment to truth at any cost, to the importance of understanding the universe, and to eliminating superstition and ignorance is unmistakeable. This is a deeply paradoxical thought, though it is difficult to turn it into a formal contradiction. It is more like a conflict of opposing intellectual tendencies, one prioritizing analytical understanding, and the other focused on moral and humane commitments.


The Ionian enchantment is a faith, based on the huge success of the natural sciences, but facing major problems of working out just how to reduce most of our ordinary beliefs about human thoughts and desires to laws of physics. Like many faiths, it has some good evidence in its favour (largely in terms of pragmatic success), but faces major conceptual problems when one attempts to work it out in detail. If it seems inspiring to reduce all knowledge to simple, universal, and precisely quantifiable terms, it may also be seen as (literally) demoralizing and dehumanizing to reduce all ethical, artistic, and philosophical beliefs to theories in mathematical physics.


THE PLATONIC ALTERNATIVE


Maybe – and this is very much the theme of this first chapter – this is an evaluative matter, and not just a purely descriptive matter. Opposed to the Ionian enchantment is another, just as ancient and honourable, and strongly embedded in classical philosophical thought, the Platonic enchantment. It is not denied that the physical world is orderly and can be explained by mathematical laws. But it is asserted that beneath this physical world – not in another world but at the heart of this world and as its inner and true reality – there is a reality of truth, beauty, and goodness, of value and purpose. These elements are irreducible. They cannot be reduced to other simpler sorts of reality. They are ultimate constituents of reality. They in no way undermine the unity and intelligibility of the physical world, and indeed they underpin and guarantee that unity and intelligibility by grounding them in one ultimately intelligible reality from which they flow.


If there is, as Wilson desires, a consilience between the natural sciences and the humane sciences, it is more likely to be found in a view which embraces both without annihilating either. Whereas reductive naturalism has difficulty in explaining how consciousness, rationality, freedom, and purpose can be given a reductive explanation, the thought that elegant and unified laws of nature are physical expressions of one beautiful, elegant, intelligible reality is not at all paradoxical – though to the determined naturalist it introduces a superfluous and unnecessary (naturalists tend to call it ‘spooky’, to make it seem odder than it is) dimension to reality. We need to recall that, if the naturalist is a quantum physicist, spooky elements (from a classical materialist point of view) are already there in good measure. In addition, if we are ‘expansive naturalists’, there seems no insuperable obstacle to seeing quasi-mental properties as irreducible parts of the natural world. When we have got that far, it seems only a limitation of imagination to decree that some sorts of value or mind-like properties could not possibly exist as the ‘veiled reality’ that underlies what appears to us as a physical three-dimensional linear-time-like world of solid physical objects.


However, I am not concerned here with explorations of such a directly metaphysical nature. I am concerned with the roots of moral perception, and with how they interact with views of human nature. My point is that it is very hard to give an account of morality in reductionist terms, which does not undermine, even while it presupposes, a commitment to aiming at what is good (for instance, understanding of truth) for its own sake. If we have a choice between an Ionian ideal, which challenges the independent reality of goodness, and a Platonic ideal, which makes goodness foundational to all existence, that is probably not resolvable by appeal to ‘bare facts’. It is a choice that already involves evaluation, and an orientation of life in a specific way.


Of course, Ionianism and Platonism are extreme ends of a wide spectrum of conceptual possibilities, and there are all sorts of reservations that people would make about committing themselves wholeheartedly to either. The central question remains, however, of whether an interpretation of human existence and of the place of morality in human life does not already involve an evaluative element, which, as such, is not susceptible to straightforward value-free empirical verification. This is perhaps a matter of intellectual, not moral evaluation, but it is evaluation nonetheless. It would be absurd to say that all reductive naturalists are immoral, treating people as mere machines, and that all non-reductive naturalists are morally just, treating others with respect as rational agents. I have suggested that reductivists usually have a high evaluative commitment to seeking truth, however unpleasant it may be. And non-reductivists may well theoretically regard others as rational agents, while not caring about them at all. The perils of moralism are well known, and seeing others as responsible moral agents can lead to judgemental, censorious, and self-righteous behaviour, which may be more harmful than treating others as machines that cannot really help what they do.


The connection between a commitment to seeing the world in a certain way and a commitment to actually treating others with respect and compassion is not as simple as that. Nevertheless, if persons are seen as machines without responsibility, and if this is thought through rigorously, one of the main intellectual presuppositions of respect for others may well be undermined. So, it is important to note that one main argument against a ruthlessly reductive view is that, while it actually expresses a real evaluative commitment (to truth), that commitment is in the end less morally supportive than a commitment to a more expansive naturalism that allows intentions, reasons, values, and purposes a real and causally effective place in nature. Where neutral ‘purely factual’ verification fails to resolve the issue, there is an evaluative reason for adopting a non-reductivist ontology. It seems to be the case that our most basic theoretical perspectives cannot rid themselves of irreducibly evaluative elements. I shall call the view that theoretical and evaluative elements are tied together in this way ‘perspectivalism’, to make the point that we see things most basically from a specific historical and cultural perspective, not, as Thomas Nagel has put it, ‘from nowhere’.


The arguments Wilson adduces in his book do not in fact support a strong Ionian thesis. The very expression ‘epigenetic rules’, on which he places much weight, implies that there is a ‘gene-culture co-evolution’, whereby cultures affect the expression of genetic dispositions, even while genes lay down constraints on human capacities, including tendencies to believe certain sorts of things. Wilson in fact mentions three different elements in the development of morality: hereditary dispositions, socially established practices, and intelligent choices. There is a corresponding three-stage process in the evolution of morality – though whether evolving humanity actually passed through these stages successively, or whether they represent logical distinctions rather than historical ones, would be extremely difficult to establish.


At the earliest pre-rational stage, animals act randomly, and some of these establish action-patterns that are laid down in the descendants of more successfully adapted individuals. At a later, social stage, societies adopt rules, some of which enable their societies to flourish and survive, and these rules become culturally (but not genetically) coded into society members. At a later stage still, intelligent choices can be made between possible behaviours – as Wilson says, we are now able to ‘fashion a wiser and more enduring ethical consensus’ (1998, p. 267). Rational choice between envisaged futures becomes possible.


It looks as though we have to say that our genetic predispositions can be overridden by new evidence, and by arguments that depend on that evidence. If so, we cannot be completely genetically determined. In practice, we must assume that our moral beliefs can be changed by new evidence or arguments. Facts about evolutionary adaptiveness may contribute valuable insights into how humans came to have the basic moral predispositions – to limited altruism and reciprocal benevolence – they have. However, they will not answer the question of how we should now act.


All this implies that there is no basic agreement on what ethics is (or morality – I am using these words as equivalents, and, though I have no objection to giving distinct meanings to ‘ethics’ and ‘morals’, different writers disagree on what these distinct meanings are, and I would not wish to enter those disputes). To say that ethics is autonomous already incorporates a contested view of what sort of thing morality is. It would deny that ethics is a set of behavioural routines that are to be adequately explained in terms of evolutionary mutation and adaptation, and, ultimately, in terms of laws of physics. It is to say that there is human consciousness, knowledge, freedom, and causally operative reason. It seems to be a presupposition of moral reflection that humans have an ‘inner life’ of feeling and consciousness, that they are rational beings, exercising ‘final causality’, able to envisage non-existent (possible future) states and select some of them as ‘good’, as goals to be sought, and that they are free, able to exercise causal influence on events that might have been different without that influence. These are weighty metaphysical claims, and, to that extent at least, one central view of what morality is depends on metaphysical postulates. To put it more pointedly, the view of autonomy as self-determination, and as a sui generis and self-contained field of enquiry, implies a non-reductive metaphysical view, so that it is not autonomous in being independent of wider metaphysical beliefs.


JUST DISCERNMENT AND EVALUATIVE COMMITMENT


The exact nature of the postulates implied by belief in moral autonomy as self-determination is difficult to spell out. Peter Strawson, in his influential paper ‘Freedom and Resentment’ (1974), distinguished between objective and reactive attitudes towards other persons. Objective attitudes treat persons as physical objects, their existence determined by physical laws, and their behaviour changeable, in principle, by physical interventions, such as surgery, brain manipulation, or genetic engineering. Reactive attitudes treat persons as centres of consciousness, thought, and choice, as we think of ourselves when trying to decide what is true or how to act.


As we can tell ourselves to concentrate, try harder, think logically, decide rationally, and act circumspectly, so we can tell other persons the same things, praise them when they do such things, and blame them when they do not. Just as we have to see ourselves as faced by alternative possibilities, and able to determine the future to some extent by thinking and deciding, so we see others in the same way when we treat them as persons, not as objects. If I think about what I ought to do, I presuppose that my thought will make some difference to what I do, and that my directed thoughts will bring about whatever physical brain-states correlate with the more or less rational decisions I make. Whatever sophisticated theories I may adopt with regard to brain–mind identity or lack of it, in practice, I must act as if my consciously directed thinking will produce physical brain-states that might not have occurred if I had not done any thinking. So it will be in the case of my attitudes to other persons. I presuppose that, in normal cases, if and only if they think hard, they will make decisions (and thus put their brains and bodies into physical states) that would not have obtained had they not thought, or if they had thought differently. To regard others as persons is to assume this is true, and to hold them responsible for actions that they consciously chose.


Wittgenstein and others have argued that this is not a matter of moving from my own case, of which I am sure, and inferring that other persons must have feelings and thoughts like mine, though I can never be sure. For my thoughts and the language in which I express them have been learned from others, and shaped by a long history of social change and interaction. I know that others (in the first case, those who teach me to speak) are reasoning and responsible beings, who elicit from me my free responses to their consciously directed acts towards me. I inhabit a world of persons with their own inner lives, their own thought processes, and their own social interactions, and it is in realizing this that I learn that I am a member of a community of reasoning agents.


I am not, in other words, self-determining in the sense that I make up all my language and my ways of thinking and acting for myself. I am from the first someone who has learned ways of thinking and choosing from my society. Even to think of myself as an autonomous and free rational agent is something that would be foreign to me if I was born and lived as a slave in a rigidly hierarchical society. There are people who would not think of freedom as a value, and who would regard personal reflection on how to act as a useless and irrelevant activity.


Of course, if one believes that it is important to being a mature person that one should always have an area of moral responsibility, then one will say of such people that they are in fact free to some extent – they can, for instance, work gladly and happily, or glumly and reluctantly, they can care for one another compassionately, or ignore their fellows. Moral choice always exists, and moral decisions for good or ill are always made. But that is something of an a priori assertion, which the facts just have to fit. There are people who will deny ever having knowingly made a moral choice, and who see themselves as wholly determined to be the way they are.


Indeed, this is the default position of those who believe in predestination. They may accept that they do whatever they do necessarily, and carry on doing it. Believers in predestination, historically, have usually thought that some being – probably God – determines things for good, and so they are fairly content with how they are. In modern times, people are more likely to think that things are determined by accident or blind necessity, and that considerations of justice or goodness are not relevant to what happens to them.


They can say, with the ancient Greek lyric poet Pindar, ‘Be true to yourself’ (Pythian 2,72), by simply going on being the way they are – perhaps they can take Ibsen’s spin on Pindar, which he formulates in the play Peer Gynt as the Troll motto: ‘Be true to yourself, and to Hell with the world’. If they begin to wonder whether they should interpret ‘self-realization’ in this way, they are indulging in useless morbidity. They should just get on with it, doing what comes naturally to them. ‘Be what you are, and do not worry about changing what you are’ – because there is no alternative anyway.


If you thought that, by realizing the truth of the reductive theory, you could change your way of life, you would be assuming that beliefs have a causal role in behaviour – which would undermine the reductive theory. However, if there were such a thing as moral freedom, and the possibility of changing what one is, then to adopt a deterministic attitude might plausibly be seen as a responsibly willed denial of moral responsibility – which would be immoral.


Thus, what might be called by many a presupposition of morality, and of being a moral agent, is partly already a value judgement. It is an interpretation or evaluation of what it is to be properly human, and not a completely value-free description. Yet it is meant to be a description. This suggests that the most basic descriptions of what it is to be a human being cannot avoid evaluations, or basic ways of seeing and acting towards human beings. Ways of seeing and commitments to acting are bound together in such a way that what one thinks it right to do follows from the way one sees one’s situation. Yet that way of seeing already embodies a certain sort of personal commitment, to being-in-the-world in a specific way.


This is not too strange in ordinary human affairs. We know that a person in a bad mood will tend to see the most depressing side of things, whereas a happy and cheerful person can be in the same situation, but find something uplifting or inspiring about it. Human perceptions reflect and express human moods and attitudes. Even in biology, some evolutionary psychologists find nature to be ‘red in tooth and claw’, without purpose or point. But others can see the same data as showing the development of integrative organization that leads progressively to the emergence of intelligence and understanding.


This means that even attending to the facts involves a cognitive attitude, a conceptual interpretation, which is not value-neutral. To see oneself and others as moral agents is a genuinely basic interpretation – it is not inferred from some other piece of knowledge. But that basic interpretation is already value-laden.


This seems to imply that values are not all consciously chosen, but many of them exist before one consciously chooses anything. I think that, in a sense, that is true, and the situation is something like this: one learns an interpretation of the world from others, and the perceptions one has embody values learned from one’s culture. But as one continues to learn, to encounter new experiences and come across new concepts, one begins to modify or reinforce those learned perceptual evaluations.


The first moral choices may occur in youth for most people, and even at quite an early stage offer the choice of either respecting others as free agents with their own interests and values, or regarding them as means to one’s own satisfaction. The elements of moral character may be laid down very early. But they will always be reinforced by one’s immediate community, and also by one’s own developing consciousness of the objects and persons one meets.


If this is so, then to regard others as free reasoning agents is a basic natural evaluative interpretation. But it is always liable to be countered by regarding some others as less than free reasoning agents – simply by ignoring their reasons and decisions in favour of one’s own.


However, there is an obvious objection. Can we not admit that others are free reasoning agents, but choose to ignore that fact, and treat them as objects? Yes, of course; we all do that to some extent. Yet that means we are not attending to their real natures and needs. Really perceiving, really knowing, is responding to their true natures, and that is already adopting a stance of giving value to the nature of things. Giving value is not deciding to put value on them, when the value is not there. It is recognizing the value that is there.


Iris Murdoch puts this well in The Sovereignty of Good, when she says that ‘goodness is connected with … a refined and honest perception of what is really the case, a patient and just discernment and exploration of what confronts one’ (1970, p. 38). Such perception is a matter of effort and discipline. It is not some sort of instantaneous intuition. ‘When M is just and loving she sees D as she really is’ (ibid., p. 37). One has to learn to see justly, which means that one has to be just and loving in order to see what is really there. There is ‘the progressive attempt to see a particular object clearly’ (ibid., p. 23). Virtue, Murdoch says, ‘is a selfless attention to nature’ (ibid., p. 41), more like obedience than like a resolution of the will. But the obedience is not to some authoritarian rule. It is an obedience of patient and loving regard to the real nature of things. ‘The central concept of morality’, she writes, ‘is “the individual” thought of as knowable by love’ (ibid., p. 30).


Such patient and loving regard is not primarily an apprehension of something supernatural or strange. It is an apprehension of the natural world as it really is, freed of reductive ambitions. James Griffin’s ‘expansive naturalism’ allows that values – most clearly but not only those of a prudential sort – are parts of the natural order. For the natural order includes human intentions and interests, and it involves attending appropriately to what those intentions and interests are. I am sympathetic to this proposal, if only because human persons are, after all, part of the natural order. They are not supernatural intrusions into an otherwise seamless web of causally connected events. This is a sort of naturalism that is very unlike reductive naturalism. Just how expansive it needs to be is a subject I will be investigating later.


For the present, it seems unavoidable that even to say what sort of thing morality is requires metaphysical argument. Autonomy, in the sense of independence from metaphysical reflection about the nature of human persons, is not self-evident. It is one possible view of the nature of morality among others. Thus, I think that morality is autonomous, in that there is a distinctive and irreducible moral or evaluative and potentially moral element in human cognition. However, it is not autonomous, in that discerning this element is not independent of all ontological commitment.
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REASON AND SENTIMENT: A PHANTOM BATTLE?


REASON AND DESIRE


I have argued that one sort of moral commitment, a commitment to moral autonomy, in the sense of self-determination, presupposes an ontological commitment. The commitment may seem rather minimal, since all it says is that persons are rational free causes in community. This can be seen as a form of expansive naturalism. Nothing much may seem to follow from this about what persons actually choose to do. But there is more to be said.


The importance of freedom is not just that persons can act without being wholly determined by prior physical, psychological, or external factors. It is that persons can act for reasons that they themselves formulate. Not anything can be a reason. It would be unintelligible to say that I will help my neighbour because the moon is made of cheese. When we think of possible futures, there must be an intelligible reason why we choose one of them. As Aristotle said, one good reason for choosing a possible future is that we think it good, we think it worth choosing in preference to other alternatives. It seems plausible to say that all rational agents choose a future because they think it is good, not because they think it is bad. That is virtually a definition of a rational agent. So, the question becomes: what sorts of possible states of affairs are reasonably considered good by human agents? Trying to answer this question may take us further in considering the sense in which morality or moral agency may be autonomous.
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